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Watch the film

Learn about streaming options,
screenings, and how to purchase a DVD:

www.movewhenthespiritsaysmove.com

Copyright
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Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 License.

To view a copy of this license, visit
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/deed.en
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HOW TO TEACH FREEDOM
A K-12 Educational Guide to Accompany the Documentary
Move When the Spirit Says Move: !e legacy of Dorothy Foreman Cotton

Purpose

To o%er teachers, parents and young people more ways to understand the life 
and work of Dorothy Cotton.

"is guide is a doorway, an entry point, to which deeper discovery and explo-
ration can be made based upon interest and ability. "e examples of lessons, ac-
tivities, discussions and other hands-on projects are shared to o%er participants 
more ways to engage with history and make their own mark upon it.

"e resources shared are starting places for further research and understanding. 
As a living resource, more links, photos and o%erings will be added as they are 
found, suggested and used.

"is guide is divided and grouped into sections that match the typical grade lev-
els (K-2, 3-5, 6-8, 9-12). Activities are matched to corresponding education stan-
dards for the state of North Carolina. It provides a progression of social studies 
standards from K-12, with particular focus on topics that align with Dorothy F. 
Cotton’s story and the Civil Rights Movement.

Key themes that emerge across grade levels include

1. Understanding cultural practices and diversity
2. Civic engagement and participation
3. Rights and responsibilities of citizens
4. Impact of individuals and groups on historical change
5. Evolution of freedom, equality, and justice
6. Study of discrimination, resistance, and reform

!e standards become progressively more complex and analytical as students 
advance, moving from

• Basic understanding of rules and fairness (K-2)
• Introduction to civic participation and cultural diversity (3-5)
• Analysis of historical events and social movements (6-8)
• Critical evaluation of American identity, civil rights, and social justice (9-12)
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Overview of Documentary

"is powerful documentary tells the story of Dorothy F. Cotton, a crucial but 
o$en overlooked leader in the Civil Rights Movement who served as the Edu-
cation Director for the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC). "e 
documentary reveals several key themes and aspects of her work:

1. "e Citizenship Education Program (CEP):

• Dorothy Cotton led and expanded what became known as “the best kept 
secret of the Civil Rights Movement.”

• "e CEP Dorothy Cotton focused on teaching literacy, civic engagement, 
constitutional rights and the principles of nonviolence.

• Dorothy Cotton and her colleagues empowered people to understand their 
rights and responsibilities as citizens.

• Dorothy Cotton trained local leaders who would return to their communi-
ties to teach others.

2. Dorothy Cotton’s Teaching Philosophy: employed the principles of Popular 
Education, developed by Septima Clark, Esau Jenkins and Myles Horton at the 
Highlander Folk School. Popular Education: 

• Engaged learners as people with lived experience and expertise on the race- 
and class-based violence and barriers to full citizenship that they faced, and 
the basic freedoms they were seeking.

• Met people where they are, a&rmed their assets as respected community 
members, validated what they already knew, and “un-brainwashed” them of 
false, negative internalized beliefs about themselves.

• Nurtured people’s capacities 
• to work collectively to solve their own problems,
• to exercise their constitutional rights,
• to move from a “victim” mindset to one of  “agency” and “full citizenship”

• Emphasized personal transformation and empowerment.
• Used storytelling and shared experiences to build connections.
• Taught that every person had innate leadership potential.
• Combined practical skills (literacy, voter registration) with deeper under-

standing of democracy. and the principles and strategies of nonviolent direct 
action for racial justice. 
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Part 2: Engagement and Discussion
Prompts for further explorationK-

2nd

A. Circle Time Discussions
"eme: Basic discussions on fairness, equality, and community helpers

1. Community Helpers (Based on Dorothy's work)
• Who helps in our community?
• How do teachers help us?
• What makes someone a good helper? Connect to documentary: Dorothy's work teaching others

2. Working Together (From documentary's citizenship schools)
• How can we help each other learn?
• What can we do when something is hard?
• Why is it important to encourage others? Sample prompt: "Remember how Dorothy helped oth-

ers learn to read? How do you help your friends?"

3. Music and Movement Discussions
• How does singing make us feel brave?
• Why did Dorothy use songs to teach?
• When do we sing together? Include songs from documentary: "When the Spirit Says Move"

Lesson Duration: 45-60 minutes each
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Part 4: Additional Resources 
Media and field trip ideasK-

2nd

A. Book Recommendations

1. For Students:
• I Am Ruby Bridges by Ruby Bridges
• Martin's Big Words by Doreen Rappaport
• $e Story Of Martin Luther King Jr. by Johnny Ray Moore
• $e Youngest Marcher by Cynthia Levinson
• We Shall Overcome by Bryan Collier
• Let Freedom Sing by Vanessa Brantley-Newton
• Voice of Freedom: Fannie Lou Hamer by Carole Boston Weatherford

2. For Teachers:
• Citizenship Education Program materials (simpli#ed):            

https://www.crmvet.org/docs/cit_schools_brochure.pdf
• Civil Rights songs collection:                                                         

https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PLb0F4Ln35b3iQULEC-
R3fQP4-RZ1ihh0PY&si=9GXs0cWyBylEANLX

• Picture books about community helpers

B. Multimedia Resources

Age-appropriate video clips showing:
1. Community helpers
2. Children working together
3. Simple civil rights history 

• Can Children Help?                                                                   
https://youtu.be/8b3Y9xVvQzw?si=tIb6MHA6lErZ7BT2

• What Is Segregation?                                                                
https://youtu.be/cgjDPa15NLs?si=Na9MD_McDWL0yJmn

C. Parent Resources

Discussion Guides:
• How to talk about helping others:                                                 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1DIDXuGMvMsW6Za8B-
Kn558zwqYP2UrxzH6ErQE9vaBIg/edit?usp=sharing

• Ways to encourage learning at home:                                           
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1NCx4g7xQOYIQAuE67Ftk-
F61ovE82Zu$ihbC2kqsfr0/edit?usp=sharing

• Activities for family involvement:                                                 
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1ctrWzmyp6IXEHoN8aok-
1jrVpyYPQsfZqMt1NtiUaygo/edit?usp=sharing

D. Field Trip Ideas

Local Connections:
• Visit community helper locations
• Local civil rights landmarks
• Libraries and learning centers


