
Black History Month Math

Black History Month math is not just about numbers and equations; it is an educational approach that
intertwines the rich history of Black individuals with mathematical concepts. This initiative serves to
highlight the contributions of African American mathematicians, scientists, and educators, and to inspire
students to appreciate the mathematical achievements within the context of Black history. In this article,
we will explore the significance of Black History Month, the contributions of Black mathematicians, and
how educators can integrate these lessons into their curriculum.

Understanding Black History Month

Black History Month is celebrated every February in the United States, marking a time dedicated to
honoring the achievements and contributions of African Americans throughout history. The observance
was first established in 1926 by historian Carter G. Woodson as "Negro History Week," and it later
expanded to a month-long celebration in 1976.



The Importance of Black History Month

The significance of Black History Month extends beyond mere recognition; it serves several vital purposes:

1. Awareness: It raises awareness about the historical injustices faced by Black Americans and emphasizes
the importance of understanding this history in the context of social justice today.

2. Education: It provides an opportunity for educators to incorporate diverse perspectives into their
teaching, encouraging students to learn about the achievements and struggles of Black individuals.

3. Inspiration: By highlighting the accomplishments of Black figures in various fields, including
mathematics, it motivates students, particularly those from underrepresented backgrounds, to pursue
careers in STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics).

4. Cultural Appreciation: It fosters a deeper appreciation for Black culture, history, and contributions to
society, which are often overlooked or marginalized in mainstream narratives.

Contributions of Black Mathematicians

Throughout history, many Black mathematicians have made significant contributions that have shaped the
field. Understanding their work is essential in recognizing the broader implications of their achievements.

Historical Figures

Here are some notable Black mathematicians who have made impactful contributions:

1. Benjamin Banneker (1731-1806): A free African American who was a self-taught mathematician,
astronomer, and surveyor. He is best known for his work in surveying the land that would become
Washington, D.C., and his almanacs, which included astronomical calculations.

2. Mary Jackson (1921-2005): A mathematician and aerospace engineer at NASA, Jackson was one of the
first Black women to work in the agency's engineering department. Her work contributed to the success of
several space missions.

3. Katherine Johnson (1918-2020): An African American mathematician whose calculations of orbital
mechanics were critical to the success of the first U.S. manned spaceflights. Her story was popularized in
the book and film "Hidden Figures."

4. David Blackwell (1919-2010): The first African American inducted into the National Academy of



Sciences, Blackwell made significant contributions to game theory, Bayesian statistics, and information
theory.

5. Evelyn Boyd Granville (1924-present): One of the first African American women to earn a Ph.D. in
mathematics, Granville worked on the development of computer programs for NASA, contributing to
satellite and space missions.

Modern Contributions

In addition to historical figures, contemporary Black mathematicians continue to make significant strides in
the field. Their achievements inspire the next generation and challenge the stereotypes associated with
who can excel in mathematics. Some notable figures include:

- Nina B. Johnson: A professor at the University of California, Davis, Johnson focuses on mathematics
education and equity, striving to improve STEM access for underrepresented students.

- Talithia Williams: A mathematician and professor at Harvey Mudd College, Williams is known for her
work in data science and her efforts to promote diversity in mathematics.

- Cynthia D. Johnson: An educator and advocate for mathematics education reform, Johnson works to create
inclusive learning environments in mathematics classrooms.

Integrating Black History Month Math into the Curriculum

Educators play a crucial role in incorporating Black history into mathematics lessons. Here are some
effective strategies for integrating Black History Month math into the curriculum:

1. Highlighting Contributions in Lessons

Incorporate stories of Black mathematicians into math lessons. For example:

- Algebra: Discuss Katherine Johnson's work with orbital equations while teaching algebraic functions.

- Statistics: Use David Blackwell's contributions to probability and game theory as a case study in statistics
classes.



2. Creating Project-Based Learning Opportunities

Encourage students to engage in projects that research and present on the lives and work of Black
mathematicians. Ideas include:

- Biographical Research Projects: Students can select a mathematician and create a presentation or a report
detailing their contributions and impact.

- Math in Action: Develop projects that explore real-world applications of mathematics used by Black
mathematicians, such as astronomy, engineering, or technology.

3. Connecting Math to Social Justice

Use mathematics as a tool to discuss social justice issues. For example:

- Statistics and Data Analysis: Analyze statistical data related to social issues such as education, income
inequality, or health disparities affecting Black communities.

- Mathematical Modeling: Encourage students to create mathematical models that represent social issues,
such as the effects of systemic racism on education or economic opportunities.

4. Celebrating Black History Month with Math Challenges

Organize math challenges or competitions that celebrate Black history. Ideas include:

- Math Puzzles: Create puzzles or problems inspired by the work of Black mathematicians, integrating
history with problem-solving skills.

- Collaborative Projects: Foster teamwork by having students work in groups to solve problems that
highlight the contributions of Black figures in mathematics.

The Impact of Black History Month Math

Incorporating Black History Month math into education has a profound impact on students and the learning
environment.



Enhancing Engagement and Interest

By connecting mathematics to historical figures and real-world applications, students may find the subject
more engaging. Learning about the contributions of Black mathematicians fosters a sense of belonging and
inspiration, particularly for students of color.

Promoting Diversity in STEM

Highlighting the achievements of Black mathematicians challenges stereotypes and promotes diversity in
STEM fields. It encourages all students to see themselves as potential contributors to mathematics and
science, fostering a more inclusive environment.

Encouraging Critical Thinking

Integrating social justice themes with mathematics encourages critical thinking. Students learn not only to
solve mathematical problems but also to analyze and understand the social implications behind them.

Conclusion

Black History Month math is a vital educational tool that enriches the learning experience for all students.
By celebrating the contributions of Black mathematicians and integrating their stories into the curriculum,
educators can inspire future generations to appreciate the importance of diversity in mathematics and
science. As we reflect on the past and look towards the future, it is crucial to acknowledge and elevate the
voices of those who have shaped the field of mathematics. In doing so, we not only honor their legacies but
also pave the way for a more equitable and inclusive future in STEM.

Frequently Asked Questions

How can math be used to analyze the contributions of Black
mathematicians during Black History Month?
Math can be used to quantify and visualize the impact of Black mathematicians by analyzing data on their
publications, the number of students they taught, and their contributions to various fields. This can be
presented through graphs, charts, and statistical analysis to highlight their significance.



What role did Black mathematicians play in the Civil Rights Movement?
Black mathematicians contributed significantly to the Civil Rights Movement by using statistical analysis to
highlight disparities in education and housing, thereby helping to shape policies and advocate for equitable
rights. Their work provided a mathematical basis for arguments against segregation.

Can you name some notable Black mathematicians whose work can be
explored during Black History Month?
Yes, notable Black mathematicians include Katherine Johnson, whose calculations were critical for NASA's
space missions, and Benjamin Banneker, known for his work in astronomy and surveyor of Washington
D.C. Their contributions can serve as a foundation for math-related discussions during Black History Month.

How can teachers incorporate Black history into math lessons during
February?
Teachers can incorporate Black history into math lessons by using projects that involve researching Black
mathematicians, analyzing data related to social justice issues, or exploring mathematical concepts developed
by these figures. This helps students see the relevance of math in historical contexts.

What are some math-related activities to celebrate Black History Month?
Activities can include creating timelines of significant events in Black history using math to calculate time
intervals, analyzing statistics from historical events, or engaging in math challenges that highlight the
contributions of Black mathematicians. Art projects that involve symmetry and patterns can also celebrate
their legacy.

How has the representation of Black mathematicians changed over the
years?
The representation of Black mathematicians has gradually improved, with more visibility in educational
materials, academic positions, and public recognition. However, challenges remain, and continued efforts are
needed to ensure diverse voices are included in the field of mathematics.
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