
When NASA first started exploring space, lots of complicated mathematics 
needed to be done. Surprisingly, this wasn’t done by electronic computers. 
Instead, a team of people worked out everything by hand. These amazing 
people were known as human computers.
 
 
 
Dorothy loved maths and got a degree in mathematics. 
She worked at NASA as a human computer.
 
When Dorothy started working for NASA, Black workers 
had to be separated from White workers. This meant 
that Dorothy had to work in a separate office. This 
office was called the West Area Computing Unit.

 

 

 
 
Katherine earnt a degree in mathematics and French 
when she was 18. She worked with Dorothy Vaughan 
at NASA. 

In 1958, Katherine started working with the 
Space Task Group. She worked on lots of space 
missions. She helped to decide when and where 
to launch the first rocket to land on the Moon. 

Name: Dorothy Vaughan
Born: 20th September 1910

The Women Who Helped Build NASA

Did You Know…?
Dorothy became the manager of 
the West Area Computing Unit.

Name: Katherine Johnson
Born: 26th August 1918

Did You Know…?
John Glenn was the first American to go around the Earth in a spacecraft. He 
refused to go on the mission until Katherine had checked all of the details.
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Did You Know…?
Christine worked at NASA for 40 years!

The Women Who Helped Build NASA

When Mary left the West Area Computing Unit, 
she worked with someone who told her that she 
should train to become an engineer. The school 
that Mary needed to go only allowed White 
students. This meant that she had to ask for 
special permission to be allowed to learn.

After earning a degree in mathematics, Christine 
worked as a human computer. 

When she was working at NASA, Christine asked 
a manager why the engineers were mostly men. 
He told her that nobody had asked him that 
before. Soon after, Christine became an engineer.

Did You Know…?
Mary was NASA’s first Black 
female engineer.

Name: Dr Christine Darden
Born: 10th September 1942

Glossary
engineer: A person who designs, builds or looks after engines, machines 
and other structures.

Name: Mary Jackson
Born: 9th April 1921

At university, Mary earnt a degree in mathematics and physical science.  
She worked at the West Area Computing Unit.
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Questions
1. Who was born on 9th April 1921? Tick one. 

   Dorothy Vaughan 
   Katherine Johnson 
   Mary Jackson 
   Dr Christine Darden

2. How long did Dr Christine Darden work at NASA for? Tick one. 
   40 hours 
   40 days 
   14 years 
   40 years

3. Draw four lines and complete each sentence. One has been done for you. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4. What did Mary Jackson earn a degree in? Tick one. 
   mathematics and physical science 
   mathematics and French 
   mathematics and German 
   mathematics and history

5. Fill in the missing words. 

 

 

 

The Women Who Helped Build NASA

Mary Jackson...

Dorothy Vaughan...

Katherine Johnson...

Dr Christine Darden...

was told that she should 
train to become an engineer.

Katherine Johnson helped to decide when and where to  

launch the first                                     to land on the                                                   .

became the manager of the 
West Area Computing Unit.

was born on 10th  
September 1942.

earned a degree in 
mathematics and French.
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6. In 1958, who did Katherine Johnson start working with? 

                                                                                                                                                                

7. How do you think Dr Christine Darden felt when she became an engineer? 

Explain your answer. 

                                                                                                                                                                                  

                                                                                                                                                                             

                                                                                                                                                                

The Women Who Helped Build NASA
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NASA is known for sending astronauts to the Moon. When they first started 
exploring space, NASA didn’t use electronic computers. Instead, a team of human 
computers worked out everything by hand! Read on to find out more about four 
people who worked as human computers.

Dorothy Vaughan was born on 20th September 
1910. She loved maths and got a degree in 
mathematics in 1929.

When Dorothy began working for NASA, there 
were laws that said that Black workers had to be 
separated from White workers. This meant that 
Dorothy and the other women that she worked 
with had to work in a separate office. The office 
that they worked in was called the West Area 
Computing Unit.

 

 

The Women Who Helped Build NASA

Dorothy Vaughan

Did You Know…?
In 1949, Dorothy became the manager of the West Area Computing Unit. 
This made her the first Black manager at NASA.

Katherine Johnson

Did You Know…?
Astronaut John Glenn’s mission to space was worked out by an electronic 
computer. However, he refused to leave until Katherine had checked that the 
computer was right.

Katherine Johnson was born 26th August 1918. She 
earnt a degree in mathematics and French when she 
was 18.

When she started working at NASA, Katherine 
worked for Dorothy Vaughan. In 1958, when the 
separated offices were closed, she started working 
with the Space Task Group. Here, she worked on 
lots of different space missions and helped to 
decide when and where to launch the Apollo 11 
rocket from so that it could reach the Moon. 
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The Women Who Helped Build NASA

Mary Jackson

Mary Jackson was born on 9th April 1921. At 
university, she earnt a degree in mathematics 
and physical science.

After working at the West Area Computing Unit, 
Mary started working with an engineer. He 
was impressed with Mary and told her that she 
should train to become an engineer. 

At the time, the school that Mary needed to go 
only allowed White students. This meant that 
she had to be given special permission to study. 

Did You Know…?
Mary was NASA’s first Black  
female engineer.

Dr Christine Darden

Dr Christine Darden was born on 10th September 
1942. She earnt a degree in mathematics and 
began working as a human computer.

Christine noticed that most of the engineers 
were men. She also noticed that only men were 
doing their own research and giving talks about 
what they had discovered.

Christine asked a manager why this was. He 
told her that nobody had ever asked about it 
before and promoted her to be an engineer. 

Did You Know…?   Christine worked at NASA for 40 years!
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Questions
1.  Who helped to decide when to launch the Apollo 11 rocket? Tick one. 

   Dorothy Vaughan 
   Katherine Johnson 
   Mary Jackson 
   Dr Christine Darden

2. Draw four lines and complete each sentence.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. When did Dorothy Vaughan become the manager of the West Area Computing Unit? Tick 
one. 

   1910 
   1929 
   1949 
   1958

4. Number the events from 1-4 to show the order that they happened in. 

        Dr Christine Darden was born. 

        Mary Jackson was born.  

        Katherine Johnson started working with the Space Task Group.  

        Dorothy Vaughan got a degree in mathematics. 

5. Look at the section on Mary Jackson. 
Find and copy one word that means the same as approval. 

                                                                     

leave until Katherine had checked 
that the computer was right.

get special permission to study.

worked for NASA for 40 years.

degree in mathematics in 1929.

The Women Who Helped Build NASA

Mary Jackson had to…

Dorothy Vaughan got a…

John Glenn refused to…

Dr Christine Darden…
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6. What did Dr Christine Darden ask a manager? 

                                                                                                                                                                    

7. Summarise what you have learnt about Katherine Johnson using 15 words or fewer. 

                                                                                                                                                                          

                                                                                                                                                                          

                                                                                                                                                                   

8. Instead, a team of human computers worked out everything by hand! 
Explain why you think that the author has chosen to include this information. 

                                                                                                                                                                          

                                                                                                                                                                          

                                                                                                                                                                    
 

 

8.

visit twinkl.comPage 2 of 2



NASA is well known for sending astronauts to the Moon. However, did you know 
that, in the early days of space exploration, NASA didn’t use electronic computers? 
Instead, a team of human computers worked out everything by hand. Read on 
to discover more about four incredible people who worked as human computers.

Dorothy Vaughan was born on 20th September 
1910. She always enjoyed maths and earnt a 
degree in mathematics in 1929.

When Dorothy began working for NASA (which 
was known as NACA at the time), there were laws 
that said that Black workers had to be segregated 
from White workers. This meant that Dorothy and 
the other women that she worked with had to 
work in a separate office and eat on a different 
table at lunchtime. The office that they worked in 
was known as the West Area Computing Unit.

In 1949, Dorothy became the manager of the West Area Computing Unit. This 
made her the first Black manager at NACA.

Katherine Johnson was born 26th August 1918. When she 
was 18 years old, she earnt a degree in mathematics and 
French.

Initially, Katherine worked for Dorothy Vaughan. Then, 
in 1958, NACA changed to be NASA. When this happened, 
the segregated offices were closed and everyone was 
able to work together. Katherine started working as a 
member of the Space Task Group who completed difficult 
calculations for lots of space missions.

In 1962, John Glenn was the first American to go into space and orbit the Earth. 
Although an electronic computer had worked out the details of his mission, he 
refused to leave until Katherine had checked the computer’s calculations by hand. 

The Women Who Helped Build NASA

Dorothy Vaughan

Katherine Johnson 
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Mary Jackson was born on 9th April 1921. At 
university, she earnt a degree in mathematics and 
physical science.

When Mary started working at NACA, she worked in 
the West Area Computing Unit. A few years later, she 
moved to a different area and started working with 
an engineer. He was so impressed with Mary that he 
suggested that she train to become an engineer. 

At the time, the school that Mary needed to go to was segregated. This meant that 
she had to ask for special permission to study with White students. Mary was given 
the permission and became NACA’s first Black female engineer.

The Women Who Helped Build NASA

Mary Jackson

Dr Christine Darden

Dr Christine Darden was born on 10th September 1942. 
She earnt a degree in mathematics and worked at NASA 
as a human computer.

After a few years, Christine wondered why most of the 
engineers were men. She also wondered why it seemed 
that only men could take part in their own research 
and give talks about what they had discovered.

Christine decided to ask a manager why this seemed to be the case. He told her 
that it was because nobody had questioned it before. A short while later, she was 
promoted and began working as an engineer. She took part in her own research 
and wrote papers that talked about what she had discovered.
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The Women Who Helped Build NASA

Questions
1. Who worked as part of the Space Task Group? Tick one. 

   Dorothy Vaughan 
   Katherine Johnson 
   Mary Jackson 
   Dr Christine Darden

2. Number the events from 1-4 to show the order that they happened in. 

         John Glenn was the first American to orbit the Earth. 

         Dr Christine Darden was born. 

         NACA changed to NASA. 

         Dorothy Vaughan became a manager.

3. Look at the section on Katherine Johnson. 
Find and copy one word that means the same as circle around. 

                                                                                                                                                                 

4. Fill in the missing words. 

        

 

5. What was the name of the office that Dorothy Vaughan worked in? 

                                                                                                                                                                            

6. Before he went on his mission, John Glenn wanted Katherine to check the computer’s 
calculations by hand. 
Do you think that this would happen on a space mission today? Explain your answer. 

                                                                                                                                                                            

                                                                                                                                                                          

                                                                                                                                                                        

7. Compare Dorothy Vaughan and Dr Christine Darden. 

                                                                                                                                                                            

                                                                                                                                                                          

                                                                                                                                                                        

Dr Christine Darden was                                     and  

began working as an                                                   .

6.
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8. Imagine that you are Mary Jackson. 
Explain how you feel when you’re asking for special permission to study to become an 
engineer. 
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