
 

                    Grant, Lee, and Swan, 2014                                     

 Inquiry Design Model (IDM) Blueprint™ 

Compelling 
Question 

How did Black Kansas Citians overcome racism? 

Standards and 
Practices 

Kansas Missouri 

1.2, 2.2, 3.3, 4.2, 5.1 6-8 American History: 1B 

Staging the 
Question 

Individual stories show us the direct impact of structural and overt racism and the diverse strategies that 
Black Kansas Citians used to overcome racial oppression and segregation.  The lives of Corinthian Nutter, 
Bruce R. Watkins, and Alvin Sykes provide several different examples people used to combat inequality.  

 

Supporting  

Question 1  

Supporting  

Question 2  

Supporting  

Question 3  

What were the two most significant 
barriers that each individual faced? 

How did these individuals overcome 
these barriers? 

What lessons should people learn from 
these individual’s success against 
difficult odds? 

Formative  

Performance Task 

Formative  

Performance Task 

Formative  

Performance Task 

Create a graphic organizer with a list of 
at 5 barriers these individuals faced. 
Decide on the two most important and 
circle them on the organizer.  

Write a one-sentence statement of how 
each individual overcame their barriers 
using evidence from the newspaper 
articles.  

Imagine you’re one of these Kansas 
Citians. Write a one-paragraph advice 
column about an obstacle you 
overcame and how you did it. What 
did you learn from this process?  

Featured Sources Featured Sources Featured Sources 

Newspaper articles about the life and 
times of each of the folks selected. 

Newspaper articles, obituaries, 
biographies in KC Black History Booklet.  

Personal statements from these 
individuals given as speeches, 
luncheons, etc. 

Summative  

Performance Task  

Argument 
Construct an argument using evidence that answers the following question, “How did Black 
Kansas Citians overcome racism?” 

Extension 
Are there more recent examples you can think of from your own life of people overcoming 
oppression?  

Taking Informed 
Action 

Understand: What lessons do these Kansas Citians teach us through their lives and actions? 

Assess: While each individual was exceptional, they all drew on family, municipal, or other resources. What 
are some of social factors that facilitated their success? 

Act: Imagine you had a million dollars to invest in community resources. Based on the lives of the people 
listed above, propose how you would spend that money to achieve maximum impact in the community. 
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Corinthian Clay Nutter (1906 – 2004) 

Corinthian Clay Nutter was a teacher who fought to expand 
educational opportunities for her students. She was born in 
Forney, Texas. Her family relocated frequently as her 
parents sought work, and Nutter had to drop out of school 
at age 14. She moved to Kansas City in 1922, managed to 
earn her high school degree in 1936, and went on to 
graduate from Western University. In 1938, she obtained 
her Kansas teaching license and took a position at 
Merriam’s Walker Elementary School, a segregated 
institution that lacked indoor plumbing and other modern 
amenities.  

When a new school opened in the city in 1947 and African 
American students were not permitted to 
attend, Nutter joined a boycott of the dilapidated school 
and organized a home school for children in the 

community. The aggrieved group sued and won a case, Webb v. School District No. 90, that 
reached the Kansas Supreme Court and opened the doors of the new school to African 
Americans. Nutter continued her own education and advanced her career, eventually becoming 
the principal of Westview Elementary School in Olathe, Kansas. She retired in 1972, and is 
remembered for her role in school desegregation.  

Primary Sources: 

From Webb vs. School District No. 90 
 

Below is a list of findings of fact from a lawsuit against the school district where Ms. Nutter 
worked. As you will see, these findings make clear the inequalities between the two schools and 
that the schools were racially segregated in a manner that was not approved by the law. This 
case served as a precursor to Brown vs. Board of Education, the case which removed the legal 
rationale the allowed segregation under the older “separate but equal” doctrine established in 
Plessy vs. Ferguson (163 U.S. 537) in 1896. 
 

Johnson County Museum 
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Kansas City Star, February 14, 2004 
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Kansas City Star, February 25, 2004 
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Bruce R. Watkins (1924 – 1980)    
 

Bruce R. Watkins was an entrepreneur, public 
official, and community leader. Born Bruce 
Riley in Parkville, Missouri, Watkins was 
adopted by his mother’s second husband, 
Theron B. Watkins, co-founder of Watkins 
Brothers Funeral Home. During World War II, 
he served with the Tuskegee Airmen, the 
renowned African American combat aviators. 
After the war, Watkins joined the family 
business, where he played an integral role for 
30 years.  
 

In 1963, Watkins became the first two African 
American elected to the City Council, where he 
served two terms. He also was twice elected 
Jackson County circuit clerk and ran for mayor 
of Kansas City in 1979. His legacy is 
memorialized by Bruce R. Watkins Drive and 

Bruce R. Watkins Cultural Heritage Center, as well as the Spirit of Freedom Fountain that 
celebrates the contributions of Kansas City’s African American community.  

Primary Sources 
Gaining elective office would allow Watkins’ access to political power. The articles below 
describe his campaign.  
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Kansas City Star, January 3, 1963. 
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Kansas City Star, March 27, 1963. 
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Kansas City Star, April 6, 1964.  
Councilman Watkins was instrumental in passing a civil rights ordinance on the council and 
then shepherding it through a city-wide vote.  

                           



 

Overcoming Racism - Middle School Lesson Plan 
KCBlackHistory.org  11 

Kansas City Star, March 19, 1980. 
The following article celebrated Watkin’s life after his death in 1980. 
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Kansas City Star, March 19, 1980 (continued) 

  



 

Overcoming Racism - Middle School Lesson Plan 
KCBlackHistory.org  13 

 

 
 
 
 
Kansas City Star, March 19, 1980 (continued) 
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Alvin Sykes (1956-2021) 
 

Alvin Sykes was a jazz musician, civil rights 
activist, and legal scholar. He was born in 1956 
at a Topeka, Kansas, home for unwed mothers. 
Sykes was raised by Burnette F. Page, a 56 
year-old domestic worker and widow. He grew 
up on Kansas City’s east side at 26th and 
Highland. As a child, Sykes loved music and 
Ms. Page did what she could to provide him with 
instruments and lessons.  
 
Sykes’ love for jazz launched a career in civil 
rights activism. Kansas City jazz man Steve 
Harvey was murdered in 1980. When his White 
murderer was aquited by an all-White jury, 
Sykes was incensed sought justice. Sykes – 
who left school at after the 8th grade – 
discovered a novel legal argument that allowed 

federal prosecutors to try and convict Harvey’s killer. Sykes learned his law not at a law 
school, but at the main branch of the Kansas City Public library. Syke’s continued his 
activism and advocacy, notably spearheading the passage of the Emmet Till Unsolved 
Civil Rights Crime Act. Since its passage in 2008, the law has authorized up to $13.5 
million in federal funding to investigate unsolved civil rights crimes. A devout Buddhist, 
Sykes accomplished all of this without major funding and while forshaking invidiual 
wealth.  
 
Primary Sources 
The Kansas City Star, November 9, 1981 
 

 



 

Overcoming Racism - Middle School Lesson Plan 
KCBlackHistory.org  15 

The Kansas City Star, November 9, 1981 (continued) 
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Kansas City Star, August 25, 1985 
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The Kansas City Star, October 9, 2008 
This is commentary, not news reporting. How does the article being commentary shape how you 
read and evaluate its claims and argument?  
 

 



 

Overcoming Racism - Middle School Lesson Plan 
KCBlackHistory.org  19 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 


