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LESSON SUMMARY: 
Wilma Rudolph’s story is one of grit. Using perseverance, positive attitude 
and grace, she overcame an illness that nearly robbed her of her ability 
to walk – and she earned Olympic gold in spite of it. The box featuring 
Wilma Rudolph is intended to teach girls the value of perseverance and 
the beauty of triumph.
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FAC I L I TAT O R ' S  G U I D E 

S E C T I O N  1

PREP
READING

W I L M A  R U D O L P H

C H A P T E R  1 :

WHY WILMA RUDOLPH?
Introductory thoughts from Grace & Grit founder, Heather E. Stark

The first time I learned of Wilma 
Rudolph was when someone sent 
me an online video book. I was 
a school counselor searching for 
guidance lesson activities to do 
with my students. I listened to her 
book and then looked her up online 
and was so affected by her story. 
It was her determination that 
captured me. Her willingness to 
keep going despite physical 
setbacks made her so vulnerable 
and so worthy of celebrating. She 
was a female who decided she 
would be defined by her triumphs 
and learned to appreciate the 
struggle it took to get there. We  
all can empathize with her 

vulnerability. We all have something 
to overcome: something we don’t 
like about ourselves, something  
we long to change, something  
we let hold us back from fully 
experiencing life. But something 
about Wilma made her decide as 
a young child that she would not 
be defined by her lack of ability – 
instead, she would defy it.

Every girl needs the lesson  
of owning a struggle. Every  
girl needs to know struggles  
may shape us, but they don’t define 
us. Oftentimes we females define 
ourselves by something we are not, 
instead of something we are.  
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But Wilma showed us that  
struggles can be used to fuel a 
dream. In fact, it is every girl's 
prerogative to turn every struggle 
into a story of grace and grit. 

Wilma’s life lesson is powerful.  
She lived during a time where 
the world looked at her and saw 
everything she lacked. To the world, 
she lacked white skin and two legs 
that worked – but Wilma responded 
by showing it that she had beautiful 
black skin and two legs that worked 
by her standards, and that was all 
that mattered. 

SHE DEFIED 
EXPECTATIONS  
AND SHE REFUSED 
TO BE STEREOTYPED.

I chose to tell Wilma’s story to  
show girls they can overcome 
struggles, set their own expectations 
and chase their own goals. They 
decide, they take control, they live 
life on their own terms. The message 
to share with today’s girls is to not 

C H A P T E R  1 :

WHY WILMA RUDOLPH?
Introductory thoughts from Grace & Grit founder, Heather E. Stark

let others define you, tell you that  
you are slow, or laugh when you 
want to do something they think  
you cannot accomplish. You be your 
own boss. Own yourself and your 
abilities. Persevere through it all 
and only good things will come 
from your perseverance.

Wilma’s story is a celebration not 
only of perseverance, but also of 
standing up for oneself. Accepting 
things may be difficult at first but, 
as long as you keep yourself moving, 
your effort will lead to successes. 
Remember success comes in all 

forms – both small and big,  
quiet and loud and everything  
in between. Wilma has left a bit  
of her spirit behind as a reminder 
that “triumph can’t be had without 
the struggle” – but the struggle is 
not what defines us.
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Wilma Rudolph was an incredibly 
busy and determined woman. 
Perhaps being told at a young age 
that she never would walk is what 
kept her in constant motion. Once 
Wilma conquered polio and learned 
to walk, she was out to conquer the 
world! Just take a look:

1940: Wilma is born in Saint 
Bethlehem, Tennessee. She 
is premature and only weighs 
4.5 pounds.

1944: Wilma survives double 
pneumonia and scarlet fever  
only to contract polio at age 4 –  
and the doctor tells her mom that 
Wilma will never walk again. 

1945: Wilma is fitted for a brace  
and starts learning to walk using  
it and an orthopedic shoe.

1951: After practicing in secret  
for years without the brace,  
Wilma no longer requires it to  
walk. The orthopedic shoe also  
goes by the wayside. By the  
following year, at age 12, she is 
challenging neighborhood boys  
at running and jumping.

1954: 14-year-old Wilma  
meets Tennessee State  
University Coach Ed Temple  
when her team participates in  
a conference championship, and  
she is invited to join TSU’s summer 
training program for track.

1956: Wilma wins bronze in the  
4 x 100-meter relay at the 
Summer Olympics hosted in 
Melbourne, Australia.

1958: Wilma gives birth to a 
daughter, Yolanda, and enrolls in 
Tennessee State as a college student.

C H A P T E R  2 :

THE JOURNEY OF WILMA
RUDOLPH'S LIFE

1960: Wilma attends the Summer 
Olympics in Rome, Italy, becoming 
the first American woman to win 
three gold medals in a single 
Olympic competition. Later that year, 
on her return home, she boycotts the 
hometown parade organized in her 
honor because other black people 
were excluded. The town reverses 
this decision and Wilma attends the 
parade. This parade becomes her 
town’s first non-segregated event.

1961: Wilma marries William Ward.

1963: Wilma divorces William, earns 
a bachelor's degree in Elementary 
Education from Tennessee State and 
marries her high-school sweetheart 
Robert Eldridge, the father of her 
firstborn (and later three other 
children). She goes on to teach 
second grade at Cobb Elementary 
and coaches track at her alma mater, 
Burt High School.

1977: Wilma publishes her 
autobiography, "The Story  
of Wilma Rudolph."

1980: Wilma divorces Robert.

1981: Wilma establishes the 
Wilma Rudolph Foundation –  
a nonprofit dedicated to  
training young athletes.

1987: Wilma joins the staff at 
DePauw University in Indiana 
as director of the women’s 
track program.

1994: Wilma is diagnosed with  
brain cancer and passes away  
later that same year.
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Perseverance is a trait  
required by all people who  
set goals. It starts in the back  
of one’s mind and slowly moves 
its way forward. Perseverance is 
smart, wise, gritty and strong. It 
is one of the best friends a young 
girl can have – the foundation 
for all accomplishments in life 
Perseverance teaches us 
self-reliance.

Oftentimes it seems that the best 
place to be in life is at the top of  
the mountain. We believe that all  
the good in life is found at its summit. 
In school we talk about getting “As” 
and at work we talk about going for 
the promotion, getting the pay raise 
or leading the project – but only 

focusing on being at the top negates 
the valley. We often forget that not 
only does a mountaintop require 
careful stepping and balance, 
but also the apex is where the air 
is thinnest and often it is a lonely 
place. Focusing only on the end 
of the climb invalidates the time 
spent preparing and the time spent 
climbing. Perseverance is both  
a mental and physical process. 

PERSEVERANCE 
CELEBRATES THE 
VALLEY BEFORE 
THE MOUNTAIN.

C H A P T E R  3 :

CHARACTER TRAIT: PERSEVERANCE

Perseverance starts at the lowest 
point of the climb (or struggle) –  
the valley. Most people want to 
conquer the mountain, but the  
valley is where the most fertile soil 
is and also where oxygen is more 
readily accessible. A girl can fill  
her lungs with good air, breathe 
easily and mentally prepare to 
conquer the climb ahead. With  
mind and lungs prepared, all  
she needs to do is start  
moving those legs!

Perseverance teaches a girl to trust 
in herself, encourages wise choices, 
instructs when to rest and when to 
get up and move, and reminds her 
of the importance of self-support. 
Sometimes girls must be their own 

biggest cheerleaders when  
working toward an important  
goal. The best way to work through 
just about any struggle is to breathe 
deeply – ignoring anyone on the 
sidelines who says the task can’t  
be done – and own the mountain. 

If girls realize their strength  
and understand what they  
have overcome, struggles  
or setbacks suddenly become  
very small because they now  
know the value of perseverance. 

A girl who knows herself and 
trusts her abilities - a girl with 
perseverance - can scale the 
mountain a hundred times.
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ILLUSTRATED PORTRAIT
Wilma’s portrait is an action shot. 
Her face is calm and focused, with 
her eyes set straight ahead of her. It 
is a representation of calm grit and 
perfect perseverance. Perhaps it 
reflects the moments she practiced 
launching off the starting blocks at 
the beginning of each race. 

Wilma said multiple times how she 
realized early on that her strong 
point was not the start of the race  
– she realized she was very slow 
at the start of her races due to 
polio – but she could gain speed, 
momentum, and she could finish 
strong. Therefore, in her races, 
perseverance happened at the 
starting blocks. She had to give the 
most effort at the beginning of her 
races; she had to get herself off 
those blocks and running. 

While that does take a lot of  
physical work, it takes even more 
mental effort. She had to mentally 
tell herself to just start and keep  
her legs moving; it was okay that 
other women were passing her up  
at the beginning of the race because 
she knew she would catch up and 
eventually pass other racers. If she 
persevered in the beginning and 
mentally stayed in the game, she 
could and would finish strong.
 
What a lesson! Many times it is 
mental perseverance that gets  
and keeps one in the game. Life is 
full of challenges and often we have 
to mentally prepare ourselves for 
them. We have to overcome those 
voices of doubt to get to where our 
grit and perseverance live. Just 
because we start out slow doesn’t 
mean we should lose focus and cut 
our efforts. It only means we have 

C H A P T E R  4 :

LEARNING MATERIALS

to keep moving, stay calm and look 
ahead – just like Wilma did at the 
beginning of every race.

WORKBOOK
In the workbook, Wilma’s story walks 
the reader through her dreams: her 
highs and, most importantly, her 
lows. The activities are designed so 
girls can state their goals and list the 
steps it will take to accomplish them. 
The workbook also highlights the 
fact that the hard stuff we overcome 
is where all the learning happens 
and where our true character is 
developed! The hard stuff often is 
the stuff that makes us better. 

In learning about Wilma and her 
incredible staying power through 
life’s most harrowing turns, the goal 
is for each girl to realize that, while 
life is hard, it also is so very good and 
filled with adventure. The secret  

to perseverance is to mentally  
accept the adventure, fill that 
backpack, and start moving.  
Even those who start out slow can – 
with perseverance – finish strong! 

Hopefully, the girls reading  
Wilma's story will be inspired to  
set their own goals, no matter how 
challenging they may seem. Wilma’s 
story of perseverance has the power 
to saturate their spirits and drift  
into their dreams. The potential  
of today’s girls is immeasurable  
and won’t be fully understood until 
they embrace their dreams and the 
efforts it takes to accomplish them.

PLAY-IT-FORWARD 
The Play-It-Forward Cards in this 
lesson celebrate the sometimes 
overlooked perseverance of girls. 
Females are strong, but often aren’t 
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given full credit for how mentally 
and physically tough they can really  
be. Girls can endure a lot of stuff 
and should celebrate their grit and 
perseverance! By giving a Play-it-
Forward Card to another girl, one 
girl tells the other that she is strong, 
she will persevere and that she now 
has someone who will cheer her on 
the whole way. 

The Play-it-Forward Cards help  
us remember that one doesn’t  
have to do big things to persevere, 
and all efforts made to reach  
a goal should be valued. 
 
Perhaps a girl excels in all of her 
subjects except for math – but, by 
refusing to be defeated and putting 
in extra time with a tutor, she turns 
last week’s failing grade on the math 
test to a “C” the next time around. 
This is the sort of perseverance that 

should be celebrated by parents, 
teachers, classmates and, of course, 
the girl herself. A wave of support 
makes one realize and appreciate 
her effort, and the validation it  
brings has to feel about as great  
as winning a gold medal.

 
It is important that girls always 
remember to recognize each  
other's accomplishments and to 
not think only big things deserve 
recognition. Any perseverance 
deserves attention.

BOX SETS ALSO INCLUDE

CHARM
The charm for the perseverance 
box is another reminder to keep 
moving. Wilma’s perseverance 
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LEARNING MATERIALS

came in the form of running, which 
is why her charm is a track shoe 
along with the year 1960 – when 
Wilma won three gold medals at the 
Olympics. After spending most of her 
childhood years unable to walk, she 
overcame polio and was able to walk 
into church without her brace, play 
basketball and run track. With her 
track shoes on, Wilma was a physical 
representation of perseverance.

But there is additional symbolism 
represented by those track shoes – 
the effort it takes to persevere.  
How many track shoes does it take 
to persevere? How many track shoes 
lined Wilma’s closet that didn’t see 
a win, but witnessed her effort? 
Perseverance is bred in the effort, 
not the success. Always remember 
that. If the effort leads to success 
then that’s wonderful. However,  
if the effort produces a strong,  

resilient girl who never quits –  
that’s pure gold.

TRACK BAG
Having a track bag as the  
accessory made sense because  
she was a track star, but also  
because sometimes a girl just has  
to grab her things and keep moving.  
Everyone who prepares for an 
arduous undertaking – people like 
mountain climbers, hikers, rock 
climbers – all have backpacks. 
In fact, every physical adventure 
requires a bag to carry important 
items: food, water, communication 
devices – everything needed to 
persevere in an adventure. Well, 
guess what? Life is an adventure  
and one should fill her bag for it!
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FAC I L I TAT O R ' S  G U I D E 

 

S E C T I O N  2

GROUP
ACTIVITY 

GUIDE
W I L M A  R U D O L P H

INSTRUCTIONS

Hand out the materials to the girls, 
allowing them to open and spend 
some time going through the items 
independently. If they have a box set, 
invite them to try on the accessory  
or add the charm to the bracelet. 

Give them time to satisfy their curiosity so they can focus on the lesson  
once you begin. After a few minutes, bring their attention back to you  
and go through each item found in the lesson. 

The following pages provide you with guidance to get the girls thinking  
and discussing the topics related to the lesson. Use the discussion  
questions to the extent time allows.

Consider using a whiteboard to note responses, comments and ideas  
from the group as you go along.
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ILLUSTRATED PORTRAIT

IINSTRUCTIONS

Direct the girls to the portrait and use it as your focal point.

 

QUESTIONS 

+  What do you already know about Wilma?

+  What are your initial thoughts about Wilma’s portrait? 
-  Who do you think she is looking at?  
-  What might she be thinking? 
-  What new things do you want to know about Wilma?



G R A C E  &  G R I T   FA C I L I TAT O R ' S  G U I D E   |   2 2  

WORKBOOK READING

HAVE THE GIRLS  
OPEN UP THE  

WORKBOOKS AND 
INVITE THEM TO TAKE 

TURNS READING 
A PARAGRAPH.

INSTRUCTIONS

+  Ask the girls: What do you think the quote  
on the cover of the workbook means?

+  Read the story in the workbook, pausing  
before the activities. Then use the suggested questions  
that deepen the discussion and check for comprehension.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

+  Look at the quote on the very first page. What do you think  
Wilma meant? 

+  Have you ever heard of polio? (Polio is a virus that can invade  
a person’s brain and spinal cord, causing paralysis.) 



G R A C E  &  G R I T   FA C I L I TAT O R ' S  G U I D E   |   2 4  

WORKBOOK READING

+  What do you think it would feel like to be told you never will be able  
to walk again?

+  What do you think Wilma’s coach saw in her that caused him to invite 
her to join his summer training program for track?

+  Imagine you are Wilma: a sick child who was told she never would  
walk again, yet ultimately finds herself standing at the Olympics  
with three gold medals around her neck. Describe that feeling.

+  Do you think it was easy or hard for Wilma to tell her hometown  
that she would not attend the parade unless people of all races  
could attend? And why do you think it was so important to her?
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CONTENT DISCOVERY
This section is for use with Grace & Grit box sets. 

INSTRUCTIONS

Have the girls take the track bag and the charm from the box.  
Use each item as you discuss the following questions. 

QUESTIONS

+ What is your interpretation of the quote on the track bag?

+ What stands out to you about the track bag?

+ When you use it, which lesson of Wilma’s life will you remember?

+ What is the significance of the shoe on the charm? 
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INSTRUCTIONS

Redirect the girls to the activities found 
in the back of their workbook.

The following questions are found in the 
back of the workbooks. They are meant 
to be answered independently by the girls, 
but may be referenced as needed in the lesson.

ACTIVITY 1
+  What goals do you have? List them, along with the steps you  

will take to accomplish them. 
-   Ask a trusted female about her goals and the steps she is taking  

to accomplish them.

ACTIVITY 2
+    How do you cheer yourself up when you are feeling frustrated? 

+    What can you do or say to remind yourself that success is coming? 
-   Ask a trusted female how she finds her “second wind” when she is  

feeling discouraged.

INVITE THE GIRLS 
TO COMPLETE THE 

ACTIVITIES IN 
THE BACK OF THE 
WORKBOOK AND 
DISCUSS THEIR 

ANSWERS. 

WORKBOOK ACTIVITIES

ACTIVITY 3
+    List everything you want to do with your life. Just start dreaming!   

Don’t put any limits on it; let your mind wander and see what comes out. 
-   Circle the things you believe you can accomplish in your life. Did you 

circle everything? Why or why not?

ACTIVITY 4
+    Sometimes beginnings are hard, but it is how you finish the race that 

counts. Talk to a trusted female about a time when she thought she  
had failed at something. Ask her what she learned from the experience  
and see what you can apply to your life. Write her story.

IF TIME ALLOWS, USE THESE QUESTIONS TO DEEPEN THE DISCUSSION:

+ In your own words, describe what it means to persevere.

+  Who is someone you know that has faced something hard  
but has persevered??

+ What is something in your life that requires perseverance?
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PLAY-IT-FORWARD CARDS

INSTRUCTIONS

+  Have the girls take out the Play-It-Forward Cards and browse  
through them for a moment.

+ Tell the girls what the Play-It-Forward Cards are and how they  
 are intended to be used with other girls in their daily lives. 

+  Ask for volunteers to read the front and back of one card aloud.  
Ask what that card means to the reader and how she could use  
it in everyday life.

+  If you have a group, remind the girls that, over time, as they choose  
to pass out a card to another girl with positive intent, their names  
will go into a drawing to get the tote bag.
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FAC I L I TAT O R ' S  G U I D E 

S E C T I O N  3

CLOSING 
DISCUSSION

GUIDE

W I L M A  R U D O L P H

INSTRUCTIONS

As you close the lesson, you are looking  
to spark a conversation about how the 
girls plan to use inspiration from Wilma 
to improve their own lives while also 
helping and supporting other girls. 

The goal is to help them recognize how topics from the lesson apply 
to their own lives in a positive way. Consider using a whiteboard  
to note responses, comments and ideas you hear as you go along.
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CLOSING DISCUSSION GUIDE

QUESTIONS

+ What did you find most interesting about Wilma's story?

+  What are some ways in which you can practice perseverance? 
-  How can you help someone else practice perseverance?

+ What ideas do you have for using the Play-It-Forward Cards?

+ How did this lesson help you?

OPTIONAL:
 

USE THE TIMELINE 
POSTER AS A FOCAL 

POINT FOR OPEN 
DISCUSSION.

NOTES FOR FACILITATOR
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NOTES FOR FACILITATOR NOTES FOR FACILITATOR


