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Connecting Our School Community 

Hello, Orca families! 
 
Thank you for celebrating Black History Month with us.  
This week’s newsletter highlights some African American         
inventors who helped make lives more safe, convenient, or 
fun. 

James E. West co-invented the foil electret 
microphone in 1964.  This invention was less   
expensive to make than the traditional condenser 
microphone.  This microphone has been used in 
hearing aids, baby monitors, tape recorders, 
phones, and cameras. 
 
His mother was one of the mathematicians       
featured in the book Hidden Figures about Black 
women computers (a job title at the time) work-
ing at NASA (National Aeronautics and Space       
Administration) in the 1950s and1960s. 
 
Throughout his career he was an advocate for   
increased diversity in the science and technology 
fields.  Now aged 90, he continues to be an active 
inventor. 

Garrett Morgan invented the 3-way traffic 
signal in 1923.  Until that time, traffic controls at  
intersections were manually controlled and only had 
“stop” and “go” options.  Garrett Morgan was       
inspired to create a safer control option after         
witnessing a bad traffic accident.  His signal added a 
third option, “all direction stop,” which allowed time 
between movement of cars and for walkers to cross 
at intersections.  
 
His other inventions included sewing machine       
improvements and chemical hair processing and 
straightening solutions. 
 
Garrett Morgan also worked for civic and political 
advancement of African Americans. 

Clipart used in this newsletter is from http://clipart-library.com 

Mary Van Brittan Brown co-invented an 
early version of the home security system in 1966.  
She, a nurse, and her husband Albert Brown, an   
electrician, were inspired to invent something that 
would help them feel more secure in their home.  
Their invention included peepholes and a camera in 
the door with images displayed on a monitor/
television set for viewing who was at the door. 
 
They added a microphone to talk with the person at 
the door and a button to contact police/security if 
needed.   
 
These features have influenced current home and 
business security systems. 

Lonnie G. Johnson invented the Super 
Soaker toy water gun in 1990.  He was a NASA 
aerospace engineer but was inspired to make this 
fun water toy, originally called the Power  
Drencher.  Later, he modified it to create the Nerf 
Gun. 
 
He continues to invent new things, including a 
converter to change heat into electricity and offer 
a more affordable green energy option. 


