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Hidden Figures 

By Margot Lee Shetterly 

 

Summary 

Before Neil Armstrong walked on the moon, a 
group of professionals worked as ‘Human 
Computers’, calculating the flight paths that 
would enable these historic achievements. 
Among these were a coterie of bright, talented 
African-American women. Segregated from 
their white counterparts, these ‘colored 
computers’ used pencil and paper to write the 
equations that would launch rockets, and 
astronauts, into space. 
 
Moving from World War II through NASA’s 
golden age, touching on the civil rights era, the 
Space Race, the Cold War, and the women’s 
rights movement, Hidden Figures interweaves 
a rich history of mankind’s greatest adventure 
with the intimate stories of five courageous 
women whose work forever changed the 
world. 

Issues covered:  

The relationship between an individual and 
history 
Families and communities and identity 
Science and the lives of women 
The wonder of science and discovery 

 
Suitable Ages: Secondary Students  
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CONTENTS 

 
This novel will help teachers to initiate and facilitate discussions on a range of social 
issues that are very topical and students are passionate about.  
 
This book invites students and teachers to discuss, analyse, write and think about issues 
such as history, science and economics and politics can shape the lives of individual 
women. Students will enjoy having the opportunity to discuss these issues. 

 
KEY CURRICULUM AREAS 
 
AUSTRALIAN CURRICULUM The Australian Curriculum divides the study of English 
into three distinct strands, Language, Literature and Literacy and these can be found 
at http://v7-5.australiancurriculum.edu.au/?dnsi=1. 
 
These notes are divided into sections following the three strands.  
 
Language:  

Language variation and change  
Language for interaction  
Text structure and organisation  
Expressing and developing ideas  
Sound and letter knowledge  
 

Literature:  
Literature and context  
Responding to literature  
Examining literature Creating literature  
 

Literacy:  
Texts in context  
Interacting with others  
Interpreting, analysing and evaluating  
Creating texts 
 
 
 

 
 
 

http://v7-5.australiancurriculum.edu.au/?dnsi=1
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About the Author  
 

Margot Lee Shetterly is a writer who grew up in Hampton Virginia, where she knew many 
of the women in Hidden Figures. She is an Alfred P. Sloan Foundation Fellow and the 
recipient of a Virginia Foundation of the Humanities grant for her research into the 
history of women in computing. She lives in Charlottesville, VA. 

 
Life – relationship between an individual and history 

 
 
This novel will help teachers to facilitate discussions with students about how history and 
context shape the lives of individuals and how gender and race shape lives. These 
concepts underpin study around themes of transitions, discovery and belonging and the 
impact of social structures conducted in the senior years of high school. 
 
Pre reading 
 
1. Ask your students to reflect to what degree individual freedom to study and work is 

shaped by gender and race. Invite students to listen to the following radio show and 
read the following article on the women in Hidden Figures: 
http://www.npr.org/2016/09/25/495179824/hidden-figures-how-black-women-did-
the-math-that-put-men-on-the-moon 
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/the-story-of-nasas-real-ldquo-hidden-
figures-rdquo/ 
 

2. Ask students to write a 500-word reflection on three things they learned from the 
radio program and article and what it made them think about race, gender and lives, 
careers and history. What have they learned? How is an individual life shaped by 
history? LW  
 
Ask students to use voice and language conventions to write a speech about the 
changing role of science, race and gender speaking clearly, coherently and with effect, 
using logic, imagery and rhetorical devices to engage a teenage audience. 
(ACELY1813)  
 

3. Invite students to search for an Indigenous perspective and write about an aspect of 
Australian history of which they were previously unaware.  Ask the students to find a 
metaphor, which captures the change and then invite students to fictionalise that 
experience and compose a creative writing piece to emotionally engage a teenage 
audience, using the metaphor and other literary devices to show the change. W 
(ACELT1815)  

http://www.npr.org/2016/09/25/495179824/hidden-figures-how-black-women-did-the-math-that-put-men-on-the-moon
http://www.npr.org/2016/09/25/495179824/hidden-figures-how-black-women-did-the-math-that-put-men-on-the-moon
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/the-story-of-nasas-real-ldquo-hidden-figures-rdquo/
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/the-story-of-nasas-real-ldquo-hidden-figures-rdquo/
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4. Ask students to research how laws impact on how a young person sees themselves 

and others. Ask students to cite two research studies on the topic and then write 
three thesis statements based on what they discover and prepare a two-minute 
speech to present to the class.  S (ACELA1568)  

 

Reading 
 
1. Hidden Figures uncovers the story of the women whose work at NACA and NASA 

helped shape and define U.S. space exploration. Taken as a whole, why is their story 
significant to our cultural, social, and scientific history? How did the individual women 
navigate the conflicts created because they were African American women?  
 

2. In what ways does the race for space parallel the development of the United States 
civil rights movement? What kinds of freedoms are being explored in each? How are 
they different?  Ask students to combine graphics, text and sound in the production of 
multimodal texts such as a documentary on what they conclude W (ACELA1567)  
 

3. Invite students to think about a serious event from their own lives where they had 
suffered discrimination or unfair treatment. Invite students to write two scenes one 
with a character telling their inner thoughts to a stranger on a bus and another trying 
to tell someone they really care about to convey that idea. What are the factors that 
help people nagivate conflict? W (ACELT1639) 

 
4. Invite students to study the historical context and facts threaded throughout the text. 

Invite students to appraise how the author uses historical facts to draw an emotional 
response from the audience. (ACELT1643)  

 
5. Ask students to compare the relationship between the women and their community. 

How did their personal histories, families and communities shape their ability to 
overcome discrimination?  Write an essay about how families and communities can 
help individuals navigate conflict or discrimination and change history. (ACELT1774)  

 
6. Consider the following speech, ask students to use this speech as a related text and 

write two synthesised paragraphs on this poem and Hidden Figures on the topic of 
how history has shaped the lives of individual African American women. 

 
Sojourner Truth (1797-1883): Ain't I A Woman? 
Delivered 1851 
Women's Convention, Akron, Ohio  
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Well, children, where there is so much racket there must be something out of kilter. I 
think that 'twixt the negroes of the South and the women at the North, all talking 
about rights, the white men will be in a fix pretty soon. But what's all this here 
talking about? 
 
That man over there says that women need to be helped into carriages, and lifted 
over ditches, and to have the best place everywhere. Nobody ever helps me into 
carriages, or over mud-puddles, or gives me any best place! And ain't I a woman? 
Look at me! Look at my arm! I have ploughed and planted, and gathered into barns, 
and no man could head me! And ain't I a woman? I could work as much and eat as 
much as a man - when I could get it - and bear the lash as well! And ain't I a woman? 
I have borne thirteen children, and seen most all sold off to slavery, and when I cried 
out with my mother's grief, none but Jesus heard me! And ain't I a woman? 
 
Then they talk about this thing in the head; what's this they call it? [member of 
audience whispers, "intellect"] That's it, honey. What's that got to do with women's 
rights or negroes' rights? If my cup won't hold but a pint, and yours holds a quart, 
wouldn't you be mean not to let me have my little half measure full? 
 
Then that little man in black there, he says women can't have as much rights as men, 
'cause Christ wasn't a woman! Where did your Christ come from? Where did your 
Christ come from? From God and a woman! Man had nothing to do with Him. 
 
If the first woman God ever made was strong enough to turn the world upside down 
all alone, these women together ought to be able to turn it back , and get it right 
side up again! And now they is asking to do it, the men better let them. 
 
Obliged to you for hearing me, and now old Sojourner ain't got nothing more to say. 
(ACELT1774) 
 

Science and the lives of women  
 
This text covers many issues such as the magic of space, working purposely and finding 
meaning, purpose and direction in life.   
 
1. Evaluate the social, moral and ethical positions represented in the text. (ACELT1812) 

Look at the lives of  – Katherine G Johnson, Mary Jackson and Dorothy Vaughan - what 
set of ideas do they represent and what moral challenges do they present? Invite 
students to create a radio play of women and the social and moral challenges they 
present to a teenage audience. WS 
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2. What life lessons can be drawn from studying Hidden Figures? What makes the text 
universal, valuable and transcendent? Ask students to research the numbers of 
women working in Australia presently. How gender segregated is the Australian 
workforce? Does an understanding of gender segregation change the student’s 
perception of the book?  

 
Ask students to look at the following articles as research:  
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2017/feb/24/hidden-figures-
tommorrow-black-scientists-education 
https://pursuit.unimelb.edu.au/articles/equality-in-science-a-mission-still-not-
accomplished 
https://www.nsf.gov/statistics/2017/nsf17310/ 
https://www.gizmodo.com.au/2017/01/a-black-female-astrophysicist-explains-why-
hidden-figures-isnt-just-about-history/ 
 

Host a class debate on one of the following questions:  
 
How is Hidden Figures relevant to Australian audiences?  
Is it just a historical movie? 
What kinds of texts should be studied in school?  
Between 1973 and 2012, 22,172 white men received PhDs in physics. Only 66 African 
American women did – what does this reveal?  
Are non –fiction books relevant to teenagers in this day and age? 
WS (ACELT1812). 
 
3. Ask students to read aloud, annotate, analyse and evaluate the following famous 

poem by Walt Whitman 
 

When I Heard the Learn’d Astronomer  
BY WALT WHITMAN 
 
When I heard the learn’d astronomer,  
When the proofs, the figures, were ranged in columns before me,  
When I was shown the charts and diagrams, to add, divide, and measure them,  
When I sitting heard the astronomer where he lectured with much applause in the 
lecture-room,  
How soon unaccountable I became tired and sick,  
Till rising and gliding out I wander’d off by myself,  
In the mystical moist night-air, and from time to time,  
Look’d up in perfect silence at the stars. 
 
Ask students to use this poem as a related text and write a synthesised essay, 

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2017/feb/24/hidden-figures-tommorrow-black-scientists-education
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2017/feb/24/hidden-figures-tommorrow-black-scientists-education
https://pursuit.unimelb.edu.au/articles/equality-in-science-a-mission-still-not-accomplished
https://pursuit.unimelb.edu.au/articles/equality-in-science-a-mission-still-not-accomplished
https://www.nsf.gov/statistics/2017/nsf17310/
https://www.gizmodo.com.au/2017/01/a-black-female-astrophysicist-explains-why-hidden-figures-isnt-just-about-history/
https://www.gizmodo.com.au/2017/01/a-black-female-astrophysicist-explains-why-hidden-figures-isnt-just-about-history/
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considering purpose, context and audience of this poem and Hidden Figures on the 
topic of the function of fiction and poetry to provide moral insights and guidance. 
(ACELT1774) 
 
Ask students to create an imaginative vlog on a challenging lesson they have learned 
that they would like to share with a teenage audience. (ACELY1756) Students must 
establish a sustained ‘voice’, select and adapt appropriate text structures, literary devices, 
language, auditory and visual structures and features to appeal to their intended 
audience (ACELT1815)  

 
4. Ask students to form groups and then plan, rehearse and deliver a presentation 
selecting and sequencing appropriate content from the text on the issue of who and what 
criterion should determine what are appropriate texts to study in the later years of high 
school WS (ACELY1751). 
 

The wonder of science and discovery 
 
What was and is the Space Race?  
Why did it exist?  
What was the Cold War?  
How did the Cold War fuel the Space Race?  

 
 
1. Ask students to find examples of how the Space Race impacted and created 
opportunities for the lives of Katherine G Johnson, Mary Jackson and Dorothy Vaughan. 
Ask the students to write a poem or short story that conveys how a historic movement 
impacts on the life and creates opportunities of one woman or man. Use literary devices, 
language, auditory and visual structures and features that will appeal to their intended 
audience RW (ACELT1815)  

 
2. Ask students to develop three thesis statements on this issue and then to write a 
detailed paragraph, citing two references, and drawing on evidence from the text on how 
the space race enabled discrimination to be challenged to a degree. (ACELA1568) What 
are the implicit and explicit values, beliefs and assumptions demonstrated by the author? 
(ACELY1752) W 


