
Lesson Plan: Tuskegee Airmen
Grade 5

Georgia Standard: SS5H4 Explain America’s involvement in World War II

e) Describe the effects of rationing and the changing role of women and African Americans or 
Blacks; include “Rosie the Riveter” and the Tuskegee Airmen.

Themes/Constructs

1. Civilian Pilot Training Program and its importance in paving the way for the Tuskegee Airmen
2. Integration of the military during and after World War II 
3. Perseverance, dedication and excellence as key factors to the success of the Tuskegee Airmen 

Objectives

1. List key dates and entities in the formation and training of the Tuskegee Airmen as members of 
the U.S. Army Air Forces (USAAF) during World War II. 

2. Identify key obstacles the Tuskegee Airmen faced during their service. 
3. Relate the story of Lt. Col. Harold Brown, a Tuskegee Airman, as representative of the 

hundreds of Black aviators who were Tuskegee Airmen.
4. Discuss the significant impact the Tuskegee Airmen had on the integration of the military after 

World War II.

Anchor Article: Tuskegee Airmen Defined by Excellence and Extraordinary Perseverance 

Anchor Book: Keep Your Airspeed Up: the Story of a Tuskegee Airman by Harold Brown and Marsha 
Bordner (2017) 

Additional Reference: Lost in Heaven: The Story of 1st Lt. James R. Polkinghorne Jr., USAAF, Early 
Black Aviation History and the Tuskegee Airmen by Dr. Leo F. Murphy (2018) 

Time needed: Two, 50-minute class sessions (Optional: 2-3 class sessions to show the 2012 movie, 
Red Tails – PG-13. The movie is rated PG-13 for some scenes of war violence.)

TIMELINES and BACKGROUND INFORMATION

Part 1: 1903-1939 (Early aviation history and events before World War II)

1903: Snapshot of Aviation History – When Wilbur and Orville Wright conquered human flight on 
the shores of North Carolina on Dec 17, 1903, interest in aviation exploded globally. The 
brothers’ detailed study of birds and their work designing innovative bicycle parts in Dayton, 
Ohio helped them design their Wright Flyer, the first airplane. The plane is on display at 
Smithsonian’s National Air and Space Museum in Washington DC.  

Many aviation companies and flight schools were founded in the United States and around the 
world soon after 1903. France embraced aviation wholeheartedly. An annual air show began in 
1909 in Paris. It became a central focus for aviation enthusiasts and remains so today. 

Adventuresome teenagers and adults, both men and women, in the early 20th century looked to 
the skies for their next challenge and for some, their career. 
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1911:  Harriet Quimby became the first woman to earn her pilot’s license. 

1914:  World War I began in Europe. Airplanes were used for the first time in war for reconnaissance 
and combat. Manfred von Richthofen, the Red Baron with the German Air Force, and Eddie 
Rickenbacker from the United States, who was awarded the Medal of Honor, were two WWI 
ace pilots. 

1927:  Charles Lindbergh successfully flew solo across the Atlantic Ocean in his plane, the Spirit of St. 
Louis, which is on display at Smithsonian’s National Air and Space Museum in Washington 
DC. Lindbergh flew from New York to Paris in 33 hours. 

1929:  An organization of women pilots was founded. At the time, there were 117 licensed women 
pilots. They were all invited to the first meeting at Curtiss Field on Long Island, New York. 
Ninety-nine women came so the organization called itself the “Ninety-Nines.” In 1931, Amelia 
Earhart was elected its first president. The Ninety-Nines are still going strong today and just 
celebrated their 90th anniversary in 2019. 

1930s: As President Franklin D. Roosevelt (FDR) was guiding the nation out of the Great Depression 
in the 1930s, he was also keeping an eye on events in Europe. He came to believe war in 
Europe was inevitable to stop the rise of Adolf Hitler and Nazi Germany. If the United States 
went to war, the nation would need thousands of additional planes and pilots. 

1938:  In 1938, the Civil Aeronautics Authority was established by Congress to watch over the growing 
civilian aviation industry. With the effects of the Great Depression still affecting people’s ability 
to afford flight schools, one member of the Authority suggested giving free flying lessons to 
college students. The federal government would pay the costs. 

CPTP – A program known as the Civilian Pilot Training Program (CPTP) was initially set up 
at 13 colleges as a trial. The program was so successful it expanded rapidly. Students attended 
72 hours of ground school and then 35 to 50 hours in the air. Upon completion, students earned 
their private (civilian) pilot licenses. 

1939:  Congress approved the Civilian Pilot Training Program (CPTP) through two laws passed in 
April and June. College students accepted into the program were provided 72 hours of 
instruction on the ground and 35-50 hours in the air at no cost to earn their pilot’s license.

No African American students were allowed in the trial but when Congress had to approve 
funding for the expanded program, leaders in the African American community demanded 
Black students be accepted. The Civilian Pilot Training Act of 1939 included a provision that 
students could not be refused admittance because of race, creed or color. 

At the same time as the CPTP was getting off the ground in 1939 and 1940, the U.S. Army Air 
Corps was also expanding. War in Europe was inevitable, many people thought. Increased 
funding was dedicated to building thousands of military planes, which meant the U.S. Army had 
to train thousands of pilots. 

The CPTP provided the springboard for both the Tuskegee Airmen and the Women Airforce 
Service Pilots (WASP), two aviation training programs within the U.S. Army Air Forces 
(USAAF). Note: The U.S. Air Force as a separate branch of the military was established after 
World War II.  
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According to the National Museum of the U.S. Air Force, in 1939, the U.S. Army had 4,502 
pilots and 982 new pilots. In 1940, there were about 8,000 new pilots and in 1941, more than 
27,000 new pilots entered the U.S. Army Air Forces. 

The CPTP was instrumental in permitting African Americans and women to train to become 
pilots and eventually, military pilots. 

1939:  September 1 – Germany invaded Poland. World War II in Europe begins.

Part 2: 1940-1948 (World War II and beyond) 

1940:  33 colleges and six historically black colleges were selected to participate in CPTP. 

According to Dr. Leo Murphy, author of Lost in Heaven about Tuskegee Airman 1st Lt. James 
R. Polkinghorne, Jr., CPTP eventually expanded to 1,132 colleges and 1,460 flight schools. The 
program was responsible for training 435,165 pilots from 1939-1944, including about 2,000 
Black pilots and 2,500 women. (Lost in Heaven, p. 29) 

Tuskegee Airmen

African Americans had been prevented from learning how to fly in the U.S. Army because of a 
1925 report by the War Department. The report was biased, not based on any scientific study. It 
said African Americans did not have the intelligence or physical capabilities to be pilots. 

To meet the demand, the USAAF built an air field near the Tuskegee Institute (now Tuskegee 
University) in Alabama to train its Black pilots. The pilots first attended ground school at 
Tuskegee Institute with civilian instructors. After completion, students transitioned to flight 
school at the newly built Tuskegee Army Air Field (TAAF) located a few miles from the 
Tuskegee Institute.  

Summer 1941: The first class of Black aviation cadets entered Tuskegee in summer 1941, six months 
before the attack on Pearl Harbor and the United States entry into WWII. The class was 
designated 42-C because of their expected graduation date in March 1942. The months of the 
year began with “A” for January etc. 

Capt. Benjamin O. Davis Jr., a West Point graduate who would go on to lead the Tuskegee 
Airmen in World War II, was one of five cadets in class 42-C who earned his wings. 

Because Black students had been able to train as pilots within the CPTP, they were able to apply 
with experience to enter the USAAF. 

Tuskegee Airmen had to overcome many obstacles as they trained to defend their country. 
Communities in the South where basic and aviation training bases took place had Jim Crow 
laws in place. Society was segregated. On leave from training, Black aviation cadets had to find 
Black only restaurants, hotels and even movie theaters. And even within the military, there were 
many officers who did not believe Black cadets should be trained as pilots. African Americans 
had served in every war since the American Revolution but in segregated units that were mainly 
assigned service jobs. That was still the norm in 1940. World War II was ultimately responsible 
for finally integrating the military. 
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During WWII, 992 black pilots earned their wings at Tuskegee. Harold Brown was one of them. 
Born in Minnesota, when he was assigned to basic training in Biloxi, Mississippi, his mother 
warned him to be careful in the South because of Jim Crow laws that segregated society. 

December 7, 1941: Imperial Japan attacked the United States Navy at its base in Pearl Harbor, Hawaii. 
More than 2,300 American sailors and soldiers were killed. The next day the United States 
entered World War II as part of the Allies (England, Canada, and the Soviet Union) fighting the 
Axis Powers (Japan, Germany and Italy). 

1944: Harold earned his wings in May 1944 in Class 44-E. Of the 992 pilots, 355 deployed overseas 
during World War II. They served with distinction earning many accolades and Distinguished 
Citations. Harold deployed to Italy in fall 1944 where he flew 30 missions. (see article on the 
WWII Home Front website) 

Assigned mainly as escorts for Allied bombers, Tuskegee Airmen also flew combat missions to 
take out vital enemy infrastructure such as railroad tracks and locomotives. When a Tuskegee 
squadron painted the tails of their airplanes red, they became known as the Red Tails. Bombers 
welcomed the site of Red Tails because of the protection they offered. Bomber pilots even 
began calling them the Red-Tail Angels. 

1945: On his 30th and final mission in Italy, Harold had to bail out of his plane after it was hit by debris 
from an exploding locomotive. He became a Prisoner-of-War (POW). On April 29, 1945, Gen. 
Patton liberated thousands of American POWs, including Harold, in Moosburg, Germany. 
Harold returned home in June. 

1946-1947: Tuskegee trained Black pilots until 1946. The air base closed in1947.

July 26, 1948: President Harry Truman issued Executive Order Number 9981, which mandated the 
integration of all branches of the U.S. Armed Forces. 

Congressional Gold Medal

On March 29, 2007, the Tuskegee Airmen were awarded the Congressional Gold Medal by President 
George W. Bush. The Congressional Gold Medal is the nation’s highest civilian honor. The ceremony 
was held at Statuary Hall at the U.S. Capitol with 300 Tuskegee Airmen in attendance. Ten Tuskegee 
Airmen survive as of June 1, 2020. 

HAROLD’S STORY: 

Article: Tuskegee Airmen Defined by Excellence and Extraordinary Perseverance 

Article SNAPSHOT

• Harold Brown was born in 1924 in Minneapolis, Minnesota.

• From sixth grade on, he wanted to become a military pilot.

• Many people told him he could not be a military pilot because he was Black.

• Harold believed the U.S. Army would one day begin training Black pilots and he would qualify.

• The United States entered World War II following the Dec. 7, 1941 attack on Pearl Harbor, 
Hawaii.

• Harold graduated from high school in 1942 and that summer, applied for Army flight training.
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• Harold was accepted and reported to Fort Snelling, Minnesota in December 1942. 

• He earned his silver pilot’s wings at Tuskegee Army Air Field (TAAF) in May 1944.

• He was sent overseas to Italy in October 1944.

• In March 1945 during a mission, debris from an exploding locomotive disabled his plane.

• He bailed out, was captured and became a Prisoner of War (POW) in Germany.

• Gen. George Patton liberated Harold and thousands of POWs in Germany on April 29, 1945.

• Harold returned home to Minnesota in June 1945. He was not yet 21 years old. 

CLASS SESSION 1 

1. Watch the video within the article on the WWII Home Front website. Introduce students to the 
story of Harold Brown whom they will meet in the video. Harold is a Tuskegee Airman who 
deployed overseas in fall 1944. On his 30th and last mission, his plane was hit with debris from 
an exploding locomotive and he was forced to bail out. He was captured and taken a Prisoner-
of-War (POW). In April 1945, U.S. Gen. George Patton liberated the POW camp in Moosburg, 
Germany where Harold and thousands of other American servicemen were being held. Harold 
returned to Minnesota in June. He was not yet 21 years old.

2. Read the article out loud. Reinforce any vocabulary new to students.

3. Review the timeline above (Part 1 and Part 2). Emphasize the importance of the Civilian Pilot 
Training Program (CPTP) that allowed Black students the opportunity to earn their civilian 
pilot’s license as the first step to being accepted in the USAAF to train as a military pilot. Cite 
examples of historically Black colleges. 

4. OPTIONAL: Show the movie trailer (2:37) of the Red Tails, a 2012 movie (2 hours, 5 min: 
PG-13) about the Tuskegee Airmen. It’s rated PG-13 for some scenes of war violence. 

CLASS SESSION 2

      A. Review and discuss the following quotes from Harold’s book: 

1. On being accepted into the USAAF  – “At last I had been selected for flight training! I was over 
the top with excitement.” (Keep Your Airspeed Up: the Story of a Tuskegee Airman by Harold H. 
Brown and Marsha S. Bordner, p. 46)

2. On earning his wings  – “I remember that day fondly. Here I was, nineteen years old and a brand-
new, freshly minted second lieutenant. I had wings on my chest. I was the hottest thing to ever say 
good morning to the sun, or so I thought.” (p. 70)

3. On flying the P-51 – “Flying the P-51 was just plain fun. On my first flight in the P-51, I 
performed every aerobatic maneuver I knew; I really wrung the aircraft out. After a couple more 
flights, I was fully prepared to fly my first combat mission. Of course, I didn’t know everything 
about the aircraft on my first combat mission, because I had only had about five hours of flying 
time in the P-51. However, as I gained more flying time, becoming more knowledgeable and 
comfortable in the P-51, it became abundantly clear to me that the P-51 was the finest combat 
aircraft fighting the war, especially among the conventional aircraft with reciprocating engines 
(propellers). (p. 85)
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4. On bailing out of his plane on his 30th mission: “After I bailed out, I floated for about two 
minutes and the ground was coming up. I don’t know what the rate of descent was when that chute 
opened, but boy, I was dropping fast. I wasn’t that high when I bailed out, and then boom, I hit the 
ground. I landed on the side of a hill in the snow, up to my knees. …….After landing in the snow, I 
began to gather my wits about me. I grabbed my little escape pack, which contained a map, a 
compass, and a few other things. I pulled up the chute and grabbed hold of it, and starting tromping 
through the snow to get to a small nearby wooded area. As I got close to it and there was still no 
one around me, I thought: ‘If there’s some way I can just evade the enemy, head east, and make 
some decent time without being picked up, I might just be able to get to the Russian lines in seven 
or eight days.’” (pp. 119-120)

5. On being captured: “It is very interesting what goes through a person’s mind in such dire 
circumstances. First, it was hard for me to accept that this was happening to me. I kept telling 
myself that it just couldn’t be true. Then the realization hit me: ‘There is a war going on. Here you 
are and you are the enemy. You just got caught. What do you think is going to happen to you?’ I 
continued to think: ‘This is absolutely crazy to be in this situation. Here I am only twenty years old, 
and me of all people, with this face, being here in Germany. This is the last place I need to be, in the 
middle of a war.’

I was probably in a state of shock. I kept asking myself: ‘What are you going to do? You’ve got to 
do something. What are you going to do, Harold?’ But I had no answers. I just assumed that I was 
going to die. I couldn’t see an alternative. I finally decided that I would go kicking and fighting as 
they put the noose around my neck.” (pp. 120-121)

6. On being rescued by a local constable: “Then I noticed what appeared to be a local constable, 
dressed in riding breeches and boots and carrying a rifle, moving toward us, speaking to the mob in 
German. There was a very rapid discussion with the skiers who had caught me. It went on for a few 
seconds and then those two guys dropped their guns and backed off into the mob. The constable 
moved toward me and then I felt his hand on my shoulder as he snatched me backward and stepped 
in front of me. I could hear him hit the bolt on his rifle. I suddenly realized that the constable was 
going to help me.” (p. 121)

7. On being liberated from a POW camp by Gen. George Patton: “General George S. Patton’s 14th 

Armored Division liberated us on April 29, 1945. We knew Patton was getting close. The night 
before he arrived, we could hear the tanks rumbling in the distance. Early the next morning, the 
guards all pulled out. They got in their formations, and simply marched off and left the camp 
unattended. Our guys even waved at a number of them. We had almost gotten friendly with them.” 
(p. 150)

8. On the impact of the Tuskegee Airmen: “I have often been asked if I had any idea at that time, 
when I had just returned from the war, what my legacy as a Tuskegee Airman would be. The answer 
is ‘No.’ After all, I started the process of entering the military at seventeen and came home at 
twenty. A legacy was the last thing on my mind. I never thought for one second that I was doing 
something wonderful, that our successes would have the impact that they did. Only years later I 
realized our actions impacted what eventually happened back here.” (p. 159)

B. Complete the Learning Activities
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Learning Activity Name: ______________________

Class: ______________________________

1. From the timeline information above, identify the points on the timelines below. Points include 
aviation and Tuskegee Airmen history as well as Harold’s story. Note: Not all dates from the above 
information will be used.

Part 1: Timeline From 1903 - 1939

1900 1910 1920 1930 1940

Part 2: Timeline From 1940 – 1948

10 yr

1940 1941 1942 1943 1944 1945 1946 1947 1948 1949 1950

2. After Harold was captured, what did he mean when he said he realized Germany was the last place 
he should be “with this face?”

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________
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3. How difficult do you think it was for the constable to decide to protect Harold and save him from the 
angry residents of the German/Austrian village? How does this story prove that one person can really 
make a difference? 
________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

4. As the first Black pilots in the U.S. military, what impact did the Tuskegee Airmen have on society 
beyond the military? In other words, how did they pave the way for others? 

_______________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________

5. On the following drawing of a P-51, with colored pencils, color it as a Red Tail plane flown by the 
Tuskegee Airmen. Many WWII pilots named their planes and painted that name on the plane. On the 
drawing, choose a name for your plane that describes the Tuskegee Airmen and their WWII service. 
Draw it on the plane in the space under the cockpit.  
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