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To Be an Activist  
The world isn’t perfect—yet! On the news we see war and cruelty, unfairness and 
pollution. And sometimes we see these things right in our own neighborhoods. But that 
doesn’t mean we have to accept them. 

Every day, people all over the world work to change things for the better. People who 
don’t just sit there—who try to change things they think are bad—are called activists. Activists 
come in all shapes and sizes. Your great-grandmother can be one. So can you! You don’t need 
to be famous, or rich, or even old enough to vote. All that’s important is that you do something, 
big or small, to stand up for what you believe.  

What are some ways to be an activist? You can work with the government by voting, by 
going to court, or by contacting the people elected to represent you. You can get the word out 
about a problem by talking to reporters for newspapers and TV stations. You can demonstrate 
by marching with a sign, or simply by sitting down and refusing to move!  

Being an activist doesn’t mean being violent. You don’t need big muscles—just a strong 
spirit and a strong purpose. The most important activists ever, including Ghandi in India and 
Martin Luther King in America, entirely rejected violence. They and their followers got the 
world’s attention by being peaceful, strong, and dignified. They achieved great changes 
because they never gave up, even in the face of threats.  

The play How Old is a Hero? tells the stories of three young activists—Ruby, Ernest, 
and Claudette—who stood up for what they believed in. They brought their hope and energy to 
one great cause—ending segregation in the American South. 

What was Segregation? 
Fifty years ago in the South, laws existed to keep black people and white people apart. 
Black people had to use separate restrooms from whites, and drink from different water 
fountains. They could buy things from the big stores in town, but they weren’t allowed to sit 
down and eat at the stores’ lunch counters. They could purchase clothes from the “white” 
stores, but they weren’t allowed to try them on first, because they might get them “dirty” or 
“greasy.” 

This kind of separation was known as segregation. City buses were segregated, 
because white people got to sit up front, but black people were forced to ride in the back. (If you 
were black, you might have to ride standing up, even if the “white” seats were empty.) Most 
unfairly of all, schools were 
segregated. White students went to all-
white schools, which usually provided 
better books, equipment, and 
opportunity than the schools set aside 
for African-American children.  

Segregation wasn’t fair, but 
many people accepted it. They didn’t 
think they could change the way things 
had been for so long. However, others 
felt the unjust laws had to go. People of all colors and ages became activists as they began 
to protest against laws that treated blacks as second-class citizens. 

 

 

Discovery Theater presents How Old Is a Hero? 2



Kids on the March 
Kids played a big role in these civil rights protests. They carried signs at rallies and sang 
freedom songs. When fifteen-year-old Claudette Colvin helped touch off the Montgomery, 
Alabama bus boycott, thousands of other kids did their part by walking to school every day, 
just as their parents were walking to work. In 1963, a series of protest marches was even called 
the Children’s Crusade, because so many young activists were arrested for taking part.  

Adults went to court to win the right for black students and white students to go to school 
together. But grown-ups can’t actually attend school. Ultimately, the only people who can 
integrate a school are schoolchildren themselves.  

To stop school segregation, kids had to take the lead. 

 
Ernest Green and the Little Rock Nine 
Ernest Green was a senior in 1957 when he and eight other black students—known as “The 
Little Rock Nine”—integrated Central High School in Little Rock, Arkansas. There was so much 
trouble from segregationists that President Eisenhower sent in army troops to escort The Nine 
to school and patrol the hallways. In spite of it all, Ernest became the first black student to 
graduate from the school.  

Looking back, Ernest said, “One thing I think is very important is this: 
while the nine of us may have been preselected, there really are nine, ten, thirty, 
forty, fifty kids in every community that could have done that….We were all 
ordinary kids. You really do have the ability to do a lot more than you’ve been 
told….If given the opportunity, you’ll be surprised at how much you can do, how 
much you can achieve.”  

 

When he left Central High School, says Ernest Green, “I remember reading in the paper 
that my graduating was going to be a real milestone. I thought to myself, This is great, but I 
want to do something else in life besides graduating from Little Rock High School. What do I 
do from here?”  

What did Ernest do? He eventually served as Assistant Secretary of Labor under 
President Jimmy Carter! Later he became an investment banker, living here in Washington, 
DC. 

 

Claudette Colvin and the Montgomery Bus Boycott 
Claudette Colvin was fifteen when she refused to move to the back of a segregated bus in 
Montgomery, Alabama. 

“On March 2, 1955,” she says, “I got on the bus in front of Dexter Avenue 
Church….I wasn’t thinking about anything in particular. I think I had just finished eating a 
candy bar….  

A white lady was sitting across the aisle from me, and it was against the law for you to 
sit in the same aisle with a white person. 
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‘The bus driver looked back through the rearview mirror….He said, “Hey, get 
up!”...The white people were complaining.  

‘I said, “No. I do not have to get up. I paid my fare, so I do not have to get up. It’s my 
constitutional right to sit here just as much as that lady. It’s 
my constitutional right!”’  

The word boycott comes from 
the name of Charles Boycott, a 
cruel land agent in Ireland who 
refused to lower high rents. To 
persuade him to change, people 
got together and refused to have 
any business dealings with him. 

Policemen pulled Claudette off the bus, handcuffed 
her, and arrested her. She was convicted of violating the 
law and had to pay a fine. A few months later, when Rosa 
Parks also refused to give up her bus seat to a white 
passenger, the black citizens of Montgomery, Alabama had 
had enough. For the next thirteen months, until the law was 
changed, they and their supporters refused to ride 
Montgomery City buses. It was a boycott! 

A young African-American minister named Martin Luther 
King was put in charge of the bus boycott. Almost all the black 
people in Montgomery—over 17,000 men, women, and children—
organized to find other ways to get to work and school. They w
shared taxicabs, and got rides in private cars. (A few even rode 
mules!) 

alked, 

The bus company lost thousands of dollars in fares. Even more disturbing to 
segregationists, however, was the fact that so many people could work together, day after day, 
to stand up for their rights. As the rest of the U.S. began to take notice, the city fought back. City 
leaders created laws that made it almost impossible for blacks to use taxis and carpools. Some 
people spread false reports that the boycott was over. Others tried harassment or even violent 
attacks against black people.  

Ratified in 1868, the Fourteenth 
Amendment forbids any state to 
deny to any person "life, liberty or 
property, without due process of law" 
or to "deny to any person within its 
jurisdiction the equal protection of its 
laws." This promise continues to 
provide a basis for civil rights claims 
in the United States. 

Young and old, black citizens stuck together 
and kept up the boycott. Without carpools, however, 
African-American leaders knew that many people would 
be forced to start riding buses again. So they turned to 
the United States legal system: they filed a federal 
lawsuit against Montgomery's bus segregation laws, 
saying that these laws violated the 14th amendment of 
the United States Constitution. Eventually, the Supreme 
Court agreed. Segregation of buses was illegal.  

The Montgomery Bus Boycott has been called 
the start of the organized civil rights movement. It 
brought Martin Luther King to national attention. And 
fifteen-year-old Claudette helped make it happen. Claudette Colvin grew up and moved 

to New York, where she worked in a 
nursing home. She raised two sons.  

 

 

“The bus protest carried on by the colored people of Montgomery, Alabama, without violence, 
has been one of the most remarkable achievements of people fighting for their own rights but 
doing so without bloodshed and with the most remarkable restraint and discipline, that we have
ever witnessed in this country.” —Eleanor Roosevelt 
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Ruby Bridges and School Desegregation 
Ruby Bridges was only six in 1960 when she stepped into 
first grade—and into history. The year before, black 
kindergarteners in New Orleans had been given a special, 
extremely difficult test by the school board. Ruby was one of 
only a few who passed. Black leaders in New Orleans thought 
she would be an excellent student to help desegregate an all-
white school, so she was assigned to the William Frantz Public 
School. 

Three other first-grade girls were 
selected at the same time as 
Ruby. They were assigned to 
integrate McDonogh, another 
school a few miles from William 
Frantz. 

Every day, federal agents escorted Ruby into the school through shouting, angry 
crowds who wanted to keep the school for white students only. Because these segregationists 
kept their own children home as a protest, Ruby had the school almost to herself for most of 
the year. She never saw the few white students who came, because they were kept away from 
her classroom.  

Ruby was the only student in her class, but she wasn’t 
alone. She had Mrs. Barbara Henry, a young, dedicated 
white teacher. Mrs. Henry had just moved to New Orleans 
from Boston, so she was a newcomer to the school as 
well. When the other teachers refused to teach Ruby, Mrs. 
Henry volunteered.  
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The William Frantz School had
576 enrolled students when 
Ruby began classes there. 
Three days later, attendance 
was only 4—including Ruby 
herself.
It was a hard year, but it was worth it. By the next 
eptember, thanks to Ruby, integration was accepted at William Frantz. She and other 
lack children could go to school there without federal marshals for protection. 

 
 New Kind of Segregation 

Ruby stayed in New Orleans, became a travel agent, got married and raised four sons. 
or a while her first-grade experiences faded into the background, but in the 1990s several 

hings happened that revived the past.  

• With her nieces attending William Frantz, Ruby began to volunteer at the school she had 
helped to integrate decades before.  

• A picture book was published about her part in the civil rights movement.  

• After more than thirty years, she was reunited with Mrs. Henry, the teacher she had 
never forgotten and who had never forgotten her.  

uby felt these events were coming together for a purpose. The William Frantz School, she 
ays, “is in a poor neighborhood in the inner city, and most of the students there are African-
merican. As is true of most inner-city schools, there’s never enough funding to keep William 
rantz up to current standards or even to offer students the same opportunities they would 

eceive in some of the suburban schools….The kids are being segregated all over again.”  
So, for the second time, Ruby became an activist. To help fight racism and “turn inner-

ity public schools into great schools,” she created the Ruby Bridges Foundation. She and Mrs. 
enry often visit schools together to tell students what they learned from the integration 
xperience. 

Mrs. Henry says, “I grew to love Ruby and to be awed by her. It was an ugly world 
utside, but I tried to make our world together as normal as possible. Neither of us ever missed 
 day. It was important to keep going.”  
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How Old Do You Have To Be To Make a Difference? 
Claudette Colvin and Ernest Green were teenagers. Ruby Bridges was only six. Yet these three 
are still remembered today, because they stood up for what they believed in. They refused to 
quit until “they got what they came for”—an end to the laws that said they didn’t deserve the 
best education possible, or to sit where they wanted on a bus.  

It’s never too early—or too late!—to be an activist, to stand up for your beliefs with strength and 
dignity. 

So, how old do you have to be to make a difference? The answer is, how old are you? 

 

 

“Our Ruby taught us all a lot. She became someone who helped change our country. She 
was part of history, just like generals and presidents are part of history. They’re leaders, 
and so was Ruby. She led us away from hate, and she led us nearer to knowing each other, 
the white folks and the black folks.”                                     —Lucille Bridges, Ruby’s Mother 

 

FOR DISCUSSION AFTER THE SHOW  

What is Courage? 
• Did Ruby’s mother want Ruby to go to the new elementary school? Why or why not? 

Was Mrs. Bridges brave?  

• Ernest Green didn’t use his fists to fight back, even when angry people yelled and spit at 
him. What did he do instead? Did that take courage?  

• Do you think there are different kinds of courage? What are some of them? 

What is Activism? 
• What is activism? Who were some of the activists you remember from the play? Can 

regular people be activists? How? 

• Ruby spoke of Mrs. Henry as her first white friend. How can your teacher be your friend? 
How can you make friends with people who are different from yourself? Why is 
it good to have friends who are different?  

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Discovery Theater presents How Old Is a Hero? 6



Activities…for Young Activists! 
 
Making Headlines 
Every day, people like Claudette and Ernest, Ruby and Mrs. Henry stand up for what they 
believe in. In big ways and small ways, they help make the world better.  

Do you know somebody who has stood up for something? Maybe someone you know 
has cleaned up your neighborhood, or stopped a bully, or worked in a soup kitchen to help feed 
the homeless. (Hint: It doesn’t have to be someone famous!)  

Put that person in the news! Draw a picture to go on the “front page.” Write a caption, a 
headline and a news story about the person and their accomplishment. 

 

In the Picture 
The artist Norman Rockwell painted a picture of Ruby on her way to school, called The 
Problem We All Live With. This picture was published in a magazine and became one of the 
most famous images of its time.  

In the library or on the internet, find a copy of this picture. Take a good look at it. 
Rockwell didn’t paint the mob of angry people who wanted to keep Ruby out of school, but he 
let us know they were there. How? (Clues: graffiti; tomato splattered on wall; federal marshals) 

How does Ruby look in the picture? Does she look scared? Brave? Hopeful? How does 
the picture make you feel about what went on? 

 

Active-ate Your School! 
Why did Ruby and Ernest struggle for school integration so long ago? Because they wanted 
African-Americans to have access to a better education than the “black” schools could offer 
them. And why did black people want and need a better education?  

Because a good education gives you power.  
It’s true. Throughout history, tyrannical governments have tried to keep people ignorant. 

Why? If you can read and write, you’re better able to find out what’s going on around you. 
You can find out about ideas for change, and communicate your own ideas to other people 
far away. In the past, women, slaves, and other oppressed groups often received little 
education. This lack of knowledge and abilities helped shut 
them out of the full rights and privileges every human b
should be given.  

eing 

Today, laws guarantee people more rights. But a 
good education is still essential. It gives you the basic 
tools for living in our society, and helps you discover and 
develop your unique talents. It helps you find out where 
you want to go and how to get there.  

Ruby Bridges is still an activist for schools. At 
William Frantz, she says, “we hired teachers for 
multicultural arts programs. We started a ballet class, an 
African dance class, and a class on manners and 
etiquette. My hope is to bring programs like these to other 
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inner-city schools. I believe we must turn inner-city schools into great schools….I believe 
strongly in literacy and the power of education.” 

Is your school a great school? What would make your school better? More 
computers? Better science or sports equipment? More field trips to Discovery Theater? Write 
down all the improvements you can think of. 

Now, get active—right this minute! Pick one improvement and start making it 
happen. Brainstorm with your friends and your teacher. Exactly what is needed? How can you 
get it? Who might help you? (Some possibilities: librarian, principal, PTA, school board, elected 
representatives, arts organizations, businesses.) Hint: You might put the “squeaky wheel” 
technique to work for you (see below). 

 

 

Be a Squeaky Wheel 
   
  
   Your address 
   February 14, 2007 
 
 
President George W. Bush 
The White House 
1600 Pennsylvania Avenue NW 
Washington, DC 20500 
 
Dear President Bush, 
 
I am writing because ____________ is 
important to me. (Tell why in two or three 
sentences.) 
 
   Sincerely, 
 
 
   Your Name 

Abraham Lincoln described the United States government 
as “government of the people, by the people, and for the 
people.” What does “people” mean? It means you. 

Government officials—like mayors, senators, 
representatives, and even the President—are there for 
you. They have a responsibility to be your voice. But they 
aren’t psychic! How do they know what you think?  

They can’t know—unless you tell them.  
What do you care about? Endangered animals? 

Pollution? People’s rights? Health care? Peace?  

Be a squeaky wheel! Look up the names and 
addresses of your elected officials - president, vice-
president, U.S. or state senators and representatives, and 
mayor. Write to them about something important to you.  

If you want, illustrate your letter. The sample shown 
will help. 

 

 
Brown v Board of Education 
What was it? Why was it important? 

May 17, 2004 marked the 50th anniversary of the landmark 
Supreme Court decision in the legal case known as BROWN V. 
BOARD OF EDUCATION.    

Do some research!   Who was "Brown"?  What was the 
case about?  How did it change the lives of Ruby Bridges and of 
every other kid in America?   

Why is your school different today because of this ruling?   
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Timeline 
 
1954  

• Ruby Bridges is born 

• Supreme Court outlaws school desegregation in the case called Brown versus Board of 
Education of Topeka, Kansas 

1955 

• March: Black teenager Claudette Colvin is arrested for refusing to give up her seat on a 
bus to a white person. 

• December: Rosa Parks is arrested for refusing to give up her seat on a Montgomery, 
Alabama city bus to a white woman. The Montgomery Bus Boycott begins. 

1956 

• March: Almost 100 Southern U.S. senators and congressmen vow to fight desegregation 
of schools. 

• November: U.S. Supreme Court declares Montgomery, Alabama bus segregation laws 
unconstitutional. 

• December: The Montgomery bus boycott ends. City buses are integrated. 

1957 

• September: Governor Faubus of Arkansas orders National Guard troops to keep nine 
black students from integrating Little Rock’s Central High School. President Eisenhower 
sends the army’s 101st Airborne Division to protect the Little Rock Nine. 

1958 

• May: Ernest Green becomes the first black student to graduate from Central High. 

• August/ September: Governor Faubus closes all Little Rock public schools to prevent 
further integration. 

1960 

• November: Ruby Bridges starts first grade at William Frantz Public School in New 
Orleans. Three other first-graders integrate a neighboring school. 

1963 

• April/May: Huge anti-segregation demonstrations are held in Birmingham. So many are 
arrested, especially children, that the campaign is called the “Children’s Crusade.” 

1964 

• Fall: First students integrate schools in Montgomery, Alabama. 
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Related Resources 

The music and audio clips used in this production of How Old is a Hero? are taken from the 
CDs Every Tone a Testimony and Voices of the Civil Rights Movement.   
 
The quotations used in this guide are taken from the book Through My Eyes by Ruby 
Bridges, from the web site www.rubybridges.org, and from interviews in Freedom’s 
Children by Ellen Levine. 
 
See the list below for details. 

 
• The Story of Ruby Bridges, by Robert Coles. Ruby’s achievement in picture-book format for 
ages 4 to 8. The author is the child psychologist who worked with Ruby during her integration 
experience.  

• Ruby Bridges, A Real American Hero. A full-length feature film from Disney, available on 
video. Ages 8 & up. 

• Through My Eyes, by Ruby Bridges. Grown-up Ruby tells her own story, with news photos 
and article excerpts from the time. Excellent first-person history for children.  

• www.rubybridges.org—Ruby’s own web site. Find out more about her story and the 
foundation she has formed to fight racism. See how you can help with the book she’s writing!  

• Eyes on the Prize: America's Civil Rights Years, 1954-1965. This highly acclaimed PBS 
television series, available on video, may be the definitive history of the movement. Older 
readers will also enjoy the companion book by Juan Williams.  

• Freedom’s Children, edited by Ellen Levine. Ernest, Claudette, and dozens of other young 
activists remember their parts in the civil rights struggles of the 50s and 60s, with Levine adding 
background and context. Ages 9 & up.  

• Cracking the Wall: The Struggles of the Little Rock Nine, by Eileen Lucas. A well-written 
Easy Reader, with plenty of personal detail.  

• www.centralhigh57.org—Central High School’s official web site. Great coverage of the Little 
Rock Nine, then and now.  

• Every Tone a Testimony (Smithsonian Folkways Recordings)—this double CD draws 
upon Smithsonian archives to create a history of African American life and culture in sound, 
featuring music, oratory, poetry, and prose by historically renowned African American 
musicians, writers, and activists.  

• Voices of the Civil Rights Movement: Black American Freedom Songs 1960-1966 
(Smithsonian Folkways Recordings)—this 2-CD set (accompanied by a booklet written by 
Bernice Johnson Reagon and featuring rare historic photographs) documents the powerful story 
of African American musical culture and its role in the Civil Rights Movement.  
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Vocabulary 
Constitution—a constitution is a written statement of the rules and laws of a government or 

organization. The Constitution of the United States is the supreme law of the United 
States of America, listing the powers and duties of the government and the rights of its 
citizens. 

Right (rights)—something a person is automatically entitled to  
Constitutional Rights—rights and personal freedoms guaranteed to people by the U.S. 

Constitution 
Civil Rights—rights and personal freedoms guaranteed to people specifically by the 13th and 

14th amendments to the Constitution of the United States. (The 13th Amendment made 
slavery illegal; the 14th guarantees all citizens equal rights and protection under the 
law.)  

Segregation—keeping two or more groups separated  
Integration—mixing two or more groups  
Desegregation—the process of going from segregation to integration 
Unconstitutional—not allowed, based on the Constitution of the United States  
Boycott—a form of protest where people refuse to buy some product or use some service  
Activist—someone of any age who takes direct action to support a belief  
Race—a group of people sharing certain physical traits (such as skin color, shape of eyes, hair 

color, etc.) that can be passed on to offspring and that seem to set that group apart from 
other groups 

Racism—the belief that one race is better or worse than another race 
Versus—against (used in court cases); abbreviated v. or vs. 

 
About Discovery Theater  
  
Discovery Theater, the Smithsonian Institution’s theater for 
children, has been dedicated to offering the best in live 
performing arts for young people since 1979. Each year, 
more than 50,000 Washington-area children and their 
adults visit DT (now located in the Smithsonian’s S. Dillon 
Ripley Center on the National Mall in Washington, DC) to 
explore American history and cultures, folk tales from a
science and math programs in the company of puppeteers, storytellers, dancers, actors, 
musicians and mimes. DT performances unite ideologies, enact themes that reflect the d
of its audiences, open avenues of self-reflection, and offer an enjoyable means for paren
teachers to demonstrate life’s lessons.   

round the world, and exciting, accessible 

iversity 
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DT frequently collaborates with distinguished partners such as The Library of Congress, 
The United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, The Lemelson Center for Study of Invention 
and Innovation, and America’s Jazz Heritage, A Partnership of the Lila Wallace-Reader’s Digest 
Fund and the Smithsonian Institution. Some of our favorite programs are also going on tour, and 
our partnership with Round House Theater in Silver Spring, MD means that DT’s special brand 
of educational entertainment for kids is more widely available than ever before. For details, call 
202-633-8700 or see www.DiscoveryTheater.org. 
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