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History of the Voting Rights Act

Although the 15th Amendment granted African Americans the right 
to vote, there were literacy tests, poll taxes and other discriminatory 
requirements put in place to make it difficult for eligible citizens to 

register to vote. The Amendment passed in 1870 but it did not fully take effect 
until the passage of the Voting Rights Act of 1965, after which most African 
Americans living in the South were able to register to vote and participate in the 
democratic process without facing disenfranchisement.

Voting Rights Act of 1965
The Voting Rights Act of 1965 is a milestone in national legislation that prohibits 

discriminatory voting practices from disenfranchising African Americans. The 
act, which was signed by President Lyndon B. Johnson, makes it illegal to require 
eligible voters to pass literacy tests in order to register to vote.

In the same year the act was passed, many key events took place throughout 
the Civil Rights Movement: Malcolm X was assassinated, the Selma to 
Montgomery marches occurred, the Watts riots in Los Angeles occurred, and 
President Johnson issued Executive Order 11246 to enforce Affirmative Action 
for the first time.

Looking Forward
Since its initial passage, the act has expanded its reach with amendments that 

assist language minorities in the voting process by providing language-specific 
election materials to jurisdictions with large numbers of language minorities.
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Timeline of 1965

February 26, 1869 
	 On this day, the United States Congress passed the 15th Amendment  
	 declaring that the "right of citizens of the United States to vote shall not be  
	 denied or abridged by the United States or by any state on account of race,  
	 color, or previous condition of servitude."

May 31, 1870
	 To further protect the rights established in the 15th Amendment, President  
	 Ulysses S. Grant signed into law The Enforcement Act of 1870 promising federal  
	 prosecution of anyone who obstructed citizens in the exercise of those rights.

1890s-1960s
	 Despite these protections, the Jim Crow laws passed by several southern  
	 legislatures effectively suppressed the African American vote. 

	 Poll taxes were established.

	 Literacy tests were administered.

	 In 1910 Louisiana, less than 1% of eligible African American voters were registered. 

March 7, 1965
	 Civil rights demonstrators began their first march from Selma to Montgomery,  
	 incurring many losses, but giving courage to millions and inspiring real change.

August 6, 1965
	 President Lyndon Johnson signs into law the Voting Rights Act establishing  
	 landmark protective measures to prohibit discriminatory, voter-suppression tactics.
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March 24, 1966
	 In its decision on Harper vs. Virginia Board of Elections,  the Supreme Court  held  
	 that poll taxes were illegal for all elections.

June 22, 1970 
	 President Nixon signs the extension of the Voting Rights Act, proclaiming the  
	 provisions of the Act “to be of great importance.”

November 7, 1972
	 Barbara Jordan of Houston and Andrew Young of Atlanta become the first  
	 African Americans elected to Congress from the South since the reconstruction era.

August 6, 1975
	 President Gerald Ford reauthorizes the Voting Rights Act which included new  
	 provisions to extend assistance to language minorities. 

June 29, 1982
	 Recognizing its importance, President Ronald Reagan signed a 25-year  
	 extension to the Voting Rights Act remarking as he signed ”the right to vote is  
	 the crown jewel of American liberties and we will not see its luster diminished.”

July 27, 2006
	 George Bush signed the Fannie Lou Hamer, Rosa Parks, And Coretta Scott King  
	 Voting Rights Act Reauthorization and Amendments Act Of 2006 extending  
	 protections for another 25 years.

“The Voting Rights Act of 1965 (VRA) was designed to restore the 
birthright of every American - the right to choose our leaders.” 
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Literacy Test

1. Draw a line around the number or letter of this sentence.

2. Draw a line under the last word of this line.

3. Cross out the longest word on this line.

4. Draw a line around the shortest word in this line.

5. Circle the first, first letter of the alphabet in this line.

6. In the space below, draw three circles, one inside (engulfed by) another.

7. Above the letter “X” make a small cross.

8. Draw a line through the letter below that comes earliest in the alphabet.

     Z V S D A K M P H B T Y C

9. Draw a line through the two letters below that come last in the alphabet.

     Z V B D N K I P H S T Y C

10. In the first circle below write the last letter of the first word beginning with “L”.

Although the 15th Amendment granted African Americans the right to vote, there were 
literacy tests, poll taxes and other discriminatory requirements put in place to make it difficult 
for eligible citizens to register to vote. This is an example of the literacy test given to prospective 
voters purportedly to test their literacy in order to vote. In practice, these tests were intended to 
disenfranchise African-Americans and other minorities.

1 32 4 5

11. Cross out the number not necessary when making the number below one million.

       10000000000
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12. In the line below, cross out each number that is more than 20 but less than 30.

       25   21   16   48   23   53   47  22   37   98   26   20

13. Draw a line from circle 2 to circle 5 that will pass below circle 3 and above circle 4.

1 32 4 5

14. Draw a line under the first letter after “H” and draw a line through the second letter after “J”.

      A B C D E F G H I J K L M N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z

15. In the space below write the word “noise” backwards and place a “d” over what would be  
       the second letter should it have been written forward.

16. Draw a triangle with a blackened circle that overlaps its left corner.

17. Look at the line of numbers below and place on the blank line the number that should come next.

      2   4   8   16   __

18. Look at the line of number below and place on the blank the number that should come next.

      3   6   9   __   15

19. Draw in the space below a square with a triangle in it and within that same triangle draw  
       a circle with a black dot in it.

20. Spell backwards, forwards.

21. Print the word “vote” upside down but in correct order.

22. Place a cross over the tenth letter in this line, a line under the first space in this sentence,  
       and circle the last the in the second line of this sentence.
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23. Draw a figure that is square in shape. Divide it in half by drawing a straight line from its  
        northeast corner to its southwest corner and then divide it once more by drawing a broken     
       line from the middle of its western side to the middle of its eastern side.

24. Print a word that looks the same whether it is printed forwards or backwards.

25. Write down on the line provided what you read in the triangle.

26. In the third square below write the second letter of the fourth word.

27. Write right from the left to the right as you see it spelled here.

28. Divide a vertical line in two equal parts by bisecting it with a curved horizontal line  
       that is straight at the point of bisection of the vertical.

29. Write every other word in the first line and print every third word in the same line but  
       capitalize the fifth word that you write.

30. Draw five circles that have one common interlocking part.

Paris
in the

the spring
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