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If Maria Caballero could have one superpower, it

WOlllCl IDC to ﬂy

When she was young, Maria would lay in her
yard, stare up at the California sky and dream
she could design and build airplanes of the
future. She wasn't sure how she would get there,
or if she could do it. Maria was confident ofonly
one thing. She knew she loved airplancs.

It ever there were any doubt about her affection
for aviation, thcy disappeared on April 14,1981,
during atrip to Edwards Air Force Base in
California. Astronauts John Young and Robert
Crippcn were coming back to Earth aboard

the Space Shuttle Columbia to end the firse
shuttle mission. Standing onthe dry lakebed
afew thousand yards from the runway, Maria
watched a tiny black and white speck turn into a
beautiful winged spaceship. Two NASA chase
plancs escorted Columbia as it droppcd likea
brick toward the lakebed. Twin sonic booms
announced Young and Crippcn’s arrival. Flying
asa glidcr, Columbias landing gear kissed the

clay runway and soon rolled to a stop.

With Columbia resting still, having been
moving 17,500 mpli in Earth orbitjust an hour

before, Maria could see it rcprcscntcd the best
of NASA research in space and acronautics. She

‘was l’lOOl(CCl fOI‘ gOOd.

“Since I cannot fly, the next best thing is working

forand being part ofan agency thatis involved
with things that fly and blast through our
atmosplicrc, such as airplancs and rockets,

Maria said.

Fast forward more than 30 years. Today, Maria

is an acrospace engineer working for NASA
atthe Armstrong Flight Rescarch Center in
California, the very place Columbia landed at all
those years ago.

Maria is part of the Flight Safcty and Mission
Assurance Office at Armstrong, She is an
Unmanned Acrial Vehicle Range Safety Risk
Analyst. Herjob is to help make sure no one
in the public could get hurtif there were a
problcm with a remotely—pilotcd drone during
atest flight. A big part of thatjob is to make
sure it either remains in restricted airspace set
up for the test, or doesnt accidcntally fly over
cities. And its more than just plotting acourse
onamap. Part of her job is to determine how

reliably an aircraft can operate on its own and
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make the right decisions to prevent any dangcr

to the public.

The path Maria took to getto hcrjob today
bcgan in California, made a stop in Virginia
on the US. east coast, and returned her to the
California desert.

Maria grew up ina migrant famiiy in the San

Joaquin Valley in California.

From the age of 12 until she bcgan attcnding
coilcgc, she spent her summer days picking garlic
and grapes with her famiiy in California. During
the school year she spent the evenings doing

her homework, usua“y with lictle hcip from her

parents who couldnt speak English.

But that was OK. Maria’s parents gave her
encouragement and love, which hclped keep her
going, Maria remembers how her father wanted
her and her siblings to experience life Working in

the fields so they could see how hard life could

be without an education.

Her hard work studying hclpcd. After high

school, Maria was acccptcd into the Honors

Program at California State University in

Bakersfield, California. Later she accended
California Poiytcchnic State University in San
Luis Obispo, where she majorcd in cnginccring.

As the firstin her famiiy to go to coiicgc, she
didn't know what to expect. She signcd up for
calculus and physics, thinking, “How hard can
this be?” Unfortunateiy, she hadnt taken any
physics classesin high school. She had trouble
learning the basics that her professor assumed
she knew. Not knowing where to go for hclp,
she quit the class.

However, she didn' give up. She found help,
signcd up for the class a second time, and carned
an’A. Even though she had other ups and
downs throughout her college experience, her
hard work was rewarded.

Finding money to pay for collcge was another
strugglc. Maria earned some schoiarships, but
not Cnough to pay for cvcrything. She took
weekend jobs at school, and during the summer
she went back to work in the fields.

Looking back, Maria knows now there are things
she could have done to help herself. Working

during thC summer for an acrospace company




was one idea, bue she didnt know how to get
that kind of job. She also knows it would have
been hclpful for her to have a mentor she could

look to for advice about doing well in school.

Maria said another thing she learned in

collcge was how importantitis to work hard
at cvcrything you doso you can doa good job.
She said that even means worl(ing long hours
and giving up doing somcthing clse that might
be more fun. This kind of collcgc experience
prepares students for some of the things they
will face during their careers.

After graduating with a Bachelor's Degree in
Acronautical Engincering, Maria accepted ajob
working as an clectrical technician for the Army
at Fort Hunter Liggete in California. While
there, she worked on military tanks that were
used in simulated warfare.

She also spentsome time working for the
NASA Sounding Rocket Program at the
Wallops Flight Facility in Virginia. Sounding
rockets are typically used to launch small
science experiments into the upper atmosphere
or to the edge of space.

One of Mariass favorite projccts that she worked
on was the first one she was assigned when

she became a NASA cmploycc. The project
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involved Helios, a 12-foot—long solar powcrcd
airplane with a 247-foot wingspan. When it flew
in August 2011, the Helios Prototypc aircraft
reached 96,863 fectin altitude, setting a world
record for a non-rocket powc:rcd aircraft ﬂying

inlevel ﬂight.

Maria was sent to Hawaii asa NASA Safcty

Witness for the aircrafts ﬂight termination test.

Back at Armstrong, Maria is active with
Armstrong’s education programs. She is the
consulting engineer for Armstrong’s Ofhice

of Education, and is involved with NASA’s
Engincering Design Challenge. Maria also
teaches the Enginecring Design Process to
students of all ages, working with them to build
rockets, gliders, rovers and satellices.

Maria also volunteers to spcak at community
schoolsand collcgcs about life as a rocket
scientist, acrospace engineer, and her humble
bcginnings asamigrant kid who worked in the
fields during her summer breaks. Maria also is
active as a mentor at Armstrong, working with
newly—hircd employccs and student employccs.

Her hope is that her work at NASA will
inspirc kids with the excitement and wonder of
aviation and space, justas she was.
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