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African-American's achievements add up to a
building named after her

Pioneering mathematician Katherine Johnson at the entrance of NASA's new Katherine G. Johnson Computational Research Facility. Photo
from NASA.gov

Computers have not always been small. They haven't always been fast or reliable. In the 1960s,

humans could often do the job better. 

Katherine Johnson was one of the “human computers” hired to perform critical and challenging

calculations for NASA’s early space flights. The National Aeronautics and Space Administration

(NASA) is the United States' space agency and part of the government. 

Johnson was not known to the public most of her life. Last year, that all changed. 

In September 2016, Margot Lee Shetterly released her book "Hidden Figures." Then came the

movie. The story tells the history of the many African-American women who helped America

launch ahead in the space race. The space race was a period during the Cold War when the United

States and the Soviet Union competed to develop technologies for space exploration.
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It was a competition that came to define the 1960s as the United States raced to send astronauts to

space and to land a man on the moon. The U.S. made extraordinary advances in a short amount of

time. "Hidden Figures" broadcasted Johnson’s pioneering contributions far and wide.

Johnson’s work was recently honored in a major way once again. NASA has opened a sprawling,

state-of-the-art facility named in Johnson’s honor. The facility is called the Katherine G. Johnson

Computational Research Facility. 

The building is at NASA's Langley Research Center in Hampton, Virginia, where Johnson

worked. It cost $23 million and spans 37,000 square feet. According to a NASA press release, the

center will be used to advance Langley’s capabilities in modeling and simulation, big data and

research. 

Johnson is now 99 years old. She was on hand for Friday’s ribbon-cutting ceremony. Her family,

friends, other past NASA “human computers” and students from Black Girls Code also attended

the event. Shetterly gave the main speech during the dedication of the new Computational

Research Facility.

Significant Role By African-American Women

Johnson is an extraordinarily skilled mathematician. She began at NASA in 1953. At that point the

agency was known as the National Advisory Committee for Aeronautics or NACA. Aeronautics is

the study of flight. Johnson worked at the agency until 1986. NACA had taken the unusual step of

hiring women to perform challenging and complicated calculations for wind tunnel tests in the

1930s. It later expanded its efforts to include African-American women.

Johnson helped figure out the path of Alan Shepard's 1961 flight. Shepard was the first American

in space. "Hidden Figures" focuses on her work on the 1962 Friendship 7 mission. This launch

would make John Glenn the first American astronaut to orbit the Earth. NASA had started using

computers by that point. However, the machines tended to have glitches. Worried about his safety,

Glenn reportedly asked for “the girl” — Johnson — to check the computers’ orbital equations

before his flight.

Glenn's mission revitalized the nation’s efforts in the space race. The U.S. was competing with the

Soviet Union. The Soviet Union doesn't exist anymore. It dissolved in 1991 and became 15 separate

countries. The largest one is Russia. During the 1960s, however, the Soviet Union was very

powerful. The Soviet Union had made gains when Yuri Gagarin became the first human to enter

space in April 1961.

Shetterly said Johnson and her fellow human computers helped create the world we live in now.

They used pencils, slide rules, machines and "brilliant minds.”

In Praise Of A Hero

“At every fork, (Johnson’s) talent, her hard work and her character pulled her toward her destiny,”

added Shetterly. The writer considers Johnson a hero.

Johnson was very humble about her efforts during a pre-taped interview with NASA. She was

asked to share her thoughts about the new facility named in her honor.

“You want my honest answer?” she said with a laugh. “I think they’re crazy.”
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“I was excited for something new,” Johnson added. “I always liked something new. But give credit

to everybody who helped. I didn’t do anything alone but tried to go to the root of the question and

succeeded there.”
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Quiz

1 One MAIN idea of the article is that Johnson's work was extraordinary because it advanced science and showed the important
role of women at NASA.

What is another MAIN idea of the article?

(A) Johnson attended a ribbon-cutting ceremony at NASA.

(B) Johnson has recently been honored for her work in several ways.

(C) Johnson was trusted by John Glenn before his flight.

(D) Johnson thinks it is crazy to name a building after her.

2 Read the sentence from the section "Significant Role By African-American Women."

Johnson is an extraordinarily skilled mathematician.

How does the sentence above support the MAIN idea of the article?

(A) It shows that Johnson's calculations were always right.

(B) It explains why Johnson was so important to NASA.

(C) It highlights that most people are not as smart as Johnson.

(D) It describes how Johnson first got hired by NASA.

3 What effect did Johnson's work have on NASA?

(A) It helped NASA attract astronauts like Alan Shepard to the space program.

(B) It helped NASA with U.S. efforts to compete with the Soviet Union in the space race.

(C) It caused NASA to begin hiring women to do calculations for wind tunnel tests.

(D) It caused NASA to begin using human and mechanical computers for their math.

4 Why did John Glenn feel that Johnson should check the computer calculations before his flight?

(A) He did not think she had done them right the first time.

(B) He did not believe the computers were always right.

(C) He thought he should stay in orbit around Earth longer.

(D) He believed the Soviet Union had more accurate computers.


