
Introduction 

I have spent my entire career as a mathematics educator helping students make 
sense of mathematics by showing them the structure of mathematics and by having 
them explore mathematical concepts. When students are able to recognize the 
patterns and connections within mathematics, they begin to see the beauty of 
mathematics and its relevance. As a result they gain confidence in themselves as 
doers of mathematics. I am passionate about my work as a mathematics educator. 
Through my work and advocacy, I will to continue to inspire students to become 
empowered through mathematics.   

As an African American woman and a mathematics educator, I was inspired by the 
book and movie Hidden Figures to write this book, Women Who Count: Honoring 
African American Women Mathematicians. The book aims to continue to bring 
attention to the positive narratives of African American women in mathematics, 
including their contributions to mathematics and glimpses into their personal lives 
as well.  

In selecting the mathematicians for this book, I consulted personal contacts in the 
mathematics community as well as website resources such as Mathematicians of the 
African Diaspora: Black Women in Mathematics and Mathematically Gifted & 
Black. My selection criteria for choosing the women in the book was that they each 
earned at least one degree in mathematics and that they used mathematics in their 
careers.   

The format of this book includes a portrait sketch or picture and a short biography 
for each of the mathematicians, as well as elementary- and middle-school activities 
including word searches, crossword puzzles, unscrambling mathematics vocabulary, 
solving equations, and more. The book is divided into four sections of 
mathematicians. The first section, entitled The Firsts, includes the first three 
African American women to earn doctorates in mathematics: Drs. Martha 
Euphemia Lofton Haynes, Evelyn Boyd Granville, and Marjorie Lee Browne. The 
second section, entitled The Pioneers, includes nine African American women 
mathematicians who laid the groundwork and became role models for future 
mathematicians. The third section, entitled The Un-Hidden Figures, includes four 
distinguished women whose lives were chronicled in the book Hidden Figures by 
Margot Lee Shetterly. These women, among many others, played significant roles in 
the space race as they were “human computers” at the National Aeronautical Space 
Administration (NASA). The fourth and final section, entitled The Contemporary 
Firsts, includes 13 mathematicians who are at the beginning and midpoint stages of 
their careers. These twenty-first-century mathematicians are breaking barriers by 
becoming firsts in their universities and companies. For example, Dr. Talitha M. 
Washington learned that she was the first African American female to earn a 
doctorate in mathematics from the University of Connecticut in 2001.  
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A Message to Teachers:  
I am deeply concerned that many children from underrepresented groups do not see 
themselves as mathematicians. This is partly because they are not exposed to 
mathematicians that look like them, and therefore they lack the necessary role 
models. When Margaret R. Sáraco [43] asked her middle school students to name 
some mathematicians from history, “they had difficulty coming up with five names. 
And of those five mathematicians named, none were female or minority” (p. 70). On 
the other hand, when students were asked to name a favorite athlete, actor, or 
musician, they could name many and knew all kinds of information about these role 
models. Sáraco goes on to say that “if we have our young scholars research men and 
women who have made contributions to the field of mathematics, they may find a 
role model” (p. 75).  

Research suggests that successful African American women mathematicians have 
several attributes in common. In their early years, they had family members who 
believed in them and supportive teachers who specifically told them that they could 
be mathematicians [25]. Later in the students’ academic careers, they reported 
being successful due to having role models and mentors [9]. Women Who Count 
seeks to increase students’ knowledge of successful minority women in 
mathematics, thus providing them with role models that have the potential to 
significantly impact their lives. 

A Message to Parents and Students:  
I am proud to have the opportunity to share the stories of these 29 extraordinary 
women so that students can benefit from learning about a variety of occupational 
fields related to mathematics. One of the issues that parents face is how to motivate 
their children to succeed in mathematics. Through reading this book, parents will 
gain information they can use to support their children and to encourage them to be 
successful in mathematics.  

In this book you will read about careers in astronomy and space exploration 
through the lives of the Un-Hidden Figures of NASA, Christine Darden, Mary 
Jackson, Katherine Johnson, and Dorothy Vaughan. You will also read about Dr. 
Talea Mayo’s work in climate study, where she uses data to improve models that 
help predict floods caused by hurricanes. Among many other stories, you will also 
read about Dr. Monica Jackson’s research, which includes spatial statistics and 
disease surveillance. Students will benefit from reading about these careers because 
it will open their minds to new ways of thinking about mathematics outside of what 
they may have previously known.  

Students, you may use this book as a springboard into the world of mathematics. 
Have you ever heard of a magic square, a tessellation, or sudoku? If the answer is 
yes, then you might want to challenge yourself by solving these activities on your 
own. If you’ve never done these types of activities, you may ask for help from a 
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parent, family member, friend, or teacher. If you are creative, you can color the 
flower in the book so that it shows symmetry. If you prefer I Spy, the book includes 
that as well. There is something for everyone in this book. Have fun doing the 
activities, but don’t forget to read and learn about these wonderful women who 
happen to love mathematics! After reading their stories, continue to seek out other 
positive role models in STEM-related careers (Science, Technology, Engineering, 
and Mathematics).  

I hope you enjoy the book! 

Sincerely,  

Shelly M. Jones, Ph.D. 
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