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Johnson, Katherine (1918 —2020)

As a little girl, Katherine Johnson loved school. Most of all, she loved 
numbers and math. Johnson was a very gifted student. She started 
high school when she was only ten years old.  She started college at 
age 15.

Johnson was born in White Sulphur Springs, West Virginia in 1918. 
When Johnson was growing up, West Virginia’s schools were 
segregated. After she finished middle school, Johnson’s family had to 
move to a new town because there was no high school for African 
Americans in White Sulphur Springs. West Virginia’s universities were 
segregated, too. In 1939, however, Johnson helped change that. She 
enrolled in a graduate program at West Virginia University to study 
math. She was the first African American to study at West Virginia University’s graduate school.

In 1953 Johnson learned that the National Advisory Committee for Aeronautics (later called NASA) was hiring 
African American women who were good at math.  NASA did not have computers like we have today.  Instead, 
they relied on “human computers” to solve their math problems. Johnson was one of these human computers. 
Nearly all of NASA’s human computers were women and, like Johnson, many were African American.

Always eager to learn more, Johnson asked her supervisor if she could attend NASA’s scientific briefings.  He told 
her that usually, these meetings were only for men. Women did not attend. “Is there a law against it?” Johnson 
asked. Her boss admitted that there was no law, and Johnson went to the meetings.

When NASA began sending men into space, Johnson did the math that made it possible.  She calculated the flight 
path that launched the first American astronaut into space in 1961.  Even after NASA began using electronic 
computers, they still relied on Johnson.  When one astronaut learned that his flight had been calculated by a 
machine, he asked Johnson to check the numbers. “If she says they’re good,” he said, “then I’m ready to go.”

In 1969 NASA was ready to send the first men to the moon. They again turned to Johnson for help. Her 
calculations determined how the spacecraft would launch. She also figured out how to get the spacecraft to take off 
from the moon and return to Earth.

Johnson was only recognized for her contributions to the U.S. space program later in her life. In 2015, Johnson 
was awarded the Presidential Medal of Freedom. “In her 33 years at NASA,” President Barack Obama said, 
“Katherine was a pioneer who broke the barriers of race and gender, showing generations of young people that 
everyone can excel in math and science, and reach for the stars.”

Reflect:

1. What challenges did Johnson overcome?

2. What did Johnson do for NASA?

3. What is one question you have about Johnson’s life and career? How could you find the answer to  
that question?
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