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HEROES
OF BLACK
HISTORY
Biographies of Four
Great Americans

Featuring an introduction by
civil rights activist and journalist
Charlayne Hunter-Gault

T

HIS BEAUTIFULLY ILLUSTRATED COLLECTION of narrative biographies spans three centuries

of African American history and highlights the accomplishments and personal stories of four

inspiring Americans. Complete biographical profiles combined with a dynamic mix of photographs
and illustrations shine a light on the long fight for social justice in the United States. Young readers will
discover little-known details and heroic “firsts” waged by these larger-than-life figures:

HARRIET TUBMAN: A Woman of Courage
JACKIE ROBINSON: Strong Inside and Out
ROSA PARKS: Civil Rights Pioneer
BARACK OBAMA: First African-American President
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The Common Core State Standards addressed by the discussion questions and activities in this guide are
noted throughout. For more information on the Common Core, visit corestandards.org.

Discussion Questions
and Topics for Writing
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.SL.3.1; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.SL.4.1; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.SL.5.1; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.SL.6.1

What qualities do heroes possess? How are these qualities evident in the four Americans profiled
in Heroes of Black History?
What obstacles did these Americans face in their public lives? In their private lives?
Throughout American history, heroism has taken different forms. Can you see differences in
the kinds of heroism that were needed in the time of Harriet Tubman through Barack Obama’s
presidency? Support your observations with examples.
It is often said that heroes are ordinary people who do extraordinary things. Do you believe that
everybody has the potential to be a hero? Explain reasons for your opinion.
How did the four American heroes in this book affect others around them? Did their actions and
beliefs inspire others to follow in their footsteps?
Do you believe that people choose to become heroes? Use evidence from the lives of these
Americans to support your belief.
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Exploring the Introduction
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.3.2; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4.2; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.5.2;
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.6.2

Heroes of Black History begins with an introduction written by Civil Rights activist and journalist
Charlayne Hunter-Gault. Hunter-Gault describes history as the “invisible armor” that protected
her from the challenges she faced. Read her introduction carefully and note how she ties the four
heroes described in the book to her idea of history as “invisible armor.” Use information you gather
from the introduction to complete the chart below.

HERO

How and why his/her life and work contributed to the
“invisible armor” of history

Harriet Tubman

Jackie Robinson

Rosa Parks

Barack Obama
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A Scavenger Hunt through
Heroes of Black History
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.3.7; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4.7; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.5.7; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.6.7

Go on a scavenger hunt through the different parts of Heroes of Black History—from the table of
contents to the index—to find answers to the questions that follow.

1.

What is the definition of BIGOTRY? ________________________________________________________________________________

		______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

2.

What term matches the following definition: “Not separated by race or any other characteristic”?

		____________________________________________________________________________________________

3.

On which page could you read about Ruby Bridges? ______________________

4.

On which pages could you read about Olympic star Jesse Owens? ______________________

5.

What is the definition of a SHARECROPPER? ___________________________________________________________________

		______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

6.

What is significant about the photo of Jackie Robinson on page 85? __________________________________________

		_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

7.

On what page does the section on Rosa Parks begin?______________________

8.

On which two pages will you find a timeline of important dates in Rosa Parks’s life?____________________

9.

What Jim Crow law in Alabama is listed on page 81? ____________________________________________________________

		_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

10.

What is the caption of the photo on page 174? _____________________________________________________________________

		_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

11.

Find the Talking in Code sidebar in the Harriet Tubman section of the book. To what were members
		 of the Underground Railroad referring when they said the phrase “load of potatoes”? _________________
		_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

12.

Look at the timeline of key events in Barack Obama’s life on pages 182–183. In what year did he 		
		 become an Illinois state senator?______________________
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More Heroes of Black History
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.3.1; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4.1; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.5.1;
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.6.1

Harriet Tubman, Jackie Robinson, Rosa Parks, and Barack Obama are inspirational.
Read about the lives of more American heroes on pages 184–187. Draw a line between
the name of the hero listed below and his/her significant accomplishment.

1. Matthew Henson

2. Langston Hughes

A. First African American to seek the Democratic

presidential nomination; said “You don’t make
progress by standing on the sidelines, whimpering
and complaining. You make progress by
implementing ideas.”

B. First African-American player to play and win top

3. Frederick Douglass

tennis tournaments, including Wimbledon

C. First black Arctic explorer

4. Shirley Chisholm

D. Best known for playing the trumpet and singing;
also appeared in more than 20 movies

5. Althea Gibson

E. A central figure in the Harlem Renaissance who
was sometimes called the poet laureate of Harlem

6. W.E.B. DuBois

F. Published the anti-slavery newspaper the North Star

7. Louis Armstrong

G. First African American to receive a Ph.D. from

and helped hundreds of people find their way
to freedom

Harvard University; cofounder of the NAACP
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Activities for Students
HARRIET TUBMAN
A Woman of Courage
A Conductor’s Story
Harriet Tubman became famous for her work as a conductor on the Underground Railroad, helping
slaves travel north to freedom. Between 1850 and 1860, she made 19 trips to the south to guide her family
and other slaves north. In all, she led 300 slaves to freedom and said “I never lost one passenger.” Imagine
you are a journalist for a northern newspaper in 1860 and write an article about Harriet Tubman’s role as
a conductor on the Underground Railroad. Use information gathered from the chapters “Working on the
Railroad” and “A Tough Leader” in Heroes of Black History to complete your article.
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.3.2; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4.2; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.5.2; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.6.2

Talking in Code
Conductors on the Underground Railroad had to be cautious in their communication in order to deliver
their passengers to safety and freedom. On page 42, learn about the secret lingo that was created to help
conductors move slaves without detection. Choose ten words from this coded lexicon and create a glossary
of Underground Railroad terms. List the selected words in alphabetical order and define each.
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.3.4; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4.4; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.5.4; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.6.4

Twinkle, Twinkle
At age 29, Harriet Tubman decided to escape slavery and head north. Two of her brothers began the
journey with her but quickly turned back. Harriet was on her own and without a map. The Big Dipper
constellation, which points to the North Star, was an important navigational tool for Harriet. Using a
5 x 5-inch square of cardstock and a hole punch, recreate the Big Dipper constellation by punching
seven holes to represent the stars’ positions (see page 42 of Heroes of Black History). Thread yarn or string
in and out of the punched holes to link the stars. On the back side, write a sentence or two about the
importance of the Big Dipper to slaves seeking freedom.
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.3.1; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4.1; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.5.1; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.6.1

Local Remedies
Harriet Tubman bravely served the Union as a scout, spy, cook, and nurse during the Civil War. In her
role as a nurse in army hospitals, she created homemade remedies to battle the fever and suffering of
injured soldiers. Research what types of local plants and roots might have been used during the Civil
War to make medicine for the soldiers. Write your findings in a short information report that includes
illustrations or photos of the plants and roots and descriptions of how they were used.
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.3.2; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4.2; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.5.2; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.6.2
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Activities for Students
JACKIE ROBINSON
Strong Inside and Out
Segregated Baseball
Research the history of the Negro National League. Jackie Robinson played in this league as a shortstop
for the Kansas City Monarchs in 1945. Write an informational report about the people, teams, challenges,
and successes of the Negro National League.
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.3.2; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4.2; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.5.2; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.6.2;
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.3.7; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4.7; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.5.7; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.6.7

Baseball Trading Card
Jackie Robinson was famous as #42 on the Brooklyn Dodgers, not only for breaking the color barrier
in Major League Baseball but also for his athletic prowess. Use a 5 x 7-inch piece of cardstock to create
a baseball card for Jackie Robinson. Include an illustration of him in his baseball uniform on the front
of the card, along with his name and his team. On the back of the card, list Jackie Robinson’s important
accomplishments on and off the playing field, including his work with the civil rights movement.
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.3.1; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4.1; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.5.1; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.6.1

Words to Live By
Jackie Robinson was guided by nine values in his life. He considered how he wanted to treat others and
how he would like to be treated in return. Review Jackie’s list of values on page 68 of Heroes of Black History.
Choose one value from the list: citizenship, commitment, courage, determination, excellence, integrity,
justice, persistence, or teamwork. Use the value and the sentence connected to it to create an inspirational
poster. The poster should contain not only Jackie Robinson’s value word and its description, but also
some sort of illustration or design using markers or colored pencils or images and words clipped from
magazines. Display the inspirational posters in your classroom as a reminder of the value of leading a
principled life like Jackie Robinson did.
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.3.1; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4.1; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.5.1; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.6.1

Cooperstown Bound
In 1962, Jackie Robinson was elected to the National Baseball Hall of Fame. He was inducted into the Hall
of Fame at a ceremony in Cooperstown, New York. Do you believe that Jackie Robinson deserves to be
included among baseball’s all-time great players? Write a persuasive essay stating your opinion on this
topic. Give examples from Jackie’s professional life to support your argument.
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.3.1; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4.1; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.5.1; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.6.1
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Activities for Students
ROSA PARKS
Civil Rights Pioneer
Interviewing Rosa Parks
Working with a partner, pretend that you are a television reporter who has been granted an interview
with Rosa Parks toward the end of her life. Think about questions that address her refusal to give up her
seat on the bus, her win in the Supreme Court, and her connections to young people, the NAACP, and Dr.
Martin Luther King, Jr. Write your questions and answers in the format of a reader’s theater play between
an interviewer and Rosa Parks. Practice your two-person script with your partner and share it with
your class.
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.3.2; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4.2; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.5.2; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.6.2

Transcending Fear
Rosa Parks is famously quoted as saying, “You must never be fearful about what you are doing when
it is right.” In the struggle for civil rights for African Americans, Rosa Parks faced many frightening
situations. How did she live by her famous statement? Write an opinion piece that explores the idea of
doing the right thing, even when it might be scary. Cite examples from Rosa Parks’ life to support
your opinion.
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.3.1; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4.1; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.5.1; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.6.1

Local Heroes
Research a hero who has been memorialized in your local community by a statue or plaque, or by having
a road, building, or public space named after him or her. Find out how this hero contributed to your
community and why his or her contribution was significant. Organize your information into a report
highlighting this local hero. Display your reports in your classroom and invite another class to tour your
hall of local heroes.
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.3.2; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4.2; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.5.2; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.6.2

Time for a Change
Rosa Parks was a catalyst for change on a very large scale. What smaller changes would you and your
classmates like to see happen in your school or community? Would you like a recycling program at
school? More children’s programming at your local library? Choose an issue and research the people
involved in making the change you desire. How will you make those decision makers aware of the
problem and your class’s desire to institute change? Write letters to those who could help. Attend
meetings and make posters to peacefully campaign for change.
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.3.1; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4.1; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.5.1; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.6.1
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Activities for Students
BARACK OBAMA
First African-American President
A Political Timeline
In 1996, Barack Obama ran for the Illinois state senate and won. Thirteen years later, in 2009, he took the
oath of office for his first term as president of the United States. Create a timeline detailing Barack Obama’s
political steps to the presidency. Include his setbacks, as well as his successes. Use information from the
chapters “Starting Out,” “Senator Obama,” and “The Road to the White House” to populate your timeline.
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.3.2; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4.2; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.5.2; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.6.2

Early Influences
It is interesting to look at the early lives of people in power to see what events and influences shaped them
into becoming successful leaders. Barack Obama had a somewhat unusual upbringing. What experiences
in his childhood and teen years do you believe contributed to his success as an adult? Write a persuasive
paragraph expressing your opinion. Cite specific examples from President Obama’s youth to support
your conclusions.
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.3.1; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4.1; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.5.1; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.6.1

Advocating for Others
Early in his career, Barack Obama was a community organizer in Altgeld gardens, a public housing
project that served a poor community in Chicago. He worked with people to advocate for a better life for
those marginalized by society. Research local organizations whose goals are to advocate for people—
such as the poor, youth in foster care, the homeless, the mentally ill, and others—who have little voice in
your community. Find out the ways in which you can support these organizations’ efforts. Encourage
classmates, friends, and family to donate time or goods to these organizations.
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.3.7; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4.7; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.5.7; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.6.7

Comparing Heroes
It has been a long journey from Harriet Tubman’s struggle to free herself and others from slavery to the
election of the first African American president in our country. Reflect on the lives of the four heroes
featured in this book. Select two of the heroes to compare. What qualities do the two share? What
elements of their personal struggles are similiar? Did they have common values and beliefs? Write a
paragraph comparing the two heroes you selected. Cite specific evidence from Heroes of Black History to
make clear, strong comparisons.
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.3.2; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4.2; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.5.2; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.6.2;
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.3.7; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4.7; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.5.7; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.6.7
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_____________________________________________________________

MY BOOK REVIEW

Heroes of Black History
My favorite hero:
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
An interesting fact I learned:
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Reading this book made me wonder about:
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
My favorite picture in the book is:
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
If I met my favorite hero, I would ask him/her:
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
One word to describe this book to my friends:
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

My rating
[circle the number of stars that apply]

I give this book

★★★★★

stars.
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Fast Facts
HARRIET TUBMAN
Born a slave around 1820 near Bucktown, Maryland
First name was Araminta, but everyone called her by her
mother’s name, Harriet
Put to work at age 5 to care for a nearby plantation owner’s baby
Walked almost 100 miles alone when she ran away to the North
at age 29 to escape slavery
Worked as a “conductor” on the Underground Railroad taking 19 trips back into slave territory
to lead 300 slaves to freedom
Worked as a spy, scout, cook, and nurse during the Civil War
Founded the Harriet Tubman Home to care for elderly African
Americans in her later years
Died in 1913 in Auburn,
New York
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Fast Facts
JACKIE ROBINSON
Born January 31, 1919 in Cairo, Georgia; grew up with his mother
and four siblings in Pasadena, California
A naturally gifted athlete, he ran track and played football, baseball, and basketball for UCLA
in college.
Served as a second lieutenant in the U.S. Army during World War II
Played shortstop for the Kansas City Monarchs, a Negro National League
baseball team
Met with Brooklyn Dodgers co-owner Branch Rickey in 1945; Rickey was looking for a gifted
African-American player with the restraint to stand up to taunts from bullies and racists to
integrate Major League Baseball
On April 15, 1947 played first base for the Brooklyn Dodgers; endured slurs and death threats
from angry fans and went on to win the Rookie of the Year Award
Retired from baseball in 1956 and became more active in the civil
rights movement
Inducted into the Baseball Hall of Fame in 1962; posthumously
awarded the Congressional Gold Medal, one of the nation’s highest
honors, in 2003
Died October 24, 1972
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Fast Facts
ROSA PARKS
Born February 4, 1913 in Tuskeegee, Alabama; her grandparents had been slaves
Moved to Montgomery, Alabama, to attend a private school for black
girls at age 11; in segregated Montgomery, blacks and whites had separate
libraries, bathrooms, lunch counters, and phone booths.
Married Raymond Parks in 1932
Became active with the National Association for the Advancement of
Colored People and the Montgomery Voters League, helping to register black voters
Worked as a seamstress at the Montgomery Fair department store
Invited to attend a ten-day workshop on social justice at the Highlander Folk School in Tennessee
On December 1, 1955, was asked to give up her seat to a white man on a Montgomery bus; Rosa
refused and was arrested for breaking segregation laws. Black leaders urged all black bus riders to
boycott the city bus lines on December 5, 1955, Rosa’s court date. The boycott continued for 381 days.
On November 13, 1956, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that
segregation on city buses in Alabama was unconstitutional.
Awarded the Presidential Medal of Freedom in 1996 and the
Congressional Gold Medal in 1999
Died October 24, 2005
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Fast Facts
BARACK OBAMA
Born August 4, 1961 in Honolulu, Hawaii
Moved to Indonesia at age 6 with his mother and new stepfather
Returned to Hawaii at age 10 to live with his grandparents and attend Punahou prep school
Graduated from Columbia University in New York City in 1983 and moved to Chicago, Illinois, to
be a community organizer
Started Harvard Law School in 1988; was the first African American to be elected president of the
Harvard Law Review
Returned to Chicago in 1991 to work for a small civil rights law firm
Elected to Illinois state senate in 1996
Elected to U.S. Senate in 2005 and was the only African
American then serving in the Senate
On January 20, 2009, became the first African-American
president in U.S. history; elected to a second term in 2012
Left office in 2017
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Trivia Quiz

Name that Hero!
A. HARRIET TUBMAN

B. JACKIE ROBINSON

C. ROSA PARKS

D. BARACK OBAMA

1. First name means “blessed” _____________
2. Lived by nine core values _____________
3. Had eight brothers and sisters _____________
4. Met future spouse at UCLA _____________
5. Learned to read at age 4 _____________
6. Brother won a silver medal in the 1936 Olympic games _____________
7. Awarded a silver medal for bravery from Queen Victoria _____________
8. Woke up at 4 am as a child to study before school started _____________
9. Attended a workshop at the Highlander Folk School to learn how to
work for social justice _____________

10. Served in the U.S. Army _____________
1 1. Was severely injured as a teen _____________
12. Started an organization to teach teens about African American
history and help them find jobs _____________

13. Starred in a movie _____________
14. Six feet, one inch tall _____________
15. Worked as a spy _____________

12–15 correct answers:
Congratulations!
You know your heroes!

Check Your Score!
7–11 correct answers:
Nicely done!

0–6 correct answers:
Time to read
Heroes of Black History!
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Answer Key
A Scavenger Hunt through
Heroes of Black History
1. The treatment of the members of a specific

group with hatred and prejudice.
2. Integrated
3. Page 184
4. Pages 12 and 186
5. A farmer who rents land that belongs to
someone else. The sharecropper pays the
owner with a portion of the harvest.
6. Jackie Robinson entered the Brooklyn
Dodgers’ locker room as a player for the
farm team Montreal Royals, and left it as
the first African American player in the
Major Leagues.
7. Page 100
8. Pages 140–141
9. “It shall be unlawful to conduct a
restaurant . . . at which white and colored
people are served in the same room.”
10. Obama is sworn in as president on
January 20, 2009.
1 1 . Escaped slaves hidden under produce
in a wagon
12. 1996

Name that Hero! Trivia Quiz
1. Barack Obama
2. Jackie Robinson
3. Harriet Tubman
4. Jackie Robinson
5. Rosa Parks
6. Jackie Robinson
7. Harriet Tubman
8. Barack Obama
9. Rosa Parks
10. Jackie Robinson
1 1 . Harriet Tubman
12. Rosa Parks
13. Jackie Robinson
14. Barack Obama
15. Harriet Tubman

More Heroes of Black History
1. C
2. E
3. F
4. A
5. B
6. G
7. D
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