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Carolyn A. Weber 

Teaching middle school students about women in sports opens 
the door to addressing gender equity issues such as the fight 
for equal pay in professional sports, a subject recently thrust 
into the spotlight by U.S. soccer star Megan Rapinoe following 
her team’s 2019 World Cup victory. While some of the women 
included in this lesson are not well-known, their achievements 
paved the way for women who are now considered sports icons 
(Serena and Venus Williams, Lindsey Vonn, Gabby Douglas, and 
Simone Biles). For example, many people do not know about 
Lizzie Murphy, the first woman to play professional baseball. 
Her story is told in the picture book Queen of the Diamond: The 

Lizzie Murphy Story, a 2016 NCSS Notable Trade Book. Murphy, 
born in 1894, played professional baseball at a time when most 

women did not play sports, and society judged negatively 
those who did. She advocated for receiving pay equal to her 
male counterparts, a struggle that continues for women to 
this day. While Queen of the Diamond is geared for younger 
children, middle level students can use it as a jumping off point 
for digging deeper into the history of female athletes and the 
ongoing struggle for recognition and equal rights. 

Using picture books to introduce a topic is common in ele-
mentary classrooms; however, students of all ages can benefit 

Megan Rapinoe in an international friendly 
against New Zealand at Nippert Stadium in 

Cincinnati, Ohio, September 19, 2017  
(Jamie Smed via Flickr, CC BY 2.0)
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ON THE COVER: From top left clockwise: Olympic gymnast Simone Biles; 
Olympic swimmer Katie Ledecky (Both photos by Fernando Frazão/Agência 
Brasil/Wikimedia); Professional soccer player Megan Rapinoe (Photo: Jamie 
Smed/Wikimedia); Pro Golfer Michelle Wie (Photo Keith Allison/Wikimedia)
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from exploring picture books.1 In an article about using picture 
books to engage middle school students, Patricia Murphy 
explains several advantages. First, picture books are short 
enough to read in one class period. Second, they are pleasur-
able to look at. Third, the words are carefully chosen and can 
be used to model a specific writing technique. Finally, they 
are “reader-friendly” and enjoyable.2 Additionally, Linda Webb 
Billman offers advice on how to integrate picture books in a 
middle level class. She recommends that teachers use picture 
books “in combination with open-ended activities that allow 
students to create individual or small-group projects” utilizing 
other skills.3 In the lesson described below, students use Queen 

of the Diamond: The Lizzie Murphy Story as a starting point to 
conduct an inquiry into female sports icons. They also have 
the opportunity to explore several other picture books. Finally, 
students are given the task of researching a female athlete and 
writing a newspaper article about her. 

The College, Career, and Civic Life (C3) Framework outlines 
four dimensions for implementing inquiry into social studies 
classrooms: 

1. Developing Questions and Planning Inquiries
2. Applying Disciplinary Concepts and Tools
3. Evaluating Sources and Using Evidence
4. Communicating Conclusions and Taking Informed Action

In Dimension One, students work to answer compelling and 
supporting questions about a topic. Questions can be devel-
oped by either students or teachers. In the lesson outlined 
below, the questions are teacher-created. In Dimension Two, 
solutions for the questions should come from multidisciplinary 
sources. In the example below, students focus on economics, 
civics, and history to answer compelling and supporting ques-
tions. Dimension Three addresses the use of both primary and 
secondary sources. In this lesson, students complete research 
looking for primary and secondary sources about a female 
sports icon. Dimension Four allows students to share their dis-
coveries in a variety of ways. This lesson focuses on students 
creating newspaper articles about a female athlete and then 
creating a class newspaper to distribute school-wide.4

Beyond introducing students to female athletes they might not 
be aware of, this lesson is intended to explore gender dispar-
ity in sports. The gender pay gap, as mentioned, has received 
some attention of late with declarations made by American 
soccer player Megan Rapinoe. The Institute for Women’s Policy 

Research and the Pew Research Center have also released 
important information on how little women earn compared 
to men in similar jobs. The gap is even greater for women of 
color.5 Introducing the concept of the gender pay gap through 
sports enables students to make connections via a job they 
are somewhat familiar with. An extension activity would be 
for students to research the gender pay gap in other fields.

The initial inquiry should take two days to complete, with two 
to four days allotted for research, based on the class’s needs. 

Learning objectives:

• Compare perspectives of female athletes from the early 
1900s to today

• Evaluate gender disparities in sports
• Research and identify evidence from multiple sources 

on the challenges faced by a female sports icon 
• Write a newspaper article detailing the triumphs and 

challenges of a female athlete and outlining why this 
person should be considered a sports icon.

• Create a class newspaper devoted to female sports icons 
for schoolwide distribution.

Standards Connection: This lesson meets the following 
Iowa Core Social Studies Standards:

SS.6.21 Explain how and why perspectives of people have 
changed throughout different historical eras.

SS.6.5 With teacher direction, identify evidence that draws 
information from multiple sources to support claims, noting 
evidentiary limitations.

SS.6.8 With guided practice, construct responses to compel-
ling questions supported by reasoning and evidence.

SS.6.9 Present original arguments based on credible sources 
using a variety of media to authentic audiences. 

Lesson Introduction
Engage students’ interests by showing a clip from a recent 
interview with British men’s tennis star Andy Murray (see web-
site resources on p. 5). In the clip, a reporter asks Murray his 
reaction about the first U.S. player having reached a grand slam 
semi-final in several years. Murray interrupts the reporter to 
say “male player,” indicating that the reporter had overlooked 
the women players who had won grand slam events during 
the same timeframe. 

Next, facilitate a class discussion, asking students the follow-
ing questions:
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• Who are some women who play professional sports?

• Do you know when women started playing professional 
sports?

• Can you name any women who played professional sports 
in the past?

 Now introduce the concept of sports icons. To begin, ask 
students what “icon” means. Then ask what criteria we use to 
determine if an athlete is an icon. As a class, create a defini-
tion and list of criteria. Ask if they consider any of the female 
athletes they named to be “icons.” Ask students which male 
athletes they consider icons (possible responses: Michael Phelps, 
LeBron James, and Michael Jordan). Ask students if the criteria 
for considering a male or female athlete an icon are applied 
consistently. If not, what might be differences?

Next, teachers can either read Queen of the Diamond aloud to 
the class or have multiple copies available for students to read 
in groups. As they finish reading the book, hand out newspaper 
clippings from Lizzie Murphy’s career (see website resources 
on p. 5). 

After reading the book and newspaper clippings, ask the 
following questions: 

What made it difficult for Lizzie to play professional sports? 
How did she address difficult situations? Lizzie Murphy lived 
a long time ago. What challenges still remain for women who 
play professional sports? 

Inquiry
After allowing time for discussion, introduce the compelling 
question: Will female and male athletes ever be treated as 

Serena Williams in a 2013 U.S. Open doubles match with Venus Williams on August 28, 2013. (Edwin Martinez via Flickr, CC BY 2.0)
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equal? Explain that students will be going to three stations to 
form an answer to the question. The three stations are: Billie 
Jean King; U.S. Women’s National Soccer Team; and Picture 
Books. At each station, students will explore resources before 
answering the supporting question and creating a hypothesis 
for the compelling question. Graphic organizers for students 
to complete are included in the resources. 

Station 1: Billie Jean King

Supporting Question: How were famous female athletes treated 
45 years ago? 

Students should start the station by reading the biography 
on Billie Jean King’s website (see Handout A on p. 6). Also in 
this station is an article from a 1973 edition of the Pittsburgh 

Post Gazette about King’s win in “The Battle of the Sexes”; an 
NBC video from 2017 in which she talks about how she played 
for social change; and a 2013 video from ABC news about Billie 
Jean King. Students should complete the graphic organizer for 
this station.

Station 2: U.S. Women’s National Soccer Team

Supporting Question: How are successful female teams today 
compensated compared to men’s teams? 

Students should start the station by reading the U.S. Olympic 
Committee’s top 10 greatest moments from U.S. Women’s 
Soccer (see Handout B on p. 7). Also, in this station are a PBS 
video about the complaint filed by the U.S. Women’s Soccer 
with the Federal Equal Employment Opportunity Commission 
in 2016, a 2019 NPR story (read the transcript or listen to the 
radio broadcast) about the team’s 2019 lawsuit concerning 
equal pay, and a related article from the San Francisco Chronicle.

Station 3: Picture Books

Supporting Question: Are there any little known historic female 
athletes who deserve icon status? 

Students at this station will choose three picture books from 
the selection on page 8 about a variety of athletes from a variety 
of time periods. The list provided is not comprehensive. There 
are many other books that would fit into this station. 

Andy Murray video: 
www.theguardian.com/sport/video/2017/jul/13/andy-
murray-corrects-journalist-wimbledon-overlooking-
female-video

Newspaper Clippings about Lizzie Murphy:
www.newspapers.com/clip/5243535/fitchburg_sentinel/

www.newspapers.com/clip/5243380/the_north_adams_
transcript/

www.newspapers.com/clip/5243643/boston_post/

Billie Jean King:
Biography: www.billiejeanking.com/biography/

“Billie Jean Slam-Bams Riggs to Defeat,” Pittsburgh Post-
Gazette (Sept. 21, 1973), https://news.google.com/newspa
pers?id=ZdpaAAAAIBAJ&sjid=AG0DAAAAIBAJ&pg=492
6%2C2841464

NBC News video: www.youtube.com/
watch?reload=9&v=MyMtOwwtJW0

ABC News video: www.youtube.com/
watch?reload=9&v=MyMtOwwtJW0

U.S. Women’s National Soccer Team:

Top 10 Moments: www.teamusa.org/News/2018/
July/10/10-Moments-That-Defined-The-US-Womens-
Soccer-Team

PBS NewsHour Video: www.pbs.org/newshour/extra/
daily-videos/u-s-womens-soccer-players-demand-equal-
pay-for-equal-play/

San Francisco Chronicle article: www.sfchronicle.com/
sports/annkillion/article/Why-does-the-U-S-Women-s-
Soccer-team-get-paid-13689380.php

NPR interview about 2019 lawsuit: www.npr.
org/2019/03/10/702077204/u-s-womens-soccer-gender-
discrimination-lawsuit

Website Resources

continued on page 12
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Handout A

Station 1: Billie Jean King
In this station, start by reading the biography of Billie Jean King (www.billiejeanking.com/biography/). Then explore the 
other three sources on page 5 and take notes. Next, answer the supporting question, using what you learned at this station. 
Finally, attempt an answer to the compelling question: Will female and male athletes ever be treated as equal?

Source Questions to think about Notes to help answer the supporting and compelling questions

1973 article  
from the  
Pittsburgh  
Post-Gazette

What happened in 1973? 

Why was Billie Jean King’s victory important? 

ABC News video 
from 2013

What does it mean to win for social change?

 Why would Billie Jean King describe her 
victory in those words? 

NBC News video 
from 2017

How were Billie’s experiences different from 
Lizzie Murphy’s? 

Compelling Question: Will female and male athletes ever be treated as equal?

Supporting Question: How were famous female athletes treated 45 years ago?
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Handout B

Station 2: U.S. Women’s National 
Soccer Team

In this station, start by reading the U.S. Olympic Committee’s top 10 moments from U.S. Women’s Soccer Team (www.teamusa.
org/News/2018/July/10/10-Moments-That-Defined-The-US-Womens-Soccer-Team). Then explore the other three sources 
on page 5 and take notes. Next, answer the supporting question, using what you learned at this station. Finally, attempt an 
answer to the compelling question: Will female and male athletes ever be treated as equal?

Source Questions to think about Notes to help answer the supporting and compelling questions

PBS Newshour Video 
from 2016

What is a pay gap? 

How has the treatment of the women’s team 
changed since the late 1990s? 

NPR Interview  
from 2019

Why are members of the Women’s U.S. 
National Team suing? 

How do their experiences compare with Lizzie 
Murphy’s?

San Francisco  
Chronicle Article

What are the differing arguments between 
the U.S. Women’s players and the U.S. Soccer 
Federation? 

Compelling Question: Will female and male athletes ever be treated as equal?

Supporting Question: How are successful female teams compensated compared to men’s teams? 
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Picture Books about Female Athletes*

Title Author/Illustrator Publication Year Description

Wilma Unlimited:  
How Wilma Rudolph Became 
the World’s Fastest Woman 

Kathleen Krull
Illustrator: David Diaz

1996 Wilma Rudolph was the first American woman to win 3 
Olympic gold medals.

America’s Champion 
Swimmer: Gertrude Ederle

David A. Adler
Illustrator: Terry Widener

2000 Gertrude Ederle was the first woman to swim across 
the English Channel.

Nothing But Trouble:  
The Story of Althea Gibson

Sue Stauffacher
Illustrator: Greg Couch

2007 Althea Gibson was the first African American to 
compete and win in Wimbledon.

Playing to Win:  
The Story of Althea Gibson

Karen Deans
Illustrator: Elbrite Brown

2007

Touch the Sky:  
Alice Coachman, Olympic 
High Jumper

Ann Malaspina
Illustrator: Eric Valasquez

2012 Alice Coachman was the first black woman to win an 
Olympic gold medal. 

Queen of the Track:  
Alice Coachman Olympic 
High Jump Champ

Heather Lang
Illustrator: Floyd Cooper

2012

Nadia: The Girl Who Couldn’t 
Sit Still

Karlin Gray
Illustrator: Christine 
Davenier

2016 Nadia Comaneci was the first woman to earn a perfect 
10 in gymnastics. 

Long-Armed Ludy and the 
First Women’s Olympics

Jean L.S. Patrick
Illustrator: Adam 
Gustavson

2017 Lucile Ellerbe Godbold won gold at the 1922 Women’s 
Olympic Games. Women were not allowed to compete 
in track and field events in the regular Olympics.

* This is not a comprehensive list. Other picture books can be used instead or in addition to these.
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Handout C

Station 3: Picture Books
In this station, choose three picture books about female athletes throughout history and take notes. Next, answer the sup-
porting question, using what you learned at this station. Finally, attempt an answer to the compelling question: Will female 
and male athletes ever be treated as equal?

Source Questions to think about Notes to help answer the supporting and compelling questions

Book 1 Title: What sport did this person play? 

When did she play it? What challenges did she 
have to overcome? 

Have you heard of this person before? 
Why do you think you have or have not heard 
of her? 

Book 2 Title: What sport did this person play? 

When did she play it? 

What challenges did she have to overcome?

Have you heard of this person before? 
Why do you think you have or have not heard 
of her?

Book 3 Title: What sport did this person play? 

When did she play it? What challenges did she 
have to overcome? 

Have you heard of this person before? 
Why do you think you have or have not heard 
of them?

Compelling Question: Will female and male athletes ever be treated as equal?

Supporting Question: Who are other historic female athletes and how were they treated?
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Handout D

Research Directions
You and your partner will choose a female sports icon to research and write a newspaper article about. Use this sheet to keep 
track of your research.

1. Name of the person you are researching: _______________________________________________________________

2. Find at least two biographies about the person

a. Title of biography 1 ______________________________

b. Author ________________________________________

c. Copyright year __________________________________

d. Publisher ______________________________________

e. Notes from biography 1

________________________________________________

________________________________________________

________________________________________________

________________________________________________

________________________________________________

________________________________________________

a. Title of biography 2 ______________________________

b. Author ________________________________________

c. Copyright year __________________________________

d. Publisher ______________________________________

e. Notes from biography 2

________________________________________________

________________________________________________

________________________________________________

________________________________________________

________________________________________________

________________________________________________

3. Find at least three newspaper articles about the person

a. Title of article 1 _________________________________

b. Author ________________________________________

c. Title of newspaper ______________________________

d. Date of newspaper ______________________________

e. Notes from article 1:

________________________________________________

________________________________________________

a. Title of article 2 _________________________________

b. Author ________________________________________

c. Title of newspaper ______________________________

d. Date of newspaper ______________________________

e. Notes from article 2

________________________________________________

________________________________________________

a. Title of article 3 _________________________________

b. Author ________________________________________

c. Title of newspaper ______________________________

d. Date of newspaper ______________________________

e. Notes from article 3:

________________________________________________

________________________________________________

4. If available, find 1–2 videos about your sports icon.

a. Link to video:  __________________________________

b. Notes from video: _______________________________

________________________________________________
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Newspaper Directions
Write a newspaper article about your chosen female athlete. Your article should include:

1. Leading Headline
a.  Create a title that hooks readers
b.  Make sure your headline font is a larger point size than that of the body of your article

2. Introductory Paragraph
a. Use this paragraph to draw your readers in
b.  Include an interesting story or information about your athlete

3. Body Paragraphs
a.  Write 3–5 paragraphs that include information about your athlete’s early life, greatest achievements, 

and later life (if applicable). 
b. Use the information that you learned from your research

4. Conclusion
a. Summarize your article
b. Include an argument for why this person should be considered an icon
c. Be creative!

Make sure you proofread and that your information is accurate! You may use direct quotes from your chosen athlete. Remember 
we are creating an entire newspaper issue with these articles. 

Handout E

Rubric for Newspaper Article

 The article includes relevant and accurate facts.

 The article is written in journalistic style and language. 

 The article is grounded in the research students completed about the sports icon.

 The article includes an argument as to why this person should be considered a sports icon.

 The format includes title, lead, supporting paragraphs, and conclusion.

 Conventions and editing are excellent.
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After students complete each station, bring the class together 
to discuss the compelling question: Will female and male ath-
letes ever be treated as equal? Lead a discussion about the 
stations and ask: Of the contemporary or historic women 
you’ve learned about, do you feel they have gotten as much 
recognition as male athletes? If not, why do you think that is? 
What difficulties, if any, did these athletes face while becom-
ing professional athletes? Do you think any of the athletes you 
just learned about should be considered sports icons? Why or 
why not? 

Communicating Conclusions
Invite students to choose a historical or contemporary female 
sports icon to research. Students will read biographies and news-
paper articles and will watch videos of the athlete, if available 
(see Handout D). After researching their athlete, students will 
write a newspaper article. They will need to include biographi-
cal information, highlights of the athlete’s career, and some 
information the student found interesting. Students may also 
include direct quotes from their chosen athlete (see Handout 
E). Additionally, they need to include an argument as to why 
this athlete should be considered an icon. Finally, as a class, 
students will compile all of their articles into a “Special Issue” 
newspaper highlighting women who may not be recognized 
as sports icons to be distributed around the school. 

Possible Extension and Differentiation Activities
A main reason why female sports participation grew over the 
last few decades is because of the passage of Title IX in 1972. 
While the primary focus of this lesson is about the ongoing 
struggle for pay equity of female athletes, many students might 
wonder about the history of women fighting for the chance to 
play. If teachers are interested in this aspect, they can include 
the book Let Me Play: The Story of Title IX: The Law that Changed 

the Future of Girls in America, by Karen Blumenthal, and the video 
Title IX at 40, produced by the White House in 2012 to mark 
the 40th anniversary of the law banning discrimination on the 
basis of sex in any educational program or activity that receives 
federal funding: www.youtube.com/watch?v=3Jqj40dybSQ.

Students can also create a fictional story about their athlete 
or they can turn their newspaper article into a video/podcast/

vlog. Another possible extension activity would be for students 
to choose a profession they are interested in (acting, medicine, 
etc.) and research the pay inequities in that profession. Students 
would need to report on whether pay inequity exists and pos-
sible solutions to fix pay inequity in that profession.

To differentiate for English Language Learners, the teacher 
could provide books about female sports icons in the stu-
dents’ first languages (if available) to assist with the picture 
book station. In addition, research of more recent icons can 
be completed through interviews and videos. 

Notes
1.  See also Linda Webb Billman, “Aren’t These Books for Little Kids?” 

Educational Leadership 60, no. 3 (November, 2002): 48–51; Cyndi Giorgis, 
“The Power of Reading Picture Books Aloud to Secondary Students,” The 
Clearing House 73, no 1. (1999): 51–53. Cyndi Giorgis and Kimberly J. 
Hartman, “Using Picture Books to Support Middle School Curricula,” 
Middle School Journal 31, no. 4 (2000): 34–41; Patricia Murphy, “Using 
Picture Books to Engage Middle School Studies, Middle School Journal 
40, no. 4 (2009): 20–24. 

2.  Murphy. “Using Picture Books to Engage Middle School Studies, 21.
3.  Billman. “Aren’t These Books for Little Kids?”, 51.
4.  National Council for the Social Studies, The College, Career, and Civic 

Life (C3) Framework for Social Studies State Standards: Guidance for 
Enhancing the Rigor of K-12 Civics, Economics, Geography, and History 
(Silver Spring, Md.: NCSS, 2013).

5.  Institute for Women’s Policy Research, “Pay Equity and Discrimination,” 
https://iwpr.org/issue/employment-education-economic-change/pay-
equity-discrimination/; Another useful resource is: The Pew Research 
Center, The Narrowing, But Persistent, Gender Gap in Pay, www.
pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2019/03/22/gender-pay-gap-facts/. 

Carolyn A. Weber is an Assistant Professor in Curriculum and Instruc-
tion at the University of Northern Iowa, in Cedar Falls, Iowa. She teaches 
middle level curriculum and methods courses, as well as elementary social 
studies methods. Carolyn.weber@uni.edu 

TEACHING ABOUT FEMALE SPORTS ICONS AND  

GENDER EQUITY from page 5
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Jim Crow Riding Shotgun:  
Navigating Racial Discrimination  
in America
Eric Chandler Groce, Tina L. Heafner, and Margaret Norville Gregor 

In the years that followed the Civil War, the United States government passed the Thirteenth, Fourteenth, and Fifteenth 
Amendments in an attempt to remedy many of the ills of slavery and inequalities of the nation. While these acts abolished 
slavery, granted citizenship, and established voting rights for males, the strides toward equality were countered by state 
legislatures enacting “Black Codes.” The Codes, prevalent in the antebellum South, and in some Northern states, sought 
to restrict the movement, political power, and social status of former slaves. In many communities, black citizens were not 
allowed to use the facilities—including businesses, libraries, movie theaters, and restaurants. On public transportation, 
black citizens were relegated to the back of trolley cars and buses or to an inferior railcar. 

The infamous Plessy v. Ferguson (1896) Supreme Court 
decision legitimized the Black Codes. It enabled the spread 
of Jim Crow ideology that sanctioned subordinate accom-
modations, underfunded education, and created literacy 
tests, poll taxes, and discriminatory practices restricting 
travel and other facets of everyday life. Students today 
may not understand the restrictions these Codes placed 
on the average black family. Understanding the historical 
impact may help students place contemporary inequalities 
in context. 

Game Changer: The Automobile
Early in the twentieth century, the invention of the auto-
mobile changed the dynamics of segregationist policies 
entrenched in transportation. Although the car was invented 
and developed in Europe during the 1800s, it was American 
industrialization that lowered the price, allowed for mass 
production, and expedited availability. Car ownership 
became a barometer of social success and inclusion into 
the American way of life for black families.1 Families unable 
to purchase a home due to housing discrimination often 
made a car their largest purchase.2 As author Cotten Seiler 
notes, “The car, as both commodity and symbol, affected 
the American economy, landscape, and social structure 
more than any other consumer product….”3 The freedom 
of the open road offered travelers “automobility” or “spatial 

mobility.”4  While the automobility provided some upward 
mobility and social equality, it conversely created “a new 
site of racial contestation.”5

 

Challenges of Automobility
Although a car gave black motorists a break from the injustice 
of being consigned to the back of a bus, car ownership came 
with a host of other challenges. Black drivers experienced the 

A family stands beside its new Oldsmobile in Washington, D.C., in 
April 1955. Car ownership gave black families a reprieve from the 
injustices of segregated bus transport in the 1950s.
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prejudice of white insurance executives—who either denied 
liability and property damage coverage or forced black drivers 
to pay higher premiums.6 Black drivers had to learn to navi-
gate dangers beyond the home community. Drivers knew the 
trustworthy mechanics in their own towns, where to fill up 
with gas, and where to get oil checked, but road trips brought 
uncertainty and apprehension. Not all service stations would 
sell gas to black travelers. If a willing station was located, rest-
rooms might be designated for white travelers.7 Restrooms 
made available to black families were generally at the rear of 
the station and “were not locked, presumably because they 
were not attended to or cleaned.”8 

Finding a place to eat was another challenge. Travelers of color 
were either refused service or “if admitted to white-patronized 
restaurants, required to enter by separate doors and sit at 
separate tables.”9 If supper was secured for the family, the next 
order of business was finding a place to stay for the night. The 
experience of locating lodging as a black traveler has been 
described as beginning as a small, almost unnoticeable cloud 

in the early hours of morning and developing into a “shadow 
of apprehension” as the day wore on.10 The spontaneity of 
travel enjoyed by white families was not available to travelers 
of color who often spent hours anxiously wondering, “Where 
will we stay tonight?”11 National Park superintendents declared 
at their annual conference in 1922 that while people of color 
could not be openly discriminated against, “they should be 
told that the parks have no facilities for taking care of them.”12

 

Motel owners expressed concern about integrating their facili-
ties, fearing they would lose white customers.13 When black 
travelers were unable to locate a spot to spend the night, they 
either drove deep into the night or pulled off the road to sleep 
for a few hours in the car—both dangerous options. An addi-
tional peril on road trips was what was known as the “sundown 
town.” Sundown towns (also called sunset towns) were white 
municipalities that publicly informed (usually by billboards or 
public signs) black visitors and other people of color that they 
were not welcome in the town after the sun had set. If black 
travelers found themselves stranded due to car trouble or other 
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Duke Ellington swings a bat in front of his “Duke 
Ellington: Mr. Hi-Fi of 1955” bus while touring Florida. 
The group is stopped at a segregated motel:  
“Astor Motel – Colored.”
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circumstances, “bad things” were likely to happen under the 
cover of darkness.14

Ingenuity and Resources: Tools to Battle Bias
In order to combat discriminatory practices, African American 
travelers developed creative responses to the prejudice encoun-
tered along the highways and backroads of America. In some 
cases, drivers used deception to procure services or to dupe 
local law enforcement. When Charles Chesnutt and his family 
were traveling through Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, they received 
a recommendation for the finest restaurant in town. After being 
seated without incident, Mr. Chesnutt noticed the manager 
eyeing his table. As the manager approached, Mr. Chesnutt 
began to speak to his daughters in French. At that point, the 
manager, “evidently assuming they were foreigners, retreated in 
confusion.”15  Other travelers drew the attention of racist whites 
simply because they were driving a high-end automobile. Black 
drivers behind the wheel of a shiny new Buick or Cadillac “were 
particularly irresistible targets for trouble making whites”16 and 
were routinely pulled over by local police on fabricated or trivial 
offenses. This reality required African American drivers to have 

“a plan, a cover story, or even a disguise,” such as a chauffeur’s 
cap, to avoid attracting unwanted attention.17

To sidestep restaurant discrimination, black families filled picnic 
baskets with homemade meals and stored gallons of sweet 
tea or lemonade on the floorboard to enjoy along the journey. 
Additionally, resorts such as Idlewild (Michigan), Buckeye Lake 
(Ohio), and Arundel on the Bay (Maryland) began to appear 
after the turn of the century and provided safe haven vaca-
tion destinations for black families.18 Other vacationers chose 
to leave the country, venturing to spots such as Bermuda and 
Mexico to avoid the bigotry experienced during domestic 
travel. One traveler returned from Mexico and noted, “[F]or 
the first time in my life on the continent, I felt like a first-class 
American citizen.”19

Travel guides that offered recommendations and safety tips 
became important aids for African American travelers. Among 
the popular guides were Hackley and Harrison’s Hotel and 

Apartment Guide for Colored Travelers; Travel Guide; Grayson’s 

Guide: The Go Guide to Pleasant Motoring; and the most promi-
nent of the group, The Negro Motorist Green Book, commonly 
referred to as The Green Book. The Green Book, in circulation 
for three decades—from 1936–1966—was created by Harlem 
mailman Victor Hugo Green. Initially, the book, which grew 

out of the word-of-mouth recommendations of Green’s postal 
service peers and from friends and family, only covered New 
York City. Soon multiple guides were produced to cover other 
cities and states. The books quickly became popular because 
they included restaurants, motels, and private homes where 
African Americans were welcome to spend the night. Night clubs, 
barber shops, beauty parlors, skating rinks, and many other 
businesses ready to serve black travelers were also included. 
Copies of the guide were available nationwide at Esso service 
stations—one of the only gas stations to sell franchises to black 
entrepreneurs and to provide a place for African Americans to 
refuel and use the restroom.20

Green’s book, referred to as the “bible of black travel”21
 created 

an “invisible map of America” or an “overground railroad”22
 that 

gave black travelers better control of their destiny. The Green 

Book gave African American families a sense of assurance. Civil 
rights pioneer John Lewis recalled a childhood trip without a 
guide book. 

There would be no restaurant for us to stop at until 
we were well out of the South, so we took our restau-
rant right in the car with us.... Stopping for gas and 
to use the bathroom took careful planning. Uncle 
Otis had made this trip before, and he knew which 
places along the way offered ‘colored’ bathrooms 
and which were better just to pass on by. Our map 
was marked and our route was planned that way, 
by the distances between service stations where it 
would be safe for us to stop.23

Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., in his letter from a Birmingham jail, 
described what happened when black travelers did not have 
family recommendations or a travel guide “…you take a cross 
country drive and find it necessary to sleep night after night 
in the uncomfortable corners of your automobile because no 
motel will accept you.”24  The Green Book and other guides were 
invaluable resources for black traveling salesmen, musicians, 
and Negro League baseball players.

The Green Book editors expressed the aspiration that their 
publications would become obsolete one day:

There will be a day sometime in the near future when 
this guide will not have to be published. That is when 
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Digitized copies of The Green Book, among other sources, 
offer teachers and students an opportunity to engage in 
the study of this often overlooked aspect of American his-
tory. In one activity, students can plan a long road trip while 
considering obstacles faced by African American families 
and the distances one might travel to find accommodating 
hotels and restaurants and to ensure safety. This activity 
enables a perspective not often found in the compartmen-
talized lessons of commercial curriculum and textbooks. 
Bryan Stevenson, of the Equal Justice Initiative, describes the 
oversimplification of the study of the civil rights movement: 

Civil rights in America is too often seen as a ‘three-
day carnival: On day one, Rosa Parks refused to give 
up her seat on the bus. On day two, Martin Luther 
King led a march on Washington. And on day three, 
we passed the Civil Rights Act and changed all the 
laws.’ Problem solved.26 

Investigating this episode of our nation’s history will give 
learners a much deeper understanding of the civil rights 
movement, the Great Migration, and the continuing legacy 
of race in America.

Discriminatory Practices in the Digital Age
An examination of the following resources will show students 
how discriminatory travel practices have taken new forms in 
the digital age. In recent years, numerous travelers of color 
have filed complaints or lawsuits against the home-sharing 
service Airbnb as well as against ride sourcing companies 
such as Uber and Lyft. In the case of Airbnb, there are docu-
mented cases of home owners turning down stay requests 
from users of color while immediately accepting requests 
from white users. In other cases, next-door neighbors have 
called the police on African American users staying in a 
white person’s home.27 In the case of ride-hailing apps, black 
riders experience longer wait times and more cancellations 
than white riders.28

The articles in the Teaching Resources section provide more 
background on the discrimination encountered by travelers 
of color today as well as information about companies owned 

by people of color that have emerged to provide a safe and 
welcoming travel alternative such as Innclusive (which offers 
“welcoming and affordable places”) and Noirbnb (“specifi-
cally created to procure safe and stress-free travel for the 
African Diaspora”). 

After reviewing the articles and the websites of the travel 
companies listed, teachers can lead a discussion exploring 
the ways that new companies—Innclusive and Noirbnb, 
among others—are functioning as a twenty-first century 
Green Book to aid travelers of color. Ask students whether, 
or how, Airbnb’s anti-discrimination policy addresses all 
pertinent issues.

Some of the resources that follow detail the discriminatory 
practices by transportation network companies (“ride sourc-
ing” companies) such as Uber and Lyft. Also included are 
their anti-discrimination policies. Have students read each 
one and determine whether these companies appear to have 
adequately addressed concerns of the riders or potential 
riders who experienced discrimination. Next students can 
brainstorm public services that might be considered “color 
blind” (such as the subway). List potential reasons why these 
services have had greater success in providing an equitable 
experience when other entities have not.
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Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, Manuscripts, 
Archives and Rare Books Division, The New York Public Library. 

“The Negro Travelers’ Green Book: 1954” New York Public Library 
Digital Collections. https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/collections/
the-green-book#/?tab=about

Teaching ActivitiesThe Green Book in the Classroom
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Teaching Resources

Home-Sharing Services and Discrimination
Hope King, “Airbnb sued for discrimination,” CNN 
(May 18, 2016), https://money.cnn.com/2016/05/18/
technology/airbnb-lawsuit-discrimination/index.html

Eric Chandler Groce and Margaret Norville Gregor, 
“Destination Discrimination: Navigating the Highways 
of Segregated America with Trade Books,” Social Studies 
and the Young Learner, in press.

Elaine Glusac, “As Airbnb Grows, So Do Claims of 
Discrimination,” The New York Times (June 21, 2016), 
www.nytimes.com/2016/06/26/travel/airbnb-
discrimination-lawsuit.html.

Airbnb’s Nondiscrimination Policy,
www.airbnb.com/help/article/1405/airbnb-s-
nondiscrimination-policy—our-commitment-to-
inclusion-and-respect

Innclusive, https://innclusive.com/

Noirbnb, https://noirbnb.com/

Ride Sharing Services and Discrimination
Yanbo Ge, Christopher R. Knittel, Don Mackenzie, and 
Stephen Zoepf, “Racial and Gender Discrimination in 
Transportation Network Companies,” (National Bureau 
of Economic Research Working Paper Series, Cambridge, 
Mass., October 2016), www.nber.org/papers/w22776.
pdf.

Gillian B. White, “Uber and Lyft Are Failing Black Riders,” 
The Atlantic (Oct 31, 2016), www.theatlantic.com/
business/archive/2016/10/uber-lyft-and-the-false-
promise-of-fair-rides/506000/

Marco della Cava, “Blacks Face Longer Wait Times on 
Uber, Lyft than Other Races–Worse for Taxis, Study Says,” 
USA Today (June 27, 2018), www.usatoday.com/story/
tech/2018/06/27/blacks-face-longer-wait-times-uber-
lyft-than-other-races-and-its-worse-taxis/735578002/

Uber Non-Discrimination Policy, www.uber.com/legal/
policies/non-discrimination-policy/en/

Lyft, Anti-Discrimination Policies, https://help.lyft.com/
hc/en-us/articles/115012923767-Anti-Discrimination-
Policies

“The Constant Fear of Driving While Black” | National 
Geographic (March 25, 2018)
www.youtube.com/watch?v=QtOzNkr60gk
In this brief (3:36) video, law-abiding black and Latino 
drivers share their stories of fear and humiliation after 
being stopped by police, who too often see them as 
criminals. 

Resources Relating to The Green Book
Digitized collection of The Negro Travelers’ Green Book 
provided by the Schomburg Center for Research in Black 
Culture at the New York Public Library
https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/collections/the-
green-book#/?tab=about

Smithsonian Magazine article and embedded video clip 
(5:37) about documentary film Driving While Black
www.smithsonianmag.com/smithsonian-
institution/history-green-book-african-american-
travelers-180958506/

Middle Level Learning article (September 2014, pp.13-16) 
containing history, teaching resources, and lesson ideas 
for teaching the Green Book
www.socialstudies.org/publications/mll/
September2014

Jerry T. Mitchell and Larianne Collins, “The Green Book: 
‘Safe Spaces’ from Place to Place,” The Geography Teacher 
11, no. 1 (2014). This article contains multidisciplinary 
lesson plans and geography focused activities related 
to The Green Book, https://cep.sc.gov/sites/default/
files/Documents/CEP/Publications%20and%20Media/
The%20Green%20Book%20Safe%20Spaces.pdf

Alexander Nazaryan, “How the ‘Green Book’ Saved Black 
Lives on the Road,” Newsweek (March 9, 2017), www.
newsweek.com/2017/03/17/green-book-jim-crow-era-
travel-guide-saved-black-lives-565430.html.



we as a race will have equal opportunities and privi-
leges in the United States. It will be a great day for 
us to suspend this publication for then we can go 
wherever we please, and without embarrassment.25

Contemporary Travel: How Much Has Changed?
Despite American history’s principal theme of progress, students 
should understand the historical narrative associated with race 
in our country and the institutional practices of racism that 
continue today. The reality is that “equality for all,” a tenet of 
our democracy appearing in the Declaration of Independence, 
Preamble to the Constitution, and more recently, the Civil Rights 
Act of 1964, is still an unfulfilled objective. 
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Making the Most of Field Trips 
to Historical Museums
Karen L. B. Burgard

“I have gone to the [Spanish Missions historic heritage site] at least a handful of times but I’ve never paid attention to all the 
information. This time going, I read everything and explored all the exhibits. It was really eye-opening to take the time to sit and 
think about whose voices were silenced and reflect on the ‘why’.”1

 Museums are the storehouses of our national historical memory 
and are an important part of our students’ education experi-
ence. Trips to museums provide students with engaging ways 
to learn about history beyond their typical classroom experi-
ence and can provide students with a critical understanding 
of the historic actors and events that make up our nation’s 
history curriculum. Students often view historical museums as 

authoritative, even more so than their own classroom textbook, 
and because historical museums spotlight a range of topics 
and information spanning the entire country, they are often 
seen as unofficial keepers of our nation’s stories. 

While there is no official national history curriculum, historical 
museums (and all public spaces that tell stories about our past) 
offer their own specific historical accounts and thus, by default, 
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O’Brien Middle School students visit the Pyramid Lake Paiute Tribe Museum in Nixon, Nevada, where they learned about Paiute culture as well 
as renewable energy. The museum is partially powered by an arrowhead-shaped array designed and built by the nonprofit Black Rock Solar. 
(Black Rock Solar, October 29, 2012, via Flickr: CC BY 2.0).
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form a pervasive national history curriculum.2 Americans are 
increasingly engaged in the much-needed national discussion 
about whose history is presented as part of that curriculum. 
K-12 students should be part of that dialogue. This discus-
sion centers on whose history is presented and what national 
memory we choose to claim. These decisions go to the heart 
of who we are as a nation. If everyone’s story is not included, 
we cannot expect our students to trust that their own heritage, 
ancestors, and indeed their own lived experience, matters to 
the country. Promoting the sense of belonging is a civic skill 
as important as any other. 

Benefits to Museum Learning
The benefits to museum education are many. Students attend-
ing a museum approach this alternate learning space differently 
than they do a classroom. However, levels of learning vary 
depending on the person and the site.3 Museum visits offer 
students distinct information and important historical detail. 
Students see artifacts or replicas of artifacts in three dimen-
sions and in many cases are able to touch them. Often, audio 
and video recordings present realistic depictions of the past. 
Photographs often give students a sense of the lived experi-
ence of ancestors and founders. Most importantly, there are 
primary documents that personalize the past—personal let-
ters, diaries, and magazine or newspaper articles. While these 
could be reproduced in a textbook or projected onto a screen 
in the classroom, going to a museum provides a tangible and 
engaging experience.4

Challenges to Museum Learning
Museum learning can also present some stumbling blocks. 
In any museum, it’s important to consider how the historical 
information is being presented. The content and focus of all 
museums have been carefully selected and scrupulously pre-
sented, leaving little room for learners to question or critique 
what they see, read, or hear. In turn, students rarely challenge 
the information they are exposed to at a historical museum. 
They often view the information as an absolute truth. Students 
are unlikely to consider that the story might be incomplete or 
content might have been deliberately omitted.5 This immov-
able stance makes it difficult to have engaging and meaningful 
discussion with students about the importance of multiple 
perspectives and multiple viewpoints. 

The second challenge is that the authoritative presentations 
use a simplified, single narrative that is often incomplete. Stories 

of women, enslaved peoples, indigenous peoples, and oth-
ers are often presented as ancillary, if at all, to the otherwise 
established national narrative. This challenge works in tandem 
with the first: if students do not question the information they 
receive at a historical museum, and if the significant histori-
cal actors they learn about do not include underrepresented 
groups, then students receive an incomplete view and may 
not see themselves in the fabric of their country. 

In recent decades, more and more museums have worked to 
provide multiple perspectives and incorporate multiple voices 
in their museum collections. Indeed, we have seen important 
additions to the Smithsonian Institution such as the National 
Museum of the American Indian (which opened in 2004) and 
the National Museum of African American History and Culture 
(which opened in 2016), which signal a shift toward more inclu-
sion in the national story. Even within these new additions, how-
ever, it is important for students to critically examine the mate-
rial presented. Still, there are innumerable museums around 
the United States that could benefit from adding depth and 
breadth to the variety of historic narratives presented. Students 
and teachers can consider providing feedback and suggestions 
to museum educators and museum directors, who encourage 
such comments as they contemplate programmatic changes 
and update their collections and exhibits each year. 

A New Approach to Museum Field Trips 
Helping students to see museums as places of culture, wis-
dom, and experience rather than as warehouses of pictures 
and objects can transform the museum-going experience. 
This approach acknowledges museums as learning spaces 
with specific historical curriculum. While museums and other 
alternative learning spaces can, and should, be engaging and 
fun—and distinctly different from the daily classroom—it’s 
important to coach students in order to extend their histori-
cal content knowledge. Providing students with the tools of 
historical inquiry (see the historical museum evaluation tools 
on pp. 22–23) supports the C3 Framework, and addresses NCSS 
national standards 1, 2, and 5 6 and specific state standards, as 
well as the Common Core State Standards, for interpreting and 
evaluating historical evidence. The following steps support 
an inquiry-based approach to visiting museums that teaches 
students to critique and analyze the historical information 
presented and to examine ways to create a more complete 
historical narrative. 

20   September 2019
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Step 1: Provide the Context and the Purpose of the Museum

Prior to traveling to a historic museum, it is critically impor-
tant to provide context for students. Explain what curriculum 
they will learn and what types of artifacts and other primary 
sources they might encounter. Connect the museum content 
to the content students are learning in class. This may seem 
obvious, but it is often overlooked when planning museum 

trips. We often become fixated on trip logistics—permission 
slips, acquiring transportation, recruiting parental chaperones, 
planning for lunch–and taking time in class to link the content 
can become an afterthought. Provide meaningful historical 
information in advance about the people, places, and events 
the museum explores and how the museum directly relates to 
classroom learning. If possible, provide photographs, or primary 
documents, or show videos that might deepen preparation 
and interest in the museum visit (including books or magazine 
articles that focus on the historic events or people that will be 
discussed at the museum). A great deal of information is avail-
able on such websites as the National Archives (www.archives.
gov/) and the Library of Congress (www.loc.gov/).

Step 2: Provide Students with Critical Questions for an Analytical 

Lens to View the Museum

This step focuses on providing students with questions they 
should ask during their visit. Questions such as “Whose story 
is being told at this museum?” and “Whose story is not being 

told?” Encourage students to question whether the museum 
curriculum is well-rounded or whether it is lacking in detail 
and depth. Students should consider whose stories are given 
importance and then contemplate the larger question of “Why?” 
Provide middle school students with the Museum Evaluation 
Tool on page 22 (for secondary students, see the Museum 
Evaluation Tool on page 23) to take with them and complete 

during their museum visit. 

Step 3: Provide Students with the Tools of 

Further Analysis 

After visiting the museum and complet-
ing the museum evaluation tool, stu-
dents should have a sense of whose 
stories the museum told and whose 
stories were omitted. The next step is 
for students to investigate the why. For 
example, why might museum curators 
have made certain decisions and what 
might attendees lose from not hearing a 
more complete version of history. During 
this step, encourage students to reflect 
individually, as well as discuss with their 
peers, whether they felt the curriculum 

presented at the museum was complete 
or incomplete and what they felt would 

have made the historical narrative more comprehensive. This 
step can also take place during the museum visit if students 
have the opportunity to break off into smaller groups. However, 
more than likely, this step will take place back in the classroom. 
For both Steps 2 and 3, encourage students to relate what 
they learned to their daily lives and their own lived experi-
ences. (Older students, who should have a more nuanced and 
sophisticated understanding of the past, will be able to relate 
their museum learning to prior classroom learning as well as 
to the broader world.) 

Step 4: Provide Students with Space to Continue the Dialogue

This fourth step is carried out back in the classroom. Provide 
students the opportunity to discuss the museum in a deeper 
way. Give them the space to dialogue with one another about 
the experience. This will allow students to talk openly and hon-
estly about whether they saw their own cultural backgrounds 
reflected in the museum content and whether they heard the 

O’Brien Middle School students learn about Paiute culture at the Pyramid Lake Paiute Tribe 
Museum in Nixon, Nevada. (Black Rock Solar, October 29, 2012, via Flickr: CC BY 2.0)

continued on page 24
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Museum Evaluation Tool for  
Middle School Students

1. 
What are some important people you 
learned about at the museum?

2. 
What are some interesting things you 
saw or did at this museum?

3. 
What people were not talked about in 
this museum?

4. 
Why do you think the museum did not 
include those people’s stories?

5. 

What do you think was the overall his-
torical message the museum wanted 
you to learn? 

6. 

What other information do you now 
want to learn about after having vis-
ited the museum?

7. 
Did the museum provide suggestions 
for learning more about this topic?

8. 

How do you think the decisions are 
made as to what is included and what 
is not included in a museum?

9.
What other types of historical muse-
ums would you like to visit?

10. 

Did this evaluation tool help you un-
derstand the museum better? (Please 
explain your answer.)

Handout 1
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Museum Evaluation Tool  
for Secondary Students*

1. 

What is the curriculum of this museum? What is the focus 
of the museum? What is the content/information that is 
delivered? 

2. 

What are the different ways the museum delivers this 
curriculum? How is the information delivered to those 
attending the museum (for example, videos, documents, 
photographs and images, or interviews)?

3. 

What are the main voices or perspectives that are presented 
in the museum curriculum? Is there a single dominant voice 
or story that is being told? 

4. 
What voices are silenced or marginalized in this curriculum? 
Why might those voices have been left out?

5. 

What might be some consequences of the absence of certain 
voices from the narrative (in terms of understanding the 
curriculum)?

6. 
What larger historical narrative is advanced and supported 
by the museum’s approach to presenting this history?

7. 

What information would you have liked to have seen that 
you didn’t see in this curriculum? What other information 
do you think would have given a more complete historical 
narrative?

8. 

Does the museum provide any resources or materials for 
further investigation and research? If yes, please provide 
details.

9.

Based on the information presented (perspectives 
spotlighted), what conclusions can you draw about the 
museum’s curriculum decision-making process?

10. 
In what ways did this evaluation tool affect or impact your 
museum-going experience? 

*  Upper grade high school students would be expected and encouraged to provide more advanced critical analysis than lower secondary grades. 
This evaluation tool could also be easily adapted for teachers who are attending the museum as an in-service professional development. 

Handout 2
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voices of their own heritage in the stories told. They will be 
able to analyze the importance of having multiple perspec-
tives and multiple histories present a more complex view of 
the past. This step is essential for helping students become 
more comfortable with using a critical lens in viewing histori-
cal museums. 

More Ways for Teachers to Change Museum Education
Teachers can improve the museum-going experience for their 
own students as well as other community members and the 
general public by becoming more actively engaged in the work 
of museum history and museum education. Being part of the 
conversation surrounding museum selections and decisions 
about which stories are presented—in short, determining the 
museum curriculum—bridges the gap between learning in 
the classroom and in alternative learning spaces.

Educators can become a part of this conversation by vol-
unteering to be part of a museum board as an educational 
consultant. In this capacity, teachers can offer suggestions 
regarding pedagogical strategies and interactive activities that 
would best engage museum attendees, in particular students. 
Educators can also offer museum boards valuable insight into 
what is currently being taught in the K-12 classrooms and how 
the museum’s approach can best enrich the classroom cur-
riculum. A second and perhaps more significant involvement 
for teachers is to actually assist in developing the museum 
curriculum and supporting museum teaching materials. This 
commitment generally involves being part of a collaborative 
research team that develops the overall curriculum based on 
the mission and focus of the museum. Teachers who serve in 
this role engage in meaningful dialogue with museum directors 
and curators to ensure that a holistic and complete historical 
narrative is presented. In addition, they can help develop the 
ancillary teacher materials and classroom kits that museums 
often provide classroom educators. 

Why Evaluating Museums is Important
Taking the time to teach students to critically analyze historical 
information at a museum has the potential to produce benefits 
immediately and for years to come. Students will develop their 
analytical skills and be able to apply these same skills to the 
classroom. They will become comfortable with the “But what 
about this?” questions that they might not otherwise have had 
the confidence to ask in class. Secondly, the museum evaluation 
tool can guide students to see the broader contributions of all 

people in our nation’s story; or if they don’t, it prompts them 
to question why. This can lead to open and honest classroom 
dialogue about how we as a country determine whose stories 
are included in our collective national memory. These activities 
help form a future generation that seeks an inclusive version 
of history in our nation’s museums, one that includes multiple 
perspectives and multiple voices. 
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