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Overview
Heather E. Schwartz's "NASA Mathematician Katherine Johnson" is a compelling non-fiction
biography that introduces young readers to the extraordinary life and groundbreaking
contributions of Katherine Johnson, one of NASA's pioneering African American mathematicians.
The book chronicles Johnson's journey from a child prodigy in West Virginia to a pivotal figure in
America's space race. It highlights her exceptional mathematical abilities, her unwavering
determination, and her significant role in calculating trajectories for critical missions, including
Alan Shepard's first American spaceflight and John Glenn's orbital mission. The narrative
emphasizes how Johnson, alongside other Black women, overcame the dual challenges of racial
segregation and gender discrimination to make indispensable contributions to science and
exploration.

The book not only celebrates Johnson's intellectual prowess but also underscores her resilience
and quiet strength in the face of systemic barriers. It details her work as a "human computer" at
NACA (which later became NASA), where her precise calculations were essential for the success
and safety of early space missions. Schwartz effectively conveys the historical context of the
mid-20th century, illustrating the societal obstacles Johnson and her colleagues faced, while
simultaneously showcasing their profound impact on space travel. Ultimately, the book serves as
an inspiring testament to the power of intellect, perseverance, and the importance of
recognizing the unsung heroes who shaped history.

Key Takeaways
• Cultivate a strong foundation in mathematics and science, as these skills can unlock
opportunities to contribute to significant advancements.

• Persevere in the face of adversity and discrimination, as your unique talents and dedication
can ultimately break down barriers.

• Challenge existing norms and advocate for your capabilities, just as Katherine Johnson
insisted on attending editorial meetings to understand the full scope of her work.

• Recognize the value of meticulous attention to detail, as accuracy in calculations can be
critical for the success and safety of complex projects.

• Seek out and celebrate the contributions of individuals from diverse backgrounds, as their
perspectives and skills are essential for collective progress.
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• Understand that groundbreaking achievements often rely on the collaborative efforts of
many, including those whose work might initially be overlooked.

• Embrace lifelong learning and adaptability, as technology and challenges evolve, requiring
continuous growth and new approaches.

Chapter Summaries
A Young Genius

This chapter introduces Katherine Johnson's early life in White Sulphur Springs, West Virginia,
highlighting her exceptional mathematical abilities from a very young age. It describes her
precocious intellect, her love for numbers, and her family's dedication to ensuring she received
the best possible education, even if it meant moving to a different town where Black students
could attend high school. The chapter sets the stage for her future achievements by showcasing
her foundational talent and the early support she received.

College and Early Career

The book details Katherine Johnson's rapid academic progression, including her enrollment at
West Virginia State College at just 14 years old. It covers her studies in mathematics, where she
excelled under the mentorship of Dr. William W. Schieffelin Claytor, and her graduation at 18.
The chapter then touches upon her initial career as a teacher and her decision to pursue
graduate studies, before she eventually heard about job opportunities for African American
women mathematicians at NACA.

Joining the Human Computers

This section describes Johnson's arrival at the National Advisory Committee for Aeronautics
(NACA), which later became NASA, in 1953. It explains the role of the "human computers" in the
segregated West Area Computing unit at Langley Research Center. The chapter details the initial
challenges and the groundbreaking work these women performed, manually calculating
complex equations essential for aeronautical research. It highlights Johnson's quick integration
and her eagerness to learn and contribute beyond her initial assignments.

Project Mercury and John Glenn

This pivotal chapter focuses on Katherine Johnson's crucial contributions to Project Mercury,
America's first human spaceflight program. It details her calculations for Alan Shepard's
suborbital flight and, most famously, her verification of the electronic computer's trajectory
calculations for John Glenn's historic orbital mission. Glenn famously requested that Johnson
personally re-check the computer's numbers, demonstrating the immense trust placed in her
accuracy and expertise, which was vital for the mission's success and astronaut safety.

Apollo and Beyond
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The book continues with Johnson's work on the Apollo program, including her calculations that
were critical for the Apollo 11 mission to the Moon. It describes her involvement in determining
the launch windows, trajectories, and backup procedures that ensured the safe return of
astronauts. This chapter showcases her continued dedication and the evolution of her role as
space exploration became more ambitious, solidifying her legacy as an indispensable part of
NASA's triumphs.

A Lasting Legacy

This final chapter reflects on Katherine Johnson's retirement from NASA in 1986 and the eventual
recognition of her extraordinary contributions. It discusses how her story, along with those of
other unsung heroes, came to light, particularly through the book and film "Hidden Figures." The
chapter highlights her receipt of the Presidential Medal of Freedom in 2015 and the enduring
inspiration she provides to future generations in STEM, emphasizing her impact on both space
exploration and civil rights.

Themes
• Perseverance and determination

• Breaking barriers

• Importance of STEM

• Racial and gender equality

• Unsung heroes

• Power of mathematics

Notable Quotes
• "We always worked as a team. It's never just one person." — Reflecting on the collaborative
nature of her work at NASA and the collective effort behind space missions.

• "I was just doing my job." — A common humble response from Katherine Johnson when
asked about her extraordinary achievements, underscoring her dedication.

• "You are no better than anyone else, and no one is better than you." — A guiding principle
instilled by her father, which helped her navigate racial and gender barriers with confidence.

• "I counted everything. I counted the steps to the road, the steps to the church, the number
of dishes and silverware I washed." — Describing her early childhood fascination with
numbers and counting, which foreshadowed her mathematical career.

• "The women were called 'computers,' and they did the math by hand." — Explaining the
initial role of the West Area Computing unit at NACA where Katherine Johnson began her
career.
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Frequently Asked Questions
What is NASA Mathematician Katherine Johnson about?

This non-fiction book tells the inspiring life story of Katherine Johnson, an African American
mathematician whose precise calculations were critical to the success of NASA's early space
missions, including Project Mercury and the Apollo program. It highlights her journey from a
child prodigy to a pioneering "human computer" who overcame racial and gender discrimination
to make indelible contributions to space exploration.

Is NASA Mathematician Katherine Johnson worth reading?

Yes, it is highly worth reading, especially for young readers and anyone interested in STEM,
history, or civil rights. The book offers an accessible and engaging account of a remarkable
woman's life, demonstrating the power of intellect and perseverance. It provides valuable
insights into the challenges faced by women and minorities in science and the importance of
recognizing their contributions.

How does NASA Mathematician Katherine Johnson end?

Spoiler: The book concludes by detailing Katherine Johnson's retirement from NASA in 1986 and
the eventual widespread recognition of her groundbreaking work. It highlights her receipt of the
Presidential Medal of Freedom in 2015 and the lasting impact of her legacy, particularly through
the "Hidden Figures" narrative, which brought her story to a global audience and continues to
inspire future generations in STEM fields.

Who should read NASA Mathematician Katherine Johnson?

This book is ideal for elementary and middle school students, educators, and anyone seeking an
inspiring biography of a significant historical figure. It will appeal to readers interested in space
history, mathematics, the civil rights movement, and stories of individuals who defied societal
expectations to achieve greatness. It's a great resource for learning about unsung heroes in
science.

How long does it take to read NASA Mathematician Katherine Johnson?

Given its target audience and typical length for children's non-fiction biographies, most readers
can expect to finish "NASA Mathematician Katherine Johnson" in approximately 60 to 90 minutes.
It is designed to be an engaging and relatively quick read.


