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Introduction:  

On February 1, 1968, two Memphis sanitation workers who were seeking shelter from the rain were 

crushed in the back of a garbage truck when its compactor malfunctioned. Their deaths sparked out-

rage among their fellow workers and on February 12, 1968, over 1000 Memphis sanitation workers 

walked out of their jobs in protest. The striking workers demanded safer working conditions, better 

pay, and recognition of their union. The ongoing strike attracted the attention of Martin Luther King, 

Jr,. who came to Memphis in March and April to lend his support. On April 4, 1968, on the eve of a 

large planned march, King was assassinated at the Lorraine Motel.  

 

Guiding Questions: 
• What was the Sanitation Strike of 1968? 

• How long did the sanitation strike last? 

• How did Dr. Martin Luther King impact the sanitation strike? 

• What organizations helped the strikers to pay their bills? 

• How would you describe the victories of the strike? 

 

Learning Objectives: During this lesson, students will read the book, Memphis, Martin and the 

Mountaintop: The Sanitation Strike of 1968 by Alice Faye Duncan. Students will explore the facts 

about the sanitation strike using the book and primary sources from the Tennessee State Library and 

Archives. 

 

The Memphis Sanitation Strike of 1968 
 

Lesson plans based on children’s books and primary sources at the Tennessee State Library and Archives 

Book: Memphis, Martin and the Mountaintop: The Sanitation Strike of 1968 

by Alice Faye Duncan 

Lesson Plan Creator:  Patricia Lockhart, Germantown Elementary School 

Grade Level:  2nd and 5th grades    

Date Created: March 2020 

Visit http://sos.tn.gov/tsla/education for additional lesson plans.   

http://sos.tn.gov/tsla/education
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Curriculum Standards: 

SSP.01 - Gather information from a variety of sources, including: Printed materials, Graphic representa-

tions, Artifacts, Media and technology sources. 

SSP.02 - Critically examine a primary or secondary source in order to: Summarize significant ideas and 

relevant information. Distinguish between fact and opinion. Draw conclusions. Recognize author’s pur-

pose and point of view. 

2.29 - Examine the significant contributions made by people of the U.S., including: Martin Luther King, 

Jr. 

2.31 - Analyze and interpret events placed chronologically on a timeline.  

2.32 – Contrast primary and secondary sources. 

5.24 - Analyze the key people and events of the Civil Rights Movement, including (T.C.A. § 49-6- 1028): 

Martin Luther King Jr. and non-violent protests. 

Materials Needed: A copy of the book , Memphis, Martin and the Mountaintop: The Sanitation 

Strike of 1968, computers, and Tennessee State Library and Archives Resources (3):     

Statement from Governor Buford  Ellington Issued to All Citizens Following Rioting in Memphis, Ten-

nessee   

600 Strikers, Friends March Quietly in Tense Memphis newspaper article 

Dr. King’s Flag Has Been Captured political cartoon 

 

Lesson Activities: 

Activity 1: Fill in the Timeline 

Materials:  600 Strikers, Friends March Quietly in Tense 

Memphis   (newspaper article from TSLA) 

Directions: Use this primary resource to recap information 

and add additional information to the timeline in the book 

“Memphis, Martin and the Mountaintop: The Sanitation 

Strike of 1968.”  

 

 

https://cdm15138.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/search/searchterm/43781
https://cdm15138.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/search/searchterm/43781
https://cdm15138.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/search/searchterm/43981
https://cdm15138.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/search/searchterm/43993
https://cdm15138.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/search/searchterm/600%20Strikers,%20Friends%20March%20Quietly%20in%20Tense%20Memphis
https://cdm15138.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/search/searchterm/600%20Strikers,%20Friends%20March%20Quietly%20in%20Tense%20Memphis
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LESSON ACTIVITIES: ACTIVITY 1 (continued) 

Look at the timeline in the back of the book. The date, March 30, 1968 isn’t there. The primary source, 

600 Strikers, Friends March Quietly in Tense Memphis is a newspaper article from our excluded date. 

Read the newspaper article thoroughly. Use the information in the newspaper article to write an entry 

for March 30 on the timeline. 

 

Activity 2: Fact and Opinion 

Materials: A copy of the book , Memphis, Martin and the Mountaintop: The Sanitation Strike of 1968 

by Alice Faye Duncan 

Directions: The book, Memphis, Martin and the Mountaintop: The Sanitation Strike of 1968 by Alice 

Faye Duncan contains several facts relevant to the Memphis Sanitation Strike of 1968. Although it con-

tains facts, it also contains a few opinions. Using the graphic organizer below, write the sentences that 

are facts in the FACT column and write the sentences that are opinions in the OPINION column. 

 Fact: A statement that is known to be true and can be proven. 

 Opinion: A view or judgment formed about something, not necessarily based on fact or  

  knowledge. 

(See the next page for a copy of the Fact/

Opinion graphic organizer) 

Activity 3: Author’s Purpose 
 

Materials:  Statement from Governor Buford  Ellington 

Issued to All Citizens Following Rioting in Memphis, Ten-

nessee          (Tennessee State Library and Archives prima-

ry source) 

                                                                        

Directions: Every author or writer has a purpose. They 

are trying to either persuade, inform or entertain their 

audience. Read the press release issued by Hudley Crock-

ett, News Secretary and Special Assistant, on behalf of Governor Buford Ellington. What was the pur-

pose of the press release?  What effect did this press release have on the Memphis Sanitation Strike of 

1968? 

https://cdm15138.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/search/searchterm/600%20Strikers,%20Friends%20March%20Quietly%20in%20Tense%20Memphis
https://cdm15138.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/search/searchterm/43781
https://cdm15138.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/search/searchterm/43781
https://cdm15138.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/search/searchterm/43781
https://cdm15138.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/search/searchterm/43781
https://cdm15138.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/search/searchterm/43781
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Fact Opinion 

Example: “The average pay for sanitation workers was $1.70 
per hour.” 

Example: “It was never proven, but militant teenagers 
started the Beale Street Riot.” 
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LESSON ACTIVITIES:  

Activity 4: Analyzing a Cartoon 

Materials: A copy of the book, Memphis, Martin and the Mountaintop: The Sanitation Strike of 1968 by 

Alice Faye Duncan and primary source:  Dr. King’s Flag Has Been Captured 

Directions: The Sanitation Strikers had signs while they protested. One of the signs said, “We Shall 

Overcome.” Look at the primary source "Dr. King's Flag Has Been Captured." This cartoon shows a hand 

holding a tattered white flag that says, "WE WILL loot, bomb, OVERCOME burn!" The word OVERCOME 

is crossed out.  

Answer the following questions: 

What do you think about this sign?  

How might have Lorraine felt if she saw this sign?  

Imagine that this cartoon was a part of the book, Memphis, Martin and the Mountaintop: The Sanita-

tion Strike of 1968 by Alice Faye Duncan. What might Lorraine have written to go along with cartoon? 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://cdm15138.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/p15138coll18/id/3484/rec/5
https://cdm15138.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/p15138coll18/id/3484/rec/5


6 

LESSON ACTIVITIES:  

Activity 5: Kahoot Quiz for Students based on Mem-

phis, Martin and the Mountaintop 

Materials: Computer 

Directions: Copy and paste the link below in your browser to 

engage your students in a fun quiz!  

Students may work on this individually or in teams. 

https://create.kahoot.it/share/memphis-martin-and-the-mountaintop-the-sanitation-strike-of-
1968/90ecb2a1-b0c2-4710-833f-754981e97cc7  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Activity 6:  Protest Sign 

Materials:  Poster board, markers, paint stirrers (to mount 

posters), and glue 

Make a protest poster and explain to the class why you chose 

this particular event or issue to protest. 

Protest issues could be:  Unfair treatment of people, animal 

abuse, rules that you think aren’t fair to the entire class, etc. 

 

 
 
 

https://create.kahoot.it/share/memphis-martin-and-the-mountaintop-thttps:/create.kahoot.it/share/memphis-martin-and-the-mountaintop-the-sanitation-strike-of-1968/90ecb2a1-b0c2-4710-833f-754981e97cc7
https://create.kahoot.it/share/memphis-martin-and-the-mountaintop-thttps:/create.kahoot.it/share/memphis-martin-and-the-mountaintop-the-sanitation-strike-of-1968/90ecb2a1-b0c2-4710-833f-754981e97cc7

