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“[Negro History Week] is the week set aside by the Association for the Study of Negro Life and
History for the purpose of emphasizing what has already been learned about the Negro dur-
ing the year.1” [Emphasis added]

Editorial from Staff of the Negro History Bulletin, “Activities for Negro History Week 1943”
“This is the meaning of Negro History Week. It is not so much a Negro History Week as it is a
History Week. We should emphasize not Negro History, but the Negro in history. What we need
is not a history of selected races or nations, but the history of the world void of national bias,
race hate, and religious prejudice. There should be no indulgence in undue eulogy of the
Negro. The case of the Negro is well taken care of when it is shown how he has influenced the
development of Civilization.2” 

Carter G. Woodson, “The Celebration of Negro History Week, 1927”
“Carter Godwin Woodson, who died in Washington on April 3 (1950) at the age of seventy-one,
illustrates what race prejudice can do to a human soul and also what it is powerless to pre-
vent… From subscriptions to his quarterly, from donations made by small groups and organiza-
tions, from sale of books, [Woodson] not only continued to publish [The Journal of Negro
History], but he also went into the publishing business and issued a score of books written by
himself and others; and then as the crowning achievement, he established Negro History
Week. He literally made this country, which has only the slightest respect for people of color,
recognize and celebrate each year, a week in which it studied the effect which the American
Negro has upon life, thought and action in the United States. I know of no one man who in a
lifetime has, unaided, built up such a national celebration.3”

W.E.B. DuBois, “A Portrait of Carter G. Woodson” (1950)

ABSTRACT

In February 1926, Carter G. Woodson established “Negro History Week,” an event designed to

allow schools, communities and individuals across the United States the opportunity to display

what they had learned over the previous year with regard to Americans of African descent. He

chose the second week in February for the celebration because it contained the birthdays of

Frederick Douglass (February 14, 1818) and Abraham Lincoln (February 12, 1809). The celebra-

tion was promoted by Woodson’s adopted fraternity, Omega Psi Phi, and was expanded offi-

cially to a month in the mid 1970s.

1 Editorial, “Activities for Negro History Week,” The Negro History Bulletin, Vol. VI, No. 4 (January 1943), p. 94.

2 Carter G. Woodson, “The Celebration of Negro History Week, 1927,” The Journal of Negro History, Vol. XII,
No. 2 (April 1927), p. 105.

3 W.E.B. DuBois, “A Portrait of Carter G. Woodson,” Masses and Mainstream 3 (June, 1950: pp. 19-25), reprint-
ed in Herbert Aptheker, Editor, Writings by W.E.B. DuBois in Periodicals Edited by Others, Volume 4 (1945-
1961). Millwood, NY: Kraus-Thompson Organization Limited (1982), pp. 149-153.
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PENNSYLVANIA STATE STANDARDS

Geography: 7.1B

History: 8.1D and 8.4A

Government [Civics]: 5.1K

Economics: 6.5A

LEARNING COMMUNITY OBJECTIVES

Teachers/Students/Parents will learn: 
§ The history of the origin of African-American History Month

§ A brief biographical history of Carter G. Woodson

§ The purpose of the celebration of African-American History Month

Students will be able to: 
§ Evaluate Carter G. Woodson’s philosophy of history. 

§ Analyze the effectiveness of African-American History Month according to Dr. Woodson’s
goals and objectives for the celebration

§ Discuss the need for African-American Studies in education as well as the relationship of
African people and others to world history

§ Explain the development of African-American History month and the proper ways to 
celebrate it

§ List key dates and events in the life and career of Carter G. Woodson

§ Research the life of Carter G. Woodson and the institutions and research he began

Social Structures

The social and eco-
nomic challenges
faced by African-
American scholars
such as Woodson

Governance

The structure of
Woodson’s inde-
pendent organiza-
tions [ASNLH, JNH,
NHB, Associated
Publishers]

Ways of Knowing

Woodson’s empha-
sis on “common
sense” and “com-
munity-based edu-
cation” (see The
Miseducation of
the Negro)

Science and
Technology

Woodson’s use of
various materials
(e.g. classroom
materials, newspa-
pers, art, etc.) to
spread knowledge
of African-American
history

Movement and
Memory

Woodson’s empha-
sis on publishing
primary documents 

Cultural 
Meaning-Making

Woodson’s philoso-
phy of history

CONCEPT CHART AND ORGANIZER 

The following are select topics in which the student should be encouraged to research or dis-
cuss in the context of this lesson on “Carter G. Woodson and the Origins of African-American
History Month”:  

Created by Greg Carr 2005
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QUESTIONS

Framing Question
Who was Carter G. Woodson, what was his life’s mission and how did he envision using
African-American History Month to help accomplish that mission? 

Focus Questions
§ Why did Professors Hine, Hine and Harrold dedicate their high school textbook 

African-American History first to Carter G. Woodson? 

§ Where did Woodson develop his determination to succeed and to use intellectual work as
his tool of choice?

§ How did Woodson accomplish each of his specific goals?

§ What did Woodson’s contemporaries think of him and of his work?
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BACKGROUND READING

He was nicknamed “The Father of Negro History” during his lifetime, which began only ten
years after the end of the U.S. Civil War and ended five years before Rosa Parks’ memorialized
“sitting stand” in Montgomery, Alabama. The son of enslaved Africans who left work in a West
Virginia coalmine at the age of 20 to complete his high school degree, he became the first and
only African-American of that status to ever earn a Ph.D. in history. He never married or had
children, and spent all his resources and his entire life in the singular pursuit of the study and
dissemination of African-American history. He taught and administered in high school, college
and independent institutions and forums in the United States and the Philippines and traveled
across the world to study and promote the study of African-American history in particular and
history generally. His name was Carter Godwin Woodson.

Carter Godwin Woodson was born in New Canton, Virginia on December 19, 1875. His mother
(Anne Eliza) and Father (James Henry) had been enslaved. His father had escaped in 1864 and
served the U.S. Army as a scout, among other duties. Woodson’s mother could read and write
English and required that her children learn the same. They worked the family farm, attended
church faithfully and went to a one-room school for four months a year, where they were taught
by two of their uncles. Woodson’s early love for learning would pay immediate dividends for
the African-American community. He read the Virginia newspapers to his father, among other
childhood duties.

At 17, Woodson left home, working first for the railroads and then following his two older broth-
ers into the coalmines of West Virginia. One of the men he worked the mines with, Oliver
Jones, operated a room in his home stocked with fruit, drinks and ice cream for the other min-
ers. When Woodson let it be known he could read, he assumed his next community service
role: in exchange for free goodies, Woodson read to the men who worked in the mines and
who pooled their monies to subscribe to a wide range of African-American and other weekly
newspapers and magazines. 

Woodson read from the New York Sun and the New York Tribune, as well as from famous
African-American history books such as Joseph Wilson’s The Black Phalanx, William
Simmons’s history of famous African-Americans entitled Men of Mark, and George Washington
Williams’ History of the Negro Troops in the War of Rebellion. He later remarked that this
reading gave him an early education in “important phases” of history and economics. Forty
years later, after Woodson had started a little magazine aimed at schoolteachers, students and
the general public entitled The Negro History Bulletin, he would remember his service and the
sacrifices of his father and the coal miners in an article entitled “My Recollections of Veterans
of the Civil War” (Negro History Bulletin, Volume 7, February, 1944: 103-04, 115-118).  

Woodson escaped the coalmines for good three years later, moving to Huntington West
Virginia with his parents and enrolling at Frederick Douglass High School at the age of 20. He
finished four years of coursework in two years, enrolled in Kentucky’s integrated Berea
College in 1897, and began a whirlwind of activity. Over the next decade, he would go to the
Philippines under the U.S. War Department and teach English; visit libraries and universities in
Africa, Asia, Europe, Malaysia, India, Palestine, Greece, Italy and France; finish one degree
from Berea (1903), two from the University of Chicago (B.A, 1908, M.A., 1908), teach at the
prestigious M Street High School in Washington D.C. (1909-1918), and enroll at Harvard
University for study towards the Ph.D. in History, which he would receive in 1912. Woodson’s
intellectual talents were encased in a steel-solid personal commitment to uplift African people,
a resolve instilled in him from his parents who had endured enslavement and by the work
ethic he leaned digging coal, laying rail ties and scrapping like an intellectual warrior for the
best education he could find.

By 1925, the year he first envisioned what he called “Negro History Week,” Woodson had iden-
tified the way that he would fulfill his life’s purpose: by establishing an independent African-
American intellectual base grounded in the African-American community but reaching all peo-
ple. After leaving both the M Street School and a brief tenure at Howard University, Woodson
set up the headquarters of his Association for the Study of Negro Life and History in his home,
1538 Ninth Street, N.W., in Washington, D.C. Woodson started the Association in a room at the
Black YMCA on Wabash Avenue in Chicago, in 1915. He was almost forty years old. One year
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later, he began to publish the most important journal in African-American historiography: The
Journal of Negro History.

Noting the appearance of the journal, the New York Evening Post noted, “Why then, should the
new year be signalized by the appearance of a magazine bearing the title The Journal of Negro
History? How can there be such a thing as history for a race, which is just beginning to live?
For the Journal does not juggle with words; by ‘history’ it means history and not current
events. The answer is to be found within its pages…” Woodson was not finished. Three more
major institutions were left to be established. The first was the publishing arm through which he
and his small army of women and men writing Africana history would publish: The Associated
Publishers was inaugurated in 1921. Although he had already published The Education of the
Negro Prior to 1861 (1915) and A Century of Negro Migration (1918), Woodson’s The History
of the Negro Church (1921) and his school history textbook The Negro in Our History (1922),
marked the onset of dozens of books covering every aspect of African-American life and many
of African history as well, for all levels of readers from children (African Myths: Together With
Proverbs (1928) and African Heroes and Heroines (1939)) to primary source researchers
(Negro Orators and Their Orations and The Mind of the Negro (1926), among others. 

In 1937, after the Journal had all but created the field of African-American history as an inde-
pendently-organized area of academic study and his books and the scholars he trained and/or
influenced had contributed to changing the way that the intellectuals thought and wrote about
the African world experience, Woodson created a way to reach and dialogue directly with the
largely female schoolteachers and the millions of schoolchildren in mostly segregated African-
American elementary, junior high and high schools. He launched the Negro History Bulletin, a
monthly compendium of simply written research essays, announcements, puzzles, biographies,
community histories, and other notes on African history in the United States, in Africa, in the
Caribbean and across the ages. 

However, the single contribution that Woodson is still best remembered for, the one that writers
such as W.E.B. DuBois noted was the singular most enduring part of his legacy, was his estab-
lishment of what he called “Negro History Week” in February 1926. For ten years, the
Association for the Study of Negro Life and History had publicized the study of African-
American History. Great progress had been made, but one of Woodson’s two major goals—to
establish an independent base for the study and promotion of African-American history—was
not secure. One year before, at the annual meeting of the Association, he had proposed raising
$250,000 to endow the Association with a permanent financial base. He had always solicited
small and medium-sized grants from foundations such as the Carnegie and Phelps-Stokes
Foundations, but had always insisted on retaining full control of all the Association’s programs. 

Woodson was the fiercest proponent of African-American institutional independence among his
academic peers, which gave him the reputation of being difficult to work with, aloof and single-
minded to a fault. Now, however, he had struck upon a way to accomplish both of his major
goals: Spreading the word about year-round progress made toward researching and publicizing
African-American history and, through the annual celebration of this progress, gaining
Association members and soliciting contributions for the full range of the Association’s pro-
grams and initiatives. 

Woodson’s initially sketchy plan was a smashing success. For his body of work, including
Negro History Week, the NAACP gave him the Spingarn Medal in 1926. He had been extended
honorary membership in the Omega Psi Phi Fraternity, which took up the challenge of organiz-
ing Negro History Week Celebrations; by 1929, the Association was offering for sale “Negro
History Kits” which included posters of famous African-Americans, pamphlets on African and
African-American history and tables of important dates and events in African-American history,
among other things. The celebrations spread like wildfire: pageants, breakfasts, banquets,
school assemblies, church assemblies, even exhibits and other semi-permanent observances
cropped up all over the country. In 1930, Woodson invited all the living former African-American
congressmen to a major Negro History Week celebration attended by over 2,000 people. 

A generation later, the Association for the Study of Negro Life and History had guided the study
of African-American history permanently into the academic and popular mainstream. The strug-
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gle to fully tell the history of African people continues; however, Woodson’s work made it pos-
sible for others to expand and extend the fight. As the great African-American Educator Mary
McLeod Bethune wrote in the May 1950 issue of the Negro History Bulletin:

“I shall always believe in Carter Woodson. He helped me to maintain faith in myself. He
gave me renewed confidence in the capacity of my race for development, and in the
capacity of my country for justice for her own people and for all peoples. With the power
of cumulative fact he moved back the barriers and broadened our vision of the world, and
the world’s vision of us.”
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From Negro History Bulletin, Volume XIII, No. 8 (May 1950)
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From Negro History Bulletin, Volume VI, No. 4
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BEST PRACTICES

The listed strategies and activities are suggestions only. Teachers should utilize additional
instructional strategies that meet the needs of their students and model best practices to
ensure student learning. 

Materials 
§ Blank Concept Chart

§ “Negro History Week,” by Carter G. Woodson (April, 1926)

§ “Activities for Negro History Week,” from The Negro History Bulletin, January, 1943

§ W.E.B. DuBois’s Tribute to Carter G. Woodson (April, 1950)

§ Chronology of Carter G. Woodson’s Life, from Sister Anthony Scally, Carter G. Woodson:
A Bio-Bibliography. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press (1985), xv-xvii Woodson article 
from NHB

Techniques 
Teachers can introduce this lesson using several different techniques. The lesson activities are
designed to inspire and challenge students to use existing knowledge as a basis for further
inquiry into the topics being studied. 

§ Introduce lesson with questions that activate student’s prior knowledge 

§ Introduce lesson using the conceptual questions, the framing question or probing questions

§ Introduce lesson with a prompt: Poems, Speeches, Quotes, etc. 

§ Introduce lesson with the background reading using reading strategies identified by the
Pennsylvania State Department of Education and pedagogical tools identified in the
School District’s African American History Curriculum Guide

(First Six Weeks) See Planning and Scheduling Timeline
§ Introduce students to Carter G. Woodson by requiring them to respond in writing to his

1927 quote. Students will revisit this quote during the last six weeks of class. 

§ Encourage students to answer the following further question: Why did Professors Hine,
Hine and Harrold dedicate their high school textbook African-American History first to
Carter G. Woodson? 

(Second Six Weeks) See Planning and Scheduling Timeline

§ Group Projects 
Organize students into study groups and require each group to read and analyze the 
following information. 

“[Negro History Week] is the week set aside by the Association for the Study of Negro
Life and History for the purpose of emphasizing what has already been learned
about the Negro during the year.4” [Emphasis added]

Then provide students with the opportunity to plan in advance an African-American
History Month program designed to reach out to the broader school/surrounding com-
munity. Design the event with attention to the objectives identified by Dr. Woodson in
his essay on “Negro History Week” and/or by following one or more of the 15 sugges-
tions in the 1943 directions given by the Association in the Negro History Bulletin.

4 Editorial, “Activities for Negro History Week,” The Negro History Bulletin, Vol. VI, No. 4 (January 1943), p. 94
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(Fourth Six Weeks) See Planning and Scheduling Timeline

§ Introduce this lesson Carter G. Woodson using the Framing Question: Who was Carter 
G. Woodson, what was his life’s mission and how did he envision using African-American
History Month to help accomplish that mission? 

§ Provide students with the background reading on Carter G. Woodson and require stu-
dents to answer the following focus questions 

§ Where did Woodson develop his determination to succeed and to use intellectual work 
as his tool of choice?

§ How did Woodson accomplish each of his specific goals?

(Fifth Six Weeks) See Planning and Scheduling Timeline

(Sixth Six Weeks) See Planning and Scheduling Timeline

Further Questions: 

• Research at least three men and three women of prominence who worked with Carter G.
Woodson between 1915 and 1950. Include at least one person not of African descent

• What is the status of Woodson’s Association for the Study of African-American Life and
History? Is his home/office still standing? Are his books still in print? Do the Journal of
African-American History and the African-American History Bulletin still publish?

• How might Woodson respond if he discovered that many people who do not know the origin
of the celebration think that it is an affront to African-American history to have the month of
February designated to celebrate it (the shortest month of the year)? 




