Using OPVL to Analyze Bayard Rustin’s
Confidential Update from Montgomery
Instructional Notes
In this lesson, students use a source analysis strategy known as OPVL, which asks them to evaluate
a source by considering its Origin, Purpose, Value, and Limitations. OPVL is widely used across the
International Baccalaureate curriculum. If you want to learn more about using the strategy with your
students, this short video provides an excellent overview. For a more detailed explanation, or to help
you create additional scaffolding or depth for your students, see this teacher blog entry and/or the
materials compiled by this school library site.
The OPVL Graphic Organizer provided includes question prompts, as well as examples and cues to help
students break down and address OPVL.
The source excerpted in this lesson was shared with FOR by Walter Naegle, Bayard Rustin’s partner. He
obtained it from the archives of the Swarthmore Peace Collection at Swarthmore College.
Besides offering a fascinating behind-the-scenes look at the early days of the Montgomery
Improvement Association (MIA)’s work and organizing in Montgomery, this letter is an important
source inasmuch as it addresses some of the fears of redbaiting that dogged Rustin in particular and
the civil rights movement overall. This could be an excellent opportunity to connect your teaching of
the Black freedom struggle to your teaching of the Cold War.
The excerpts included here also give us glimpses of the kinds of conversations taking place about
organizing. They range from details like designing a campaign button to deep thinking about
questions of strategy (including debates around using or avoiding the term “boycott”). And they
reveal ways that the MIA was engaging with white business owners besides the bus company about
addressing the far-reaching economic impact of Black people refusing to ride the city buses.
Depending on how in depth you want to go into this with your students, you could certainly have
them read and analyze the full document, which is an incredibly rich source. You can find the
full PDF here.
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Using OPVL to Analyze Bayard Rustin’s
Confidential Update from Montgomery
Blurry but legible, the heading on a February 25, 1956 letter from Bayard Rustin in Montgomery reads,
“CONFIDENTIAL: ABSOLUTELY NOT FOR PUBLICATION.” The letter is addressed to Ralph (DiGia, a War
Resister’s League colleague) and Arthur (Brown, Rustin’s partner at the time).
Directions
Read the excerpts from Rustin’s letter. Highlight or annotate as you go. Note any questions you have.
Then, use the OPVL graphic organizer to break down and analyze this source.
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Limitations ● What is the point of view of
the author?
● What might be the source’s
bias?
● How might it be biased?
(Remember: being biased
doesn’t automatically make
a source unreliable, but
you need to be clear about
what kind of bias it has).
● What part of the story does
it leave out?

● How is this useful as a piece Personal opinion
of historical evidence?
Public opinion
● How does it help us
First-hand account
understand the time period
and/or the author?
● What unique or special
insights does it provide?
Occupation Religion
Gender
Nationality
Race
Class
Ethnicity

Inspire
Satirize
Disprove
Expose

Value

Inform
Document
Convince
Condemn

● Why was it produced?
● To do what?
● For whom?

Purpose

What is this source?
Who produced it?
When?
Where?

●
●
●
●

Examples & cues to
help you answer the
questions
Speech
Cartoon
Advertisement
Newspaper article

Origin

Ask yourself. . .
Analysis of assigned source

Analyzing Sources with OPVL Confidential Letter from Bayard Rustin
in Montgomery, Alabama to Ralph DiGia and Arthur Brown

