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The Story of Ruby Bridges by Robert Coles: A Comprehensive Exploration

The Story of Ruby Bridgesis more than just a children's picture book; it is a vivid, emotionally charged chronicle

of a young girl's courage and the monumental changes it helped spark in American society. Written by Robert

Coles and illustrated by Geneviève Castrée, the book was first published in 1990 and quickly became a staple in

classrooms across the United States. Its narrative, grounded in the real events of 1960 when Ruby Bridges, a

six �year �old African �American girl, became the first black child to attend an all �white elementary school in the Deep

South, offers a unique window into the Civil Rights era.

Why This Story Matters Today

Decades after its publication, the story of Ruby Bridges by Robert Colesremains a powerful reminder of the

resilience required to challenge systemic injustice. In a world where discussions about race, equity, and inclusion

are more relevant than ever, the book provides a historical anchor for new generations. It invites readers to reflect

on how far we have come, and how far we still must go.

Author Profile: Robert Coles

Robert Coles (1926–2010) was an American psychologist, writer, and educator. While he is best known for his

work in child psychology, his literary contributions—especially works that highlight the experiences of

African �American children—are what continue to resonate with readers worldwide. Coles’ background in psychology

gave him a keen understanding of child development and the emotional impact of societal pressures, allowing him

to craft a narrative that is both authentic and sensitive.

Academic and Professional Foundations

•  Ph.D. in Clinical Psychology from the University of Chicago

•  Professor of Psychology at Columbia University

•  Co �author of Children in the Dark, a foundational text on child welfare

Coles’ professional journey was marked by a commitment to social justice. His research into the effects of racism 

on children’s mental health directly informed the empathetic tone of The Story of Ruby Bridges.

Writing Style and Approach

Coles combines concise prose with evocative storytelling. He balances historical accuracy with a child’s

perspective, making complex events accessible to younger readers while retaining depth for adults. This duality is a

hallmark of his work and is evident throughout the book.

Historical Context: The Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s

The 1960s were a tumultuous decade in the United States. The Civil Rights Movement was at its peak, with 

activists demanding an end to segregation and equal rights for African Americans. The landmark Supreme Court 

decision in Brown v. Board of Education(1954) declared state laws establishing separate public schools for black

and white students unconstitutional, but the implementation of desegregation was slow and met with fierce

resistance, especially in the South.



Montgomery, Alabama: A Microcosm of National Struggle

Montgomery, the capital of Alabama, was a hotbed of civil rights activism. It was also a place where the entrenched

system of segregation was deeply rooted. The city’s school board, like many others in the region, resisted the

integration of its public schools. It was within this climate that Ruby Bridges’ family made the courageous decision

to enroll her in an all �white elementary school.

Key Figures Who Influenced Ruby’s Journey

1.  Dr. Rosa Parks – Her act of defiance on a Montgomery bus in 1955 became a catalyst for the Montgomery 

Bus Boycott.

2.  Martin Luther King Jr. – The charismatic leader of the civil rights movement provided moral support to many 

families, including Ruby’s.

3.  Harold G. and Elizabeth Bridges – Ruby’s parents, who were determined to give their daughter the best 

education possible.

The Narrative: A Day in Ruby’s Life

The book opens with a simple yet profound statement: “On a rainy afternoon in 1960, Ruby Bridges walked into a

white school.” From there, the narrative unfolds as a series of scenes that capture both the external and internal

challenges Ruby faced.

Arrival at the School

Ruby’s first day was marked by the presence of a white schoolteacher, a white principal, and a white school board.

However, the most significant presence was a white guard, a white housekeeper, and a white child’s mother, all of

whom were there to protect Ruby from the hostile crowd that had gathered outside. The guard’s role was to keep

the protesters at bay, while the housekeeper’s presence symbolized the support that families of the era could

receive from allies.

The Isolation and the Emotional Toll

Throughout the day, Ruby’s classmates and teachers were instructed to sit in the front row and keep their distance.

She was effectively isolated from the rest of the school, and the only person she interacted with was her teacher,

Miss Clark. The narrative captures Ruby’s feelings of confusion, fear, and determination, offering a window into how

a child processes the weight of societal expectations.

Ruby’s Resilience and the Role of the Teacher

Miss Clark, a white teacher who had been appointed to Ruby’s class, became a pivotal figure in Ruby’s life. She

taught Ruby how to read and write, and her unwavering support helped Ruby maintain her confidence. The book

portrays Miss Clark as a mentor who understood the gravity of the situation and treated Ruby with dignity and

respect.

Key Themes Explored in the Book

While the story is grounded in a specific historical event, it touches on universal themes that resonate across time

and place.

1. Courage in the Face of Adversity

Ruby’s decision to attend the school, and her ability to remain composed throughout the day, exemplify the courage

that is necessary to confront injustice. The book celebrates her bravery and encourages readers to find their own

strength.



2. The Power of Education

Education is portrayed as a catalyst for change. Ruby’s attendance at the school is a direct challenge to the status

quo, illustrating how knowledge can break down barriers and foster understanding.

3. Allyship and Support Networks

The presence of Miss Clark, the guard, the housekeeper, and Ruby’s parents highlights the importance of allies

who stand by those who are marginalized. The narrative underscores the idea that systemic change requires

collective action.

4. The Long �Term Impact of Small Acts

Ruby’s single act of attending a white school had ripple effects that extended beyond her immediate environment.

The story demonstrates how small, courageous steps can lead to significant societal shifts.

Character Analysis: Understanding the Protagonists

Ruby Bridges

Ruby is portrayed as a six �year �old with a strong sense of self. The book delves into her internal world, showing her

curiosity, her fear, and her determination to learn. Ruby’s character serves as a reminder that age does not limit

one’s capacity to effect change.

Miss Clark

Miss Clark is depicted as compassionate, patient, and deeply committed to her students. She is not merely a

teacher; she is a pillar of support for Ruby, and her character embodies the ideal of an educator who sees beyond

the classroom.

The Guard

The guard’s role is to protect Ruby from the hostile crowd. Although he is a minor character, his presence is crucial.

He represents the physical safety that is sometimes necessary for progress.

The Housekeeper

While the housekeeper’s role is not elaborated in detail, she symbolizes the supportive infrastructure that families

rely on during times of crisis. Her inclusion adds depth to the narrative by highlighting the broader community’s

involvement.

Impact on Readers: Why the Book Is Still Relevant

Over the years, the story of Ruby Bridges by Robert Coleshas been used in educational settings to teach about

civil rights, empathy, and historical context. The book’s impact can be measured in several ways.

Educational Outcomes

Teachers have reported that the book encourages critical thinking about race and history. Students often engage in

discussions about how they would feel in Ruby’s situation and what actions they would take.

Emotional Resonance

Many readers, especially younger ones, find the story relatable. The emotional depth of Ruby’s experience allows

readers to empathize with her, fostering a sense of connection to historical events.

Inspiring Activism



After reading the book, some readers have been motivated to participate in community service, volunteer work, or

advocacy for social justice. The narrative demonstrates that even small actions can have lasting effects.

Critical Reception and Awards

The book has received widespread acclaim from critics and educators alike. Some of the most notable recognitions

include:

•  National Book Award for Young People's Literature (1990)

•  Coretta Scott King Award (1990)

•  Children’s Literature Association Award (1991)

Critics praise the book for its honest depiction of a painful period in American history while maintaining an

accessible tone for younger readers. The illustrations by Geneviève Castrée are lauded for their delicate detail and

emotional nuance.

Legacy: How the Book Continues to Influence Society

Ruby Bridges’ story remains a cornerstone of Civil Rights education. The book has been incorporated into

curricula, museum exhibits, and public discussions about race and equity. Ruby herself has become a symbol of

courage, and her continued public presence—speaking at schools, participating in events, and sharing her

experiences—keeps the conversation alive.

Influence on Other Media

In addition to the book, Ruby’s story has been adapted into documentaries, stage productions, and even a musical.

These adaptations broaden the reach of her narrative, allowing more people to engage with her legacy.

Educational Resources and Companion Materials

Many publishers have released study guides, lesson plans, and discussion prompts to accompany the book. These

resources help educators contextualize the narrative within broader historical and contemporary frameworks.

How to Read The Story of Ruby Bridges Effectively

Below are some suggestions for readers—whether students, teachers, or casual readers—on how to get the most

out of this powerful narrative.

1. Read with Context

Before diving into the book, it can be helpful to read a brief overview of the Civil Rights Movement. Understanding

the broader socio �political environment will enrich your reading experience.

2. Reflect on Personal Reactions

After each chapter, pause to consider how the events made you feel. Write down your thoughts in a journal or

discuss them with a peer. This reflective practice deepens empathy and critical thinking.

3. Engage with the Illustrations

Geneviève Castrée’s illustrations are integral to the narrative. Observe how the artwork complements the text—

notice the use of color, light, and composition to convey emotion.

4. Connect to Current Events

Link the themes in the book to contemporary issues such as school integration, racial equality, and social justice



movements. This will help you see the relevance of Ruby’s story today.

5. Discuss with Others

Group discussions can illuminate different perspectives. Encourage participants to share how Ruby’s courage

resonates with their personal experiences or community challenges.

Conclusion: A Timeless Testament to Courage

The story of Ruby Bridges by Robert Coles is more than a historical recount; it is a living testament
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