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Who invented what? 
African American History Month Activity 

 
Age: This activity is good for all grades from fourth through high school. 
 
Time: The activity can be done in 45 minutes or become a starting point for 
further study.   
 
Goal:   Students will learn about the contributions of African American inventors.  
They will examine patent drawings and respect the work involved in creating 
these patent drawings.   
 
Materials : Download and duplicate the attached sheets.  Cut each section out.  
On the left hand side you will find the name of an African American Inventor and 
a view of their patent drawing.  On the right is a brief description and information 
about the inventor and their invention.     
 
(Extending the activity could include access to the internet either in a library or 
lab period or as homework.  Additionally, prior to doing this activity, you can drop 
by the library and take out some books about African American inventors) 
 
Optional: Plain paper and glue. 
 
Activity: 
 
Step 1: If you have already been studying contributions of famous African 
Americans as a Black History Month activity, tell your students that today we will 
specifically study African American Inventors. 
 
Step 2: Hand out one of the squares you cut from the downloaded and printed 
pages.  Give one to each student.  You should have enough for 26 students.   
 
Step 3: Tell your students that some have patent pictures of the inventions and 
some students have the description.  When you say go, they are to get up and 
find their match.  Once they find their match: patent picture to description, each 
team of two should sit together. It should be very easy to match up the two since 
the inventor’s name can be found on both parts.  
 
Step 4:  The pairs of students are then instructed to study their patent drawing 
and the information provided.  (At this point, you could extend the activity by 
assigning them more work: researching the invention and the inventor on the 
internet.)  
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Step 5: Each pair is responsible for telling the class about their inventor and the 
invention. They should include their opinion regarding why they think the 
invention is important. 
 
Step 6: You can make a bulletin board from the pairs of squares.  Or you can 
have each pair glue their pair of squares onto a construction paper and make a 
title.  They can search for a picture of the inventor and add that to the paper. 
 
 
 
Extension 
Each pair can do more research on their inventor creating a more extensive 
report.  You can make an entire unit of African American Inventors. 
 
 
Resources 
 
Learn about more African American Inventors under Featured Articles at 
www.bkfk.com/teachers/.   
 
Also here are some sites for your students to search for more information about 
African American Inventors: 
 
http://teacher.scholastic.com/activities/bhistory/inventors/   
 
http://www.enchantedlearning.com/inventors/black.shtml  
 
http://www.inventions.org/culture/african/index.html  
 
http://www.infoplease.com/spot/bhmscientists1.html  
 
http://inventors.about.com/library/blblackinventors.htm  
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African American Inventor Matching Cards 
 
Print this out and cut along each line to make boxes of information.    
 
 
Miriam Benjamin was the second black woman to receive a patent for an 
invention she called a Gong and Signal Chair for Hotels. 

 
 

Miriam Benjamin  was the second black woman to 
receive a patent. Miriam Benjamin was a 
Washington D.C. school teacher.  She received a 
patent in 1888 for an invention she called a Gong 
and Signal Chair for Hotels . This invention 
enabled hotel customers to call their waiter by 
hitting a button on the chair that would buzz the 
waiters' station. The light on the chair would let the 
waiters know who made the call. This invention that 
Miriam Benjamin created is actually adapted and 
used in the United States House of 
Representatives. 
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Dr. Patricia Bath became the first African American woman doctor to receive a 
patent for a medical invention 
 

 

      
 

 

Dr. Patricia Bath,  an ophthalmologist, became 
the first African American woman doctor to get 
a patent for a medical invention. Dr. Bath's 
patent involves the development of a way to 
remove cataract lenses in the eye. This 
transformed eye surgery by using a laser 
device to make the procedure more accurate. 
Dr. Bath’s further developed the Cataract 
Laserphaco Probe. The probe, patented in 
1988, is designed to use lasers to vaporize 
cataracts from eyes.  This is less painful and 
more accurate than the previous method of 
grinding with a drill device.  

 

Clatonia Joaquin Dorticus invented an improved photographic print wash 
machine and method. 
 

 
 

Clatonia Joaquin Dorticus  invented an 
iphotographic print and negative wash 
machine. Before current digital prints, a 
negative was developed during soaking in 
several chemical baths.  This print wash 
neutralizes the chemicals in each bath 
process, allowing perfect timing so that effect 
of chemicals on the print can be exactly 
controlled. Clatonia Joaquin Dorticus felt that 
his method would eliminate the impact of too 
many chemicals and the over washing that 
could ruin the photograph.  
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Thomas Elkins inventor of a refrigeration device effective for corpses. 
 

 
 

 
Thomas Elkins  invented a special refrigerator 
that was designed to chill a human corpse.   
 
Thomas Elkins also invented and patented a 
special toilet that was a combination of bureau, 
mirror, book-rack, washstand, table, easy 
chair, and chamber stool. It was a very unusual 
piece of furniture.  
 
On February 22, 1870, Thomas Elkins 
invented a dining piece with ironing table, and 
quilting frame. 

 
Lonnie Johnson invented the Super Soaker, a toy children love.  

 

 
Lonnie G. Johnson  is famous for inventing 
thermodynamics systems for NASA but he is 
best known for his special version of the water 
squirt gun: the Super Soaker! Lonnie 
G.Johnson spent his childhood inventing and 
tinkering with all kinds of “stuffs”.  In his senior 
year in high school, he won a national 
inventing competition for "Linex," a remote-
control robot he built from junkyard parts. 
Johnson earned a B.S. in Mechanical 
Engineering (1972) and then an M.S. in 
Nuclear Engineering (1974) at Tuskegee 
University.  
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Elijah McCoy  invented a special cup that fed lubricating oil to machine bearings 
 

 
 

If you’ve ever wondered who is the "real 
McCoy?" or the “real thing”, the phrase comes 
from the work of Elijah McCoy.  In his lifetime, 
McCoy was issued more than 57 patents. His 
best known invention was a cup that fed 
lubricating oil to machine bearings. Genuine 
McCoy lubricators were known as "the real 
McCoy" by machinists and engineers. Elijah 
McCoy was born to former slaves in 1843, in 
Ontario, Canada. When he was three, his 
family moved to Detroit, Michigan. Elijah 
McCoy served a mechanical engineering 
apprenticeship in Edinburgh, Scotland when 
he was a teenager. When he returned to 
Michigan, the only job he was able to find was 
as a locomotive fireman and oiler for the 
Michigan Central Railroad. The job of the 
fireman on a train was to lubricate the steam 
engines moving parts and to keep the train's 
axles and bearings moving smoothly. Because 
of his early training in Scotland, McCoy was 
able to solve problems of engine lubrication. 
Before his invention, the trains needed to stop 
and be lubricated to prevent overheating. 
Elijah McCoy’s lubricator used steam pressure 
to pump oil wherever it was needed. 
 

Lyda Newman created and patented a new and improved hair brush 

 

Lyda Newman  patented a new and improved 
hair brush on November 15, 1898. This brush 
was designed to be easy to keep clean, easy 
to make, strong and durable.  It was also 
designed to provide ventilation during brushing 
by having little air chambers. 



 
 
Garrett Morgan invented a special Gas Mask  
 

 
 

 
Garrett Morgan, an inventor and 
businessman from Cleveland who invented a 
device called the Morgan safety hood and 
smoke protector in 1914, also invented a 
special gas mask in 1916.  Garrett Morgan 
became famous by using his gas mask to 
rescue 32 men trapped during an explosion in 
an underground tunnel 250 feet under Lake 
Erie. Together with a team of volunteers, 
Morgan donned the new "gas masks" and 
went to rescue the men. Following the rescue, 
Morgan's company received requests from fire 
departments around the country who wished 
to purchase the new masks. The Morgan gas 
mask was later used by the U.S. Army during 
World War I.  

Garrett Morgan invented the traffic signal 

 
  

When Garrett Morgan saw a collision 
between an automobile and a horse-drawn 
carriage, he decided that he needed to invent 
a traffic signal to make sure people know who 
had the right of way. Garrett Morgan was one 
of the first to apply for and acquire a U.S. 
patent for an inexpensive method for 
producing a traffic signal. The patent was 
granted on November 20, 1923. The Morgan  
traffic signal was a T-shaped pole unit that 
featured the following three positions: Stop, 
Go and an all-directional stop position. This 
special "third position" stopped traffic in all 
directions to allow pedestrians to cross streets 
safely. 



 
John Thomas White invented a special lemon squeezer  

 
 

John Thomas White  received a patent for a 
special mechanical lemon squeezer on 
December 8, 1896 (filed on March 21, 1896).  

 
Jerry Shelby invented a rocket engine protection system 
 

 

Jerry Shelby  invented a special rocket 
booster for space travel.  This rocket booster 
could be recovered and reused.  This booster 
is developed to land in water and be 
recovered.   
 

 



 
Lloyd Ray invented a dust pan that can be used without touching the dirt with your 
hands 

 

Lloyd Ray  designed and patented a useful 
and improved dust pan.  
 
This device had a metal collection plate 
attached to a short wooden handle.  Trash or 
dirt would be swept into the collection plate, 
without getting one's hands dirty.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
Lewis Latimer, famous for creating patent drawings for Alexander Graham Bell, 
also co-invented a special toilet for railroad cars.    
 

 
 
 

Lewis Latimer,  born in Chelsea, 
Massachusetts in 1848, was the son of 
George and Rebecca Latimer, slaves who had 
escaped from Virginia. When Lewis Latimer 
was a boy, his father George was arrested 
and tried as a slave fugitive. The judge 
ordered his return to Virginia and slavery, but 
money was raised by the local community to 
pay for George Latimer's freedom. He still had 
to hide to avoid re-enslavement.  To help his 
father, Lewis forged his birth certificate to 
appear older and enlisted in the Union Navy at 
the age of 15. When his military service was 
over, Lewis Latimer returned to Boston, 
Massachusetts where he was employed by 
patent solicitors Crosby & Gould. While 
working in the office Lewis began the study of 
drafting and in time became their head 
draftsmen. While he was working with this 
company, he created the patent drawings for 
Alexander Graham Bell's patent application for 
the telephone. Bell rushed his patent 
application to the patent office mere hours 
ahead of the competition and won the patent 
rights to the telephone with the help of 
Latimer. 
 
Latimer is also the co-inventor of a special 
toilet for railroad cars.  
 

 
 


