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Mae loved school. She 
bounced at her desk 

happily, surrounded by 
crayons, books, and other 
wiggly children, waiting for 
the teacher to call on her.

“My parents were the best scientists I knew,  
because they were always asking questions.”
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“What do you want to be when you grow up?” her 
teacher asked the classroom of five- and six-year-olds. 
Mae listened closely as the other kids answered one  
by one.

Doctor. Teacher. Police officer. Mailman.

Mae waved her arm in the air frantically until finally, 
the teacher pointed at her.

“Yes, Mae, what do you want to be when you grow up?”

“I want to be a scientist!” Mae said proudly.

The teacher looked confused. It was 1961 in America, 
and at that time, most people did not believe that 
a little African American girl could grow up to be 
a scientist. In fact, most people would say it was 
impossible.

“Don’t you mean a nurse?” her teacher asked, shaking 
her head.

“No,” Mae said firmly, “I mean a scientist.”
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Mae’s mother enrolled 
her in a local ballet 
studio. Her time studying 
dance started a lifelong 
passion. Mae seriously 
considered becoming 
a professional dancer. 
Dancing taught Mae 
grace, strengthened her 
body, and gave her an 
appreciation for hard 
work. Mae loved to dance, 
but she would soon 
discover something she 
loved even more.
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T H E  R O A D  T O  N A S A
“Greatness can be captured in one word:  

lifestyle. Life is God’s gift to you;  
style is what you make of it.”
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On September 12, 1992, Mae 
Jemison’s lifelong dream 
finally came true, and she 
became the first black woman 
to go into space. She was a 
Mission Specialist for the 
STS-47 mission on the Space 
Shuttle Endeavour. Wanting 
to celebrate the arts as well 
as science, she took with her a 
poster of an African-American 
dancer and a special statue 
made in West Africa.
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