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EXPLORE MORE:

This lesson is an excerpt from Social Studies Alive! Our Community and Beyond, Lesson 7, Making 
Communities Better and Social Studies Alive! Florida and Its People, Lesson 11, Famous Floridians. 
Full support, including a ready to teach slideshow, is available online at www.teachtci.com.

Florida Civics Benchmarks:
• 3.CG.2.1 Describe how citizens demonstrate civility, cooperation, volunteerism and other civic virtues.

Black History Month

Good Citizenship Awards

Lesson Overview

Students are introduced to good citizenship. They then get into groups. Each group reads about a good 
citizen and prepares to present a “Good Citizenship Award.” 

Procedures

1. Introduce what it means to be a good citizen. Tell students that good citizens exhibit civic virtues. 
They cooperate and participate in their community and help make it better.

2. Get into groups. Tell students that they will learn about examples of good citizens. Divide your students 
into five groups. 

3. Assign a person to each group and read. Assign each group one of the following people. Have students 
read about their assigned person:
• James Weldon Johnson
• Mary McLeod Bethune
• Ruby Bridges
• Katherine Johnson
• George Washington Carver

4. Prepare for an award presentation. Tell students they have the honor of presenting a Good Citizenship 
Award for their assigned person. Each group should:
a. Create the award plaque for their person.
b. Write a 2-3 sentence speech that shares why this person deserves the Good Citizenship Award. 

5. Ask groups to present their award. 



James Weldon Johnson (1871–1938)
 James Weldon Johnson was born in 

Jacksonville in 1871. At that time, schools for 
Black children like Johnson did not receive as 
much money as schools for White children. 
But Johnson worked hard. He grew up to be a 
principal, lawyer, writer, civil rights leader, and 
professor.

Johnson was lucky. He went to school at a 
young age. He went to the Stanton School. It 
was the first school for Black children in Florida. 
He learned to love books and music.

Johnson learned more in college. He went to 
Atlanta University. There, he met many other 
African Americans. He learned about their 
struggles. Both of Johnson’s parents had good 
jobs. But most African Americans were poor.  
He became more involved with helping  
African Americans.

James Weldon Johnson was an American 
writer and civil rights activist. He married 
civil rights activist Grace Nail. Together they 
worked to advocate for equality.
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After college, Johnson became the principal 
at the Stanton School, a school for Black 
children. He helped the school by adding ninth 
and tenth grades. 

But Johnson wanted to do even more. He 
worked hard to be a lawyer. He became the 
first African American to pass the bar exam 
in Florida. Johnson also wrote songs with his 
brother. They wrote more than 200 songs. One 
of the songs Johnson wrote became the anthem 
of the NAACP. It is called “Lift Every Voice  
and Sing.” 

Johnson’s songs helped African Americans, 
too. Johnson was a part of the NAACP, the 
National Association of the Advancement 
of Colored People. He served as secretary of 
the NAACP for ten years. Johnson helped the 
NAACP grow by organizing local chapters. The 
organization grew a lot because of Johnson. 
He led protests against violence and helped 
many people learn how African Americans were 
treated. While led by Johnson, the NAACP also 
began to sue states for having racist laws. 

Weldon was the secretary of the NAACP 
from 1920 to 1930.
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Mary McLeod Bethune (1875–1955)
 One day, Mary McLeod was playing with 

another girl, a White girl. When Mary picked 
up a book, the child took it away from her. She 
said that African Americans like Mary could 
not read! Mary did not forget what the girl said 
that day. As Mary grew up, she believed that if 
African Americans wanted to change their lives, 
education was the key. 

Mary was born in a world that separated Black 
and White people. Black Americans and White 
Americans were not treated the same in many 
ways. In fact, Mary’s parents had been enslaved 
by White people who treated them like property.  
Some of Mary’s 16 brothers and sisters were even 
taken away and sold into slavery. Mary McLeod 
knew that the world needed to change.

As a young girl in South Carolina, McLeod 
walked about four miles each way to go to 
school. She studied hard and won a scholarship 
to a school in North Carolina. Later, she went 
to college in Chicago, Illinois. As soon as she 
could, McLeod began teaching others. Her 
dream was to start her own school.

By 1904, McLeod had married and become 
a mother. Her name became Mary 
McLeod Bethune. When she learned 
that many African Americans had 
moved to the east coast of Florida, 
Bethune and her family moved there, 
too. She thought that the area would 
be a good place to start a school.

Bethune wanted to teach African 
American girls. She did not have 
much money, but she worked hard. 
She found a building to use. She asked 
local stores for boxes and packing 
crates. She used these items as chairs 
and desks. She called her school the 
Daytona Educational and Industrial 
Training School. 

The lack of resources given to African 
American students forced Mary McLeod 
Bethune to be very resourceful. She created 
“pencils” from charred wood, ink from 
elderberries, and mattresses from moss-
stuffed corn sacks.
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Bethune became a leader to many African 
Americans. She founded a different group, the 
National Council of Colored Women, in 1935. 
She befriended President Franklin Roosevelt, 
often advising him. Her friendship with 
Roosevelt helped her lead an agency that helped 
young African Americans find jobs. In 1944, she 
helped found the United Negro College Fund  
that offered money for African Americans to go  
to college. 

Bethune was so famous that in 1945, she 
was the only Black woman invited to attend the 
creation of the United Nations. Later, her school 
became a college for African American women.  
It was called Bethune-Cookman College. 

Here, a group of students say goodbye to 
Bethune after she resigned as the president 
of her college.
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Ruby Bridges Helps 
African Americans

In 1960, Ruby Bridges 
was six years old and 
ready to start first grade. 
When she did, she would 
make history.

Ruby lived in New 
Orleans, Louisiana. At 
that time, Black students 
and White students 
in New Orleans went 
to different schools. 
Ruby would be the first 
African American to go 
to the White school near 
her home. 

Many White people 
were upset. They wanted 
Black and White students 
to be kept apart. Still, 
Ruby’s mother was 
hopeful. She thought the 
school was a good one. 
And she thought that it 
was time that Black and 
White children went to the 
same schools. But Ruby’s 
father was worried. “We’re 
just asking for trouble,”  
he said. 

Ruby’s first day of school was frightening. 
Outside the school, crowds of angry people 
threw things at her and yelled that Black 
children did not belong in their schools. Ruby 
thought some of them might even hurt her.

Ruby Bridges made history when 
she was just six years old.
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Inside the school, Ruby discovered that she 
was the only student in her classroom. All the 
others had stayed home. 

For months, Ruby was the only student 
in her class. Still, she kept coming to school. 
People started to see that she was not going 
away. When she returned to school the  
next year, many students had returned to 
their classes. 

Ruby made it easier for all children in 
New Orleans to go to good schools together. 
As an adult, Ruby helps people in other 
communities, too. She talks to children and 
adults about her experience and how we can 
still learn from it today.

Today, children of all backgrounds 
can go to school together thanks 
to people like Ruby.
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Johnson, Katherine (1918–
2020)

As a little girl, Katherine Johnson 
loved school. Most of all, she loved 
numbers and math. Johnson was a 
very gifted student. She started high 
school when she was only ten years 
old. She started college at age 15.

Johnson was born in White 
Sulphur Springs, West Virginia in 
1918. When Johnson was growing 
up, West Virginia’s schools were 
segregated. After she finished middle 
school, Johnson’s family had to 
move to a new town because there 
was no high school for African 
Americans in White Sulphur Springs. 
West Virginia’s universities were 
segregated, too. In 1939, however, 
Johnson helped change that. She 
enrolled in a graduate program at 
West Virginia University to study 
math. She was the first African 
American to study at West Virginia University’s 
graduate school.

In 1953 Johnson learned that the National 
Advisory Committee for Aeronautics (later 
called NASA) was hiring African American 
women who were good at math. NASA did not 
have computers like we have today. Instead, 
they relied on “human computers” to solve 
their math problems. Johnson was one of these 
human computers. Nearly all of NASA’s human 
computers were women and, like Johnson, 
many were African American.

Always eager to learn more, Johnson asked 
her supervisor if she could attend NASA’s 
scientific briefings. He told her that usually, 
these meetings were only for men. Women did 
not attend. “Is there a law against it?” Johnson 
asked. Her boss admitted that there was no law, 
and Johnson went to the meetings.
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When NASA began sending men into space, 
Johnson did the math that made it possible. She 
calculated the flight path that launched the first 
American astronaut into space in 1961. Even 
after NASA began using electronic computers, 
they still relied on Johnson. When one astronaut 
learned that his flight had been calculated 
by a machine, he asked Johnson to check the 
numbers. “If she says they’re good,” he said, 
“then I’m ready to go.”

In 1969 NASA was ready to send the first 
men to the moon. They again turned to Johnson 
for help. Her calculations determined how the 
spacecraft would launch. She also figured out 
how to get the spacecraft to take off from the 
moon and return to Earth.

Johnson was only recognized for her 
contributions to the U.S. space program later 
in her life. In 2015, Johnson was awarded the 
Presidential Medal of Freedom. “In her 33 
years at NASA,” President Barack Obama said, 
“Katherine was a pioneer who broke the barriers 
of race and gender, showing generations of 
young people that everyone can excel in math 
and science, and reach for the stars.”
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Carver, George Washington (about 
1861–1943)

At the age of 11, with a clean shirt and some 
food, George Washington Carver left his home. 
He wanted to go to school, but no school where 
he lived would take him. He walked many 
miles down a dirt road, to a school for African 
American children.

When he got to the school, it was nighttime. 
Carver crawled into a barn to sleep. The next 
day, a nice couple said he could stay with them. 
He started school that morning. He quickly 
learned everything the teacher knew! By age 13, 
he had to find a new school.

Again, it was time to head out into the 
unknown world. Carver faced some hard, lonely 
times. But he was smart and determined.

How did he pay for school? He washed and 
ironed clothes. Carver excelled in school. His 
teachers were amazed by his talent and hard 
work. His art teacher said he was an artist. The 
music teachers said he was a musician. But 
Carver wanted to help people. He especially 
wanted to help farmers. He chose to study the 
science of plants and farming.
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Carver went on to help farmers in many 
ways. He changed what farmers grew and how 
they farmed. In the South, cotton was ruining 
the soil. Carver told some of these farmers to 
plant peanuts instead. This helped the soil. 
But peanuts were not a well-known food then. 
Sofarmers had a lot of extra peanuts. Carver 
decided to help make peanuts more popular.

Carver had a workshop and farm at the 
Tuskegee Institute, where he was also a teacher. 
It was there that he studied different ways to 
use peanuts. He discovered nearly 300 ways to 
use them. He made soap, plastic, makeup, and 
other things out of peanuts.

Carver saw that it was hard for many farmers 
to get his information. He wrote in newspapers 
and answered farmers’ questions. He also started 
a farmers’ school on wheels. Countries around 
the world copied that idea.

When Carver died, his childhood home in 
Missouri was made into a national monument. 
He was the first person to earn this honor 
without having served as a U.S. president.
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Create a plaque to present as an award for the good citizen you were 
assigned. The plaque should explain how this person demonstrated civic 
virtues. 

Write 2-3 sentences that describe how this person participated in their 
community and helped make it better.

N O T E B O O K
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