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Women in America
Women have played an important role in American 

history from the nation’s earliest days . Colonial 
women took care of children and their homes . 
Housework included not only cleaning, cooking, sewing, 
and washing clothing, but also caring for farm animals, 
making candles, making soap, and other tasks . In some 
places, colonial women planted crops and gathered 
edible plants, just as Native American women did .

However, women did not always have the same 
opportunities that men did . For example, many people 
in colonial times felt girls did not need to learn to write . 
In the past, women weren’t allowed to vote . Women 
with jobs could be fired simply because they were going 
to have a baby .

Some of the women in these pages became famous 
because they worked to change society . Others changed 
society by pursuing careers that were long viewed as 
men’s jobs . 
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Elected in 1916, Jeanette Rankin was the 
first woman to become a member of 
Congress. At that time, only eleven states 
allowed women to vote.

In 2007, Nancy Pelosi became the 
first woman to serve as Speaker of the 
House of Representatives in Congress. 
Representatives elect the Speaker, who 
works as their leader. 

Oprah Winfrey started magazine 
and television companies. She is a 
philanthropist who uses her money to 
improve people’s lives. For example, 
she founded an organization that builds 
schools in Africa. 
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Sacagawea
(1788–1812)

In 1803, France sold a vast area of land in North America to the 
United States . This deal, the Louisiana Purchase, nearly doubled the 

nation’s size . A year later, explorers Meriwether Lewis and William 
Clark headed west to travel across the  
new land and the wilderness beyond it .  
A young Shoshone woman named 
Sacagawea went with them .

Sacagawea met Lewis and Clark in the 
fall of 1804 . Lewis and Clark arrived in her 
North Dakota village to spend the winter 
with a crew of explorers known as the 
Corps of Discovery . Sacagawea’s husband 
was hired as an interpreter . However, 

In 2000, the United States 
Mint introduced a golden 
dollar coin that shows 
Sacagawea and her baby.
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he didn’t speak Shoshone . Lewis 
and Clark knew they would meet 
Shoshone people on their trip . So 
when they headed west on April 
7, 1805, Sacagawea joined them, 
carrying her baby on her back .

Along the way, Sacagawea also 
helped find plants to eat and made 
clothing and moccasins for the explorers . She helped to find routes 
and places to camp . Once, she rescued important supplies when a 
canoe tipped over . Thanks to Sacagawea, the Corps safely traveled 
thousands of miles to the Pacific Ocean and back . 

Sacagawea assisted the Corps of Discovery in exploring the vast land 
between St. Louis, Missouri, and the northwestern Pacific coast as 
shown on this map.

Sacagawea shown with Lewis 
and Clark on a postage stamp



8

Susan B. Anthony
(1820–1906)

On November 5, 1872, Susan B . Anthony voted in a presidential 
election in New York . In doing so, she had committed a crime . 

New York was one of many states that didn’t allow women to vote . 
Though she was arrested and found guilty, she wasn’t sent to jail . In 
addition, the experience did not stop Anthony’s fight for women’s 
suffrage, or right to vote . 

“ There will never be complete equality until women 
themselves help to make laws and elect lawmakers.” —Susan B. Anthony, 1897
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Anthony grew up in a family devoted to equal rights for all 
people . As a child, she heard speakers argue against slavery . She 
stayed involved in the anti-slavery movement and other causes as 
an adult . But after men refused to let her speak at a convention 
because she was female, she focused on fighting for women’s rights . 

Anthony traveled the nation giving speeches and gaining support 
for the cause . In 1866, she joined forces with activist Elizabeth Cady 
Stanton to start an organization devoted to equal rights . Together, 
they published a newspaper to spread their ideas . 

Opponents mocked her, but Anthony won many supporters . 
Her work led to the authorization of the 19th Amendment in 1920, 
which guaranteed women the right to vote nationwide .

Women staged a silent protest to demand voting rights for women 
outside the White House in 1917.
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Clara Barton
(1821–1912)

In 1861, the American Civil War tore the United States in two . 
When Clara Barton saw groups of weary, wounded soldiers traveling 

through Washington, D .C ., she was deeply moved . She began 
gathering supplies to support soldiers . She also urged people to 
donate bandages, lanterns, food, clothes, and other items . 

Next, Barton pressed the government and the army to allow her 
to deliver supplies directly to soldiers on battlefields . Permission was 
granted, and Barton not only brought supplies but also tended to 
wounded soldiers .

“ If I can’t be a soldier, I’ll help soldiers.” —Clara Barton
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Barton cared for sick and wounded soldiers for the rest of the 
war . Her supply wagons traveled everywhere with the northern, 
Union army . In addition to food and medicine, Barton also propped 
up soldiers’ spirits . She listened to them and wrote letters for them . 

In 1881, Barton founded the American Red Cross, a disaster 
relief organization . This organization still helps people in wartime 
and during disasters such as floods . Barton also urged the United 
States to sign an international agreement that set out rules for 
the treatment of all soldiers worldwide . This treaty, the Geneva 
Convention, is still in force today .

The American Red Cross still helps people today. This ambulance 
has arrived in an area where a hurricane occurred.
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Nellie Bly
(1864–1922)

In 1885, Elizabeth Cochrane wrote a letter to the editor of The 
Pittsburgh Dispatch . The newspaper had printed an article that 

questioned the usefulness of girls . Cochrane’s response pointed out 
how unfairly women were treated in the workplace and how they 
were paid less than men for doing the same work . The editor liked 
her letter so much that he hired her . That’s when Cochrane adopted 
her pen name, Nellie Bly, and began her career as a journalist . 

“ Nothing is impossible if one applies a certain 
amount of energy in the right direction.” —Nellie Bly
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Most female journalists in those days were limited to writing 
about gardening, housework, and raising children . Bly wanted 
to cover world events and investigate problems . Sometimes, this 
involved going undercover as a spy . For example, in 1886, she 
pretended to be sick so she could spend ten days in a hospital for 
people suffering from mental illnesses . The story she wrote about 
how poorly the patients were treated caused officials to make 
changes at the hospital . 

In 1889, Bly added 
to her fame by traveling 
around the world in  
72 days—a record 
for the time . Readers 
snapped up newspapers 
to follow her travels . She 
went on to write more 
articles, including stories 
about voting rights for 
women .

Bly’s adventures inspired an 1890 board game 
called “Round the World with Nellie Bly.”
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Elizabeth Peratrovich
(1911–1958) 

“No natives or dogs allowed .” Elizabeth Peratrovich, a Tlingit 
woman, was shocked to see such a sign in Juneau, Alaska, 

in 1941 . Signs forbidding Alaska native people from entering movie 
theaters, stores, and other public places were bad enough, but 
the discrimination didn’t stop there . Native children were also not 
allowed to attend the same public schools as white children . 

The Tlingit people had lived along the Pacific Northwest coast 
of North America for thousands of years, long before Europeans 
arrived . Yet now Peratrovich and her family had a hard time 
even finding a house, because natives were banned from some 
neighborhoods .
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Elizabeth Peratrovich witnessed the signing of the anti-discrimination 
act of 1945. Her husband, Roy, is on the far right in this photo.

Peratrovich and her husband, Roy, poured their energy into the 
passage of a law to ban discrimination . They urged other Alaska 
natives to lobby their representatives in government . 

On February 8, 1945, Peratrovich made a speech to legislators 
as they considered an anti-discrimination act . Eight days later, the act 
was signed into law . In honor of that event, February 16 in Alaska is 
officially known as Elizabeth Peratrovich Day .
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Rosa Parks
(1913–2005)

Rosa Parks knew all about segregation . She lived in Alabama, 
which, like other southern states at the time, had strict laws 

separating white people from “colored” people . “White Only” signs 
warned African Americans away from restaurants, pools, and other 
places . There were separate restrooms and water fountains for white 
people and African Americans . White and African American children 
went to separate schools .

“ No intelligent right-thinking person is satisfied with 
less than human rights that are enjoyed by all people.” —Rosa Parks
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Buses were segregated, too . Only white people could sit up 
front . African Americans sat in back . On December 1, 1955, Parks 
sat in the middle of a Montgomery city bus . But when a white man 
boarded and couldn’t find a seat up front, the driver told Parks to 
move . She refused and was arrested .

“I had been pushed around all my life and felt at this moment 
that I couldn’t take it anymore,” Parks wrote many years later . 

Her decision inspired African Americans to boycott 
Montgomery’s bus system . The boycott lasted for 381 days, 
ending after the Supreme Court ruled that segregated seating was 
unconstitutional . The bus incident also sparked a nationwide civil 
rights movement . People protested unfair laws in nonviolent ways . 
Finally, in 1964, the United States passed the Civil Rights Act, which 
made it illegal to discriminate and segregate people based on race, 
color, religion, or national origin .

In 1963, people marched 
in Washington, D.C., to 
demand equal rights for all.
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Katherine Johnson
(1918–)

K atherine Johnson always loved numbers, even as a little girl . She 
counted everything from dishes in the sink to stars in the sky . 

Her interest in math led her to start high school early and graduate 
from college when she was only 18 years old .

In 1953, Johnson got a job with the United States’ air and space 
program . She worked as a “computer,” a person who did complex 
math problems by hand . Many women worked as computers in the 
early days of air travel and space flight, before electronic computers 
were able to do the job .

At first, Johnson analyzed data from test flights of aircraft . Her 
calculations gave engineers the information they needed to improve 
designs . But Johnson also chose to discuss ideas with the engineers 
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Johnson calculated  
the flight path for  
the Freedom 7 
Mercury spacecraft, 
which launched on 
May 5, 1961. It was 
the first U.S. manned 
spaceflight. 

and went to meetings that computers didn’t usually attend . As a 
result, she was hired to be part of the Space Task Group for the 
National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) in 1958 .

In this job, Johnson worked on early space exploration . She 
figured out the flight path for a rocket that launched the first 
American astronaut into space in 1961 . Her later work helped land 
astronauts on the moon and get them back home again .
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Marie Tharp
(1920–2006)

The ocean floor is a deep, dark, mysterious place . For most of 
history, nobody knew what it looked like . That all changed 

in 1957, when scientist Marie Tharp created a map of the North 
Atlantic ocean floor . 

Tharp was a geologist, a scientist who studies Earth, its history, 
and the processes that change it . In 1948, she began working as a 
research assistant at the Lamont Geological Laboratory in Columbia 
University in New York . She was one of the first women to work 
there .

At the lab, Tharp teamed up with scientist Bruce Heezen to map 
the ocean floor . Women were not allowed on research ships at the 
time, so Heezen collected the data at sea . He directed sound waves 
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An artist was hired to paint a map of the ocean floor based on 
Tharp’s work. It showed landforms such as mountains and valleys. 

toward the ocean floor and measured how long it took them to 
bounce back . Then he gave this data to Tharp .

Tharp used the measurements to figure out the heights of 
different places and draw a detailed map . It showed that the 
ocean floor had hills, mountains, canyons, and flatlands . Tharp 
also discovered a system of valleys and ridges in the middle of the 
Atlantic . It was about 40,000 miles long and wrapped around Earth . 
Her research supported the idea that Earth’s seafloor was constantly 
spreading and that the continents slowly drifted across its surface .
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Maya Angelou
(1928–2014)

“You may not control all the events that happen to you, but you 
can decide not to be reduced by them .” Maya Angelou wrote 

these words in her book Letter to My Daughter . Angelou personally 
knew how events could erase a person’s hopes and dreams . She 
grew up in Arkansas at a time when laws forced African American 
people to be segregated from white people . 

Angelou endured a difficult childhood with the help of her 
loving grandmother . As an adult, she wrote about her experiences in 
a book called I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings . This book was the 
first of many bestselling books Angelou wrote . She also wrote poetry 
that touched many people’s feelings . In 1993, she wrote a poem for 
the inauguration of President Bill Clinton and read it aloud at that 
event .
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But Angelou had already blazed a career as a dancer, singer, 
and actress before she wrote her first book . She had also worked in 
the African countries of Egypt and Ghana as a reporter . In addition, 
she was also deeply involved in the civil rights movement and 
worked with Martin Luther King, Jr ., to demand equal rights for all .

Angelou remained dedicated to the cause of equal rights the 
rest of her life . She also directed films and acted in TV shows, in 
movies, and on the stage . In 1981, she became a professor of 
American studies at Wake Forest University in North Carolina . And 
always, she wrote . In 2010, President Barack Obama honored her 
lifetime’s achievements with the Presidential Medal of Freedom . 

Maya Angelou's voice rang out in her books and poems as 
well as on stage. Her last book was published in 2013 and 
tells the story of Angelou and her mother. 
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Sandra Day O’Connor
(1930–)

When Sandra Day O’Connor started her career as a lawyer, she 
never knew that someday she would make history .

O’Connor grew up on a ranch in Arizona . She rode horses 
and helped round up cattle . It was a remote area without a lot 
of choices for school . But her parents wanted her to get a good 

“ I think the important thing about my appointment 
is not that I will decide cases as a woman, but that  

I am a woman who will get to decide cases.” —Sandra Day O’Connor, 1981
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education, so they sent her to live in Texas with her grandparents 
during the school year . O’Connor missed the ranch, but she did well 
in her studies .

After high school, O’Connor went to college and law school 
in California . She graduated in 1952 . However, finding a job was 
difficult because law firms at the time didn’t want to hire women . 
O’Connor found jobs in Arizona state government instead . She even 
served as a state senator from 1969 to 1974 .

Then, in 1981, Sandra Day O’Connor became the first woman 
to join the Supreme Court, the top court in the United States . The 
Supreme Court handles cases 
that involve laws passed by 
the government or that involve 
the U .S . Constitution . In this 
role, O’Connor voted on many 
important cases that were 
brought before the court . 
O’Connor served as a justice 
for 24 years, retiring in 2006 .

In 2009, President Barack Obama 
presented O'Connor with the 
Presidential Medal of Freedom to 
honor her service to the United 
States as a Supreme Court justice.
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Patsy Mink
(1927–2002) 

Patsy Mink grew up in Hawaii . She wanted to be a doctor, so 
after college she applied to medical schools . But she was rejected 

by every school because she was a woman . She called it “the most 
devastating disappointment” of her life . 

However, Mink did not give up . She applied to law school 
instead . When she returned to Hawaii after law school, no law firm 
would hire her . So she set up her own law office . She was the first 
Japanese-American woman to practice law in Hawaii . This was just 
one of many “firsts” in her life . For example, in 1956, she became 
the first Japanese-American woman to serve in Hawaii’s house of 
representatives . 
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When Hawaii became a state in 1959, Mink decided that one 
day she would be Hawaii’s representative in the United States 
government . She achieved this goal in 1965, when she became the 
first Asian American woman to serve in the House of Representatives .

Mink focused on issues such as education, childcare, and equal 
rights for women . She is best remembered for her work on Title IX,  
a law that made it illegal for any college or other educational 
institution that gets government money to discriminate against  
people based on their being male or female . In 2002, Title IX  
was officially renamed the Patsy T . Mink Equal Opportunity in 
Education Act .

Mink’s work on Title IX gave girls 
and women an equal opportunity 
to participate in sports and other 
programs.
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Dolores Huerta
(1930–)

When Dolores Huerta was a teacher in the early 1950s, she 
noticed that some of her students came to school barefoot 

and hungry, wearing ragged clothes . They were children of migrant 
workers, who traveled from farm to farm in California picking crops . 

Migrant farm workers toiled all day for little pay . Many lived in 
rundown shacks with dirt floors . They didn’t always get clean water to 
drink . By the late 1950s, Huerta was working to improve their lives .

“ Every moment is an organizing opportunity, every person a 
potential activist, every minute a chance to change the world.” —Dolores Huerta
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In 1962, Huerta and activist Cesar Chavez started the National 
Farm Workers Association . Their goal was to form a farm workers’ 
union . A union is a group of people working together to bargain 
for better working conditions and pay . In 1966, they teamed up 
with another group to form the United Farm Workers of America .

Over the next few years, workers went on strike to protest 
working conditions on grape farms . Huerta organized a boycott . 
Millions of people nationwide stopped buying grapes as a result . In 
1970, grape growers agreed to give workers better pay and working 
conditions .

Today, Huerta is president of a foundation that educates 
community leaders and fights for laws that help workers .

In this photo, Dolores Huerta leads a march supporting farm workers.
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Who Was the First?
Some women in this book were the first women to be part 

of something, such as the government or the space program . 
Here are a few more American women who also achieved “firsts .”

Victoria Woodhull  
(1838–1927)

First woman to run for President of the United States 
(1872)

Marie Luhring  
(1892–1939)

First woman to become a truck designer

Amelia Earhart  
(1897–1937)

First woman to fly alone across the Atlantic Ocean 
(1932)

Esther McGowin Blake  
(1897–1979)

First woman in the U.S. Air Force (1948)

Shirley Chisholm  
(1924–2005)

First African American woman in Congress  
(1968–1982)

Madeleine K. Albright  
(1937–)

First woman to serve as U.S. Secretary of State 
(1997–2001)

Wilma Mankiller  
(1945–2010)

First woman to serve as principal chief of the 
Cherokee Nation (1985–1995)

Sally Ride  
(1951–2012)

First American woman in space (1983) 

Condoleezza Rice  
(1954–)

First woman to serve as National Security Advisor 
(2000–2005); also first African American woman to 
serve as U.S. Secretary of State (2005–2009)

Eileen Collins  
(1956–)

First woman to command a space shuttle mission 
(1999)



31

Glossary
activist: a person who works to cause a change or support a position on 

an issue

boycott: refusal to spend money on a business’s products or services in 
order to make the business change unfair practices

civil rights: the rights of a citizen

civil rights movement: a national protest against discrimination and 
segregation 

data: fact-based information

discrimination: unfair treatment of a group of people

journalist: a person who collects and reports news

lobby: to try to influence a lawmaker to make a certain decision 

migrant: a person who moves from one place to another to find work

national origin: the country or part of the world where a person comes 
from or where their ancestors came from 

segregation: separation of one group of people from the rest of society

strike: to stop working in order to receive better pay and working 
conditions

suffrage: the right to vote

unconstitutional: not correct in regard to the U .S . Constitution

union: a group of workers organized to improve wages and working 
conditions
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1. How do you think the author chose the 
women discussed in this book?

2. Choose two women you read about. 
How are they alike? How are they 
different?

3. Which woman from the book do you 
find most interesting? Why? Use details 
from the text to support your reasons.

Think About Social Studies
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In this book, you will meet some of the 
many women in American history. Some of 
them fought to win equal rights for women 
as well as people of color. Others worked 
to make life better for soldiers and farm 
workers. Many were the first to gain jobs in 
fields that were once closed to women. All 
of them blazed paths for others to follow.


