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Goals
Students learn how the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) managed the media during 
the Civil Rights Movement, examine marketing and public relations techniques, analyze their own media 
consumption, and write a press release. 

Central Questions
How did Freedom Summer’s leaders get their message out? How do organizations do that today? How trust-
worthy are marketing and PR messages? What can students learn from them about their own communica-
tion styles?

Background Information
During the Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s, SNCC used press releases, photographs, television spots, 
brochures, posters, and direct contact with journalists to teach the nation about the struggle against segrega-
tion. SNCC depended upon articulate, charismatic, and savvy leaders like Julian Bond, Diane Nash, Stokely 
Carmichael, James Forman, and Bob Moses, all of whom worked well with the news media. That media con-
sisted of newspaper reporters who took notes on paper, typed stories on typewriters, and sent them to their 
papers over the telegraph; there were no laptops or smartphones and no Internet. Television was crude, and 
cameras were expensive and not very portable. No social media existed. 

Mary Elizabeth King worked on SNCC’s communication team for four years. Her job involved phoning 
jails when activists were arrested, calling news media to give them stories about the movement, connecting 
SNCC offices to pass along news, and publishing SNCC’s newspaper, The Student Voice. She later wrote a 
short article (excerpted below) explaining how all this was done. 

Today, every organization, business and government agency has a marketing and public relations staff, 
most of whom are trained in psychology and communications skills. Their job is to make the public believe 
their messages and feel certain emotions. Their messages compete for our attention 24 hours a day from our 
TVs, radios, computer screens, phones, and billboards.

SNCC’s public relations campaign was a great success and focused the nation’s attention on Mississippi 
for much of 1964. Mainstream Americans were shocked at the injustices they saw, and many of them lobbied 
their representatives in Washington for reform. When Americans all over the country learned about the seg-
regated South, they changed their thinking about race. This helped pressure Congress to pass the Civil Rights 
Act in July 1964 and the Voting Rights Act in August 1965. 

Documents Used in This Lesson:
1.  “How We Made the Media Pay Attention” (excerpt) By Mary Elizabeth King.
 http://wihist.org/1FYapQU 
2.  “Bombing Won’t Halt SNCC Drive,” SNCC Press release, from July 9, 1964.  
 http://wihist.org/12Gs15A 
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Document 1: “How We Made the Media Pay Attention” (excerpt) by Mary Elizabeth King. 
http://wihist.org/1FYapQU



72 WISCONSIN HISTORICAL SOCIETY

Questions
Document 1: “How We Made the Media Pay Attention” (excerpt) by Mary Elizabeth King. 

With a partner, read “How We Made the Media Pay Attention.” Agree on answers to the following questions. 

1.  What does King say was the most important goal for her office? How did they achieve it? 

 
2.   Every organization, business, and government agency has people doing work like Mary King describes. 

List three skills communications workers need to have. Where do people get those skills?

 
3.   Public relations professionals are paid to make us believe and feel certain feelings so that we will act in 

ways that benefit them. Can you think of an information source that’s not biased in this way?

 
4.   Where do you get your news about the world? Who decides what you should know about and what you 

should think about it? List three sources you read or watch. How do you tell if a source is trustworthy? 
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Document 2: “Bombing Won’t Halt SNCC Drive” press release, July 9, 1964.
http://cdm15932.contentdm.oclc.org/cdm/ref/collection/p15932coll2/id/24249
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Questions
Document 2: SNCC Press release, “Bombing Won’t Halt SNCC Drive,” July 9, 1964. 

Write a press release following the format of the SNCC document about an event that you have witnessed. 
It could be a basketball game you attended, a car accident you saw in the street, a new policy announced by 
your school, or anything else that actually happened in your community. Imagine that your press release will 
be posted on a website or printed in a newspaper.

The questions below will help you gather and arrange the facts before you begin. These are the questions 
reporters try to answer before they tell a story. Limit your press release to 350 words.

1.  What are you describing? Use two or three words: a “public meeting,” a “soccer game.”

2.  Who is your target audience? Who are you trying to reach?

3.  What’s the main point you want people to remember after reading your press release? 

4.  Where did it happen? Be specific.

5.  When did it happen? Be precise.

6.  Who were the principal people involved? How are their names spelled? What roles did they play?

7.  What is your attention-getting first sentence?

8.  What happened? How and why?


