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Flying High: Amelia Earhart and Self-Sacrifice 
 

 Compelling Question 
o How can you stand up against possible failure in order to advance freedom for yourself and others? 

 Virtue: Self-Sacrifice 
 Definition – Self-sacrifice is purposeful action exchanging personal loss for the good of others. 
 Lesson Overview 

o In this lesson, students will learn about the passion and drive of Amelia Earhart and the sacrifices 
she made to be a great aviator. They will also think about ways in which they can make sacrifices to 
help advance freedom for others. 

 Objectives 
o Students will analyze the self-sacrificing behaviors and actions of Amelia Earhart. 
o Students will evaluate the necessity for self-sacrificing behaviors to advance freedom. 
o Students will apply their knowledge to making sacrifices in their own lives to help others.  

 Background 
o Amelia Earhart was an aviator born in Atchison, Kansas in 1897. She moved to Toronto in Ontario, 

Canada to live with her sister in 1917 and served as a nurse during the Spanish Flu epidemic in the 
city. During her tenure at a hospital there, Earhart became very sick with sinusitis. Before the time 
of antibiotics, she had to undergo painful surgeries that did not help her condition. Amelia 
continued to suffer from headaches and sinusitis throughout her life. 
 
In 1920, Amelia moved to California where she took an interest in flying. Amelia began flying 
lessons in 1921 and purchased her first airplane soon after. She set her first world record as the 
first female to fly at an altitude of 14,000 feet. After Charles Lindbergh’s successful trans-Atlantic 
flight in 1927, Earhart was asked if she would like to be the first female aviator to be a part of 
another such flight. Earhart was the first female passenger on a cross-Atlantic flight in 1928. In 
1932, she became the first woman to make the solo trip across the Atlantic. For her efforts, Amelia 
received the National Geographic Society’s Gold Medal from President Herbert Hoover, the 
Distinguished Flying Cross from the United States Congress, and the Cross of the Knight of the 
Legion of Honor from France.  

 
Amelia continued to promote aviation through lectures, writing, and endorsements. She became the 
first woman to fly solo across the North American continent in 1928, competitively raced planes, 
and also flew non-stop to Hawaii from California on her own.  

 
Earhart then began to plan a flight to circle the globe. In 1937, she and her navigators set out from 
Oakland, California to Honolulu, Hawaii, but they faced severe problems once they landed in Hawaii 
and decided to start again. The second attempt again began in Oakland with Amelia and one 
navigator, but this time they stopped in Miami, Florida. The flight crew then stopped in South 
America, Africa, and New Guinea. From New Guinea, the flight was to land on Howland Island about 
halfway between Australia and Hawaii. Unfortunately, troubles with the radio and navigation 
systems caused problems for the flight. Earhart and her navigator, Fred Noonan, were unable to 
locate or communicate effectively with a Coast Guard ship that was trying to direct them to 
Howland Island. The plane could not be located, and the Coast Guard and Navy began to search for 
Earhart and Noonan. It was unclear whether the plane landed in the sea or on an island, and, though 
the search continued for several weeks, neither the plane nor its occupants were found. The 
controversy surrounding Earhart’s disappearance has continued as groups have searched for the 
plane and its crew to no avail for decades.  

 Vocabulary 
o Aviator 
o Spanish Flu 
o Epidemic 
o Sinusitis  
o Altitude 
o Distinguished Flying Cross 
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o Endorsements 
o Navigation 
o Setbacks 
o Tenacious  
o Gratified  
o Feat  
o American Aeronautical Society  
o Charles Lindbergh 
o Circumnavigate  
o Dysentery 
o Radio frequencies 

 Introduce Text 
o Have students read the background and narrative, keeping the “Walk-In-The-Shoes” question in 

mind as they read. Then have them answer the remaining questions below. 
 Walk-In-The-Shoes Questions 

o As you read, imagine you are the protagonist.  
 What challenges are you facing?  
 What fears or concerns might you have?  
 What may prevent you from acting in the way you ought?   

 Observation Questions 
o How did Amelia Earhart see her role in the world of aviation?  
o What was Amelia’s purpose in being an aviator?  
o Even though flying was her dream, Amelia sold her plane when her family faced financial ruin? Why 

did she do this, and what did this action demonstrate about her character?  
 Discussion Questions 

o Discuss the following questions with your students.  
 What is the historical context of the narrative? 
 What historical circumstances presented a challenge to the protagonist? 
 How and why did the individual exhibit a moral and/or civic virtue in facing and 

overcoming the challenge? 
 How did the exercise of the virtue benefit civil society? 
 How might exercise of the virtue benefit the protagonist? 
 What might the exercise of the virtue cost the protagonist? 
 Would you react the same under similar circumstances? Why or why not? 
 How can you act similarly in your own life? What obstacles must you overcome in order to 

do so? 
 Additional Resources 

o Amelia Earhart: The Official Website. http://www.ameliaearhart.com/  
o Biography: Amelia Earhart, A&E Network. http://www.biography.com/people/amelia-earhart-

9283280  
o Butler, Susan. East to the Dawn: The Life of Amelia Earhart. Boston: De Capo Press, 2009.  
o Lovell, Mary S. The Sound of Wings: The Life of Amelia Earhart. New York: St. Martin’s Griffin, 2009. 
o Nair, Mira, director. Amelia. Mirabai Films, 2009 

  

http://www.ameliaearhart.com/
http://www.biography.com/people/amelia-earhart-9283280
http://www.biography.com/people/amelia-earhart-9283280
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Handout A: Flying High: Amelia Earhart and Self-Sacrifice  
 
Background 
 
Amelia Earhart was an aviator born in Atchison, Kansas in 1897. She moved to Toronto in Ontario, Canada to live 
with her sister in 1917 and served as a nurse during the Spanish Flu epidemic in the city. During her tenure at a 
hospital there, Earhart became very sick with sinusitis. Before the time of antibiotics, she had to undergo painful 
surgeries that did not help her condition. Amelia continued to suffer from headaches and sinusitis throughout her 
life. 
 
In 1920, Amelia moved to California where she took an interest in flying. Amelia began flying lessons in 1921 and 
purchased her first airplane soon after. She set her first world record as the first female to fly at an altitude of 
14,000 feet. After Charles Lindbergh’s successful trans-Atlantic flight in 1927, Earhart was asked if she would like 
to be the first female aviator to be a part of another such flight. Earhart was the first female passenger on a cross-
Atlantic flight in 1928. In 1932, she became the first woman to make the solo trip across the Atlantic. For her 
efforts, Amelia received the National Geographic Society’s Gold Medal from President Herbert Hoover, the 
Distinguished Flying Cross from the United States Congress, and the Cross of the Knight of the Legion of Honor 
from France.  
 
Amelia continued to promote aviation through lectures, writing, and endorsements. She became the first woman to 
fly solo across the North American continent in 1928, competitively raced planes, and also flew non-stop to Hawaii 
from California on her own.  
 
Earhart then began to plan a flight to circle the globe. In 1937, she and her navigators set out from Oakland, 
California to Honolulu, Hawaii, but they faced severe problems once they landed in Hawaii and decided to start 
again. The second attempt again began in Oakland with Amelia and one navigator, but this time they stopped in 
Miami, Florida. The flight crew then stopped in South America, Africa, and New Guinea. From New Guinea, the 
flight was to land on Howland Island about halfway between Australia and Hawaii. Unfortunately, troubles with the 
radio and navigation systems caused problems for the flight. Earhart and her navigator, Fred Noonan, were unable 
to locate or communicate effectively with a Coast Guard ship that was trying to direct them to Howland Island. The 
plane could not be located, and the Coast Guard and Navy began to search for Earhart and Noonan. It was unclear 
whether the plane landed in the sea or on an island, and, though the search continued for several weeks, neither 
the plane nor its occupants were found. The controversy surrounding Earhart’s disappearance has continued as 
groups have searched for the plane and its crew for decades.  
 
Narrative 
 
Amelia Earhart was known as a tomboy to some. She loved to run, play, and get dirty outside with her younger 
sister. Despite many setbacks in her life, she continued to be adventurous and tenacious. Amelia’s father was a 
successful claims officer at a railroad company, but when his alcohol problems were discovered, he was forced to 
retire. The family had to auction off their home and some of their belongings. In 1915, Mrs. Earhart moved her 
daughters to Chicago where Amelia took an interest in science. Amelia graduated from high school and then served 
as a nurse in Toronto, Ontario before moving to California. 
 
In 1920, Amelia’s adventurous spirit was gratified when she took her first plane ride at a Long Beach, California air 
show. She was hooked! She saved her money for flying lessons, cut her hair short like other female aviators, and 
purchased a leather jacket to wear when flying. She also purchased her own plane called “The Canary” for its bright 
yellow paint. Even before she officially received her pilot’s license, Amelia became the first female pilot to fly a 
plane to 14,000 feet altitude. At the time, flying was still a new technology, and every pilot understood that they 
could be seriously injured or even die in a plane accident. 
 
Soon after her great feat, Amelia learned that her family was once again struggling for money. She decided to 
sacrifice her love for flying and sold her plane. But she could not stay away from aviation. She joined the American 
Aeronautical Society in Boston and she was the first female to travel across the Atlantic on a plane—unfortunately, 
she was only a passenger on the trip, but with it she became a household name. 
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Soon after the cross-Atlantic flight, Amelia married publisher George Putnam. The new couple worked together to 
develop a plan to have Amelia conduct a trans-Atlantic flight on her own much like renowned pilot Charles 
Lindbergh had done a few years before. In May 1932, Amelia took off from Newfoundland, but she faced some 
mechanical problems toward the end of the trip and was forced to land in Northern Ireland instead of in Paris like 
Lindbergh. For her successful feat, Amelia received the National Geographic Society’s Gold Medal from President 
Herbert Hoover, the Distinguished Flying Cross from the United States Congress, and the Cross of the Knight of the 
Legion of Honor from France.  
 
Amelia continued to set records for speed and distance including flying solo from California to Hawaii. It was then 
time to make the next leap in aviation history—Amelia decided she wanted to circumnavigate Earth in her plane. 
Unlike others who had taken this trip, Earhart wanted to go around the equator, which would make the trip longer. 
She hired a crew of three men to be her navigators and technical advisors on the flight.  
 
On March 17, 1937, the crew made their first attempt flying from Oakland, California to Hawaii. From there, they 
planned to head to Australia, India, Africa, and back to North America from the east. Unfortunately, the plane was 
severely damaged when they tried to take off from Hawaii. Some said a tire blew, while others believed that Amelia 
had made an error that caused her to lose control.  
 
Amelia was undaunted. She and her husband worked diligently to raise the money for another attempt. Two of her 
crew members were unable to continue with the journey, so Amelia and her navigator, Fred Noonan, set off on the 
next effort. Due to changes in weather patterns, Earhart and Noonan had to change their plans and fly east around 
the globe rather than west. On June 1, 1937, the pair left from Miami, Florida to start their expedition across the 
world. 
 
From Miami, Amelia and Fred flew to Central America, South America, Africa, and New Guinea. In New Guinea, 
Amelia became very ill with dysentery and while she recovered, the plane was made ready for the cross-Pacific 
flight. Fuel, parachutes, and other essentials were packed in case of any difficulties that may occur. 
The plan was to fly from New Guinea to Howland Island located halfway between Australia and Hawaii. Earhart 
and Noonan made plans in order to locate the small island nestled among the Pacific’s waves. They would use 
celestial navigation, maps, compasses, the sun, and radio communications with a Coast Guard ship anchored at 
Howland Island to guide their way. But problems started even before they left. The pair decided to leave behind 
radios with shorter wavelength transmissions to make room for more fuel. The maps they had been using were 
inaccurate and showed Howland Island in the wrong location. Also, navigation by the stars or sun were difficult 
due to overcast skies.  
 
When they reached the area where they believed the island to be located, Amelia and Fred experienced faulty 
communication with the Coast Guard ship, the Itasca, which was supposed to help them navigate to the island. 
They were on different radio frequencies and were not using the same time zone. At this point, fuel was running 
low. Earhart and Noonan were surely concerned about their inability to locate or communicate with the Itasca as 
time ran out. The last communication with the plane occurred at 8:43 a.m. on July 3, 1937. Neither Amelia Earhart, 
Fred Noonan, nor the plane they were flying was seen or heard from again. 
 
The United States Coast Guard and Navy were called in to conduct a $4 million dollar search over the subsequent 
weeks. Amelia’s husband financed additional searches to no avail, and Amelia was declared dead in 1939. There 
are many theories about the disappearance of Amelia and Fred, but none have been substantiated.  
 
Despite the dangers of flying in the early twentieth century, Amelia Earhart was willing to risk her life to go on 
adventurous journeys across the globe. Even with improvements in technology, Amelia continued to rely on her 
instincts as a pilot rather than instruments that could be more accurate. She knew the possible dangers of her 
flights, but she believed that by facing the dangers she could help to improve and solidify women’s roles in science, 
aviation, and other fields. Throughout her life she followed her passion and strove to distinguish herself as an 
aviator.  
 
 


