
  

SOCIOLOGY and GIS: 
Mapping across Disciplines 

LESSON PLAN 

         

Title of Lesson   Mapping Safe Spaces for African Americans During the Jim Crow Era 

Author         Dana Johnson, Associate Professor, Sinclair Community College 
  

Time Required        75 minutes  

  

Materials                  Compass rose 

Map legend 

Cones and Placeholder Markers 

Appendix A:  Map of Ohio 

Appendix B: Map of the United States 

 

Preparation:  Prior to this lesson, instructor should be familiar with the history of the difficulties that 

African Americans faced particularly during the early to mid 1900s, known as the Jim Crow Era. 

Particular attention is needed toward the segregation taking place that restricted the usage of gas, 

food, hotel, or other safe travel space for African Americans during this time.  Also, instructor should 

be familiar with historical references to slavery, segregation, discrimination, The Great Migration, and 

other inequalities between African Americans and Whites.  Recommended readings are identified in 

the section noting additional sources.  Websites are noted when applicable. 

___________________________________________________________________________________    

Objectives              
Students will learn how to pose spatial questions on the topic of segregation and population by:   

• Analyzing visual and text based resources associated with segregation in order to gain 

context for how and why the Green Book was used by African Americans for travel, 

performing, and lodging during the 20th century. 

• Identifying difficulties faced by African Americans related to economic and social 

discrimination during the Jim Crow era. 

• Identify locations of where Green Book “safe spots” throughout the United States.  

• Comparing the “safe space” locations to the distribution of where African Americans may 

live according to the 2010 census.  

• Considering any connections between historical and contemporary issues of race and place, 

and any change over time. 



  

 

Essential Questions  

• How can we use the maps to visualize where the safe places to find restaurants, and gas 

stations for African Americans traveling during the Jim Crow Era of segregation? 

• How did the Jim Crow era affect how African Americans traveled and worked in the United 

States? 

• How can maps be used to question and understand the long- and short-term consequences of 

Jim Crow on the current population trends of African American settlement locations? 

 

National Geography Standards  

• How to use maps and other geographic representations, geospatial technologies, and spatial 
thinking to understand and communicate information. 

• The characteristics, distribution, and migration of human populations on Earth's surface. 
 

Instructional Process  

1. Review rules of learning with the Giant Map. No shoes, writing utensils, or sliding on the 

map. 

2. Introduce students to the map.    

• Ask how we know which direction is north/south and add the compass rose to the 

map.  

• Ask what the colors and lines indicate on the map and add the legend to the map.  

• Discuss how the alpha-numeric grid is used to describe a location. Give a couple of 

examples.  Where is Ohio located using the grid?    

 

3. Introduce the topic:   

The sociological perspective invites us to look at our familiar surroundings in a fresh way.  It 
encourages us to take a new look at the world, in a way that looks at the totality of social life, 
an emphasis on context, or setting in which behavior and interaction takes place. 
 
Today we will explore how visualizing data on a map can lead us to ask questions or think about 
relationships/patterns differently.  Then, we will construct a map specifically thinking about the 
‘where’ and ‘why’ of racial inequality.    

At various times in U.S. history African Americans were denied opportunities available to 

whites. These exclusions extended to education and access to services such as restaurants and 

hotels.  Discussion should be focused on segregation and how the lack of opportunities in the 



  

American South affected safety and contributed to the Great Migration, the movement of 

thousands of African Americans from the South to northern cities. 

 

a. Read The Gold Cadillac by Mildred Taylor to build a foundation and background of some 
of the problems African Americans were faced with while traveling south during the 
1950's during the Jim Crow era. 

b. Review newspapers published between 1937-1967 that Chronicling America to 
construct the historical context of people's experiences, as well as maps, images, 

primary source texts,  and more to develop a response to the  

c. Pass out, or post images for students to view and complete the Jim Crow Walk (attached 
A-I) 
 

a. Discuss and reflect on: what did you observe? What questions do you have? 

 

d. Review a short video entitled "The Negro Motorist Green Book and Route 66” and 
an excerpt from the 1948 Green Book and think about the following questions: 

• Where do you feel welcome? Unwelcome? 

• Why did Victor H. Green create the Green Book? 

• What is a sundown town? 

• Which locations in your state appear in the Green Book? 
 

4. Mapping Safe Spaces (in Ohio) During Jim Crow era:  Let’s start by thinking about the country’s 
safe locations for African Americans to travel. This will help students orient themselves to 
mapping on this large map.  Using this map, we will look at where people could travel safely to 
locations across the country, paying particular attention to the places within Ohio in 1956.   
Each student can place a symbol next to the “safe” location on the map 

• Students will pretend that they will be moving from Michigan to South Carolina, with 
a (mandatory) stop through Ohio and create a route of travel.  

• As a class, they will identify the states that they would have to travel through and 
mark places within each state where African Americans were “safe” to travel. 

 
5. Examining population of Green Book locations:   

• Students will mark the locations within each state that had the most “safe” spaces 
and examine the population of that geographical area at the time (1956).  

 
6. Location of Ohio Safe Spaces between 1940-1956:   Now let’s look at where safe spaces 

were located in 1940. There were 19 cities in Ohio- Akron, Alliance, Canton, Cincinnati, 

Cleveland, Columbus, Conshocton, Dayton, Lima, Lorain, Marietta, Newark, Oberlin, 

Sandusky, Springfield, Stuebenville, Toledo, Zanesville, Warren    Ask a student to put a “safe 

space” symbol on Columbus.   

https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/search/pages/results/?state=&date1=1937&date2=1963&proxtext=&x=21&y=14&dateFilterType=yearRange&rows=20&searchType=basic
http://www.taylormadeculture.com/the-green-book/
https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/items/6fa574f0-893f-0132-1035-58d385a7bbd0#/?uuid=6fdf65a0-893f-0132-4c00-58d385a7bbd0


  

 

Ask students: in what region of Ohio were most Ohio safe spaces located?  After they respond, 

instructor should summarize. 

Between 1940 and 1960, five more cities added “safe spaces”-Cadiz, Mansfield, Plain City, 

Port Clinton, and Youngstown.  By 1960, 24 Ohio cities were identified in the Green Book.  

Ask students to mark the locations with Safe space Symbol.  Suggest that the Symbols use 

different colors or shapes depending upon time of opening.  Maps provided in Appendix A 

and B will help students locate locations that they may not know (particularly, rural locations) 

Source:  The Travelers’ Green Book: 1960: Guide for Travel & Vacations   

Summary:  What do you notice about the map that we have just created?  Possible 

responses:  (1) Consider the growth of safe spaces over a four year period (2) Where the 

places are located? For example, consider whether places are located in rural or urban 

towns/cities.  

7. Mapping Population and Migration Patterns Comparing population of Green Book locations 
(1956) with migration patterns of African American settlement population according to the 
census 2010 to see if there is a correlation with African American settlement and “safe space” 
locations according to the Green Book. The Instructor could provide a printout of a census table 
for those cities identified and place it on the edge of the map.  When geographers create maps, 
they often put relevant information in a text box. 

 

Discussion 

The value of locating data on a map is that we often see relationships that we would have not 

thought about previously.  Maps help us ask questions.  Ask students: what kinds of things 

that they have noticed?   Examples of possible responses: 

• Who used and who operated the stops included in the Green Book? 
• Where are the Green Book cities located? How many are in rural locations? 
• How does Ohio compare with other states in terms of their African American 

population? 
• To what extent is the Green Book related to the Great Migration of the late 19th and 

early 20th centuries? 
• To what extent did issues faced by African Americans in the 1940s change (improve?) 

over time? 
• Is there any concern about what can be done to prevent similar issues from occurring at 

this time? 



  

• Go through the Green Book and locate your (closest) town where you 

are originally from. What kind of accommodations were available to black travelers in 

that town between 1940-1960? 

Debriefing discussion 

Following the map activity exercise, the instructor will lead a discussion with students that 

allows students to report out their reactions to the exercise by asking general questions, such 

as: 

a) What stood out to you the most about the map activity? 

b) What, if anything were you most surprised about the map activity? 

c) What, if anything were you least surprised about the map activity? 

 

 



  

Appendix A: Ohio Map of Cities 

 

 

Source: Nations Online Project.  https://www.nationsonline.org/maps/USA/Ohio_map.jpg   

https://www.nationsonline.org/maps/USA/Ohio_map.jpg


  

Appendix B: Photos 
 

 
http://loc.gov/pictures/resource/fsa.8c10428/ 

http://loc.gov/pictures/resource/fsa.8c10428/


  

 
http://www.nps.gov/shen/images/20070117113507.jpg     

     

Lewis Mountain in Shenandoah National Park, Virginia.  
  
Lewis Mountain Entrance Sign. National Park Services, Washington, D.C.. nps.gov. Web. 22 June 2016.  
     

     

    

  

  

http://www.nps.gov/shen/images/20070117113507.jpg
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shenandoah_National_Park
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Virginia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Virginia


  

 
http://loc.gov/pictures/resource/ppmsc.00197/  

  

http://loc.gov/pictures/resource/ppmsc.00197/
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http://loc.gov/pictures/resource/fsa.8a03228/  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

 

http://loc.gov/pictures/resource/fsa.8a03228/
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http://loc.gov/pictures/resource/cph.3b46051/  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

 

http://loc.gov/pictures/resource/cph.3b46051/
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http://loc.gov/pictures/resource/fsa.8a33793/  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

 

http://loc.gov/pictures/resource/fsa.8a33793/
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http://loc.gov/pictures/resource/ppmsc.00215/  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

http://loc.gov/pictures/resource/ppmsc.00215/
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http://loc.gov/pictures/resource/fsa.8a17588/  

  

Shahn, Ben. Sign on restaurant, Lancaster, Ohio. 1938. Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division, 

Washington D.C.  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

 

http://loc.gov/pictures/resource/fsa.8a17588/
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http://digitalcollections.nypl.org/items/9dc3ff40-8df4-0132-fd57-58d385a7b928  

 

 

  

http://digitalcollections.nypl.org/items/9dc3ff40-8df4-0132-fd57-58d385a7b928
http://digitalcollections.nypl.org/items/9dc3ff40-8df4-0132-fd57-58d385a7b928
http://digitalcollections.nypl.org/items/9dc3ff40-8df4-0132-fd57-58d385a7b928
http://digitalcollections.nypl.org/items/9dc3ff40-8df4-0132-fd57-58d385a7b928
http://digitalcollections.nypl.org/items/9dc3ff40-8df4-0132-fd57-58d385a7b928
http://digitalcollections.nypl.org/items/9dc3ff40-8df4-0132-fd57-58d385a7b928
http://digitalcollections.nypl.org/items/9dc3ff40-8df4-0132-fd57-58d385a7b928
http://digitalcollections.nypl.org/items/9dc3ff40-8df4-0132-fd57-58d385a7b928
http://digitalcollections.nypl.org/items/9dc3ff40-8df4-0132-fd57-58d385a7b928
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