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What Makes a Winner? helps 
children to see beyond ‘success’ 
and ‘winning’ to deeper questions 
of behaviour, citizenship and faith.

Explore these big ideas with your 
class as they ask hard questions 
about sporting values, respond 
to true-life stories and reflect on 
what all this has to do with them.

•	 Contains five lesson plans, 
two assembly outlines and a 
reflective story outline

•	 Uses stories of inspirational 
athletes to teach values such 
as friendship, equality and 
overcoming difficulties

•	 Covers key cross-curricular 
themes such as racism, war 
and poverty

Winning, losing, 

competition, cooperation

For free template downloads 
visit www.barnabasinschools.
org.uk/9781841017426/
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Introduction

Does sport have anything of value to teach us?
Think about the Olympic and Paralympic Games, which 

aim to celebrate Respect, Excellence, Friendship, Cour age, 
Determination, Inspiration and Equality. Indeed, Pierre de 
Coubertin (founder of the ‘revived’ modern Games) believed 
they would foster world peace:

May joy and good fellowship reign, and in this manner, may the 
Olympic Torch pursue its way through ages, increasing friendly 
understanding among nations, for the good of a humanity always 
more enthusiastic, more courageous and more pure.

Was he being slightly naive? The ancient Greek Games could 
be ultra-violent and highly nationalistic. Events such as the 
Pankration (a form of extreme wrestling) were brutal and 
occasionally fatal, and many of the events were simply the 
display of battlefield skills under competition rules. Wars 
weren’t necessarily cancelled during Olympic years as they 
were meant to be, women and slaves were banned from 
competing, some teams were refused entry, and many Greek 
cities used the event to intimidate their rivals. In more recent 
times, the modern Games have witnessed terrorism (Munich 
1972), extreme nationalism (Berlin 1936 and others), the sett-
ling of ‘old scores’ (the 1956 Russia/Hungary water polo 
final), political protests or boycotts (Moscow 1980 and many 
others) and the use of illegal performance-enhancing drugs 
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Introduction

and other treatments by a number of athletes from a range of 
nationalities.

And yet… there is still something marvellous when we 
see a well-won victory by a skilled athlete working at the 
peak of their fitness. Sporting competitions can promote so 
many positive messages about discipline, dedication and 
determination. There are rules to follow, team members to 
encourage, and supporters to lift your spirits and cheer you 
on.

This resource is intended to help you to use sporting 
endeavour as a means of exploring key values with your 
pupils in Religious Education, PSHE, Citizenship and Lit-
eracy lessons, assemblies and Collective Worship. Think 
back to your own schooldays and the way sport was used to 
reinforce school values. My own admittedly rather negative 
experiences from school sports suggest that PE can some-
times be part of an unconscious ‘hidden curriculum’, cele-
brating values that talk about certain sorts of people being 
intrinsically ‘better’ than others.

What Makes a Winner? aims to counter that agenda by 
encouraging children to ask hard questions about ‘sporting 
values’, to respond to true-life stories in a variety of ways, 
and to reflect positively on what it all has to do with them.
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How to use this book

The suggested lesson material will need to be adapted by 
you to suit the different aptitudes and abilities in your class. 
There is a mix of suggested activities to accompany each 
story, but, in RE lessons, always try to relate the activities to 
your RE objectives, which means including at least one of the 
suggested RE activities in the lesson.

Of course, a cross-curricular approach will allow you to 
tick a lot of other subject ‘boxes’ and to approach the same 
topic from a variety of angles with a variety of approaches—
but please don’t sacrifice the RE.

This book approaches the topic from a broadly Christian 
perspective, but others will have insights too. Hopefully, the 
lesson material will get your class talking about their own 
values and generate discussion across different faiths and 
beliefs; as the class teacher, you may want to add stories and 
ideas from other traditions, using the model presented here. 
The key message is probably… Enjoy!

The suggested websites are useful resources but they can 
be subject to change, so you should always check the current 
state of a website for suitability before sending children 
towards it for research purposes.
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Wilma Rudolph

Sprinter, 100 metres and 200 metres
Competed in Rome, 1960

Key themes

Dependence, Racism, Segregation,  
Overcoming difficulties

Key quote

The triumph can’t be had without the struggle.  
And I know what struggle is. I have spent a lifetime 

trying to share what it has meant to be a woman 
first in the world of sports, so that other young 

women have a chance to reach their dreams.
WILMA RUDOLPH

Introduction

Ask pupils to discuss in pairs what their proudest moment 
has been, and ask a few to share this with the class.

Story retelling

As a child, Wilma was always getting sick. Although 
there was never enough money, she always felt loved 
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and cared for. However, her family couldn’t afford a 
doctor.

So when Wilma contracted polio (a disease that 
wastes away your leg muscles), the only doctor in 
town who would treat her said she would never 
walk again. Wilma’s mother didn’t agree. There was 
a university hospital 50 miles away that she knew 
would treat her child—so twice a week, for two 
years, Wilma was taken there for physiotherapy. She 
had to walk with a crutch and wear a metal brace 
on one leg and corrective shoes on both feet just to 
walk straight. Her family were taught how to exer-
cise Wilma at home as well, and they did it, brothers 
and sisters too. So, by the age of twelve, Wilma didn’t 
need that kind of help any more. She had recovered. 
And now she wanted to run.

At high school, she made the basketball team and 
also practised hard at a local running track. After 
being spotted by a local coach, she was soon compet-
ing and winning at the state athletic championships. 
By 1956, she was part of the USA’s team in the 4 x 100 
metre relay, and took home a bronze medal for it—
and the 1960 Rome Games saw her take three gold 
medals for the 100 metres, 200 metres and 4 x 100 
metre relay. She was now breaking athletic records 
set by men, and going further. 

Wilma then represented her country at other 
athletics meetings around the world—and kept on 
winning in competition after competition. All of a 
sudden she was famous! The US president invited 
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her to see him at the White House, and there were 
further parades to join and awards to win as she trav-
elled the world. It was all very new and exciting for 
a young woman.

But then, one day, an invitation to a special event 
made her stop and think very hard. Wilma’s own 
childhood town of Clarksville had invited her back 
for a civic reception to celebrate her achievements. 
There would be music, speeches and thousands of 
people attending. But it would be ‘segregated’, as 
everything was in Clarksville. At that time, parts of 
the USA practised ‘segregation’, where people of dif-
ferent races were kept apart as much as possible. Seg-
regation meant that Wilma had to ride at the back of 
the bus, could only go to school with other black chil-
dren and was only ever seen by a black doctor. And 
the civic reception to celebrate her gold medal per-
formances would be segregated too. Wilma thought 
very hard; then she put her foot down—and said 
‘No.’ What? No.

She wouldn’t come to a civic reception in her 
home town that was segregated. If the races couldn’t 
mix freely there, then she wouldn’t go. It was a pow-
erful decision. The city council had to think very 
hard too, but they couldn’t ignore her. So finally they 
gave in. The big day came—and 40,000 local people 
of all races and backgrounds turned up to cheer their 
sporting heroine, together. It was a brilliant moment, 
and afterwards Wilma said it was one of the best 
things she ever did.
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Key points from the story

• Wilma, with her family, had to work hard to overcome 
her childhood polio, because black people then usually 
had a much lower income, and they were not allowed 
to use the same doctors and hospitals in Clarksville as 
white people.

• ‘Segregation’ is not legal now in the USA because of 
a strong campaign led by Dr Martin Luther King and 
other people like Wilma Rudolph.

• Their campaign was peaceful and non-violent, based on 
the teachings of Mohandas Gandhi and the biblical life 
and words of Jesus of Nazareth.

• Wilma was a devout Baptist Christian whose faith 
expressed itself in a desire for racial justice, in the 
same way that it later led her to support the work of 
evangelists such as Dr Billy Graham.

Activities

Religious Education: Key Stage 1

Wilma used her skills and talents to make a difference. We 
are all good at something. How do we use what we are good 
at? Jesus once said to his friends:

You are like light for the whole world. A city built on top of a hill 
cannot be hidden, and no one would light a lamp and put it under a 
clay pot. A lamp is placed on a lampstand, where it can give light to 
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everyone in the house. Make your light shine, so that others will see 
the good that you do and will praise your Father in heaven.
MATTHEW 5:14–16

• Ask pupils to stand and mime something they are good 
at. Take time to ask them about what they have chosen. 
Ask pupils to mime something they can do that would 
help someone else. Take time to ask them about what 
they have chosen.

• Give each child a picture of a candle with light rays 
coming from the flame. On the rays, they should write 
or draw the things they are good at that would make the 
world a ‘brighter’, kinder or fairer place.
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Religious Education: Key Stage 2

• Segregation in the USA was finally defeated after a 
long campaign by African-American churches like 
the one Wilma attended. Read the following Bible 
passages. Which of these do you think would have most 
influenced Wilma to take a stand against segregation? 
Using a five-part diamond grid, put the letter of the 
most important at the top, the next three in the middle, 
and the least important at the bottom. Explain your 
choices.
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A ‘I give you peace, the kind of peace that only I can give. 
It isn’t like the peace that this world can give. So don’t 
be worried or afraid’ (John 14:27).

B ‘If you have faith when you pray, you will be given 
whatever you ask for’ (Matthew 21:22).

C ‘Faith in Christ Jesus… makes each of you equal with 
each other, whether you are a Jew or a Greek, a slave or 
a free person, a man or a woman’ (Galatians 3:28).

D ‘I tell you not to try to get even with a person who has 
done something to you’ (Matthew 5:39).

E ‘We often suffer, but we are never crushed. Even when 
we don’t know what to do, we never give up. In times 
of trouble, God is with us, and when we are knocked 
down, we get up again’ (2 Corinthians 4:8–9).

To reproduce these quotes, download the pdf file at www.
barnabasinschools.org.uk/9781841017426/

• Wilma used her talents and skills to make a difference. If 
you have talents and skills, what responsibilities do you 
have to use them? Jesus once said to his followers:

‘You are like light for the whole world. A city built on top of a hill 
cannot be hidden, and no one would light a lamp and put it under a 
clay pot. A lamp is placed on a lampstand, where it can give light to 
everyone in the house. Make your light shine, so that others will see 
the good that you do and will praise your Father in heaven.’
MATTHEW 5:14–16
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In the middle of a page, draw a candle or an Olympic flame 
with your name on it. Nearby, show rays of light flying away 
from it. What skills or talents do you have that could help 
make the world a ‘brighter’, kinder and fairer place? Write 
them or draw them on the rays of light. What would be a 
good title for this picture?

PSHE/Citizenship/Literacy

• Wilma demanded respect for herself and others. We can 
use the word ‘respect’ to mean all sorts of things. With 
a partner, try to come up with three sentences that use 
the word to mean different things. Then try to create a 
dictionary definition that lists all the possible meanings 
of the word, and write it out.

Now consult a printed dictionary and copy out its 
definition of the word ‘respect’. In what ways are your 
definitions similar and different? What do you think 
Wilma’s story has to say about respect? Draw the five 
connected rings that make up the Olympic flag, and 
inside the rings write five words that you think are 
needed to create a world where everyone shows respect 
to each other.

• Read these comments from Wilma Rudolph.

When I was going through my transition of being famous, 
I tried to ask God, why was I here? What was my purpose? 
Surely, it wasn’t just to win three gold medals. There has to be 
more to this life than that.
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What do you do after you are world famous and 19 or 20 and 
you have sat with prime ministers, kings and queens, the 
Pope? Do you go back home and take a job? What do you do 
to keep your sanity? You come back to the real world.

Winning is great, sure, but if you are really going to do 
something in life, the secret is learning how to lose. Nobody 
goes undefeated all the time. If you can pick up after a 
crushing defeat, and go on to win again, you are going to be a 
champion someday.

No matter what accomplishments you make, somebody helps 
you.

To reproduce these quotes, download the pdf file at www.
barnabasinschools.org.uk/9781841017426/

• Imagine Wilma had just received a letter from a child 
saying, ‘One day I want to be a famous athlete like you.’ 
What do these quotes reveal about Wilma’s attitude 
to becoming a world-famous athlete? What thoughts 
would she put into her reply? Write the letter.

• Wilma went on to do many other things. Find out the 
rest of her story at www.gardenofpraise.com/ibdwilma.
htm. List what you think were her three greatest 
achievements after winning her gold medals.


