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Editorial

One hundred six years ago in Chicago, IL, Carter G. Woodson 

began a movement to promote the scientific study of black 

life and history. This celebration started as a weeklong event. 

Fifty years later, in 1975, this celebration would become what 

is now known as Black History Month. OBAP presents the 

Dreams2Career Magazine, our attempt to promote outstanding 

contributions to aviation and aerospace by African Americans 

past and present. We hope to honor their legacies, teach and 

inspire the next generation of African Americans to chart their 

own path to an exciting career in aviation and aerospace. Our 

intent with this issue is to highlight and expose youth to careers 

in all aspects of the aerospace and aviation industries. I hope 

you enjoy our first edition of the Dreams2Careers Magazine. 

Titus Sanders - Editor-In-Chief 
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ABOUT OBAP 
Founded in 1976, the Organization of Black Aerospace Professionals (OBAP) is a nonprofit organization 
dedicated to the education and advancement of minorities in all aviation and aerospace careers. OBAP’s 
Project Aerospace programming offers annual opportunities to inform and prepare aspiring aerospace 
professionals for their future careers. This dream-to-career commitment includes initial exposure to the 
industry through in-school career day events, immersive summer programs, flight training academies, 
and professional development opportunities held nationwide. OBAP has more than 3,000 members inter-
nationally representing every major and regional carrier and a diverse offering of aerospace professions. 
Collectively, we are committed to providing existing aerospace professionals with the resources needed to 
maintain and advance their careers. Learn more at obap.org. Connect on Instagram @OBAPExcellence or 
on Facebook 

OBAP Programs:

OBAP’s Project Aerospace offers annual opportunities to inform and prepare aspiring aerospace profes-
sionals for their future careers. This dream-to-career commitment includes initial exposure to the industry 
through in-school career day events, immersive summer programs, flight training academies and profes-
sional development opportunities held nationwide.

Explore Aerospace is our newest youth program and is an opportunity for students and middle and high 
school to enjoy an immersive experience in aerospace. This virtual program will help students deepen their 
knowledge of aerospace principles over the course of 12, weekend sessions. More information will be com-
ing soon about this new program launching in February 2021. 

Aerospace Professionals In Schools introduces students to the limitless opportunities available in the 
aerospace and aerospace industries through school visits, STEM events and career fairs led by OBAP 
members and industry professionals.

ACE Academies are week-long summer programs designed to expose middle and high school students 
to the history of aviation, fundamentals of aerodynamics, and the wide range of aerospace careers. ACE 
Academies are offered in more than 30 locations across the U.S. 

The Lt. Col. Luke Weathers, Jr. Flight Academy provides life-changing exposure and education opportu-
nities.

OBAP’s Solo Flight Academy provides an affordable, two-week training program for young adults ages 
16-19, culminating in an unforgettable solo flight experience.

OBAP Collegiate Chapters offer education, mentoring, networking and career placement opportunities to 
aspiring aviators & aerospace professionals. Chapters exist in 15 colleges and universities nationwide.

Scholarships, made available through partnerships with key carriers and aerospace-related businesses, 
allow award recipients to advance or pursue diverse aerospace-related careers.

Our dedicated team of volunteers has been hard at work 
creating the first Dreams2Careers event. For the past 
few months, we’ve focused on every detail to make this 
event enriching and exciting for every attendee. It’s been 
such a labor of love because we all recognize how truly 
transformational exposure to the field of aerospace can 
be. And we understand that when a child can see their 
dreams, they take one important step closer to achieving 
them.

As you read through this Dreams2Careers Magazine, we 
hope you’re inspired by the stories of aerospace and 
aviation pioneers who rose above the odds. We hope 
you’ll learn something new that sparks your interest in 
aerospace, and we hope that you’ll step a bit further out 
of your comfort zone and commit to taking the first steps 
toward the career of your dreams.

We’re so thankful to every volunteer, our generous 
supporters, and to each presenter for being a part of this day. Your dedication to creating 
opportunities for hundreds of youth makes all of this possible. The gift of your time and your 
resources will cause a ripple effect that will lead to a more inclusive industry for us all.

Sincerely,

Tennesse Garvey,
OBAP Programs Chair
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I’m excited to welcome you to our inaugural 
OBAP Dreams2Careers event! Like so many 
of you, I started out as a kid with big dreams 
to fly even bigger airplanes. It was because 
of programs like this one and mentors who 
inspired me and helped me along the way that 
my dream has become a reality. 

 As you participate in today’s activities 
and interact with the men and women who are 
living their dream every day, my hope is that 
you will find inspiration in the achievements 
of both legendary and ordinary people. That 
you will find encouragement to dream big and 
chart your own path, while paying attention 
to the guideposts left for you. I hope that you 
will find strength in your ancestry to put one 

OBAP Chairman
Joel Webley

The Chairmans The Chairmans 
CornerCorner

“As you look around you to find inspiration, understand that you already 
have the tools required for success, and that anything that you may be 
in need of can be found in this community of supporters .”

foot in front of the other and keep moving 
forward no matter what. As you look 
around you to find inspiration, understand 
that you already have the tools required 
for success, and that anything that you 
may be in need of can be found in this 
community of supporters. OBAP is here 
for you, and it’s our mission to create the 
opportunities that will propel you toward 
your goals.

 Just as legends like Colonel Guion 
Bluford (the first black astronaut to go 
to space) or Theresa Claiborne (the first 
black woman to become a United States 
Air Force Pilot) forged a path to reach 
previously unachievable heights, you have 

the ability to chart your own path and 
do amazing things. Stay focused on the 
task at hand, work hard, listen to wisdom, 
and don’t let anyone tell you ‘no’. Most 
importantly, when you reach that dream, 
reach back and help someone else make 
their dreams come true, too. 

You are the future leaders of aerospace, 
and all of you will play a role in writing 
the continued story of those who came 
before you. Dream big!

Sincerely,

Joel Webley
Chair, OBAP Board of Directors
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Special Thanks To All of Our Supporters
Jeanine Menze
Lieutenant Commander U.S. Coast Guard 
The first African American Female pilot in the 
United States Coast Guard

 

1. What sparked your interest in starting fly-
ing period, not just for the military, but how 
did you end up flying?

I grew up in Jamaica. I just always had this 
attraction and feeling towards aviation. I didn’t 
know any pilots either. I can’t even remember 
the first time I met another black female pilot. 
I mean, that might not have happened until 
I went to flight school for the military in 2004, 

and I met another black Navy female pilot. That 
was definitely years in the making. But I always 
just kind of felt this. I don’t know how to explain 
it. But just attraction or calming feeling when 
it came to thinking about aviation and flying. 
In Jamaica, going to the airport, every time I 
saw Air Jamaica, that was just such a warm-
ing feeling. I didn’t even put it together that one 
day, I can fly that aircraft. I just thought that is 
the coolest thing that I’ve ever seen. Listening to 
it take off and listening to it land, and watching 
it fly over the island all the time, I was just fas-
cinated with just seeing it and wondering how 
all that was possible. So I always had that in 
me from a child, but it wasn’t necessarily nur-
tured, and it didn’t grow because I didn’t have 
any other exposure or knew anyone else in 
aviation. So it was just in me this attraction that 
sparked this interest.  My family left Jamaica 
when we were ten; we migrated to Canada. We 
lived there for six years, and then we came to 
the states when I was starting my junior year of 
high school. When I moved to the U.S., my jun-
ior year of high school was such a turning point 
for me. I didn’t know anything about SATs, and I 
hadn’t thought about college. I hadn’t thought 
about college prep. But a lot of my peers when 
I moved here, that’s what they were doing. They 
had their colleges picked out. They had taken 
practice SAT exams, and they had their path 
already, wired for them pretty much. I felt lost. I 
was thinking, oh my goodness, what am I going 
to do? I naturally went back to those feelings of 
what has always fascinated me and what has 
always inspired me, and I would say aviation is 
it. I just started doing my research. At the time, 
I did look into the Air Force, but I wasn’t a U.S. 
citizen. So the path to becoming a pilot was dif-
ferent. It was a little challenging in that regard. 
I started looking into civilian flying, and the first 
time I think it was a Mooney at Embry riddle 
Aeronautical University in Daytona. They had an 
open house, and I got behind the aircraft’s flight 
controls with a flight instructor. I think we just 
did like a lap in the pattern or something. When 
we landed, I thought to myself, oh, my good-
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ator, then you’ll apply for flight school. If any-
one’s really interested in any of those options 
or just learning more about the Coast Guard, I 
would encourage them to check out www.go-
coastguard.com. That site really spells out the 
exact requirements for also becoming a Coast 
Guard pilot.

5. Since you were already a Certified Flight 
Instructor prior to joining the U.S. Coast 
Guard what were your original career plans?

I joined the Coast Guard; that was the 2003 
timeframe. This was the post 9-11 era where the 
airlines were going through a bit of a challenge 
similar to maybe what we might be seeing 
and facing right now with the pandemic. So 
looking at different options, whether I wanted 
to stick it out on the civilian side, that’s what 
kind of piqued my interest in starting to explore 
the military option, both as a way to serve my 
country and as a way to figure out how I could 
keep flying since there were definitely chal-
lenges on the civilian side to keep flying. So 
that’s what kind of promoted the switch from 
civilian to military. But it doesn’t have to be 

centered around a disaster like 9-11 or the pan-
demic. Outside of those two scenarios, some 
folks do start on the civilian side and decide 
that the military is a great option to continue 
that love of aviation. 

6. How difficult was in comparison was mil-
itary flight training, versus civilian flight 
training?

I would say that they both pose unique chal-
lenges. On the civilian side, I felt some of the 
stressors of military aviation did not exist in the 
same way. So they were both stressful, but on 
the civilian side, I felt like it was easier to man-
age that stress. For example, the instructors 
knew I was showing up, and I was paying my 
money, and they were going to take me flying 
and teach me what I needed to learn for that 
event or that flight. Because I was paying them 
directly and I was paying the flight school. So 
you’re paying for that service. With military 
flight training, you’re not necessarily paying 
the military to put you through flight paying 
and paying financially. You’re paying in time in 
that commitment that you give them. But the 

ness. That is it. Like, that’s what I want to do for 
the rest of my life. That was just so cool. That’s 
what I wanted to do. So that’s what started my 
path to aviation.

2. What sparked your interest in the U.S. 
Coast Guard? 

It is kind of funny that I joined the Coast Guard 
really because of OBAP. I was a CFI working in 
and around the Opa-Locka North Perry area. 
I found out about OBAP through a networking 
event I went to, and I met an American Airlines 
pilot by the name of Willie Parks, who became 
one of my first mentors in aviation. So although 
he wasn’t Coast Guard, originally, he was in 
the army. He introduced me to someone in the 
Coast Guard and someone who set me up with 
a tour at the Coast Guard Air Station in Miami. 
That’s one of the biggest one of the big Coast 
Guard bases around the country. I learned 
about the Coast Guard from that base, and I 
really just got hooked on what the Coast Guard 
stood for and all the missions that the Coast 
Guard prosecuted daily. So, I was just kind of 
motivated to join the Coast Guard and fly for 
the Coast Guard at that point.

3. Did you consider other branches of the mili-
tary?

I looked at different military branches, and I had 
spoken to an Air Force and a Navy recruiter.  I 
was definitely very interested. But I think what 
really kind of hooked me on the Coast Guard 
was when I found out that every day I come to 
work, and I’m on duty, I can get launched on a 
search and rescue case for someone in dis-
tress. The deployments that occur in the Coast 
Guard primarily surrounding humanitarian 
missions. If there was some natural disaster 
happening, you get deployed to take as much 
aid as possible to another country in distress. 
I don’t know; that was kind of a calling for me. 
Immediately I got drawn to that type of work.  
That’s what really solidified the Coast Guard 

for me is knowing every day I came to work, I 
could be partaking in some mission to save 
someone’s life or helping someone that’s fac-
ing some sort of natural disaster.

4. Could you describe the path of becoming 
an officer and pilot in the U.S. Coast Guard?

When I joined the Coast Guard, I did not know 
how to swim. That was one of the biggest 
challenges I had to face personally and over-
coming that fear. That was a huge challenge 
for me, and it was a little entertaining too be-
cause I remember going to the recruiter and 
the recruiter saying, “wait for a second, you 
want to join the Coast Guard, and you don’t 
know how to swim. You know, it’s a Coast 
Guard, right?” We’re all centered around the 
water, which was entertaining for him. He was 
kind of chuckling. But he saw I was working 
as a CFI, and I had applied to OCS. When I got 
selected, I went through OCS, which is Officer 
Candidate School. After OCS, you apply to 
flight school. I got selected, and I went to flight 
school straight from OCS.
Flight school is challenging, even though I was 
a civilian pilot before I joined the Coast Guard. 
It’s still a different way of flying. It’s a very tac-
tical way of flying, of course, as most military 
organizations are. Flight School is challenging 
both on the civilian side but definitely when 
you add the tactical factor for military flying. 
Flight School kicked it up a notch in the Coast 
Guard. A lot of people don’t realize they don’t 
have their own flight training program. We use 
a Navy, so when you do graduate, you gradu-
ate with naval aviator wings. So it’s the same 
flight school as Navy pilots. So, that was my 
path. However, I will say that there are many 
different paths to becoming a pilot in the 
Coast Guard. The first thing you got to do is 
become an officer.  That’s either through the 
direct commissioning program, Officer Can-
didate School like I did, or the Coast Guard 
Academy. After you’re assessed into the Coast 
Guard, if you are not a direct commission avi-
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now as well as three more are currently in flight 
school. We’re just anxiously awaiting for them 
to graduate and then get them into the fleet as 
well. I’m glad that the numbers are going up, 
but I wish it was going up faster. 

Even though the numbers are small, they’re 
trending in the right direction, which is a good 
thing and, it takes a while. So naval flight train-
ing takes about a year and a half, on average, 
to get through. To grow pilots within the Coast 
Guard and within military aviation, it takes 
time to get there. So we’re trending in the right 
direction. I know there are going to be many 
more to come. I hope by the time my daugh-
ter’s who’s ten and is ready to go into the work-
force, and maybe even go into flying, she’s 
going to look around and say there’s not one, 
two, three or ten, there’s a lot more of a higher 
percentage of black female pilots then than 1%.

9. How do you think we can increase the num-
ber of minorities in aviation? 

One thing I can probably offer is exposure. 
There are probably several ways to do it. One 
significant way that I think can make a differ-
ence is as a kid. You can believe it or even be it 
when you see it. The more we expose kids and 
other minorities to the industry of flying and 
to aviation, I think it will make it imprinted in 
their thought process on what they believe is 
possible and what they want to do, potential-
ly, when they grew up.  When I started flying, it 
was years and years of meeting other pilots, 
the majority males, who talked about why they 
got in aviation. They spoke about legacy, you 
know, their father, their grandfather, their un-
cles, and that’s kind of the story I always heard 
when I started flying. Everyone else was kind of 
there because that’s the line that they inherited 
from family. I think exposure is a good path for 
minorities also to get exposed to aviation. Like I 
said, by the time my daughter gets to the point 
where she wants to enter the workforce, she 
can say, Oh, you know, I knew about flying, or I 

got exposed to flying because of my mom, my 
sisters, etc., had this long legacy of aviation in 
them. My dream for minorities in the future is to 
have that legacy for sure.

 10.What has been your favorite aircraft to fly 
in?

My favorite aircraft to fly is the C-130H, which is 
what I currently fly. The Coast Guard got their 
first C-130H in the mid-1960s. To think that the 
Coast Guard has had the C-130H’s for that long 
since the 1960s. Now we’re in 2021 and flying this 
aircraft even though the Coast Guard is phas-
ing them out. I feel a part of that legacy, that 
history of even though that chapter is clos-
ing for the Coast Guard. I feel very sentimen-
tal towards that aircraft because of its legacy 
it’s had on the service. C-130s, in general, has 
a rich history in military service, just because 
it’s such a versatile aircraft, as well as it has 
all these tactical capabilities, which pushes 
your limits as a pilot. For me, the stick and rud-
der skills you’ve got to be really good at in the 
C-130. To conquer that is a challenge in itself. 
But to be a part of that long legacy of C-130s in 
the Coast Guard, I feel kind of extra special. So 
that maybe will always be my favorite aircraft 
to fly.

“Don’t just chase the money! Don’t just 
chase the traditional! Be open to examine 

your strengths and determine which 
industries require your skillset. ”

amount of information you are held account-
able for in a short period of time with the mili-
tary causes another level of stress that I didn’t 
necessarily experience on the civilian side. The 
civilian side was very much a slower pace of 
learning how to fly. The military side, the Coast 
Guard side, there is that tactical element also of 
what you’re doing, not the conventional takeoff, 
transit at altitude, you run through steep turns 
or stalls, spins, if you’re working on CFI. There 
are many other technical, tactical maneuvers 
that you learn on the military side that kind of 
up the game. You learned aerobatics in flight 
school, which is, it’s fun but it’s challenging as 
well. Some people would even say scary a little 
bit. The pace of information and the pace of 
performing is a steep learning curve for the 
military.

The financial commitment on the civilian side 
is also hefty. For people who are coming in and 
don’t have those financial resources to pay, 
here’s a check, let me pay for my private or my 
commercial or my CFI. So I think the challenges 
are different. With military flight training for me, 
as I mentioned before, swimming was also a 
challenge. You get to flight school and in naval 
flight training; you have to swim a mile within 
two weeks of classing up in flight training. For 
someone who just learned how to swim less 
than a year from showing up to flight school, 
that was a huge challenge for me. That was 
physically and mentally demanding. So the 
challenges that you face on both the civilian 
side and the military side are just different. But 
I would say that there are challenges on both 
sides.

7. How does it feel to be the first African Amer-
ican pilot in the Coast Guard? 

It’s an honor and a privilege for sure to hold 
that title. The challenge that comes with that is 
that I don’t know if I was necessarily prepared 
for or ready to tackle and really feel like the only 
one for a long time. We graduated our second 

black female pilot Lashonda Holmes, about 
five years after I graduated flight school. She’s 
a great part of the Fab Five. We’re all pretty 
close, but during those first five years,  I think 
being the only one has a way of affecting your 
confidence sometimes. Because when you’re 
in those spaces, and no one around you looks 
like you start to internalize that a little bit. 
Sometimes, when I was challenged with some-
thing, like a bad flight or not clicking with some 
part or some technical information, or some-
thing’s just not working out the way I want it 
to work out. I start wondering, well, okay, is this 
really what I’m supposed to be doing? Am I re-
ally supposed to be in this space? No one else 
here looks like me, and I start to question that. 
So that’s where my confidence would begin to 
take a hit a little negatively. I had to personally 
push myself and overcome those feelings to 
make sure that I knew that the demograph-
ics of the people around me really shouldn’t 
dictate how successful I was at something I 
really wanted to do. So I had to push through 
that personally, and that was just an internal 
challenge that I’m sure many people in that 
only space may go through. I would say it’s a 
privilege, and I’m honored to hold that title. It 
was also a challenge that I had to overcome, 
feeling like I was the only one in a workforce of 
80,000 plus people. Being the only black fe-
male pilot kind of weighs on you a little bit in-
ternally, but it was all worth it for sure because 
it gave some of the other black female pilots 
something that I kind of craved at that point in 
life. I wish there were just another black female 
pilot I can call and talk to and say, how do you 
think? What do you think about this, or how do 
you feel about this? So the fact that others can 
do that, and they can do it with each other, 
feels so good.

8. Is there still only five black female pilots in 
the Coast Guard? 

Well, we graduated a sixth. Jordan graduat-
ed at the end of 2020. So we’re up to six right 
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Naia Butler-Craig 
Dream Chasing to 

Become an Astronaut 

Naia Butler-Craig  is an aerospace engineer and Ph.D. Candidate at Georgria Tech University

1. Tell me a little bit about your 
childhood. At what point in your 
life did you know you wanted to 
become an Aerospace Engineer?

I think when I was younger, I always 
had some engineering qualities. 
The earliest kind of instance 
that my parents knew that was 
a very serious thing for me was 
when I was seven, and I drew the 
underbody of a car that I knew 
was going to run on oxygen. I didn’t 
doubt it. I thought I was going to 
invent a very futuristic car when I 
was seven. But then it wasn’t until 
I took a class called earth space 
science in the eighth grade that I 
had delved or learn more about 
space. While I was always intrigued 
by space, I didn’t have much basis 
other than that it was fascinating 
to look at at night. Still, when I took 
that class, I became very intrigued 
by how it enigmatically, mysterious, 
and it was all the possibilities that 
were possible in space. So after 
that experience in that class, I 
researched careers that involve 
space science, engineering, and 
math. Math was one of my favorite 
subjects at the time. It still is, and 
that’s how I stumbled across 
aerospace engineering, and I just 
never looked back from then.

2. As a recent graduate, what 
was a challenging moment 
when starting your journey as 

an aerospace engineer?

When starting my journey as an 
aerospace engineer, a challenging 
moment was physics one in my 
undergrad freshman year. I never 
took physics before that, and 
some of my classmates had taken 
physics in high school, but we didn’t 
have that where I went. Therefore, 
I was not very good at it, actually, 
and I believe I failed the first test I 
took, really, really bad. Then I went 
to speak to the Professor, and he 
was like, you know this first test 
should gauge your performance in 
the class. Be very mindful that you 
know physics is very fundamental 
to aerospace engineering, and it’s 
crucial to your success. So that in 
mind, I was like, oh no. Does this 
mean I’m going to be a failure? 
Does this mean I can’t be an 
aerospace engineer? I  went to 
that Professor’s office hours, and I 
was like, I don’t want to be told that 
I can’t do this. Just help me figure 
this out. He was game, he gave 
me a lot of resources, and I came 
back and aced those classes and 
did very well in the class in general.  
It taught me a lot about failure at 
that moment because that was 
one of the worse, I guess, has been 
I’ve ever gotten before. It required 
a lot of resolve to come out of that 
shock place, and I ended up doing 
well and finding out what I needed 
to do to fix what was wrong.

3. If you are able to, tell us one 
of your favorite projects you 
worked on and why?

It is called a sub kilowatt electric 
propulsion. It was an internship that 
I did at NASA Glenn back in 2018, in 
Cleveland, Ohio. I have always been 
obsessed with electric propulsion. 
But I learned that I was interested 
in electric propulsion during my 
first internship at NASA Glenn. I had 
just taken physics three, where you 
learn electro electromagnetics. I 
had already liked certain things 
about EP that I didn’t know. So when 
I stumbled across it, I was like, okay, 
this is what I want to do in grad 
school. I never changed my mind. 
When I find something, I tend to just 
kind of get tunnel vision and stick 
to it. So this is my first internship 
working on that specific piece of 
technology. So, if you’re not familiar, 
or if anybody’s not familiar with 
electric propulsion, it’s essentially 
space propulsion. Instead of using 
a combustive process like normal 
rocket engines, electric thrusters 
ionize a gas, using electrons, and 
accelerate those ions to produce 
thrust.  I got the chance to work on 
that project. It was super fun. I had 
a lot of responsibility, and then I 
eventually got put on a couple of 
papers with the lead engineers.
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4. What is a typical day as an 
Aerospace Engineering Ph.D. 
student, and a NASA Pathways 
intern in the Science and Space 
Technology Systems at the 
Glenn Research Center.

As a Ph.D. student, I’ll say that 
it is an experience that had 
many ebbs and flows. At least 
six hours in the lab each day 
for the last few days, but that’s 
not very characteristic of my 
entire experience here. That’s 
just because we’re preparing 
for tests, and test prep is usually 
much more cumbersome than 
the actual test itself. What I love 
about my lab is that we get 
experience across the board. 
You’re not just doing electric 
propulsion research; you’re also 
learning the ins and outs of how to 
test something, so that includes 
maintenance on our facilities 
and our testing equipment. We 
know how to fix that stuff when it 
breaks. In contrast, some people 
may only have the experience of 
just calling maintenance to fix it, 
but we are lucky enough to get 
that experience ourselves. Part of 
my job preparing for the test has 
been it’s been very multifaceted. 
So I’m doing all types of stuff, 
whether making wires, wiring 
up power supplies, or building 
the test component that we’re 
going to test. But, in general, I 

“Don’t compare yourself to anybody.  You can 
look up to people, but just let it be that let them 

be an inspiration. Don’t let them be a metric or a 
standard for your success. You have to set your 

standards for success. ”

would say it’s a lot of meetings. It’s a 
lot of brainstorming. A lot of asking 
questions, and it’s a lot of planning. I 
ask a lot of questions.

5. Did you have a mentor that 
helped you in furthering your 
studies?

I can say I’m very blessed to 
have a bunch of mentors who all 
have had huge hands in and just 
helping me get forward in general 

in the professional, academic, and 
personal spaces, too.  When I first 
started undergrad, I didn’t even 
know what an internship was. I didn’t 
think about it at all. I felt that I’m just 
going to get my education and go. I 
then met John Willims and Dr. Jade 
King, who was in leadership in the 
National Society of Black Engineers 
chapter. They were like; I need 
you to get your resume together 
because we’re going to go to an 
NSBE conference, and you’re going 

to get an internship. I did exactly 
that, and I am so grateful for that 
experience because I believe that 
set me off in the right direction. 
They took time out to really get my 
life together in undergrad and as a 
freshman. From there, I networked 
with people from NSBE, NASA, and 
through school. There have just 
been so many amazing people 
in what I call my village who have 
supported me in so many different 
ways, and so networking is huge 
for me and has been the most 
beneficial.

6. Being a female in any industry 
is hard, what keeps you motivat-
ed to keep going? 

I have some very big goals 
when it comes to my career, 
etc.  Sometimes I had to take 
myself out of focus and look at 
the big picture. This does help, 
but sometimes that doesn’t help. 
Sometimes I’m so burned out 
where I’m like, okay, I’m tired, I need 
something to get me going and 
a lot of that resolve has to come 
with from within. Sometimes you 
do it even when you don’t want 
to, and you do it when things are 
not as exciting. Because some 
of the things you go through are 
a means to an end. I try to keep 
that in mind because one thing I 
learned is that you’re not always 
going to be motivated, and that’s 

okay. That doesn’t mean quit; you 
should only quit after you’ve had 
a conversation with yourself. You 
made sure that was a decision 
you want to make, but motivation 
will be a fleeting thing. Sometimes 
you have to hunker down, and you 
have to do it when you don’t feel 
like it, but then, when you do it and 
do something great or have an 
accomplishment, use that as your 
fuel to the next accomplishment. 
I think what I got used to doing 
was skating by those things 
and saying, okay yeah, that was 
great, and then I move right on. 
I didn’t take a minute to breathe 
and accept or embrace what 
just happened, especially if it’s 
something that I should be proud 
of. Just take these moments to 
pat yourself on the back more 
that’ll remind you why you’re doing 
something.

7.  What would advice would 
you give to the next generation 
of aspiring aerospace 
professionals?

First of all, don’t compare yourself 
to anybody.  You can look up to 
people, but just let it be that let 
them be an inspiration. Don’t let 
them be a metric or a standard 
for your success. You have to set 
your standards for success. That 
should be totally based on who 
you are, not anybody else. It’s easy 

to look at your classmate who has 
an entirely different background 
and compare yourself. It actually 
makes no sense because the 
control variables are very different 
so that you can share those two 
datasets, and so that’s how I tend 
to look at it. I have a few pieces big 
pieces of advice, but that’s a big 
one. Number two would be not to 
count yourself out before you give 
yourself the chance to try. I’m the 
person that applies even when 
I don’t even feel the slightest bit 
qualified. That definitely happened 
with the Grad school. I did not do 
well. I think it was the junior year, 
right before applying to Grad 
school, I failed my first class. If I had 
sat there and felt sorry for myself 
for too long, I would’ve applied to 
Grad school, but instead, I  had 
so much support, especially from 
my family, who are pushing me 
to keep growing. I did my best. I 
did great my senior year, and I 
made sure I finished strong. I got 
into grad school, but if I had said 
that I wasn’t worthy of getting in or 
stayed in the place where I failed 
that class, I wouldn’t be where I am 
right now. Finally, just find mentors 
find people you can learn from, 
especially if something is very 
new to you, those people you may 
stumble upon, but there are other 
people you may need to seek out 
make networking a priority for you.
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Dominic Brown
tist by just having that interest 
and pushing forward to believe in 
yourself. 

I ended up going to school stud-
ying journalism because it was 
another interest of mine, to report 
and anchor. Eventually, I had an 
internship in Atlanta (the summer 
before I was supposed to gradu-
ate from the University of Geor-
gia). It changed my whole life and 
changed my career path. At that 
point, I had the opportunity to 
speak to a Meteorologist from the 
staff there. It completely opened 
my whole world to how I could 
still be a meteorologist, even after 
graduating. I have a master’s de-
gree in GEO Science, emphasized 
in Broadcast Meteorology from 
the Mississippi State University. 
Beyond that, there are certifica-
tions from the America Meteoro-
logic Society or National Weather 
Association. I also have the Amer-
ica Meteorologic Society seal of 
approval and am working toward 
their certified broadcast meteor-
ology seal.

3. What does your day-to-day 
work schedule consist of?

Typically, my work schedule is 
Monday through Friday, but I can 
work any day of the week if we have 
weather that is changing or some 
weather that could be big enough 
for me to go in on a Sunday or a 
Saturday. But typically, I work on 
the afternoon shift. I go about 2:00 
pm, and the first thing I do is look 
at the current conditions, what is 

Chief Meteorologist - WIS 

happening to the radar, satellite, 
temperature, winds, and humidity. 
I want to know what is happening 
right now before I even go to look 
at a forecast module. Then, I start 
looking at the forecast modules. I 
follow a sheet that I have had since 
grad school. It has what I would do 
for my ten days forecast and dif-
ferent notes from myself. I start 
looking at computer modules at 
the studio. Some of them are on-
line. Then I start forecasting for the 
next following days. I work with a 
colleague, and we begin to fore-

1. When did you realize you want-
ed to become a meteorologist? 

I was really young, about six/seven 
years old when I knew that I was 
interested in weather. I also got 
the interest from my dad because 
he’s been a weather fanatic all his 
life. So whenever we had thunder-
storms, rain, or anything like that, 
he would always go outside in-
stead of staying inside. What was 
most interesting for me was that I 
did not know how to spell meteor-
ologist. I did not know the path of 
becoming a meteorologist when I 
was a kid. It really was just a child-
hood hobby and dream of mine 
that I had for many, many years.

2. What type of training, degree, 
or certification is needed for your 
job? Was it difficult?

Most people have at least a bach-
elor’s degree in Meteorology or At-
mosphere Science, GEO Science, 
Climatology, or something like 
that in that field. Also, some peo-
ple would have a master’s degree, 
and others have a Ph.D. so that 
they can teach.  My career path 
was a little bit different. As I men-
tioned early, I really did not know 
what path to take, I thought it was 
interesting, but I never thought I 
could make Math and Science a 
career for me. For those trying to 
pursue a career as a meteorolo-
gist, you need to be interested in 
math and science, or push your-
self to like it and do it. Know that 
you can become a good scien-

“I am blessed and grateful for my honors and accolades. Also, 

to be an African American male in this business means a lot to 

represent African American males as a Chief Meteorologist.  ”

cast together. After that, we start 
working backward, day to night 
graphics. Then we update the sta-
tion webpage and mobile app. We 
also begin to get prepared to go 
online and on television. I am typi-
cally on the 5:00 pm, 6:00 pm, 7:00 
pm, and 11:00 pm broadcast. On a 
typical day, I am usually off at 11:35 
pm, but if we have severe weath-
er or really active weather, I could 
stay at work until 2:00 am.

4. What is the most rewarding 
and stressful part of your job?

I love giving back to my commu-
nity and students. I love visiting 
schools and talking to students 
about the weather and my ca-
reer. I love to see their eyes light 
up when I speak about something 
they have discussed in class and 
when they first raised their hand 
about that particular topic or sub-
ject. That makes me so excited to 
know that I am doing something 
right, and I know that they are lis-
tening when they see us on tele-
vision. I love picking their interests 
because, for me, when I was a kid, 
I did not know who to reach out 
to, and I never had a meteorolo-
gist visit my school and talk about 
meteorology.

I also like being able to warn peo-
ple of severe weather. I love thun-
derstorms, I love severe weather, 
but I do not like when the severe 
weather threatens someone. 
When we have thunderstorms or 
tornados, I get a journalism rush 
because we have to get that in-
formation out as soon as possible. 
But I like to let folks know quick-
ly and as accurately as possible 
so they can understand what is 
coming on their way. 

5. You’ve had recently been 
recognized by several organ-
izations for your outstanding 
work as a Weather Anchor and 
have been nominated for multi-
ple EMMY awards. When enter-
ing this career field did you ever 
think this was possible and how 
this success impacted you and 
your family?

No, and since my first internship 
in Atlanta, I had a friend who also 

was an intern. We used to always 
said, “I just want one, Emmy.”  Our 
goal list was to get one Emmy. I 
never thought it would happen. I 
think that for me, I was always try-
ing to rise with the occasion with 
my job and do the best job that I 
can on any given day or any giv-
en time and for Good weather and 
bad weather, for teamwork, team 
coverage, I always try to help my 
team members as best as I can. 
But I think I never thought I would 
ever get that Emmy at the end of 
the day. I was trying to do my job. 
Because of that, I have been so 
blessed and thankful to have had 
that opportunity to be an Emmy 
winner and received some ac-
colades from the South Carolina 
Broadcast  Association and some 
other local works in the Colum-
bia, South Carolina area. It’s been 
amazing to know that people ap-
preciate your work, and they are 
watching and listening, and also 
to see that you are doing some-
thing right! I know I must be doing 
something right for someone like 
me, even to be honored like this. 
Also, my family has been great. I 
know my parents made sacrific-
es when I was going from under-
grad to grad school and starting 
my career, not making that much 
money and having their support. It 
means a lot to my parents to know 
that they did something right too. 
I am blessed and grateful for my 
honors and accolades. Also, to be 
an African American male in this 
business means a lot to represent 
African American males as a Chief 
Meteorologist. I hope that I can be 
a positive image and still show 
something to others that look like 
me and want to do this career 
field, which brings me a lot of joy.
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A Woman Who Wears Many Hats 

Carole Hopson 

 United Airlines First Officer | Author |

Advocate for African American Female Pilots

Carole Hopson  is First Officer at United Airlines.

“ I’ve learned something incredibly important, which is, I can do all the 

things I want to do, but I can’t do them all at the same time.”

1.   Tell me a little bit about your 
childhood. At what point in your 
life did you know you wanted to 
become a pilot? 
 
I knew that I wanted to be a pilot 
when I was about four years old. 
But when I was that age, I didn’t 
know any black pilots a very long 
time ago. I didn’t know any female 
pilots, and I didn’t know any black 
females who wear eyeglasses. 
When I was little, the world just 
seemed so far away from me I 
used to lie in the grass and my 
grandmother’s backyard. She lived 
in a place called Collingswood, 
New Jersey, and the approach 
into the Philadelphia International 
Airport came right over her house. 
I would lie there and look at the 
airplanes, and when I was a little 
older, I would take notes and 
count how many planes there 
were and how many engines 

each aircraft had. I took a flight to 
Jamaica flying on Air Jamaica. I 
saw these amazing black pilots, 
and they look like I don’t know how 
else to say this, but paper dolls, 
I mean they were cut out and 
never perfect uniforms, and were 
amazing. They weren’t women; 
they were men. I went off to 
college and graduate school. The 
sight of those Air Jamaica pilots 
never went away. That four-year-
old inside me never kept quiet. 
She just kept yelling, when are we 
going to start flying.  In my 30s, I 
got together with my husband, 
and he gave me gift certificates 
to go and take a flight lesson. By 
then, I’ve done all sorts of different 
careers. I was so grateful when I 
took my first flight, and that was it, 
I was hooked. I was in my 30s, and 
it felt super late. When I got home, 
I told my then-boyfriend, that’s it, 
I’m quitting my job. I’m going to 

flight school full time. He was like, 
“oh no, not that good job.” At that 
time, I worked at Footlocker, where 
I headed up all of the training and 
development for Footlocker stores 
in North America, which consisted 
of 145,000 associates and 4,300 
stores across the US. But there was 
nothing I want to do more.

2.   You got a degree in 
Journalism, was that always 
your passion; if you could go 
back and change degrees to 
aviation would you and why?
  
I don’t believe in regrets. I believe 
that you do what you do, for 
the reason that you do it, and 
if it’s really bad, you say that 
you’re sorry, but you live, for 
the most part, you live your life, 
honestly, and based on what 
you think is important. At the 
time that journalism degree, my 
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undergraduate degree from the 
University of Virginia is in Spanish 
literature, and my Master’s 
degree is in Journalism. In my 
first career, I spent seven years 
as a newspaper reporter, and 
I’m going to tell you something. 
I would not change that for 
anything. The skills I gained as 
a newspaper reporter were 
phenomenal. All throughout 
training, I would just take copious 
notes, and the way my brain 
works is it processes information 
once I’ve written it down. So that 
skill was quintessential not only 
now, but for what happened 
later. So I wrote a historical 
fiction book about Bessie 
Coleman, and my goals are a 
book, a movie, and to have 100 
black women involved in flight 
school by the year 2035. That 
foundational skill of writing a 
newspaper article and writing a 
book or two different things I like 
to say it’s a difference between 
riding a horse and a dog.  I wrote 
between five to seven stories 
a day, and it was quick, fast-
paced, and exercise for your 
brain on how to organize things. 
That skill was beneficial to me 
along the way during training, 
prioritizing, logical thought, and 
writing my book. So no, I wouldn’t 
go back and change that, and, 
by the way, to be a pilot or air 
traffic controller, you don’t have 

“I want you to find yourself a mentor and stick 
like glue. I want you not to get frustrated when 
your mentors busy. I want you to seek the help 

that you need. ”

to have an aviation specific degree. 
I do nothing different in terms of 
school. That was a foundational skill 
that is useful to use throughout my 
career and my life.

3.  What drove your decision to 
leave a career that you were 
already thriving in to pursue a 
career as an airline pilot? 

I’ve learned something incredibly 
important, which is, I can do all the 
things I want to do, but I can’t do 
them all at the same time. So when 
I went to flight school, I quit my job. I 
went from one flight hour to become 
a certified flight instructor in eight 
months. It was only eight months 
because snowstorms severely 
impacted January and February 
flying. So here’s what I learned 
September 11 happened, and by 
this time, I got married to the guy 
who gave me those gift certificates 
and moved to New Jersey to go to 
flight school. September 11 was right 

around the corner, and it affected 
the whole world, including aviation, 
briefly.  My husband said to me, 
listen, we’re not getting any younger, 
so now’s the time if we’re going to 
have children. I had one, and then I 
had a second baby, two boys, and 
they were just too important. I never 
like to participate in a mommy wars 
who works and who stays home. 
I don’t like that. It’s a false choice 
for me, I wanted to stay home with 
them, and I did. I regret nothing 
about that choice, but I blinked, and 
14 years went by. I was getting older, 
and it was time to fish or cut bait, as 
they say, and if I was going to go to 
an airline, I had to get going. That’s 
what I did when my kids were in 
middle school. I haven’t regretted it. 
My kids are super proud, what a gift 
to give sons, black sons, the notion 
that their mom can do anything. She 
can change as she can write a book 
and fly a plane and raise them.

4. Tell us your experience about 
being a United airline pilot? 
             I wear my wings on my left 
side, where my heart is. I wear my 
stripes on my shoulders because 
I stand on the shoulders of the 
women, especially the black 
women who’ve gone before me. I 
stand on my mentors’ shoulders, 
some of whom are not black 
women. I stand on the shoulders 
of Bessie Coleman and it’s a song 
by Calvin Harris, and it says stand 
upon my shoulders and tell me 
what you see. I proudly wear a 
United pin that says, Black Lives 
Matter. I’m not real big about 
wearing pins that say that I’m 
important or that I matter. But I 
also wear an ALPA pin and it’s an 
ode to unions who have fought 
for the right for us to fly and make 
a decent wage and have decent 
rest. I will fight to make sure that 
100 black women get enrolled in 
flight school. It’s that important to 
me. In the aviation industry, there 
are approximately seven percent 
women. Two to three percent of 
these African American and black 
women fly for a living. Sisters of 
the Skies, part of OBAP, says that 
we are 150 African American 
women pilots, and that’s military, 
cargo, passenger, and regional 
carriers.  That is a percentage of 
one percent of all pilots.  That’s 
an outrage 100 years after Bessie 
Coleman went to flight school. 

So how do I feel about United 
Airlines? I mean love the fact that 
people have reached out to me, 
including a wonderful man who’s 
the President of United Airlines, 
Brett Hart, to talk about 100 Pairs 
of Wings. This is the project to get 
black women enrolled at OBAPs 
Luke Weathers Flight Academy.  I 
like to say this; I am the house 
that OBAP built. I am I’m different. 
I didn’t add an aviation degree. 
I didn’t have a straightforward 
trajectory. But people rallied 
around me and helped. So I like 
to talk about how United Airlines 
supported me and has been a 
support, and it’s a great place, and 
I’d like more of us here.

5.  What challenges did you have 
as a Women of color in a male 
dominated profession? 

I can’t compare United to 
American, Delta, Southwest, or 
FedEx. I can talk about what I’ve 
heard. I can talk about the fact 
that when I say that enrolling one 
hundred black women in flight 
school is essential, the President of 
the organization has reached out 
to me. I respect and love Susan 
White, senior manager of pilot 
hiring at United Airlines talks to 
me.  I have mentors and friends 
who think that idea is something 
to rally behind. I can say that this 
organization is open to doing what 
it needs to make sure that we 
get people into the pipeline. I like 
United a lot, because it is a place 
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that I have not been hushed 
or hey, what are you talking 
about or why are you wearing 
that darn pin? Why do you keep 
talking about hundred black 
women? No, they’ve reached out 
and said, you know you’re right.

6. Did you have any mentors or 
someone to push you to keep 
going? If so, what did they do or 
say to help you keep going and 
why? 
  
So I’m so scared to name 
mentors because I don’t want 
to miss any. I got some powerful 
mentors. Albert Glen from OBAPs 
Luke Weathers Flight Academy 
comes to mind. When I was 
trying to come back from 14 
years of being a flight instructor 
and worked at CAE, I was trying 
desperately to get back to the 
airlines. My kids got to middle 
school, and it was time. So Albert 
said to me, come down to our 
branch and fly like crazy. You 
keep talking about these black 
women. Go get some of the 
ladies you mentor and fly with 
them. I’m going to Mumbai, and 
I’ll be gone for 17 days. He picked 
me up at the airport, and he 
gave me the keys to his pickup 
truck, house, and airplane. Talk 
about trust, I was like, oh my God, 
like, let me make sure I take care 
of everything. American Airlines 

Captain Jenny Beatty has been 
my friend and mentor for over 20 
years. She introduced me to Bessie 
Coleman. Here, I was a college 
graduate, someone who had 
received her master’s degree from 
Columbia University, an Ivy League 
School, and I had never heard of 
Bessie Coleman. I was 34 years old, 
and I was the same age at which 
Bessie Coleman perished. Jenny 
gave me a cup, and I talked about it 
a lot. It’s in some pictures that I post. 
It was a coffee cup, and it had two 
paragraphs about Bessie Coleman 
and a photo of her on the front row. 
I thought I was going to lose my 
mind. I’d never heard of her before. 
Jenny has mentored me across the 
decades to get here. Captain Ray 
Evans at United Airlines was one of 
the best instructors I’ve ever had in 
my life. There’s a host of mentors 
such as Ian Howell at United and 
Jimmy Jamison at American.

7.  What advice would you  give to  
the  younger  generation? 

I want you to read, don’t consume 
social media, and not analyze what 
you take in. I am very, very big on 
nutrition. When I was pregnant with 
my first baby, I gained 140 pounds. 
When he was born, I weighed 
almost 300 pounds. I clock in this 
morning at 138 pounds. You don’t 
get back by just kind of being. You’re 
intentional, you’re purposeful, and I 
want young people to be intentional 
and to be purposeful. I want you to 
find yourself a mentor and stick like 
glue. I want you not to get frustrated 
when your mentors busy. I want 
you to seek the help that you need. 
There are scholarships. When I was 
coming up, I didn’t even know that 
existed. I want you to find yourself a 
group. There are so many groups, 
including the National Gay Pilots 
Association, Women in Aviation, 
OBAP, Sisters of the Skies, Latino Pilots 
Association, and the Professional 

Asian Pilots Association. There 
are so many associations. Find 
yourself something and stick like 
glue and analyze everything you 
read.

8.     You are about to release a 
book chronicling the life of Bessie 
Coleman. What made you decide 
to write about her and describe 
your experience or process of 
becoming a published author.  

I wrote a historical fiction about 
Bessie Coleman, and my book 
was designed to bring attention to 
the fact that our numbers are so 
paltry and to bring attention to a 
wealth gap and a talent gap. Also, 
to the exposure that’s required to 
get young women into science 
and aviation. Some people called 
STEM, I called STEAM, which for me 
stands for science, technology, 
engineering, aviation, and 
medicine. I like to think about our 
women as healers as scientists; 
just give us a shot. We’re amazing.  
I said to myself, how in the world 
could I, a college graduate with a 
master’s degree from Columbia, 
not know who Bessie Coleman 
was.  How can I make sure that 
other people know that she was 
beautiful, funny, smart, and agile?  
How do I bring her to life? How 
do I use that story to tell women 
like you are worth every single 
effort? How do I tell you about her 

vulnerabilities and her challenges? 
She was born in 1892, and when 
the Wright brothers soloed their 
flight on December 17, 1903, Bessie 
Coleman was 11 years old. How 
do we talk about somebody who 
wanted something so badly that 
she couldn’t get trained in New 
York, Chicago, or L.A. So she went 
to France and embedded it in 
that sentence is a notion that she 
had to learn how to speak French. 
That is passion. I don’t want to tell 
you; I want to show you.  I will give 
20% off every dollar I make from 
the book toward getting black 
women in flight school. That’s how 
important it is, and I want young 
women who are not interested in 

being pilots to seek, find, mature 
and realize their dreams. Look at 
the black women pilots in major 
airlines; we’re less than 100 in total. 
It’s not just the pilots; it’s air traffic 
controllers. It’s people who have 
design airplanes. I will not stop 
until we get there.            
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Shattering Glass Ceilings

Meet Charles Bolden retired astronaut and the first African American 
Adminstrator of NASA

1. Tell me a little bit about your childhood. At what point in your life did you know you 
wanted to become an astronaut?

A little bit about my childhood is that it began in South Carolina. I grew up in the segregated 
south, and I was a C. A. Johnson High School student, one of the two Black high schools in 
Columbia. My interest was mainly in science and math. I had zero interest in the military, 
no interest in the space program at the time. I got into science because I saw a program 
on television called Minneapolis Life at the Naval Academy program, and I fell in love with it 
ever since. The campus fascinated me, but what caught my eye was the training that the 

in Aerospace

midshipmen had to go through. So, I decided in 7th grade at the age of twelve that I wanted 
to go there for college, and everything I did after that was towards getting me there.

2. Why did you choose to go into the Marine Corps? 

During my first year at the Naval Academy, one commissioned officer responsible for about 
150 midshipmen students was a young marine infantry officer. He was fresh from Vietnam, 
and he was so inspiring that when it came time to graduate after four years there, I said, “I 
want to be like him.” So, I decided to accept my commission into the Marine Corps.

3. Did your time at the Naval Academy change what you wanted to do later in life? 

While I was training, I realized I did not like crawling in the mud, and that’s a stark aware-
ness for a person who thinks they are going to be an infantry officer. I took my aviation op-
tion when we got out of the academy and headed for Pensacola, Florida. The first time I got 
in an airplane and lifted off, I was blown away and knew that is what I wanted to do.

4. Tell us about your first space mission, was it still as exciting as your last space mis-
sion?

I flew four times in space, all of them were unique, and all four were incredibly exciting. I was 
just as giddy and excited on my fourth flight, just as I was on my first flight. Going to space 
is unique, never gets old, and the views from space are always mesmerizing. You always 
see something that you never saw before.

5. If you are able can you tell us your favorite project which you led serving as the NASA 
Administrator? 

One of my favorite projects is a program called Servir; in Spanish, it means to serve. It is an 
Earth Science program in our Earth Science Division, and we work with the United States 
Agency for International Development.  We provide the scientific expertise. It’s a program 
that deliverers Earth Science Data, things related to temperature, all kinds of things about 
the climate, humidity, rainfall, snowfall, you name it. Using a fleet of satellites on orbit, air-
planes that we fly over particular areas, scientists and people on the ground to help peo-
ple worldwide with basic things like crop planning, water resources management, disaster 
planning, and relief, and so much more.

6.  What were your main challenges of being an African American Male in aerospace? 

Being an African American Male means that I was the minority. At the time, there were no 
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women to put beneath even that. So 
we were at the bottom of the food 
chain, in the society where people 
thought about power. It started while 
I was at the Naval Academy. I had 
already come from the segregat-
ed south and was accustomed to 
segregation, but I went to the Naval 
Academy, where it was integrated 
in “principle.” We lived together but 
very seldom associated with each 
other. In my first year at the Naval 
Academy, I hated it. I thought I had 
left the segregation, the abuse, and 
harassment, but I didn’t. It had just 
changed where it was and how it 
showed itself. I didn’t have to like the 
Naval Academy to be successful; all 
I had to do was, like my father said, 
and showed them that they couldn’t 
run me out of the school.

7.  What advice would you tell your 
younger self? 

I would teel my younger self and others to study hard all the time. Constantly study! What do 
I need to study if I want to be an Astronaut? Well, you need to study math, science, engineer-
ing, all kinds of technical things. Still, you also need to be able to read and write and converse 
fluently because you have to represent yourself and your ideas so that people will be willing 
to listen and hear you out. You also have to win the debate with other people, and you can’t 
do that if you are not literate. Also, history is extremely important as we are learning now. If 
we don’t know our history, we are destined to repeat it. The second piece of advice is to work 
really hard. Example is anything in which you are interested in such as sports, dance, art, mu-
sic; everybody you ever had as a coach or a teacher says if you want to be good, you have to 
practice and work really hard in the classroom to make sure that you are trying to be the best 
even if you aren’t the best in your class. Finally, the most important piece of advice is never 
ever afraid of failure. Don’t let someone else convince you that you cant do something, and 
don’t convince yourself that you can’t. Be a risk-taker, a smart risk-taker, but don’t ever let 
fear keep you from doing something you want to do.

 Collegiate Corner

The Auburn University Chapter is a proud 
collegiate affiliate of the Organization of Black 
Aerospace Professionals. The chapter was 
chartered by ten members in the summer of 2019 
and became an official campus organization in 
September 2019. OBAP at Auburn University has 
grown to approximately 25 members majoring 
in Professional Flight and Aviation Management. 
The Auburn University Chapter strives for 
excellence as members carry out the vision of the 
organization. The chapter encourages students 
to join the illustrious organization and promote 
progress through the chapter’s respective 
social media platforms (Facebook, Instagram, 
Twitter). The 2020 – 2021 academic year has been 
restrictive due to the coronavirus pandemic; 
however, the guidelines have not deterred the 
chapter’s mission. 

To begin, Auburn University has a background 
of over 75 years of experience conducting 
aviation-based education and going through 
many inevitable ups and downs. The program 

has grown significantly into a well-accredited foundation connected to a strong network of 
4,000+ alumni and world-class organizations/headquarters. Students majoring in Professional 
Flight Management will become well-trained pilots in an aircraft fleet of 35 G-1000-equipped 
Cessna 172SP Skyhawks and 4 Piper PA-44 Seminoles. Additionally, Auburn University has recently 
acquired the new Delta Air Lines Aviation Education Building, a two-story facility consisting of 
classrooms, a flight simulator laboratory, and debriefing rooms with flight dispatch located on 
the bottom floor. They will utilize this facility to perform an FAA-approved part 141 flight school 
and carry out aviation instruction following the prescribed curriculums. This program benefits 
our members because the school has been endorsed by the Aviation Accreditation Board 
International (AABI). It has established contracts with reputable airlines (i.e., Endeavor, Mesa, 
Envoy, etc.) This program allows certified pilots to qualify for the attainment of the FAA Restricted 
Airline Transport (R-ATP) certification with as little as 1,000 hours of flying experience if they at 
least obtain their Instrument – Commercial certificates at Auburn University. There are currently 
600-plus students who comprise the Aviation Management and Professional Flight Management 
majors with 21 faculty and staff members on the Aviation Board. Contrary to all the positives, 
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Auburn University Aviation has experienced many challenges throughout the years, mostly 
due to financial pressures and internal factors. It was recently moved out of the Raymond J. 
Harbert College of Business into the College of Liberal Arts. 

During the year, members focus on enhancing their professional development and serve 
the community. Each scheduled meeting is productive. Meetings are held twice a month on 
Mondays at 6:00 pm Central Standard Time. Students have gained a wealth of knowledge 
from guest speakers, resume workshops, and mock interview sessions. Recently members 
began implementing aviation presentations for the 2020-2021 academic year. The 
presentations enable students to improve confidence, enhance delivery and articulation 
techniques. Students are expected to contribute at least one aviation presentation 
concerning a current event or aviation topic interesting to them. When students are not 
delivering presentations, guest speakers lend words of wisdom. In the Fall 2020 semester, two 
aviation management alumni spoke. Yehowali Sekaya, Operations Supervisor from Gulfport-
Biloxi International, and Charles Jones, Operations Officer from Greenville-Spartanburg 
International Airport, spoke to students about daily operations. OBAP at Auburn University 
also enjoyed hosting Captain Houston Mills, Vice President of Flight Operations of UPS and 
Vice-Chair of Airlines for America on February 8, 2021. He spoke about the importance of hard 
work and dedication. Captain Mills’ words of wisdom were captivating as he encouraged 
listeners to think positively. 

Additionally, members are passionate about making a positive impact in the Auburn-Opelika 
community. The Organization of Black Aerospace Professionals at Auburn University Chapter 
has been heavily involved with the local community since it was originally established. 
The chapter regularly partners with local organizations such as Our House, Alabama 
Rural Ministry, and Lunches of Love. Our first outreach event took place at Moton Field in 
Tuskegee, Alabama, on February 8, 2020. We participated in a convention of tribute towards 
the Tuskegee Airman and their accomplishments during this event. Amid all seriousness, 
members enjoyed touring the Friends of Tuskegee Airmen National Historic Site. Attendees 
viewed all hangars, purchased items from the local gift shop, and watched a short film 

presented in the theater room. We also had a presentation administered by Captain Willie 
Billingslea, current Commanding Officer for the Auburn/Tuskegee University ROTC consortium, 
former Flight Officer/Commander/Chief/Director/Sailor of the United States Navy, and the 
current Advisor of our local OBAP chapter. We also work in conjunction with the Alabama 
Rural Ministries, which is a Christian-centered organization formed by participating churches. 
Alabama Rural Ministries was initially founded by Lisa Pierce et al. in Sumter County, Alabama 
1998 as a pilot project through the University of West Alabama Wesley Foundation (United 
Methodist Campus Ministry) and Auburn University. We have participated in many community 
repair projects managed by their organization, most recently with the Rural Ministries Service 
Day on October 17, 2020. During this event, we had a total of ten members volunteer to help 
repair homes damaged by tornadoes. We were split into two groups. One group went over to 
Smith Station to paint ceilings and move concrete, then cleared the debris out of the yard while 
the other half went to clean up and remove old carpet at a house in Lee County. The chapter 
also participates in packing lunches for the underprivileged kids for Lunches of Love for the 
Loachapoka School and the upcoming Labor of Love Service Day on February 13, 2021. 

The future of the Organization of Black Aerospace Professionals at Auburn University is bright. 
The chapter is proud of the growth and continues to strive to inspire excellence. All members 
are passionate and are honored to be a part of a wonderful community that embraces 
minority participation in the aerospace industry. The Auburn University Chapter is breeding 
future leaders. The chapter’s future goals include increasing membership and partnering with 
local schools to expose youth to the aviation industry’s endless possibilities. The chapter looks 
forward to updating others about future projects. Please connect with us on social media for 
more updates. 
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The Jacksonville University Student chapter of the Organization of Black Aerospace Professionals 
was established in the Spring of 2019. Before the official establishment of the chapter, we only 
had students who were members of the national chapter. Together with the help of the national 
organization, these individuals spearheaded the establishment of a collegiate chapter at 
Jacksonville University. Currently, we have 21 members, nine of which are recent graduates. The 
chapter is run by a student executive board that consists of a President, Vice President, Secretary, 
Treasurer, and Social Media Coordinator. 

Associate Director and Chief Instructor of the school of Aviation Alix Melchionna serves as 
the chapter advisor. Our chapter has hosted volunteering events, educational webinars and 
participated in the annual OBAP convention under her leadership. In 2019, President Zelalem 
Desta and Treasurer Elorm Amegashie were able to fundraise $600 and pitch in out-of-pocket 
money to attend the 43rd Annual Convention in Los Angeles, California. At the conference, they 
learned about the extensive opportunities OBAP offers for aspiring professionals, participated in a 
resume workshop, mock internship interviews, networking opportunities, and sessions about other 
aerospace industry aspects.

Upon establishing our chapter, 
we’ve followed a curriculum 
of regular meetings that keep 
our members up to date about 
volunteer opportunities, internships, 
and scholarships made available 
to us by OBAP National. Our 
meeting schedule includes 
bi-weekly general meetings 
and weekly executive member 
meetings. Outside of our campus 
presence, one of our goals was 
strong community outreach. 
We aspired to be connected to 
elementary schools in Jacksonville 
and be a resource for the next 

generation of aerospace professionals. In February 2020, we had the honor of volunteering at 
Biscayne Elementary School in Jacksonville, Florida, where we spoke to the students about the 
different careers in aviation and the work OBAP does to support and promote the advancement 
of minorities in aviation. The students heavily engaged with us, and we enjoyed mentoring the 
students during a time where we’re being mentored as well. Jacksonville University’s admissions 

“Aerospace is always at the front of 
innovation, I love seeing the advancements 
and getting to contribute to contribute to 
the community.” Mouhamadou, President, 
Senior in Aerospace Engineering

The opportunity to work on big projects 
such as space vehicles.” Anthony, 
Sophmore in Aerospace Engineering  

“I’ve always dreamed of being a pilot. I 
caught the bug from a very early age and 
have stuck to it my whole life.” Arnaud, 
Chapter Outreach Chair, Sophmore in Air 
Transportation

“ I love being apart of a community that 
defying the odds.” Kalyn, Vice President, 
Junior in Aerospace Engineering
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to this volunteering opportunity, we look forward to hosting a fundraising event to raise money 
for supplies that our members might need and to be able to continue our community outreach 
in volunteering and interacting with young dreamers. 

We are truly grateful for OBAP’s guidance and mentorship as we navigate this difficult time in 
our industry. Our industry has been one of the hardest-hit amidst the pandemic, and it was sad 
to see thousands furloughed and at crossroads with what to do next. OBAP has been there to 
encourage us not to give up on our dreams and that there will be light at the end of the tunnel 
for us young aviators.  We are hopeful that the situation will get better with time, and we stay 
committed to pursuing our dreams.

office even provided some school supplies and souvenirs for the students. The administration 
of the elementary school was even working with us to create a regular schedule for us to 
come and visit the students. Unfortunately, we had to abandon those plans because of the 
pandemic.

Over the past year, OBAP has had several visits from our mentors on the university premises. 
In March 2020, the Southeast Collegiate Directors Joel Simpson and Anya Kearns facilitated 
a discussion on how we can make strides to improve our career paths as young aviators. We 
ended that night with bowling, bonding, and a new sense of direction. In March 2020, industry 
professionals Monique Grayson and Granville Smith came during one of our general body 
meetings to talk about how the collegiate committee can help our chapter members be 
more prepared and successful in our specific career path. Monique and Theo also shed more 
light on OBAP’s scholarship and internship opportunities and the mentorship program. 

In the Fall semester of 2020, most classes were online, causing most Jacksonville University 
students to stay home and complete the semester virtually. To accommodate, we were 
forced to have virtual events and bi-weekly meetings. We organized a learning opportunity 
by hosting an Airspace Webinar for the entire student body to learn more about Airspace. At 
the end of the presentation, we held a Kahoot quiz for members, and the winner received a 
$25 gift card at the bookstore. 

This semester we are working on volunteering at an aviation event happening at the Cecil 
Field airport in Jacksonville. FlyforTheCulture is hosting the event. This will be an excellent 
opportunity for us to connect with other aviators and help serve the community. In addition 



Dreams2Careers36 Dreams2Careers 37

“As I’ve grown older and walked into success, part of my DNA is to give 
back and help the next generation see what’s possible. I happen to be 

the only African American Vice President of Flight Operations in the 
United States. It would be shameful for me not to share that knowledge 

with others.”

and a Marine recruiter was 

on campus. He asked if I 

was interested in the Marine 

Corps. My reply was abso-

lutely not; I had no ambition 

of going out and shooting 

people. He then told me 

about a Judge Advocate 

program that allowed me to 

help me pay for law school, 

and all I had to do was give 

them three years of being 

a judge advocate; lawyer. I 

thought it was fascinating, 

so they told me about the 

officer training program, 

the PLS, where they said 

they would help me get in 

shape for my upcoming 

basketball season; they will 

pay me, and it would lead a 

pathway to commission; so 

I said sign me up! At the end 

of the six weeks at officer 

training school in Quantico, 

Virginia, they had a com-

bined arms exercise where 

they showed the combined 

air and ground power of 

the Marine Corps from hel-

icopters, carriers, A6’s and 

marines propelling out of 

these helicopters and that 

was so fascinating to me. I 

Houston Mills
Vice President Flight Operations United Parcel Service

1. At what point in 
your life did you 
know you wanted to 
become a pilot?
 I grew up in Indian-

apolis, Indiana. My dad was 

a blue-collar guy, and my 

mom was a stay-at-home 

mom. I was an athlete with 

no ambitions about flying 

airplanes. I played basket-

ball, baseball, and football. 

I was very fortunate at a 

young age to have a lot of 

love at my home and curi-

osity to learn. As an under-

grad, I majored in English 

literature major and mi-

nored in Political Science 

minor and Pre-Law. I was 

working out between my 

sophomore and junior year, 

A veteran of the US Marine Corps, Houston served in operations Desert 

Shield and Desert Storm and flew in operations Restore Hope and Southern 

Watch. Houston joined UPS in 1994 as a DC-8 flight engineer. He was 

promoted into management six years later and has held positions of 

increasing responsibility in Human Resources, Flight Training, Flight 

Standards and Flight Operations. 
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7. Recently, you were in the national spotlight 
serving as Captain of the aircraft that flew 
the first round of COVID-19 vaccines across 
to country so they could begin to be distrib-
uted to Health Care workers and our elderly 
population. Could you explain what it took to 
make that happen and how important is air 
cargo operations to our economy?

It was an honor that we could make flying the first round of 

COVID-19 vaccines across the country! It was an honor that 

UPS asked me to be apart of that historic flight. I was very hum-

ble and honored to be apart of it. Both my co-pilot and I were 

retired military who happen to both fly fighter jets. So you had 

two fighter guys who had the honor of flying the first vaccine 

to the United States. I think both of us had a service before 

self mind self, and when I was in the Marine Corps in the first 

Gulf War, you are fighting a specific force; this was different. 

This pandemic is different because literally, the whole world is 

fighting against it. When I realized that this flight was a symbol 

of the beginning of what we hope to be the end of this pan-

demic. So as people start to see the vaccines flying in, it was a 

symbol of hope. We are finally here. This vaccine is a combi-

nation of many scientists, doctors, first responders, and some 

of the world’s brightest minds working to bring something for-

ward to the world that collectively gives back some sense of 

normality. And for us as an integrator, UPS was uniquely posi-

tioned because we do more than just flying. We have a stor-

age facility that can store the vaccines that have to be stored 

at different temperatures. We have tremendous capabilities 

across the board. We have been working in the health care 

center for a number of years to the point where we deliver 50 

thousand life-saving medicines over any given day around the 

world. When the pandemic first started off, we partnered with 

FEMA and operation Air Bridge to help distribute over 24 million 

pounds of PPE (Personal Protective Equipment) to help move 

the world forward. We UPSers are very proud to be apart of this 

partnership. For us to be apart of that moment is an honor, and 

we are very humble, even though we know there is a lot of work 

ahead of us. We are very thankful that we have that capability, 

and aviation as a whole is helping us move these around the 

world. It takes all of us to make a difference. Our Founder Jim 

always says one of my favorite quotes, which is, “Determined 

people working together can accomplish anything.” At the end 

of the day, we are going to knock this thing out.

went back to school and asked my Marine Recruiter what it 

would take for me to fly one of those airplanes. He said, take 

the ASVAB Test and score well enough, and I will change 

your law contract to your aviation contract; he did just that.

2. Did being in the military influence your 
career after you got out?

After my six-week training in Officer Training School for the 

Marine Corps, I learned that flying is where I wanted to be.

3. Has there ever been a time when you 
wanted to give up? If so, when and what 
did you do or say to talk yourself out of it?

I didn’t have a time where I wanted to give up because the 

main thing I learned in flight school and college was not 

getting too high and not getting too low. I gained confi-

dence, which gave me the never-give-up attitude and not 

allowing setbacks to hold me back from different oppor-

tunities.

4. Was the United Postal Service your first op-
tion as a career? If so, why?

Yes, UPS was my first choice. When I left the Marne Corps, I was 

fortunate to have a lot of career options. December of 1993, my 

wife decided to make a move, where I had a friend who worked 

in UPS who said, hey, they are hiring. I will be happy to give them 

your resume. That’s what I did. The next day I got a call for an in-

terview and got hired on the spot. In May of 1994, I left the Marine 

Corps on May 3rd and was in class for UPS training on May 14th.

5. What was one of the most significant re-
sponsibilities when you are the vice president 
of flight operations?

When I was the Vice President of Flight Operations, my most sig-

nificant responsibility was to make sure that we run a safe and 

compliant airline. Every day I come to work, and my job is to help 

others grow and become successful because at some point, I’m 

going to retire, and I need to make sure that the next generation 

of leaders is going to be successful. So my most important job is 

training my replacement and ensuring that my replacement is 

training their replacement. So I have to treat it with a lot of care 

until the next person arrives.

6. Did you have any mentors growing up, or in 
your career field now that helped you get you 
to where you are now?
Yes, I had mentors growing up and in my career field that helped 

me get where I am now. Throughout my life, I have always had 

people that I’ve looked up to, and I’ve always had men in my life 

who have been able to talk to and challenged me to be better, 

encouraged me to dream big, and quite frankly help me under-

stand the importance of giving back. And so, as I’ve grown older 

and walked into success, part of my DNA is to give back and help 

the next generation see what’s possible. I happen to be the only 

African American Vice President of Flight Operations in the Unit-

ed States. It would be shameful for me not to share that knowl-

edge with others.
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My mechanical Engineering did not 
help sway me in NASA’s direction be-
cause it has always been my desire 
to go in aerospace towards the astro-
nautical route then the aviation route. I 
was the first African American Female 
to get a Ph.D. at that center and was 
also the first at Howard University for 
Mechanical Engineering. I also was the 
first African American Female Cam-
bridge resident.

3. What were the chal-
lenges of being an African 
American Women, in the 
engineering field and at 
NASA?

The challenges that I faced being an 
African American woman in the en-
gineering field started at MIT. There 
weren’t other young ladies of color 
in my aerospace discipline and the 
classes I studied and few African 
American men. By the time I got to my 
junior year, there was one. There was a 
bit of isolation and trying to figure out 
how to find the right people to study 
with. I bonded with other people in the 
program, but there weren’t other engi-
neers. The only time we saw a change 
at NASA was when we had to join to-
gether to file a class action law-suite 
against NASA. The way they respond-
ed was very encouraging, and I able to 
get promoted.

4. Did you have a mentor 
that helped you in your ca-
reer path?
There weren’t many people in my field 
growing up, so when I got into my field, 
I decided to help others.

5. What is a typical day as 
a NASA Engineer?

My daily life is never the same. I spend a lot of my time look-
ing strategically at what we should be doing for proposals 
and technology. I have been a chief technologist and my 
current job title new business lead for the systems and tech-
nology division. I was an instrument manager, and before 
that, I did attitude control systems, where I designed space-
craft systems to control their positions and location in space.

6. As one of the few women aerospace 
engineers, what advice would you give 
other women and girls if they want to pur-
sue anything to do with NASA?

It’s important to be engaged in the stem disciplines. It’s es-
sential to have some idea about science and technology. 
You can’t survive in this world without some understanding 
of how to use some technology. I don’t see how as a techni-
cal-minded person, you will be successful in a technical field 
without knowing some coding. Coding is key, just like math or 
science skills.

7.  Do you believe that the industry is get-
ting more inclusive towards women in the 
engineering field?

Yes, I do believe that the industry is getting more inclusive 
towards women. There is a change going on at our institu-
tions where we work, and there are more women and women 
of color. The institutions that we work at are more supportive, 
like the Society of Women Engineers.cation Program.  

Meet Dr. Aprille Ericcson NASA Aerospace Engineer

1. Tell us a little bit about your childhood. At what 
point in your life did you know you wanted to become 
a NASA Engineer?
I grew up in Brooklyn, New York, in the projects. For a while, my mom was a 
single parent, and my dad didn’t live with us. I started at the neighborhood 
school for school, then went on to middle school and was at a special pro-
gram school, which a bit more geared towards math and science. In the 
summers we spent it in Cambridge, Massachusetts with my mom’s fami-
ly, I got a scholarship to go to Cambridge School of Westin, a little outside 
Cambridge. This school was very much focused on Liberal Arts careers, so I 
was a little bit different since I like math and science. Junior year someone 
suggested I go to a summer program at MIT for minority students, and I did. 
That’s how I ended up in the career path I am in now. 

2. Did your Mechanical Engineering degree help sway 
you in the direction of NASA?
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“It just occurred to me that those same fire cannons many years 
prior were aimed at the black people who were getting together. This 
time they were aimed to honor the black mother of the civil rights 

movement.  ”

But they kept twisting my arm, and finally, I said 
sure. But I’ll only do it for two years. You guys have 
to agree to pay for my move back into two years, 
and I never moved back. I got so busy being 
a part of the atmosphere at Chicago Midway 
I love my job. I loved every minute of my job. I 
kept telling people that as soon as I get my desk 
cleared off, I’m going back to Phoenix. But I never 
cleared off my desk.

4. What advice would you give for someone 
following in your footsteps?

First of all, my advice would be to find something 
you love and really want to do. Whatever it is, 
if you really want to be a pilot, do that. Then, if 
it is a pilot, you have to find the right company. 
Each company has its own culture. So you need 
to find a company that is culture fits you, and 
that’s what I did at Southwest Airlines. I found the 
perfect culture that was perfectly good for me.

5. When you started at Southwest in 1980 did you 
face any type of discrimination 

I was the only African-American pilot. That made 
me easy to spot. But you know what, the pilots 
and employees at Southwest were very friendly, 
very accommodating to me. The good thing was 
I had flown with a bunch of them when I was in 
Sacramento flying the T-43 in the Air Force. My whole 
squadron came down Southwest. They were the 
one that was saying Lou you need to come down 
to Southwest. If you loved being in Mather, which 
was the Air Force Base, you’re going to absolutely 
adore being at Southwest. He talked about Herb 
Kelleher, Coleen Barrett, like uncle Herb and aunt 
Coleen. Because I was from Dallas anyway, it was 
like a winning situation. I got a chance to come 
home fly airplanes, and I get a chance to fly with 
my friends. So it was like a no-brainer. Southwest 
at the time wasn’t big, and I was number 187 on the 
overall seniority list. Also, Southwest only had 20 
airplanes at the time. It was a very small company, 
but it grew right after I got there. When I first arrived 
at Southwest, the only place outside of Texas they 
flew to was New Orleans, Albuquerque, Oklahoma 
City, and Tulsa. Everything else was inside of Texas. 
The people at Southwest Airlines still to this day 
are what makes Southwest Airlines. Well, as I said, 
they were very friendly, very accommodating, and 
had a couple of guys who were resident bigots on 
the property, but even those guys treated me with 
respect because I knew what I was doing. I flew in 

the Air Force, and I knew what I was doing, and if they 
would’ve messed with me, all my buddies from the 
Air Force want to talk to him. So it was a very smooth 
transition.

6. Is there anything else you like to mention? 

Oh, there are many. I had the opportunity to live in 
First of all, there’s a lot of things I would like to say. If 
you have a dream, don’t be afraid to follow it. Don’t 
be afraid to be the first doing something, whether it’s 
a first in your family, the first of your race or genders. 
Don’t be afraid to accept the challenge. A challenge is 
just something you haven’t done yet. It’s a simple as 
that. It doesn’t mean you can’t do it. That’s the beauty 
of it, and you have to figure it out. You can work 
harder, and you can work smart. I believe in working 
hard and smart, and that’s what you have to do if 
you’re doing a chore, do your best.

Louis Freeman
Retired Southwest Airlines Captain

1.What sparked your interest 
in aviation and when did you 
realize you wanted to be a pilot?  

Failure, I was in college ROTC, and 
I took the AFOQT test, which is the 
U.S. Air Force Officer Qualifying 
Test. I did great on all the portions 
except the pilot portion. But the 
reason I did not do well on the 
pilot portion because I knew 
nothing about airplanes. Simple 
as that. So, I did great on the 
navigator portion. They said, 
OK, no problem, you could be a 
navigator. You can be right up 
there with the pilots. But I was 
not used to failure. I was used 
to succeeding. Even though I 
had no clue about being a pilot, 
I had no inkling that I wanted to 
be a pilot just because I did not 
make the grade; I spent the next 
year learning about airplanes 
independently. I retook the test 
next year, and because I knew 
something about airplanes by 
then, I did well on the test, but the 
thing was, somewhere during that 
year, I fell in love with the idea you 
know what I think I would like to 
be a pilot. I fell in love with piloting 
because I didn’t pass a portion of 
the test.

2. What is your best memories of 
being an airline pilot? 

This industry chose me. If you 
Well, I can tell you my number 
one best memory even though it 
was a sad occasion. Rosa Parks 
passed away, and I was a chief 
pilot in Chicago. When I got a call 
from our community relations 
person in Baltimore, stating the 
NAACP contacted us and wanted 
to know if we could transport Rosa 
Parks remains and her family 
on this last final tour. She called 
me and asked me if there is 

something that Southwest will be 
interesting in doing. Fortunately, 
our executive vice president of 
operations had just left my office. 
He was going back to Dallas. I had 
walked him to the airplane. So, I 
went back over there before he 
took off, and I asked him. He said 
it sounds like the right thing to 
do. I love the fact that Southwest 
could do something like that spur 
the moment without a whole 
lot of meetings. They let me put 
together my crew, which was a 
lot of fun because I got a chance 
to fly with my buddies. The bad 
thing about that was some of 
my other buddies are still hating 
me because of that. They did not 
get a chance to get in on it. But 
the best part of that was I got a 
chance to take my family with 
me. My wife, daughter, and son 
got a chance to be a part of the 
historic occasion. We took her to 
Montgomery and Washington, 
D.C. To see the peoples’ reactions 
to Rosa Parks coming back 
home to Montgomery and going 
to D.C., the whole thing about 
that was touching. The summer 
before then, I took my kids to 
Memphis and went to the civil 
rights museum in Memphis. I let 
them know how many people had 
sacrificed for them to be where 
they were. We sat on a replica of 
the bus that Rosa Parks sat. The 
bus is actually in Michigan. But 
we sat on a replica that summer 
and that very fall; a couple of 
months later, we were escorting 
her body around the country. 
One of the things that really 
touched my heart is that when 
we arrived in Montgomery, the 
fire department was there, and 
they gave us a salute with the fire 
cannons over the airplane. It just 
occurred to me that those same 
fire cannons many years prior 

In 1980 Captain Freeman became the first African 
American Pilot hired by Southwest Airlines. In 1992 he 
would become the first African American Chief Pilot at a 
major airline in the United States.  

were aimed at the black people 
who were getting together. This 
time they were aimed to honor 
the black mother of the civil rights 
movement.  

3. How many years after 
working at Southwest did you 
become a chief pilot? Or you 
decided to become a Chief Pilot? 

They twisted my arm. I became 
the Chief Pilot in 1992. I got hired 
by Southwest in 1980. It was 
12 years, but I was already the 
Assistant Chief Pilot out of Phoenix 
when they decided to open up 
Chicago. I didn’t want to come 
to Chicago because Chicago is 
cold. I was raised in Dallas, and I 
was living in Phoenix. I didn’t want 
anything to do with cold-weather. 
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Black Wings: Courageous Stories of 
African Americans in Aviation and 
Space History 
by Gene Nora Jessen

If I Were an Astronaut
by Eric Braun

Lila Tells the Story of EMORY 
CONRAD MALLICK: Our First 
Licensed Black Pilot
by Tammie Jo Shultz 

6

5

4
Since the beginning of aviation the African American community had 

to try harder than ever to earn a place in the aviation world.

This book corroborates through stories and narratives, the challeng-

es that black air enthusiasts had to endure in order to succeed and 

take their place in aviation. Narratives and pictures make this book 

worth reading no matter the age or generation of the reader.  This 

book is truly inspiring and full of passion for gaining pilots licenses 

and technical skills to become aircraft mechanics.

This book is full of fun and also of interesting facts about the journey 

of astronauts into space.  It explores the intricacies of traveling in a 

spaceship and things that get accomplish at the space station.  The 

book is complemented by wonderful illustrations that fills the imagi-

nation of young readers.  One of my kids favorites.

There is also a wonderful video of this book narrated by Dr. 

Auñon-Chancellor on board of Expedition56.

I think a lot of us have never heard the name of Emory Conrad.  In this 

special book the story of the first African- American to obtain a pilots 

license in the world is told by his own Great-Great- Great Niece Lila. 

This is a story not only of aviation, but it shares the mixed heritage 

that many of us have.

Everyone is born with a talent, but sometimes it is hard to find it within 
ourselves.  For Easley it took finding a job and knowing that she enjoyed 
math and science. Easley became a computer scientist for NASA. This 
book is about the amazing journey of an African-American woman that 
helped rockets into space.

Women in Science and 
Technology, Annie Easley 
by M.M.Ebock and Elena Bia

Bessie Coleman
Daring Stunt Pilot
by Trina Robbins

Who Were the Tuskegee 
Airmen
by Sherri L. Smith

3

2

1

This is a fun, dynamic and colorful book that keeps the young readers en-

gage on the amazing journey of Bessie Coleman. This book tells a short 

story of Bessie Coleman’s humble beginnings and her determination that 

made her become the first black woman to earn a pilots license!

The #1 New York Times Best –Selling Series, shares one more time 

an amazing story that will inspire and makes one realize the power in 

human strength of beating the odds. This book tells the story of young 

African American military pilots who fought in World War II.  The “Red 

Tails” are well known for their bravery and their fight against racial 

prejudice.

Book Club
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work.  Then review the daily assignments, assign team partners, analyze any major issues and 
milestones set for the day, and determine if overtime will be required to achieve the daily goals. 
Additionally, I attend meetings and check to make sure the work area and team members have 
no issues. We have three shifts, conducting 24-hour operations. 

4. What is your favorite and least favorite thing about your job?

My favorite thing is seeing the airplanes take off, launching new products, being on the leading 
edge of new designs, and first flights. My least favorite is the challenges of planning for a new 
design; you just want to go out and do it! Figuring out where the parts and tools will come from to 
create the new design. 

5. What advice do you have for those trying to follow in your footsteps?

Follow your dreams, network, and be willing to ask questions and ask for help. There’s always 
someone willing to help. Learn from the senior mechanics that you’re paired with early in your 
career. Take your time and take any extra classes offered. Enjoy aviation, go to airshows!

1. What sparked your interest in aviation, and 
how did you get to where you are today?

I am the Manufacturing Manager at the South 
Carolina Boeing site, and my team builds the 
tail section of the B787. I always had a love 
for aviation, flying, and building things. At age 
eight, my mom got me a Blue Angels glider kit 
as a Christmas present and watching Tuskegee 
Airmen movies kept my interest. While growing 
up, I took part in STEM-related programs 
while living in Detroit.  I went to college for 
aircraft maintenance, moved to Seattle, and 
started working for the airlines doing heavy 
maintenance, C and D checks on B737s. Then I 
worked at Lockheed Martin working on the C5s 
and later moved on to Boeing’s B787 program 
in the early development stages. 

2. What qualities do you need 
to have a successful career in 
manufacturing? 

Pay attention to detail. Thorough knowledge of 
aircraft is obtained from an aircraft technician 
course (does not give you a license, it just 
teaches the basics) or via an A&P aircraft 
mechanic program, where you earn a license. 
This will allow for an easy transition into the 
training program of a manufacturing company. 
Although not a requirement, larger universities 
with aviation programs offer four-year degree 
programs in aircraft maintenance. Some 
companies, such as Boeing, offer internship 
programs.  

3. What is your daily schedule like?
 
I start my day making sure all the team 
members are checked in and ready to 

Meet Eric Harris, Manufacturing Manager for Boeing. 
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discusses how meaningful his experience was competing alongside his peers and working 
with a NASA Astronaut and other aerospace engineers to create an experiment that would 
be flown into space. 

One challenge that Nicholas’ team won at OBAP’s event involved debating which robots, 
fictional or nonfictional, helped humanity most. Nicholas’ team chose WALL-E and the ghosts 
from the video game Destiny 2. “WALL-E revived the plant, and the ghosts help people on the 
brink of death from dying.” We are very proud of him and his accomplishments. “It’s been 
a privilege to watch Nicholas continue to excel in PE’s Mechanical Engineering programs 
when he returned from Higher Orbits. Witnessing the skills he’s developing in coding and 
engineering as he’s gone on to build robotic cars and pilot drones, the sky’s the limit for him,” 
says Sarah Tinsman, PE’s Program Director.

While there are many challenges that have been presented to both PE and OBAP as a result 
of the pandemic, one of the unexpected benefits has been having the opportunity to build 
stronger connections with parents during virtual programs. While students like Nicholas 
engage with their mentors on Zoom, parents are often waiting just off-screen and we’ve 
been blown away by parents like his who continue to cultivate their student’s learning after 
programs end. The conversation Nicholas’ father recorded and shared with us demonstrates 
what organizations like OBAP and PE can do for families; building community and family 
connections, while at the same time building that relationship to STEM. 

Nicholas is one of PE’s students who will continue to engage with OBAP in 2021 and beyond. 
In fact, their teams are working together now to provide Nicholas and 3 other PE students 
with scholarships so they may participate in OBAP’s 12 week Explore Aerospace program. 
These programs, which are often inaccessible to the students and families PE serves on the 
South and West sides of Chicago, are made possible thanks to the reach and focus of PE and 
generosity of organizations like OBAP. 

We look forward to seeing Nicholas continue to pursue his dream of becoming an astronaut 
or aerospace engineer, supported by his mentors at OBAP and PE!

If you wish to learn more about the work of Project Exploration or see Nicholas’ conversation 
with his father, please visit www.projectexploration.org/nicholas.

 A Parntership That Help Students Like 
Nicolas Thrive

Project Exploration (PE) is a Chicago-based nonprofit 
science education and youth development organization 
launched in 1999 to address inequities in access to 
high-quality STEM (science, technology, engineering, 
math) opportunities in out-of-school time. With 
equity at their core, PE serves youth from communities 
historically underrepresented in STEM fields - particularly 
students of color and girls - and recruit students who 
are curious and interested in science but face systemic 
challenges to accessing high-quality programs, such 
as academic prerequisites or program fees. Alongside 
mentors and STEM professionals who connect with PE 
through their partnerships, including that with OBAP, 
youth develop critical social and emotional skills, such 
as self-confidence, science identity, collaboration, 
communication, and leadership abilities.

One such student who exemplifies the power of these 
programs and PE’s partnership with OBAP is Nicholas, 
a highly inquisitive and driven young man who knows 

exactly what he wants to do in life. “I really want to be an astronaut when I grow up, or at least be 
a NASA engineer to help astronauts meet new heights.” While PE’s Summer Explore Engineering: 
Rocketry program is typically reserved exclusively for high school students, their team couldn’t 
find a good reason to exclude him from the program. “He demonstrates a level of maturity and 
attention to detail that is unique among other middle schoolers. From my first interactions with 
Nicholas, I could see how driven and enthusiastic he was. In program sessions, he was undaunted 
by the task of competing with his classmates, many of whom were 3 or 4 years older than him,” 
said Alexandra Lopez, PE’s School-Based Program Manager. 

This outstanding 8th-grade student came to every program session fully engaged and present 
with Omar, the program’s STEM Facilitator. While Omar came well prepared to walk students 
through the task of building rockets from materials one could find at home, Nicholas showed a 
preference and ability to work independently. While he listened attentively to instructions and 
Omar’s lessons, he often was steps ahead of the other students, eager to uncover the next steps. 

The six-week program session culminated with an in-person, socially distant rocket launch. 
When asked about the experience, he expressed his excitement about having the opportunity 
to compete and see whose rocket went the furthest, as well as the chance to meet his rocketry 
friends in real life. “Even though I didn’t meet my standards with my rocket, I made it. If I made it 
as a 13-year-old, anybody who’s older can definitely make it.”

His outstanding participation in our Explore Engineering program drove Project Exploration’s 
selection of Nicholas for another opportunity offered by OPAP. When a vacancy emerged in 
OBAP’s Higher Orbits flagship program: Go For Launch, Nicholas emerged as a natural choice for 
the opportunity. In a candid video shared by Nicholas’ father with Project Exploration, Nicholas 
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3. Describe flight surgeon 
training in the Air Force. 

So to become a flight surgeon in 
the Air Force, there’s a six-week 
course to familiarize you. Then 
you have dual requirements 
that you must satisfy. There are 
medical requirements that you 
have to train continually, new 
diseases, new ways to treat 
diseases, etc. Then there’s the 
flying part, and the flying part 

is going on a flying mission 
with whoever you’re assigned. 
I flew with the flying squadron, 
and I was at a tanker base, so 
we flew air refueling missions. 
We refueled all kinds of aircraft, 
cargo, surveillance, bombers, 
and fighter jets. Aeromedical 
evacuation flights usually have a 
critical care physician on board. 
Right now, most of the critical 
care physicians in the air force 
were at one-time flight surgeons, 
but more and more of the Air 
Force critical care physicians 
are not flight surgeons. The Air 
Force Reserves perform the vast 
majority of the aeromedical 
evacuation missions. 80% of 
the capacity is in the Air Force 
Reserve or Air National Guard. The 
Air Force did it that way because 
they’re getting a unique kind of 
expertise. They don’t get to do the 
kind of research on cutting-edge 
time that people in the civilian 
world get to do. Those civilians 
will bring it the Air Force. That’s 
how they get their cutting-edge 
expertise.

4. What would you say was the 
most challenging part of getting 
to where you are today?

I think keeping an open mind on 
an opportunity because some 
people get fixated on what 
they want to do. In my case, for 
example, yeah, I wanted to be 
a pilot, but I see how pilots live, 
and I’m glad I didn’t do it. I enjoy 
medicine, and I could see myself 
flying, but flying on my own. I’m 
practicing medicine, and I get 
to do things in the medical field 
strictly on my time, but that 
didn’t come without a lot of trial 

and error. So being open to new 
opportunities, to new experiences, 
if you’re that way, you have a 
better chance of finding your 
calling. I was open to the kind of 
opportunities that I got and, like I 
said, flying to Hawaii three times 
in six months. You can’t beat that 
one.

5. Do you have any other advice 
you would give to those wanting 
to follow in your footsteps 
besides keeping an open mind?

Once you find your calling, show 
some kids, and when I say kids, 
I mean grade school because 
you’ll never know what kind of 
impact you make. My daughter’s 
an elementary school teacher, 
and the school she used to be 
at would have a career day. She 
was teaching third grade, and 
you know, with third graders, 
sometimes they find it hard to 
stay in their seats. So when I 
would do career day, I will come 
in either my flight suit or blue. 
So you can see the wings on 
my blues, and that would catch 
their attention, and the first thing 
they would say was, “oh, you’re a 
pilot,” and I’d say, “no, but I get to 
fly with pilots.” Then I give them 
a little question on temperature 
and altitude, and sometimes they 
get it right. Still, you never know if 
you might reach someone who is 
interested.

Dr. Gary Reynolds
Retired U.S. Air Force Reserve Flight Surgeon

1. Tell me a little bit about 
yourself and what sparked your 
interest in this field.

I was born in Pittsburgh in 
November of 1955. Growing up, 
I had this fascination for flight. 
I had this thing about building 
model airplanes, and the two 
model airplanes I’ve built most 
frequently were the B-17 Flying 
Fortress and the P-51 Mustang. 
I was always interested in flight, 
and one of my career aspirations 
was to be a pilot. That gave way 
to being a physician. Around my 
sophomore year in high school, I 
decided medicine was going to 
be what I pursued. For the next 
25 or so years, my focus and 
career aspirations were mainly 
concentrated on medicine. But 
around 1998, I was doing odd jobs 
in medicine; I wasn’t really doing 
a practice. I was working with 
hospital systems and then private 
practice. I just wasn’t really 
satisfied with what I was doing, 
and someone suggested to me, 
I consider the Air Force Reserve. 
So it took about two years for 
me to join. Still, I finally joined in 
October 2000 and the journey 
to becoming a flight surgeon 
because that was something I 
had never knew existed. Then 
when they said you got to fly, I 
said, oh well, yeah, I’ll do that. So 
it took a while to get into that. But 
once I was in there, I was so glad 
that I did. The way it’s set up in the 
Air Force Reserve, if you’re a flight 
surgeon, flying is part of your 
training. You have to understand 

the medical aspects of flight and 
how to treat the human weapons 
system. But, also you have to be 
part of the flying training. So you 
get to learn a lot about flying. 
Now that I am towards the end of 
my Air Force career, who knows, 
I might decide to go ahead and 
be like one of my classmates 
who is already a pilot and flies 
everywhere. So that’s it, in a 
nutshell, on how I got to where I 
am.

2. Why did you decide to become 
a physician in the air force races 
in the civilian world and would 
you make that decision again? 

In the early stages of my medical 
career, I wasn’t really thinking 
about the military. Understand 
that we were coming out of 
Vietnam. The military was the 
last thing in the world I wanted 
to do. But being in medicine in 
the military is totally different 
than just being a line member of 
the military because, remember, 
we’re trained to care for the 
human weapons system. You 
learn how important your role is 
to the larger goals in the military, 
and we’re talking at the tactical 
level, whereas you’re actually on 
the ground or in the air fighting. 
When I joined the reserve, I was 
45 years old, or soon to be 45, 
so to get to the point where I 
could get a military retirement, I 
was going to need age waivers 
beyond age 62. My status now 
is retired because I had to find a 
way to be medically retainable. I 

had a couple of things happen to 
me the past couple of years, like 
tearing my Achilles tendon. So I’ve 
had to get over that, and I hope 
to get back in the jet actually to 
do training missions. I was able to 
go places that I would never have 
gone. How many people can say 
in their life that they flew to and 
from LA to Hawaii three times in 
six months. I’ve been to places I 
never would have dreamed.
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In this activity, you will: Desgin and create your own pape airplane, while learning of the four forces of flgiht.

Video 

Overview

1.
2.
3.
4.

Additional Resources
1

www.obap.org

Dreams2Careers provides kids of all ages with interactive experiences and intimate conversations with aerospace professionals to 
boost interest in the unlimited opportunities in aerospace at a young age.

What factors affect the flight of a paper airplane? https://youtu.be/QoTbgSSTB3E

Build your paper airplane like in the video or change it up a bit.
Which design characteristics made your airplanes fly the best?

Instructions

Start watching the video at 3:14. 

How to make a paper plane, with science! https://youtu.be/AGzOOM0Pz98

A number of interesting factors affect the flight of a paper airplane, including wind resistance. Find out what factors affect the flight of a 
paper airplane.

Access to Youtube.com

Go to the 'How to make a paper plane, with science!' video on you tube.

Supplies Required: All Students

Multiple sheets of loose leaf paper

In this activity, you will: Create rainbows in your home.

Video 

Overview

1.
2.

3.
4
5.

Additional Resources
1
2.

www.obap.org

Dreams2Careers provides kids of all ages with interactive experiences and intimate conversations with aerospace professionals to 
boost interest in the unlimited opportunities in aerospace at a young age.

Weatherwizkids.com

Then, make sure that the sun can shine through the glass of water.
After you do that, place the white sheet of paper on the floor.
Adjust the piece of white paper and the glass of water until a rainbow forms on the paper.

Instructions

Do it yourself homemade rainbow: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NB1rylEo7Vo

Light is made up of a lot of colors. Specifically, the colors are red, orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo and violet. When light passes 
through the water, it is broken up into the colors seen in a rainbow. Let’s see this phenomenon in action.

Put the glass of water on a table so that it is half on the table and half off of the table. Be careful that the 
glass doesn't fall.

www.youtube.com/watch?v=dIdE-pqYqbs

Supplies Required: All Students

Glass of water
Sheet of white paper
The sun

Fill the glass all the way to the top with water.
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In this activity, you will: Experience evaporation in the palm of your hand.

Video 

Overview

1.
2.
3.
4.
5

Additional Resources

www.obap.org

Dreams2Careers provides kids of all ages with interactive experiences and intimate conversations with aerospace professionals to 
boost interest in the unlimited opportunities in aerospace at a young age.

Your hands are now wet, so do your hands feel cooler? Answer: Yes!
After waiting a few seconds, are your hands now dry? Answer: Yes!

Instructions

A lesson in sweat and evaporation: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=c2_aN98p0RM

Where does clouds (condensation) and rain (precipitation) come from? Well, it comes from the evaporative cooling of liquid (water) from 
the surface of the earth into the atmosphere. This process is call evaporation. 

The hand sanitizer evaporated off your hands and your hands felt cool, therefore evaporation is a cooling 
process!
Repeat the steps above, but this time move your hands through the air. This simulates the wind. Do your 
hands feel even colder now? Answer: Yes

Supplies Required: All Students

Pour some hand sanitizer on your hands and rub your hands together, as if you were washing your hands.

Hand Sanitizer or rubbing alcohol


