
On Martin Luther King Jr.'s 90th
birthday, youth carry on his mission

Yolanda Renee King (left), granddaughter of Martin Luther King Jr., joins hands with Parkland student Jaclyn Corin as she speaks

onstage at March For Our Lives on March 24, 2018, in Washington, D.C. Photo by: Paul Morigi/Getty Images for March For Our

Lives 

Martin Luther King Jr. spoke at Freeman Hrabowski's church when Hrabowski was a young boy.

King told the people there that if children marched for equal rights, the country could not turn

away.

At age 12, Hrabowski marched to protest unfair treatment of African-Americans in Birmingham,

Alabama. The schools with black students only got old textbooks. They felt ignored by the city's

leaders.

When he found out King had been killed, Hrabowski felt like there had been a death in the family. 

King inspired Hrabowski to fight for equal rights throughout his life.
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New Generation Taking A Stand

Today, a new generation of young activists is taking a stand. They are fighting for what they

believe in. 

The February 2018 school shooting in Parkland, Florida, inspired many young people. Many are

now fighting for strict gun laws. Many of these leaders are not even old enough to vote. They

include 12-year-old Naomi Wadler and 10-year-old Yolanda Renee King, King's granddaughter. 

Black Lives Matter is an activist movement. These activists believe that police officers and courts

sometimes treat black people unfairly. #BlackLivesMatter is a popular hashtag for social media

posts about inequality and racism. Many Black Lives Matter activists are in their teens and

twenties.

Among them is 25-year-old Tifanny Burks. She is a Black Lives Matter organizer in Broward

County, Florida. Burks said her work is continuing a tradition set by King and other civil rights

leaders, like Eula Johnson and Fannie Lou Hamer.

Spurred To Become Community Organizer

Burks had long felt passionate about social justice. It was the 2016 police shootings of Alton

Sterling, Michael Eugene Wilson Jr. and Gregory Frazier that spurred her to take a stronger

stand. She decided to become a community organizer.

Burks described her time with Black Lives Matter as educational. She said it was like a class that

taught the U.S. history that is left out of standard high school courses. She says she never

learned about female black thinkers from the 1960s and 1970s. The role of youth in the civil rights

movement was also new to her.

Burks has worked on a number of campaigns. One recent success was an effort to rename

several streets in Hollywood, Florida. The streets ran through predominantly black communities.

They had been named after Confederate leaders from the Civil War. These were leaders who

fought to keep slavery in the South.

Feeling Invisible In Gun Control Debate

After the Parkland shooting last February, Burks began working with black student survivors.

Many felt invisible in the national debate over gun control.
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In March 2018, she helped them organize a meeting with journalists and newspapers. Students

there told reporters that mass shootings like the one in Parkland produce national outrage.

However, nothing similar follows police shootings of unarmed black people. More individual gun

murders happen than mass shootings. These disproportionately kill black youth. Yet, the events

receive far less attention.

She suggested examining the complex issues behind gun violence. These might extend to police

methods. She thinks it is important to talk about white privilege, the idea that white people tend to

have many advantages in society. These conversations are difficult, but essential, Burks said.

Like civil rights activists 50 years ago, Burks sees children and teens sparking conversation

about key issues. "Somehow, young people bring out the humanity in folks who might otherwise

have been indifferent," she said.

In Wisconsin, 15-year-old Alemitu Caldart took part in a four-day, 50-mile march for stricter gun

laws last March. It was inspired by King's 1965 march from Selma to Montgomery, Alabama.

Caldart and the other marchers ended in Janesville, Wisconsin. It is home to former

Congressman Paul Ryan. They aimed to call out Ryan's opposition to stricter gun laws.

"I am tired of seeing all these lives being taken every single day due to the inaction of our elected

officials," Caldart said.

Taking Heart From Civil Rights Movement

For young activists, change can seem impossible to achieve. Still, Caldart takes heart from the

civil rights movement, which kept fighting even when success felt far away. It ultimately won. New

legislation outlawed discrimination against African-Americans in voting, schools, jobs and public

places. 

Freeman Hrabowski, who marched with King as a child, is now the president of the University of

Maryland, Baltimore County (UMBC). He sees similarities between King's civil rights struggle and

today's young activists.

King's death did not destroy Hrabowski's hope for fairer treatment in the United States. 

Hrabowski carried this hope with him. He began a career in education. He helped build UMBC

into a distinguished school. Today, more black students earn doctorate degrees from UMBC than

any other university. A doctorate degree is the highest academic degree someone can earn. It

requires many additional years of study after college. 

Hrabowski sees students of many different backgrounds at his university. They come together to

learn and share ideas. He thinks these young people are fulfilling King's vision.

"It is exactly what Dr. King's dream was," Hrabowski says.
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Quiz

1 Read the section "New Generation Taking A Stand."

Which detail from the section shows that many of today's activists are very young?

(A) Many of these leaders are not even old enough to vote. They include 12-year-old

Naomi Wadler and 10-year-old Yolanda Renee King, King's granddaughter.

(B) Black Lives Matter is an activist movement. These activists believe that police

officers and courts sometimes treat black people unfairly.

(C) BlackLivesMatter is a
popular hashtag for social
media posts about
inequality and racism.

(D) Burks said her work is continuing a tradition set by King and other civil rights

leaders, like Eula Johnson and Fannie Lou Hamer.

2 Read the paragraph from the section "Spurred To Become Community Organizer."

Burks described her time with Black Lives Matter as educational. She
said it was like a class that taught the U.S. history that is left out of
standard high school courses. She says she never learned about female
black thinkers from the 1960s and 1970s. The role of youth in the civil
rights movement was also new to her.

Which of the following is an accurate explanation of what this paragraph means?

(A) New information about black history is being discovered and shared.

(B) Burks was inspired to create her own course about black history.

(C) Black Lives Matter hopes to change high school history courses.

(D) Important information about black history is left out of school courses.
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3 What is the relationship between today's generation of activists and Martin Luther King Jr.?

(A) Today's activists are raising awareness about the unfair treatment that King dealt

with as a leader.

(B) Today's activists are inspired by the work of King and fight for many of the same

values as he did.

(C) Today's activists are led by Yolanda Renee King in honor of her grandfather's life.

(D) Today's activists are taught about the strategies King used so they can use them

at protests, too.

4 What made Burks want to bring awareness to the gun violence that disproportionately kills black

youth?

(A) because it is difficult to have conversations about white privilege and the

advantages some people have

(B) because people tend to respond better to teen and young adult activists rather

than older activists

(C) because there is little outrage about police shootings and individual gun murders

compared to mass shootings

(D) because Paul Ryan opposed stricter gun laws and she felt strongly that stricter

gun laws were needed
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Answer Key

1 Read the section "New Generation Taking A Stand."

Which detail from the section shows that many of today's activists are very young?

(A) Many of these leaders are not even old enough to vote. They include 12-

year-old Naomi Wadler and 10-year-old Yolanda Renee King, King's

granddaughter.

(B) Black Lives Matter is an activist movement. These activists believe that police

officers and courts sometimes treat black people unfairly.

(C) BlackLivesMatter is a
popular hashtag for social
media posts about
inequality and racism.

(D) Burks said her work is continuing a tradition set by King and other civil rights

leaders, like Eula Johnson and Fannie Lou Hamer.

2 Read the paragraph from the section "Spurred To Become Community Organizer."

Burks described her time with Black Lives Matter as educational. She
said it was like a class that taught the U.S. history that is left out of
standard high school courses. She says she never learned about female
black thinkers from the 1960s and 1970s. The role of youth in the civil
rights movement was also new to her.

Which of the following is an accurate explanation of what this paragraph means?

(A) New information about black history is being discovered and shared.

(B) Burks was inspired to create her own course about black history.

(C) Black Lives Matter hopes to change high school history courses.

(D) Important information about black history is left out of school courses.
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3 What is the relationship between today's generation of activists and Martin Luther King Jr.?

(A) Today's activists are raising awareness about the unfair treatment that King dealt

with as a leader.

(B) Today's activists are inspired by the work of King and fight for many of

the same values as he did.

(C) Today's activists are led by Yolanda Renee King in honor of her grandfather's life.

(D) Today's activists are taught about the strategies King used so they can use them

at protests, too.

4 What made Burks want to bring awareness to the gun violence that disproportionately kills black

youth?

(A) because it is difficult to have conversations about white privilege and the

advantages some people have

(B) because people tend to respond better to teen and young adult activists rather

than older activists

(C) because there is little outrage about police shootings and individual gun

murders compared to mass shootings

(D) because Paul Ryan opposed stricter gun laws and she felt strongly that stricter

gun laws were needed
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