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Listen to the story: https://jonincharacter.com/wilma-rudolph/

Wilma Rudolph was an Olympic Gold Medal winning track and field athlete and champion for civil justice 
and women’s rights.

Many women have faced serious obstacles while building their sports legacies. Let’s use the Olympics as an ex-
ample. They began in 1896, but women were not allowed to participate for another four years. 
And even when they could participate, they were restricted to only participating in five, very specific events. So, 
they were still excluded from things like track and field. It took a long time before they could participate in a 
larger slate of events. 

So how did Wilma Rudolph become a sports legend and achieve Olympic success?

It wasn’t easy. She was born in Tennessee in 1940, and early on in her life, had to face some extraordinary 
struggles. She suffered from bouts of polio and scarlet fever, and needed to wear a brace on her left leg.
Her illnesses were so severe, that she was told by doctors she would never walk again. But her family believed 
that she WOULD walk again. Her mother took her for special medical treatments and her family members 
helped massage her leg daily.

With their support and all of her determination, she WAS able to walk by the age of 12.
Ms. Rudolph turned to sports quickly after that, starting out by playing basketball and getting noticed because 
of how fast she was on the court. She was spotted by the track and field coach from Tennessee State who recruit-
ed her. She was still in high school when she started training and competing in amateur races with the Tennessee 
State track and field team. 

Four years later, when she was only 16 years old, she went to the 1956 
Olympics and won her first medal—a bronze in an event called the 
4X100 relay.

When she returned to the Olympics four years later, in 1960, she won 
three gold medals and broke three world records. She became the first 
American woman to win three gold medals in track and field in the same 
year. From then on, she was dubbed “the fastest woman in the world.”

But Wilma Rudolph accomplished something even more precious than 
gold medals.

Ms. Rudolph was a civil rights and women’s rights pioneer. Remember, when she was running in 1960, it was at 
the height of the Civil Rights movement. Black women and men were beginning the first, powerful wave of fights 
for equal rights and justice across the country. Ms. Rudolph was one of the most visible Black women and athletes 
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Glossary
Track and field – a sport all about running, jumping, and throwing. The sport includes various races of different 
lengths completed on and off the track including long-distance running, hurdle jumping, pole vaulting, shot put-
ting, and javelin throwing.

Integrated event – An event that is open to all people and no one can be excluded because of their race. 

Give it Some Thought
When the doctors said that Wilma Rudolph would never walk again, her family believed that she could and 
they worked as a team to help her. When was a time in your life when you needed extra support? How did your 
friends and family help you?

How would you describe Wilma Rudolph’s character to be able to go from a child who couldn’t walk to becoming 
an Olympic gold medal winner for her running? 

How would you describe Wilma Rudolph’s character after hearing her story and learning how she triumphed 
over many setbacks throughout her life?

Why was it so important for Wilma Rudolph to use her celebrity influence to speak out for civil justice and wom-
en’s rights?

Use Your Imagination
Wilma Rudolph wasn’t afraid to dream big and she never gave up on herself or her dreams. Now it’s your turn…
what’s one big dream that you have? Write an action plan with some of the steps you can take to “race” towards 
your dream. Make a list of the people in your life who can help support you and share your plan with them. 
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in America after her performance in the 1960s Olympics. She used that platform to inspire other athletes and 
make a difference. 

One very remarkable stand she took was refusing to attend her own homecoming parade after the Olympics if 
it was not an integrated event - or, in other words, an event where ALL people were safely welcome. Her home-
coming parade and banquet became the first integrated event in her hometown in Tennessee.

After her Olympic career, she inspired other Olympians who came up behind her - like another hero of 
history, Florence Griffith Joyner, who was the next woman to win three gold medals in one Olympic year and 
break world records!

She also gave back to the community by coaching track and field at a university, and starting the Wilma Rudolph 
Foundation, a community-based amateur sports program. 

Wilma Rudolph’s accomplishments on and off the track demonstrate how much respect and recognition women 
truly deserve in the sports world, and beyond!


