
The Maths Department would like to 
remember the contributions of all 

African-American mathematicians & 
scientists to the space programme

run by NASA in the 1960s



You may remember that the Maths
department did an assembly last 

year that included information about 
these amazing women…..

But why are they important?

In the 1960s, Mercury astronauts Alan Shepard, Gus Grissom, John 
Glenn and others absorbed the accolades of being the first men in 

space. Behind the scenes, they were supported by hundreds of 
unheralded NASA workers, including "human computers" who did 
the calculations for their orbital trajectories. "Hidden Figures," a 

2016 book by Margot Lee Shetterly and a movie based on the book, 
celebrates the contributions of some of those workers.

https://www.space.com/17385-alan-shepard-first-american-in-space.html
https://www.space.com/24443-gus-grissom.html
https://www.space.com/17263-john-glenn-astronaut-biography.html
https://www.space.com/17953-nasa-headquarters.html
https://target.georiot.com/Proxy.ashx?tsid=72128&GR_URL=http://www.amazon.com/dp/0062363603/?tag=hawk-future-20&ascsubtag=space-gb-9588430919034948000-20


During World War II, the human computer pool was expanded. 
Langley (the FBI training school) began recruiting African-
American women with college degrees to work as computers, 
according to NASA. However, segregation policies required 
that these women work in a separate section, called the West 
Area Computers — although computing sections became more 
integrated after the first several years.
As the years passed and the centre evolved, the West 
Computers became engineers and electronic computer 
programmers. The women were the first black managers at 
Langley and it was their brilliant work that propelled the first 
American, John Glenn, into orbit in 1962.
The "Hidden Figures" movie focuses on three human 
computers: Mary Jackson, Katherine Johnson and Dorothy 
Vaughan. 

The black ‘human computers’ had to work 
separately from their white counterparts by 

law. While their hard work contributed to the 
success of the space programme, they worked 

without recognition behind closed doors

https://www.space.com/17263-john-glenn-astronaut-biography.html




Another woman portrayed in the movie Hidden Figures is 
Katherine Johnson. She worked as a human computer for 

NASA as well. The black mathematicians were not allowed to 
use the toilets that the white staff used at work, and they had 

to walk half a mile every time they needed to use the 
bathroom. This clip shows her frustration about this…..

Press to play clip

For more on the story behind these women, this movie featurette
(21 mins) gives you an insight into the work that they did, and the 

struggles they had to face (click to go to the clink)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9j6p7ajuh-E
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XiwBpkyjrmQ

