
Who Am I?
GUESS THE MYSTERY person
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Here are some clues: 

 I was born in Saginaw, 
Michigan, in 1950. 
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My mother moved  
us to Detroit when I  
was four years old.
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We lived in the projects.
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My discovery was the  
result of a miracle.
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People called me a genius.
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I taught myself to play  
several instruments.
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I didn’t stay little for long.
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By the time I was 12,  
I had the whole world  

at my fingertips.
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I was a hit machine  
in the 1960s.
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Explorations in the 1970s  
were wildly successful.
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I achieved a lot of firsts.
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I have been in the studio with 
such stars as Ray Charles,  
Paul McCartney, Barbra 

Streisand, Bruce Springsteen, 
and Snoop Dogg. 
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I was the youngest person  
ever inducted into the  

Rock ‘n’ Roll Hall of Fame.
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After a car crash in 1973,  
I was in a coma for four days.
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I gave an award to  
Nelson Mandela.



page 16

I had one of the few solo parts 
during the recording of  

“We Are the World.”
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I’ve been nominated for  
74 Grammy Awards,  
and I have won 25.
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I won an Academy Award  
and a Golden Globe  
for the same song.
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Eddie Murphy used  
to imitate me on  

Saturday Night Live.
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I bet you love at least  
one of my love songs.
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I received the Grammy  
Lifetime Achievement  

Award in 1996.
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I’m not superstitious,  
but superstition has  
been good for me.
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I helped to sign, seal, and  
deliver Barack Obama to  

the White House.
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People around the  
world think my  

music is wonderful.
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I may be blind,  
but I have great vision.



page 26

Can you guess  
who I am? 
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Don’t get uptight; 
everything is all right. 
I am Stevie Wonder.
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Introduction

Stevie Wonder is a former child 
prodigy who began his career at age 
11 and went on to become one of 
the most innovative and respected 
musical figures of the 20th century.
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Early Life and Career

Stevie Wonder was born Stevland Hardaway Judkins 
on May 13, 1950, in Saginaw, Michigan. He was almost 
two months early and, as a result, spent his first weeks 

in an incubator. A combination of 
abnormal blood vessels and too 
much oxygen inside the incubator 
caused his retinas to scar and detach. 
This left him permanently blind.
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Stevie’s blindness was not the family’s 
only challenge. His mother, Lula, was 
just 17 years old. His father, Calvin, 
who was much older, was an abusive 
alcoholic. The family struggled in 

poverty, often going without enough food for Stevie and 
his two older brothers. When Stevie was four, his mother 
left his father and moved to Detroit with her children. 
To make it difficult for Calvin to find them, she changed 
their last name to Morris.
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Stevie discovered his love and extraordinary talent for 
music in Detroit. The family joined a church there, 

and Stevie became part of the 
choir while still a young boy. A 
neighbor had a broken-down 
piano that Stevie was allowed to 
play. By the time he was 10 years 

old, he had taught himself to play not just the piano but 
also the organ, harmonica, and drums.
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At age 11, Stevie was singing on a 
Detroit street corner when Ronnie 
White (pictured), a member of the 
Miracles singing group, passed by. 
Blown away by the young boy’s talent, 
White arranged an audition with Berry 
Gordy, the head of Motown Records. 
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Gordy (pictured) immediately recognized 
Stevie’s talent and offered him a record 
deal. Stevie also got his stage name that 
day. During the audition, one of the 
producers said about Stevie, “That boy’s 
a wonder!” The name stuck, and young 
Stevie Morris became Little Stevie Wonder.



page 34

Discussion Starters
• Stevie Wonder’s earliest years were challenging. He was 

poor, he lived in the projects, and other children made fun 
of him for being blind. He has often credited his mother 
with teaching him to live above all that. He once said that 
the biggest lessons his mother passed to him were “to 
persevere; to never be ashamed; to not let my past bury 
me.” What lessons from your parents or other early role 
models guided you through life? Did someone encourage 
you to persevere, to hold your head up, to keep going?
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• Do you play a musical instrument? What do you play? 
Did you play as a child? How did you learn? Share some 
memories with the group. If you play today, share your 
talents with the group.
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Prodigy and Innovator
Little Stevie Wonder’s first single, “I Call It 
Pretty Music, but the Old People Call It the 
Blues,” almost broke the top 100. However, a 
live recording of “Fingertips, Part 2” released 
the following year (1963) made its way 
to No. 1 on the charts. The song featured 

Stevie’s amazing talent on the harmonica. It was the first live 
recording ever to hit No. 1, and it made Stevie the youngest 
person ever to have a No. 1 hit. He was 13 years old.
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For the rest of the 1960s, Stevie produced a string of 
hits, including “A Place in the Sun,” “I Was Made to Love 
Her,” “Shoo Be Doo Be Doo Da Day,” “For Once in My 

Life,” “My Cherie Amour,” and “Yester-
Me, Yester-You, Yesterday.” As he and 
his music matured and evolved, he 
commanded more and more recognition 
and admiration. There was nothing 
little about Stevie Wonder now, and he 
dropped that part of his name.
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In 1970, Stevie released more hits, including 
“Signed, Sealed, Delivered,” “Heaven Help 
Us All,” and “If You Really Love Me.” But he 
was feeling the limitations of producing hit 
singles for the Motown machine. He wanted 
to produce cohesive albums that explored 
different ideas and different musical genres, 

including music technology. After some discussion—and 
the fact that Stevie’s contract was almost up—Motown 
agreed to give him full artistic control of his music. 



page 39

Stevie teamed up with synthesizer 
pros Robert Margoulef and 
Malcolm Cecil (both pictured). 
The trio produced Music of My 
Mind in 1971, Talking Book in 

1972, Innervisions in 1973, and Fulfillingness’ First 
Finale in 1974. Talking Book featured “Superstition”  
and “You Are the Sunshine of My Life.”
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Both reached No. 1. Innervisions featured “Higher 
Ground,” which reached No. 4, and “Living for the City,” 
which reached No. 8. Innervisions also garnered Stevie 
a Grammy Award for Album of the Year. Fulfillingness’ 
First Finale earned him another.
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In 1976, Stevie released the double-
record set Songs in the Key of Life. The 
album debuted at No. 1 and stayed there 
for 14 weeks. “I Wish” and “Sir Duke” 
both charted at No. 1., and, once again, 
Stevie won Album of the Year. 

All of these albums reflected an eclectic array of musical 
genres. Listening to them, you will recognize elements of 
jazz, soul, rhythm and blues, rock and roll, reggae, and funk. 
And you will also recognize Stevie Wonder’s unique delivery.
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The 1980s ushered in a bit of a slowdown. 
Stevie’s 1982 album, Musiquarium, was 
mostly a greatest hits package. The record’s 
three new songs, “That Girl,” “Ribbon in the 
Sky,” and “Do I Do,” all charted in the top 10.

In 1984, Stevie added to his collection of awards with an 
Academy Award and a Golden Globe for Best Original Song 
for “I Just Called to Say I Love You.” In 1985, he was part of the 
historic gathering of artists singing “We Are the World,” which 
became one of the biggest-selling singles of all time.
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Discussion Starters
• Stevie Wonder wrote the song “Isn’t She Lovely” for his 

daughter. His record company wanted to shorten the song to 
make it a single, but Wonder refused. Listen to the song. Have 
you heard the song before?

• Do you agree with Stevie Wonder that it is the  
perfect length?

• Stevie Wonder created this song out of love for a family 
member. What ways do you show the people around  
you love?
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• Stevie Wonder’s love songs have inspired romantics for 
decades. Listen to a few of his songs listed below. 

• “For Once in My Life”

• “You Are the Sunshine of My Life”

• “My Cherie Amour”
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• Stevie Wonder is recognized for mixing different musical 
genres and adding his own signature. Think of a song in any 
genre below. Try to imagine it in one or more of the other 
styles. If you’re up to the challenge, perform your different 
take for the group.

• jazz
• pop
• reggae

• funk
• blues
• boogie

• rock ’n’ roll
• soul
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Later Career and Legacy
During the 1980s and ’90s, Stevie released just seven albums. 
However, he was committed to and active in many causes 

during that time. Often, his music and 
his causes came together. Besides his 
work on “We Are the World,” which was 
produced as a fundraiser USA for Africa, 
he wrote and produced “Happy Birthday” 

as part of the effort to have Martin Luther King Jr.’s birthday 
declared a national holiday.
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Stevie spoke out against apartheid in 
South Africa and supported fundraising 
efforts for AIDS research and children’s 
charities. He also became involved in 
politics, backing candidates who share 
his sentiments regarding social justice. 

He was often at Barack Obama’s side on the campaign 
trail, and “Signed, Sealed, Delivered” was one of Obama’s 
theme songs. More recently he campaigned for Joe Biden.
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That marriage of music and purpose continues. In 2020, 
Stevie released two new songs. The first, “Where Is Our 
Love Song,” is one that Stevie began writing in 1968 
when he was 18. Rediscovering it more than 50 years 
later, he decided to finish it with new lyrics. Proceeds 
from the sales benefit Feeding America.
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The second song, “Can’t Put It in the Hands 
of Fate,” is another that Stevie had started 
writing years earlier. “When I first wrote 
it, it was about a relationship,” he said. 
“And then I was thinking about where we 
are in the world and I was thinking… this 

craziness is unacceptable. We’re not going for it anymore. 
Change is right now. We can’t put it in the hands of fate.”

We haven’t heard the last of Stevie Wonder.
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Discussion Starters
• Some people think that celebrities should keep their 

opinions to themselves and just stick with their work. 
Others think celebrities have just as much right to an 
opinion as anyone else and that using their celebrity as 
a forum is acceptable or even a good thing. What do 
you think?

• What cause(s) do you support? What is your connection 
to it? Please share with the group.
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Other Interesting Facts about Stevie Wonder
• Little Stevie Wonder appeared as himself in the 1964 

teen movie Muscle Beach Party.
• Stevie Wonder graduated from the Michigan School 

for the Blind in Lansing.
• Stevie’s mother published her own biography in 2002, 

titled Blind Faith: The Miraculous Journey of Lula 
Hardaway, Stevie Wonder’s Mother.
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• When he plays keyboards, Stevie does not use his 
right thumb.

• Stevie dedicated his 1985 Academy Award to  
Nelson Mandela.

• Rolling Stone magazine put two of Stevie’s albums in 
its list of the Top 500 Albums of All Time. Innervisions 
is No. 23, and Songs in the Key of Life is No. 56.

• In 1972, Stevie Wonder toured with the Rolling Stones 
as their opening act.
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• In 1973, Stevie was the first black person to win a 
Grammy for the Album of the Year. 

• Stevie was inducted into the R&B Hall of Fame in 2019. 
• In 1976, Stevie signed a recording contract for $13 

million dollars over seven years. At the time, it was 
the biggest record deal ever.

• Stevie took a year off when he was 14 because his 
voice was changing.
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• Berry Gordy once said Stevie was “the most innovative 
person that I’ve ever known.”

• Early in his career, Stevie wanted people in the recording 
studio with him so he could feel their presence and be 
more comfortable. Studio staff and other people hanging 
around the studio were often called to join Stevie while 
he recorded his vocals.

• Until 2020, when he released two songs on his own label, 
Stevie had only recorded on the Motown label Tamla. 
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• Stevie was one of the first artists to write, produce, 
arrange, and perform his own songs.

• Stevie was inducted into the Songwriter’s Hall of 
Fame in 1983.

• Stevie was inducted into the Rock ’n’ Roll Hall of Fame 
in 1989 and received the Kennedy Center Honor in 
1999. He was the youngest recipient ever to receive 
these awards.
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• In 1973, the vehicle Stevie was traveling in hit a 
logging truck. One of the logs came through the 
windshield and hit Stevie. He was in a coma for four 
days and lost his sense of smell for a while. After he 
recovered, Stevie said, “I was definitely in a much 
better spiritual place that made me aware of a lot of 
things that concern my life and my future.”
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• Stevie has written many hits for other artists, including 
“Tears of a Clown” for Smokey Robinson, “It’s a Shame” for 
the Spinners, “Tell Me Something Good” for Rufus, and 
“Let’s Get Serious” for Jermaine Jackson.

• Stevie has been married three times. His first marriage, 
to singer Syreeta Wright, lasted 18 months. His second 
marriage, to designer Kai Millard, lasted 11 years. He 
married for the third time in 2017, to Tomeeka Bracy. His 
nine children served as groomsmen and bridesmaids.
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• Stevie is the only artist to win the Grammy for Album 
of the Year for three consecutive albums. He won in 
1973, 1974, and 1976. Paul Simon won the award in 
1975. In his acceptance speech, he thanked Stevie for 
not releasing an album that year.
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