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“Ellen Ochoa, (born May 10, 1958, Los Angeles, California, U.S.), American astronaut and 

administrator who was the first Hispanic woman to travel into space (1993). She later served as 

director of the Johnson Space Center (2013– ). 

 

Ochoa studied electrical engineering at Stanford University, earning a master’s degree (1981) 

and a doctorate (1985). A specialist in the development of optical systems, she worked as a 

research engineer at Sandia National Laboratories and at the Ames Research Center of the 

National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA). She helped create several systems and 

methods that were awarded patents, including optical systems for the detection of imperfections 

in a repeating pattern and for the recognition of objects. 

 

In 1990 Ochoa was selected by NASA to participate in its astronaut program, and she 

became the first Hispanic female astronaut when she completed her training in 1991. In April 

1993 she served as mission specialist aboard the shuttle Discovery, becoming the first Latina to 

be launched into space. She was part of the Atlantis mission in November 1994, and in 1999 she 

was a member of the Discovery crew that executed the first docking to the International Space 

Station (ISS). Ochoa returned to the ISS in 2002. 

 

In 2007 Ochoa became deputy director of the Johnson Space Center, and six years later she 

was promoted to director.”
1
 She continues in that role today. 

 

The following schools bear Dr. Ochoa’s name: 

 Ellen Ochoa Prep Academy in Pico Rivera, California 

 Ellen Ochoa Middle School in Pasco, Washington 

 Ellen Ochoa Elementary School in Tulsa, Oklahoma 

 

Additionally, the Ellen Ochoa Learning Center is located in Cudahy, CA.  

 

                                                           
1
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ELLEN OCHOA (PH.D) 

DIRECTOR, JOHNSON SPACE CENTER 

 

Pronunciation: EL-en oh-CHO-ah 

PERSONAL DATA:  Born in 1958 in Los Angeles, California, but considers La Mesa, 

California, to be her hometown.  Married to Coe Miles of Molalla, Oregon.  They have two 

children.  She is a classical flutist and enjoys travelling and family activities.   

 

EDUCATION:  Graduated from Grossmont High School, La Mesa, California, in 1975;  

received a Bachelor of Science degree in Physics from San Diego State University in 1980, 

and a Master of Science degree and Doctorate in Electrical Engineering from Stanford 

University in 1981 and 1985, respectively. She is honored to have five schools named for her: 

the Ellen Ochoa Middle School in Pasco, Washington, the Ellen Ochoa Learning Center in 

Cudahy, California, the Ellen Ochoa STEM Academy at Ben Milam Elementary in Grand 

Prairie, Texas, the Amino Ellen Ochoa Charter Middle School in Los Angeles, and the Ellen 

Ochoa Prep Academy in Pico Rivera, California. 

ORGANIZATIONS:  Fellow of the American Institute of Aeronautics and Astronautics (AIAA), Fellow of the American 

Association for Advancement of Science (AAAS), Member of Phi Beta Kappa and Sigma Xi honor societies. 

SPECIAL HONORS:  She is honored to have six schools named for her:  the Ellen Ochoa Middle School in Pasco, Washington, 

the Ellen Ochoa Learning Center in Cudahy, California, the Ellen Ochoa STEM Academy at Ben Milam Elementary in Grand 

Prairie, Texas and the Amino Ellen Ochoa Charter Middle School in Los Angeles, the Ellen Ochoa Prep Academy in Pico Rivera, 

California, and Ellen Ochoa Elementary in Tulsa, Oklahoma.  NASA awards include the Distinguished Service Medal, 

Exceptional Service Medal, Outstanding Leadership Medal, and four Space Flight Medals.  Recipient of numerous other awards, 

including the Harvard Foundation Science Award, Women in Aerospace Outstanding Achievement Award, HENAAC (Hispanic 

Engineer National Acheivement Awards) Engineer of the Year, the Hispanic Heritage Leadership Award, the California Hall of 

Fame and San Diego State University Alumna of the Year.   

EXPERIENCE:  As a doctoral student at Stanford, and later as a researcher at Sandia National Laboratories and NASA Ames 

Research Center, Dr. Ochoa investigated optical systems for performing information processing.  She is a co-inventor on three 

patents, and author of numerous technical papers.   

Selected by NASA in January 1990, Dr. Ochoa became an astronaut in July 1991.  A veteran of four space flights, Dr. Ochoa has 

logged over 978 hours in space.  She was a mission specialist on STS-56 (1993), was the Payload Commander on STS-66 (1994), 

and was a mission specialist and flight engineer on STS-96 (1999) and STS-110 (2002).  Dr. Ochoa currently serves as Director of 

the Lyndon B. Johnson Space Center in Houston, Texas. 

SPACE FLIGHT EXPERIENCE:  STS-56 ATLAS-2 Discovery (April 8-17, 1993) was a 9-day mission during which the crew 

conducted atmospheric and solar studies in order to better understand the effect of solar activity on the Earth’s climate and 

environment.  Dr. Ochoa used the Remote Manipulator System (RMS) robotic arm to deploy and capture the Spartan satellite, 

which studied the solar corona.   

Dr. Ochoa was the Payload Commander on the STS-66 Atlantis Atmospheric Laboratory for Applications and Science-3 mission 

(November 3-14, 1994).  ATLAS-3 continued the series of Spacelab flights to study the energy of the sun during an 11-year solar 

cycle and to learn how changes in the sun’s irradiance affect the earth’s climate and environment.  Dr. Ochoa used the RMS to 

retrieve the CRISTA-SPAS atmospheric research satellite at the end of its 8-day free flight. 

STS-96 Discovery (May 27 to June 6, 1999) was a 10-day mission during which the crew performed the first docking to the 

International Space Station, and delivered 4 tons of logistics and supplies in preparation for the arrival of the first crew to live on 

the station.  Dr. Ochoa coordinated the transfer of supplies and also operated the RMS during the 8-hour spacewalk.   

STS-110 Atlantis (April 8-19, 2002) was the 13th space shuttle mission to visit the International Space Station.  Milestones during 

the 11-day mission included:  the delivery and installation of the S0 (S-Zero) Truss; the first time the station’s robotic arm was 

used to maneuver spacewalkers around the station; and the first time that all of a space shuttle crew’s spacewalks were based from 
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the station’s Quest Airlock.  Dr. Ochoa, along with Expedition 4 crewmembers Dan Bursch and Carl Walz, operated the station’s 

robotic arm to install S0, and to move crewmembers during three of the four spacewalks.   



“Ellen Ochoa, First Latina in Space and Second 

Female Director of NASA, On Her Hispanic Roots” 

 
by Griselda Nevarez, VOXXI  

 
Dr. Ellen Ochoa became the first Latina to go to space when she boarded the space shuttle 

Discovery in 1993. She made history again in January when she became the first Hispanic and 

second female director of NASA’s Johnson Space Center. 

 

Ellen Ochoa, who is of Mexican decent, spoke with VOXXI on Tuesday about her new role at 

the Johnson Space Center, growing up in California, her Hispanic roots and Latino 

representation in NASA. 

 

What are your responsibilities as director of the Johnson Space Center and what’s the role 

of the center? 
Ellen Ochoa: We’re the home of human space flight for NASA and really for the country, so we 

have the responsibility of operating the major programs in human space flight. First of all, the 

International Space Station program is headquartered here, and of course all the organizations 

that support that. 

 

We also have programs that support exploration beyond low-Earth orbit, so we’re developing a 

spacecraft called the Orion Multi-Purpose Crew Vehicle in conjunction with Lockheed Martin, 

which is the prime contractor for that. We’re in the middle of that development. We have our 

first test flight next year. 

 

We support a lot of the new companies and established companies that are developing 

capabilities to take both cargo and crew to low-Earth orbit and back and, in particular, either are 

or will be supporting the International Space Station in that effort. 

And we do a lot of the advanced technology work that supports human exploration in space. 

Obviously a lot of that also has impact to life on earth as well in a variety of areas like the human 

robotic assistance and a lot of other robotic work. 

 

Critics, including several former astronauts, say the space shuttle program should not have 

ended in July 2011 before there was another program to replace it. What are your thoughts 

about that? 
It’s been a challenge for us. We had to kind of relook the whole International Space Station 

program as we were coming to the end of the shuttle era to understand how are we going to get 

people to and from the station, how are we going to get supplies, how are we going to bring back 

science samples. I have to give a lot of credit to folks here who had to kind of redo the whole 

model in terms of logistics for the International Space Station program. We’ve been able to 

continue to move forward and to support that program. 

 

Particularly with the commercial cargo and commercial crew program, we now have at least one 

company that has a capability within the United States to take cargo to and from the station. We 

have another company that should be demonstrating the ability to deliver supplies this year. 

Later on in the decade we’ll have at least one—and hopefully more than one—U.S. company 

http://www.voxxi.com/ellen-ochoa-latina-space-history-again/
http://www.nasa.gov/centers/johnson/home/index.html
http://www.nasa.gov/mission_pages/station/main/index.html


that will also be able to take a crew. We here, at JSC, are working hard on supporting those 

efforts and working with those companies. It’s really important for us that they succeed. 

 

In 1993, you became the first Latina to go to space when you boarded the space shuttle 

Discovery. Now, you’ve become the first Latina to be director of NASA’s Johnson Space 

Center. Have you ever felt that your Hispanic roots put extra pressure on you to do well? 
I wouldn’t say it felt like extra pressure. It has added a whole dimension, I think, to my job here. 

When I originally applied to be an astronaut I wasn’t really thinking about the whole sort of role 

model aspect of it. I was doing it because I was fascinated by space. I was studying to be a 

research engineer and realized you could do a lot of unique and interesting experiments in space. 

And so it was really wanting to be part of America’s space program and being able to apply my 

research. 

 

This whole other aspect really was kind of an extra that has turned out to be very rich and 

rewarding in terms of getting to speak at lots of schools, showing up in textbooks, having schools 

named after me, which I’ve had the opportunity to visit and see a lot of the students there. 

 

You grew up in California and your Hispanic roots come from your father, whose parents 

were born in Mexico, so did you grow up surrounded by a rich Hispanic culture? Did you 

learn to speak Spanish growing up? 
We really didn’t grow up so much as part of the Hispanic culture. My mom wasn’t Hispanic. She 

learned Spanish after she married my dad, but it was interesting that my dad really would not 

speak Spanish to us around the house. I think it was just a consequence of how when he was 

growing up, it was really frowned upon to speak Spanish. 

 

I think people have a much different view now where obviously it enhances your career 

possibilities when you are bilingual or even more. At the time, that didn’t seem to be so much the 

case. It was important for him for his kids to speak English, and I don’t think he saw the 

importance of us speaking Spanish, which is really unfortunate. 

But a number of my cousins did have more of an opportunity to grow up bilingual, and I still stay 

in contact with a lot of them, many of whom live in California. 

 

You along with the 13 other Hispanic NASA astronauts are seen as role models for many 

young Latinos. What message do you have for these young Latinos who perhaps don’t have 

the encouragement they need to pursue a career? 
Ellen Ochoa: I really try to tell people that first of all, there are a lot of interesting and exciting 

careers when you study math and science and related technology fields. For me, the key was 

really my education, so I tell people that it’s important to study and continue to take science and 

math classes throughout high school. I tell them to graduate from high school and go on to 

college. That will really give you a lot of options. 

 

I realize that a lot of the students I speak to may not end up as an astronaut or may not be 

completely interested in those fields, but I want them to at least make sure that they have options 

in their careers and that they think about setting high goals for themselves. 

http://oeop.larc.nasa.gov/hep/hep-astronauts.html


People who become astronauts are very similar to a lot of these kids. They put in a lot of hard 

work, a lot of dedication and they set high goals for themselves. That’s something that anybody 

can apply. 

 

In your opinion, are Latinos well represented in NASA or is there room for improvements? 
Here at Johnson Space Center, we do have pretty good demographics in terms of having a lot of 

Hispanic employees, including in the science and engineering fields. That’s partly because of 

where we’re located being in in Texas. Overall, at NASA I think we do pretty well, but we can 

definitely do better. 

 

One of the things that we try to look at is not only are we bringing in people from diverse 

backgrounds, but are we making sure that they have opportunities for career advancement as 

well. That really is something that we pay a lot of attention to. When it comes to women and 

various types of minorities and people with a lot of different backgrounds, are we making sure 

that we provide them with different kinds of training and development opportunities so that they 

can progress well in their careers? 

 

And while I think we do a good job compared to a lot of other government agencies and a lot of 

other companies, it’s something we feel we can continue to work at and make sure that we do 

even better. 

 

You’ve accomplished so much thus far. What do you hope people will remember you for? 
It’s not so much me individually, although I understand how individuals can help inspire other 

folks. But really, the role that I’ve played at NASA has been one that’s really been a community 

effort, a collective effort and a team effort. 

 

What we do here at NASA is explore space and understand how you can get humans to and from 

space safely as well as accomplish something in space—whether it’s going farther or 

understanding how you really live and work—and accomplish science objectives. It’s hard and it 

really does take a team. To me, that’s one of the great rewards of working here. You get to feel 

like you’re part of a team that is so talented and so dedicated. 

 

We were able to accomplish a lot in the space shuttle program. We are currently doing amazing 

things in space in the International Space Station program. And I hope that whatever I have been 

able to accomplish leads people to understand more about what we’ve accomplished at NASA 

and how they can contribute to that in the future.
1
 

 

                                                           
1
 Griselda Nevarez.  “Ellen Ochoa, First Latina in Space and Second Female Director of NASA, on Her Hispanic 

Roots.”  Huffington Post. VOXXI, 27 Feb. 2013, https://www.huffingtonpost.com/2013/02/27/ellen-ochoa-latina-

_n_2773699.html. 
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