
ESSENTIAL QUESTION

How did the Beatles take a stand against 
segregation while touring America? And what 
did it mean for popular music culture?

OVERVIEW

In this lesson, students learn about the 
Beatles active stance against segregation and 
consider what the band’s example meant for 
an emerging youth culture.

The members of The Beatles grew up in 
Liverpool in the north of England. From the 
time the band formed, they were students of 
African-American music, such as American 
Rhythm and Blues, Southern Soul, Motown, 
and more. The “covers” (songs not written 
but recorded by The Beatles) included on their early records were predominantly songs made 
famous by African-American artists. Likely because of this respect for African-American music and 
their opposition to segregation, when The Beatles toured America their contracts stated explicitly 
that they would not perform for segregated audiences. For those who saw the group as nothing 
more than a “teen phenomenon,” it was a lesson in how artists can stand up for their beliefs and 
help to change the world they live in.

THE BEATLES AND AMERICAN SEGREGATION
OVERVIEW
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Upon completion of this lesson, students will:

1. KNOW (KNOWLEDGE):

•  About segregation, Jim Crow laws in the 
American South, and the Civil Rights Act of 
1964

•  The complexities of race relations in 1960s 
America

How The Beatles used their position to take a 
stand in relation to American segregation

How The Beatles’ sound was influenced by 
African-American music

About “Beatlemania” as a social and cultural 
phenomenon

OBJECTIVES

ACTIV IT IES

2. BE ABLE TO (SKILLS):

•  Make connections between popular music and 
the social and political environment in which that 
music is created

•  Interpret how public reaction to popular music 
reflects the social norms and values of a 
particular historical era

•  Analyze historical materials to better understand 
relationships between the past and present

•  Make connections among political, legal and 
cultural developments

MOTIVATIONAL ACTIVITY:

1. Ask your students and keep track of their responses on the board:

•  Who are The Beatles? What do you know about their success? Have you ever heard of “Beatlemania”?

2. Now show Clip 1, “Beatlemania” and ask students:

•  How did the fans feel about The Beatles during Beatlemania?

•  Do you think this kind of celebrity gave The Beatles a unique social power? If so, what do you think could 
they do with it?

•  Can you think of any current musicians whose popularity gives them power to affect American society? Who? 
What did they do and what was the effect?
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PROCEDURE: 

1. Distribute Handout 1 - Segregation in the 
American South and read it out loud as a 
class. Ask your students:     

•  How do you think segregation would have 
affected the lives of young people in the 
American South?

•  How do you think segregation affected The 
Beatles as young people growing up in 
England? (Remind your students that as young 
Liverpudlians, The Beatles would have had no 
real interactions with legislated segregation 
before visiting the U.S. Encourage your students 
to consider how not having segregation could 
affect their perceptions of black artists.)

•  Little Richard was a major influence on The 
Beatles’ music. They covered Richard’s songs 
“Good Golly Miss Molly” and “Long Tall Sally,” 
and the two groups played together in Europe 
before The Beatles’ first trip to the U.S. How do 
you think The Beatles’ love for Richard’s music 
would have affected their relationship to Richard 
as a person?

•  What do you think the White Citizens Council 
meant when it suggested that Rock and Roll 
would “mongrelize” America?

2. Play Clip 2, “The Beatles Confront 
American Segregation,” and discuss with 
your class:

•  What was the situation The Beatles were facing 
in Florida?

• What was The Beatles position on segregation?

•  If Jim Crow laws were still in effect at the time, 
what of significance were The Beatles doing 
relative to those laws?

3. Explain to students that while The Beatles 
are considered among the 20th century’s 
most important composers, they began 
by “covering” the music of other artists. 
Distribute Handout 2 - Cover Songs and 
Group Sound. First, have the class look 
at the chart that shows how many of the 
group’s “covers” were associated with 
African-American artists. Ask your students:

•  How do you think playing “black music” affected 
the group’s feelings about African Americans in 
general?

 •  What do you think The Beatles respect for 
African-American music might have meant to a 
young American fan at the time? 

4. Now read the second part of Handout 2, an 
excerpt of a New Musical Express article from 
February 1, 1963, a year before The Beatles’ 
first American performance, as a class. 

 •  What type of music does the author say The 
Beatles play?

 •  What does Little Richard suggest that he hears in 
The Beatles’ sound in 1963?

5. Replay Clip 2 and have your students 
focus on Dr. Kitty Oliver describing her 
experience as a young African-American 
Beatle fan in the American South. Ask 
students: 

 •  What do you think the Beatles represented to Dr. 
Oliver when she was a girl?

 •  How do you think the Beatles’ stance against 
segregation affected Dr. Oliver’s view of the pop 
act’s unique power?

6. Play Clip 3, “The Beatles on The Ed 
Sullivan Show.” Tell your students that 
this nationally televised performance was 
watched by a record setting 73 million 
viewers, more than one third of the 
American population at the time. Discuss 
with your students:     

 •  What was Whoopi Goldberg’s reaction to The 
Beatles as a young woman?

 •  How do you think Goldberg’s recollection of The 
Beatles seeming “colorless” differs from the 
White Citizen Council’s declaration that Rock and 
Roll would “mongrelize” America?

7. Play Clip 4, The Beatles’ 1965 single “We 
Can Work It Out” from The Beatles 1 
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PROCEDURE: (CONTINUED)
collection and display Handout 3: “We Can 
Work It Out” Lyrics. Ask your students:  

•  What do you think this song is about? Could this 
song be about segregation? What else could you 
interpret this song to be about?

•  In what ways do you think the open-ended 
interpretation of “We Can Work It Out” might 

have affected the song’s power with listeners? 
(Encourage your students to consider that 
a song with a specifically focused message 
divides listeners into “for” or “against” camps, 
while “We Can Work It Out” allows listeners an 
interpretation that works for their beliefs.)
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SUMMARY ACTIVITY:

 Ask your students:

•  How would you describe the impact Beatlemania had on America to someone who had not heard of the 
band?

•  What have you learned about the power of popular music?

•  Can you think of contemporary artists who have attempted to leverage their power as popular performers 
to enact social change?

COMMON CORE STATE STANDARDS

College and Career Readiness Reading Anchor Standards for Grades 6-12 for English 
Language Arts

Reading 4: Interpret words and phrases as they are used in a text, including determining 
technical, connotative, and figurative meanings, and analyze how specific word choices 
shape meaning or tone

Language 4: Determine or clarify the meaning of unknown and multiple-meaning words 
and phrases by using context clues, analyzing meaningful word parts, and consulting 
general and specialized reference materials, as appropriate.

Speaking and Listening 2: Integrate and evaluate information presented in diverse media 
and formats, including visually, quantitatively, and orally

Speaking and Listening 3: Evaluate a speaker’s point of view, reasoning, and use of 
evidence and rhetoric

STANDARDS
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SOCIAL STUDIES – NATIONAL COUNCIL FOR THE SOCIAL STUDIES (NCSS)

Theme 1: Culture

Theme 2: Time, Continuity, and Change

Theme 4: Individual, Development and Identity

Theme 5: Individuals, Groups, and Institutions

Theme 6: Power, Authority, and Governance

Theme 9: Global Connections

Theme 10: Civic Ideals and Practices

NATIONAL STANDARDS FOR MUSIC EDUCATION

Core Music Standard: Responding

Analyze: Analyze the structure and context of varied musical works and their implications 
for performance

Enduring Understanding: Analyzing creators’ context and how they manipulate elements 
of music provides insight into their intent and informs performance

Essential Question: How do performers select repertoire?

Identify how cultural and historical context inform performances [MU: Pr4.2.6c]

Identity how cultural and historical context inform performances and result in different 
musical effects [MU:Pr4.2.8c]

Core Music Standard: Connecting

Connecting 11: Relate musical ideas and works to varied contexts and daily life to 
deepen understanding.

Enduring Understanding: Understanding connections to varied contexts and daily life 
enhances musicians’ creating, performing, and responding.

Essential Question: How do the other arts, other disciplines, contexts and daily life 
inform creating, performing, and responding to music?

Demonstrate understanding of relationships between music and the other arts, other 
disciplines, varied contexts, and daily life. [MU:Cn11.0.6a, 7a, and 8a]
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VIDEO RESOURCES
• The Beatles: Eight Days a Week – The Touring Years  
    Beatlemania

• The Beatles: Eight Days a Week – The Touring Years  
    The Beatles on the Ed Sullivan Show

• The Beatles: Eight Days a Week – The Touring Years  
    The Beatles Confront American Segregation

• The Beatles 1+ – We Can Work It Out

FEATURED PEOPLE
• The Beatles

HANDOUTS
• Handout 1: Segregation in the American South

• Handout 2: Cover Songs and Group Sound

• Handout 3: “We Can Work It Out” Lyrics

RESOURCES


