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Ochoa, Ellen  (1958–)

Imagine what it’s like to have a school named after you. 
Dr. Ellen Ochoa knows because she has six schools named 
after her! Ochoa is an inventor, engineer, and the first 
Hispanic woman astronaut. Ochoa grew up in southern 
California. Ochoa’s father’s family immigrated to the United 
States from Mexico before her father was born. Ochoa’s 
parents had done well when they were in school and 
encouraged Ochoa and her brothers and sisters to get a good 
education and continue learning throughout their lives.

In 1975, Ochoa started college at San Diego State 
University. At first she didn’t know what she wanted to 
major in. She thought about music but decided to keep 
it as a hobby. Instead, through her interest in math, she 
became very interested in science and earned a degree 
in physics. Ochoa had summer jobs working in labs and 
knew she wanted to do science research. She also knew that people who were pioneers in science 
had masters degrees. So, she went to graduate school and studied electrical engineering.

When Ochoa was young, she never thought about becoming an astronaut. It was a new career, and at 
the time, only men were astronauts. It was in graduate school that Ochoa first thought about going into 
space. Scientists had started using space as a place to do research. Things could happen in space that 
couldn’t happen anywhere on Earth. The thought of combining the adventures of space with science 
research and engineering was very exciting to her, so she pursued becoming an astronaut. Ochoa went 
on four different space shuttle missions and spent a total of almost 1,000 hours researching in space.

 
Reflect:

1. What subjects did Ochoa decide to pursue in college? What did Ochoa study at graduate school?

2. Why did Ochoa want to be an astronaut? What was remarkable about her becoming an astronaut?

3. Brainstorm a question you have about Ochoa’s life or accomplishments as a scientist and astronaut. 
Then conduct research using books or a computer to answer your question. Record your notes below.
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