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Cast of Characters: 
 

   Emmitt—a 13 year old African-American      Voice—Emmitt’s voice later in life 

   Historian—the historical narrative      Dr. King 

 Bus Driver     Shop Owner     Stranger     Policeman 

 Detainee 1, 2, and 3     Mayor     Man     Woman 

 

 

 

 

Prologue 
Montgomery, Alabama 

 

VOICE: Truth is, folks been colorin’ me bad 

since the day I was born. It didn’t seem to matter 

where I went or what I did, people always got to 

hollerin’ at me. 

 

BUS DRIVER: Get outta there, boy! Those seats 

are for whites only. You know the rules. 

 

SHOP OWNER: Are you lookin’ for trouble? 

How many times do ya have to be told to come 

in through the back?! 

 

HISTORIAN: Racial prejudice made Alabama in 

the 1950s frustrating for everyone. But it may 

have been especially confusing for black 

children.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

VOICE: I got to hearin’ how bad I was so much, 

well, I guess I started believin’ it. 

 

STRANGER: You there. Get away from that 

drinking fountain! You know it’s not for your 

kind! 

 

POLICEMAN: Can’t you read the sign? This 

park is for whites only! 

 

VOICE: I couldn’t 

read much, but I could 

read that. It seemed to 

me there were only 

two words a black boy needed to know: whites 

only. By the time I turned thirteen, I’d had it with 

“whites only.” 

  

 

By Mack Lewis    ReadAloudPlays.com 

 

An original play set during the Montgomery Bus Boycott of ‘56 

 

 

What does this line 
suggest about 

Emmitt’s attitude? 
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Scene 1 
The Montgomery City Jail 

 

VOICE: It was in 1956 when things took a turn. 

You probably know it as the year of Rosa Parks. 

  

HISTORIAN: It was in December of ’55 that a 

black woman named Rosa Parks refused to give 

up her seat on a city bus. It helped start the 

Montgomery Bus Boycott, which many people 

consider the beginning of the modern Civil 

Rights Movement. 

 

VOICE: But for me it 

was the year of goin’ to 

the jailhouse. Fed up 

with the way people 

treated me, I threw a 

rock through the 

window of a “whites 

only” business.  

 

POLICEMAN: Go on, 

boy. This is where the 

likes of you belong.   

 

VOICE: As the big iron 

door shut behind me, 

fear swept over me like a 

cold wind. Though all the faces were black like 

mine, they seemed no safer than those that had 

always colored me bad.   

 

POLICEMAN: Until somebody pays for that 

window, you’re gonna rot in here. 

 

VOICE: I wedged myself into a corner and tried 

to make m’self as invisible as could be. Truth is, 

I was scared of just about everybody there. But 

then the jailer brought in another prisoner. 

 

POLICEMAN: All right, King. Get on in there 

with all the others. 

 

VOICE: I’d heard of Dr. King. He was leading 

the bus boycott.   

 

HISTORIAN: When 

a young Dr. Martin 

Luther King agreed 

to lead the boycott, 

he didn’t expect to end up in jail.     

 

VOICE: The other prisoners seemed excited to 

see him.   

 

DETAINEE #1: Reverend, I’m surprised to see 

you here! 

 

DR. KING: I judge by 

all the black faces that 

even the jailhouse is 

segregated. 

 

DETAINEE #2: That’s 

right. Whites and blacks 

suffer in separate cells. 

Makes you wonder if 

theirs is as dirty and 

disgusting as ours! 

 

VOICE: Dr. King saw 

what I saw: hard men 

sittin’ on broken 

benches, and others lying 

on torn mattresses. Why, the toilet 

was right out in the open in a corner of the cell!   

 

DR. KING: No matter what you men have done, 

you don’t deserve to be treated like this.   

 

DETAINEE #3: Certainly you don’t deserve it, 

Reverend. 
 

DETAINEE #1: That’s right! Why you here, Dr. 

King? 
 

DR. KING: Believe it or not, they arrested me 

for going thirty in a twenty-five mile per hour 

zone. 

 

Does the mood of 
the play change right 

here?  If so, why? 
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“In the Jailhouse with Dr. King” is an original play commissioned 

specifically for Black History Month. It tells the story of an angry 

young teenager during the Montgomery Bus Boycott in 1956. It not 

only teaches about MLK’s policy of non-violence, it also challenges 

today’s kids who are struggling with poverty and hopelessness to 

overcome their hostilities. King’s encouragement that you are as good 

as anyone will resonate with many of your students. The phrase, as 

well as the rest of King words during the play, are from his own 

writings, and the incidents and events from the play are based on 

historical accounts, but because the play’s main character is imagined, 

the story is classified as historical fiction. 
 

The Play: A straightforward play to enact, it has just a prologue and 

two scenes—one in jail and the other in front of Dr. King’s bombed 

house. Emmitt, the angry teen, has just a few lines but is present 

throughout. A separate actor narrates his “Voice.” As the star of the play, he is challenged to “act with 

his voice.” You can combine the two roles by freezing action to have Emmitt address the audience 

directly. Dr. King and the Historian are also significant roles, and the “detainees” are strong supporting 

characters. All together there are parts for from 8 to 14 students and innumerable extras. The play is 

written for grades 4 through 8, but because of the subject matter, it is best suited for fifth grade and up.  

 
 

Tech Note: Having trouble printing? Pictures not showing up? Try opening your PDF viewer (such as 

Adobe) before opening the file containing this play. If this fails to fix the problem, visit the FAQ page 

on TeachersPayTeachers.com. 
 

Reproduction Rights: Thank you for respecting copyright! The original purchaser is licensed to 

reproduce one class set per year for use with his or her own class. Limited performance rights within 

public school settings are included. Purchaser may not post on the internet except in a secure 

environment accessible only by his or her current students. Please visit ReadAloudPlays.com for more 

information about copyright and performance rights.  
 

Comprehension Activity (CCSs Literature items 1, 3, 4, 10). This activity focuses on how the mood 

of the play is impacted by not just word choice, but the manner in which words are spoken. Whether a 

phrase is hostile or peaceful will be obvious, but answers will vary when it comes to why. The gist is 

that students can cite evidence from the text to justify their perspective. Further challenge students to 

come up with ways for the character to express him- or herself in peacefully. 
 

Extension Activities: 

 Read King’s “Letter from a Birmingham Jail”  which can generally be found on-line. 

 Enact alongside other plays. ReadAloudPlays.com has numerous Black history plays including 

several about Dr. King at various stages in his life.  
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In the Jailhouse with Dr. King 
Name: _________________________________________________ Date: ______________________ 
 

Word Choice: Hostile versus Peaceful Language: This play offers dramatically contrasting use of 

language. In each example, circle whether the phrase shown is hostile or peaceful and then explain 

why you think so. Cite evidence from the play whenever possible. In the final two boxes, locate one 

new example of hostile language and peaceful language from the play and explain. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
“How many times do I have to tell you to come in 
through the back?” 

 
“Stay out of trouble, kid. You might not be so 
fortunate next time.” 

 
“Can you help us get out, Reverend?” 

 
“I shifted the rock to my throwin’ hand.” 

 
“Thank you for expressing concern for my family 
and me…” 

 
“I ain’t gonna move nowhere!” 
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