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June 21, 1964. To many, this date may not mean much at all. To others, it signifies the 
night three young civil rights workers— two white New Yorkers, Michael Schwerner, 24, 
and Andrew Goodman, 20, and a 21-year-old African-American from Mississippi, James 
Chaney—were murdered in Neshoba County, Miss.  
 
To Ann Elizabeth Armstrong, associate professor at Miami University, it is not only a 
reminder of the bravery of those three men, but a day that also symbolizes unity and 
togetherness. It is the anniversary of her parent’s wedding day. 
 
Her parents heard the news of the three murders upon arriving back from their 
honeymoon.   
 
“I feel like in some way, June 21, 1964, is a kind of point of origin for myself,” said 
Armstrong, “but also a point of origin for my family in terms of trying to come to terms 
with the legacy of racism.” 
 
Armstrong grew up in Gainesville, a small racially segregated town in northeast Georgia. 
Unlike many of her close friends who went to private schools in the 1970s, her parents 
made the choice for her to attend public school, where some 40 percent of her classmates 
were African-American. It wasn’t until after her time at public schooling that Armstrong 
realized there were segregation and class divisions within public schooling. 
 
“I look back now and understand the 1970s were still working [integration] out,” said 
Armstrong. “But I’m glad I have that experience.”  
 

Today, Armstrong is an associate 
professor of theater at Miami, with 
a deep love for theater and the arts, 
and an abiding passion for telling 
the story of Freedom Summer.  
 
Growing up, Armstrong always 
had an interest in theater and after 
taking on her first big role in 
seventh grade, she knew it was the 
career she wanted to pursue.  
 
However, it wasn’t until she went 
to college that she discovered there 
was more than just acting. There 
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was directing and teaching. And there was feminist theater too. 
 
“My feminist consciousness didn’t wake up until I was at graduate school,” said 
Armstrong. 
 
Armstrong recalls sitting on the steps of the theater building during her time at college 
and suddenly understanding the overwhelming disadvantages women had in theater at 
that time. 
 
“If I’m going to be a woman in theater, how am I going to survive?” she said. “The odds 
are so overwhelmingly against me because I can’t be an actor. I can’t be a playwright. I 
can’t be a director. Once you start to understand all these systems working against you, 
you’re like ‘wow.’” 
 
Armstrong worked to defy those odds and went on to earn an MFA in directing and a 
PhD in feminist theater from the University of Hawai’i at Manoa. 
 
In 2001, she came to Miami from the College of William & Mary where she had been a 
visiting professor. Armstrong now resides in Oxford with her husband who also works at 
Miami and their two young children. 
 
While at William and Mary, Armstrong had created a play of oral history about the civil 
rights movement. 
 
In 2004, the Freedom Summer Memorial on Western Campus had just been installed and 
Armstrong was approached with the idea of creating a play for Freedom Summer. 
 
“Miami has inherited this history from the Western College for Women and finally, 
people at Miami were doing something with that history,” she said. “People like Bob 
Moses and John Lewis were coming to campus and nobody knew anything about 
Freedom Summer. I knew they weren’t going to listen to it if professors told them what 
Freedom Summer was so I said we have to have a way for students to tell each other 
about Freedom. It was a student movement and it must be spread by students.” 
 
With the driving help from six Miami students and an Ohio Humanities Council Grant, 
Armstrong created the “Walk With Me” Freedom Summer Walking Tour shortly 
thereafter-in 2004. 
 
The 45-minute tour is a student-led interactive experience that immerses its participants 
in the events of the 1964 Freedom Summer training sessions and the role that Western 
College for Women played that summer for 800 volunteers. 
 
“The tour has been wonderful and the tour guides get so much out of it,” said Armstrong. 
“They have to learn about Freedom Summer in order to answer peoples’ questions. They 
have to really believe what they are doing to take on that role, you have to understand it 
and feel strongly about it. The act of performing something like this is almost putting 



your body out there and taking a stand. That’s what the history of Freedom Summer is 
about too.” 
 
The tour, which attracted some 500 to 2,000 audience members over a 10 year period 
since its creation, will be suspended on November 1, 2014, as Armstrong and small team 
work to bring Miami its first location-based game. 
 
“It’s essentially a kind of scavenger hunt that also connects to the Western Campus,” said 
Armstrong. “As you’re walking around Western Campus and get to a particular locations, 
a quest might come up. That quest might ask you to speak to a character or look for a 
particular landscape feature or do a certain number of tasks and report back on them.” 
 
The game will have a branching narrative that will allow you to step into the shoes of 
someone who has come to the 1964 summer orientation training sessions.  
 
“It uses the idea of the orientation: you’re here. You have to learn about the Mississippi 
Summer Project, but now, you have to learn about it by playing the game,” said 
Armstrong.  
 
By illustrating multiple experiences and identities, different choices can be made each 
time the game is played, allowing a different choice to take the user on a different route. 
 
“That’s kind of like the orientations,” said Armstrong referring to the original training of 
volunteers in Oxford in 1964. “The orientation the first week was really different from 
the second week, because of course, they knew the three men were missing. It was an 
overall different experience for all of them” 
 
The game is made possible by a start-up grant of nearly $60,000 from the National 
Endowment for Humanities for a prototype for the “Orientation for the Mississippi 
Freedom Project: An Interactive Quest for Social Justice.” 
 
The prototype is expected to be released Sept. 1 and will be a free application for iPhone 
users. 
 
The game is one of the Miami’s many efforts to keep not only the memory, but also the 
teaching possibilities from Freedom Summer available in 2014 and beyond. 
 
“History is more relevant than every before,” said Armstrong. “And we need to 
understand it. When you look close enough, everyone can see themself in Freedom 
Summer, even if you say ‘I wouldn’t have done that.’ If you look close enough, you will 
find a connection to it some way, somehow. I think today, we forget that when you do 
come together, change happens.” 
 
Assistant Professor at Miami University Kevin Armitage works closely with Armstrong 
for Miami’s Individualized Studies: Western Program which allows students to design 
their own major through individualized, interdisciplinary and integrative ways. 



 
“[Dr. Armstrong] is brilliant in many ways,” said Armitage. “She’s taken an interest in 
training in theater and is applying it to history.” 
 
That history, Armstrong says, has a lot to teach her. 
 
 “It gives me a certain way into the history that’s different from a historian,” said 
Armstrong. 
 
This year Miami University will host “Understanding the Past, Building the Future,” 
marking the 50th anniversary of the summer of 1964. 

 
“We like to tell the story of the civil rights movements as an uplifting tale of recognizing 
people joining together, as shear bodily force overcoming evil in the world. But in reality, 
it’s a complicated story,” said Armitage. “We tend to overlook what they were 
overcoming.” 
 

And what still continuously needs overcoming today. 
 

The celebration will focus on issues surrounding present-day freedoms— civil rights, gay 
rights, freedom of speech, human rights and more. 
 

“The opportunity to hold the conference is not just about history, but what Freedom 
Summer mean to us in 2014 and beyond,” said Armitage. 
 
Miami University has been given the opportunity to get students to learn about the history 
of Freedom Summer, to come shake the hands and chat with the people who made that 
history.  
 
“People who made this history were just like you— undergraduates. This is how history 
works. Common people who organize themselves and push for change,” said Armitage. 
 
The conference will be Oct. 12-14 on Western and other Oxford venues and will include 
panel discussions, musical entertainment, presentations, film signings and more. 


