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I feel like I can’t tell my story without beginning by
acknowledging my number one role model, my mom, who was
dealt quite a crazy hand in life when she had me at the age of 16.
Despite being a single mother at such an early age, she finished
high school a year early, and later became the first member of
our family to graduate college. Even at times when she had to
work multiple jobs while paying her way through college to
pursue her nursing degree, she always maintained a positive
attitude and I never once sensed the first sign of her giving up.
As she worked through these experiences, she showed me the
type of person that I wanted to be in life. Someone with a passion

for helping others who is caring, hard-working
and never quits when facing whatever obstacles
life throws their way. Needless to say, I feel as
though I owe this woman the world as I know I
would not be the person that I am today without
her. I strive every day to make her proud.

Growing up where I’m from, it’s incredibly easy to settle. Making a decent wage in 2016, when I began
my journey as a non-traditional student, I had settled at a good job in a UPS warehouse and pursued
an associate’s degree in business. A few years into this job, I realized that, despite the job’s potential
to turn into a career and comfortable lifestyle, making a living without challenging myself was not
fulfilling enough for me. I felt as though I needed to do something more, so I switched my major to
engineering. When asked for a reason, I simply replied that I wanted to change the world one day and
I believed that the engineering path would align with my new goals. Like all young engineers, I also
wanted to work for NASA and/or become an astronaut one day but, to my naïve younger self, these
goals seemed absolutely unobtainable.
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At that time, it had been nearly four years since I had graduated
from high school with a 2.12 GPA, and to get up to speed with the
math courses associated with engineering, I would have to restart
from remedial level classes. Beginning so far away from the finish
line while working to help pay for school can be challenging and
discouraging. If I’m being honest, I nearly dropped out at the start
due to feeling too far behind others academically and overwhelmed
with self-doubt. It was very tempting to fall back into the
comfortable lifestyle that I was living but unhappy with, however I       

My initial internship with NASA was the first time I had
conducted research within the fields of STEM, and I was
immediately drawn to it. I finally had the opportunity to take the
knowledge that I obtained in class, apply it to real world
problems, and come up with important solutions. While at
Langley, I took every opportunity to step outside of my comfort
zone because I knew that I was given a chance that so many only
dreamed of, and I wanted to utilize it to grow as much as I could
during that summer. Up until that point in my life, I was terrified
of public speaking, but I saw an announcement about an AIAA
conference that was coming up, and if students wanted to
present their work, they could do so. Despite my fear, I knew I
could not pass up on it, so I signed up. Little did I know, this                   

knew that I could not achieve my true dreams unless I persevered through the tough times that I was
facing. I refused to give up, and after successfully completing my first set of engineering courses at
the top of my class, I knew then that I was capable of much more than I gave myself credit for. I may
have been behind others in terms of academics, but I had the drive and motivation to make up for it.
After obtaining my Associate of Science degree, I applied for a student research opportunity through
one of NASA’s various internship programs, and to my surprise I was accepted! Words cannot
describe the emotion that I felt when this seemingly unrealistic goal had been achieved, and with
that I took a leap of faith as I parted ways with a company that I had worked with for 8 years to
continue pursuing my dream. 

would be where I would meet one of my current mentors, Dr. Elizabeth Ward, and, upon finishing my
presentation, I would immediately receive an offer for a position on her NASA Academy team during
the following summer. Signing up for a program through NASA felt like I was reaching for the stars,
and when I was asked to return, it felt like all the hard days and the stress were all worth it. Just two
to three years prior, I was stacking boxes in a warehouse with no engineering experience, and now I
was being recognized by the job that motivated me to make the change, take the leap, and start the
journey. A fire was lit within me that I cannot even begin to describe. Previously, I knew that I wanted
to change the world – now, I knew that I could.
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Once this internship was concluded, I transferred into Virginia Tech’s AOE program in 2019. This was
quite the culture shock coming from community college, however the inclusive attitude of the
department immediately eased the nerves of transferring to such a large university. The confidence
that I gained while working with NASA gave me the foundation to both excel in classes and approach
professors about my evolving goals and ambitions which opened the doors to additional research
opportunities on campus. Within my first year, I had established connections with multiple mentors
and being able to work with these wonderful professors taught me many things about myself. Some
of which were tied to the importance of being a life-long learner, however, most importantly, they
steered me toward a new realization. That realization being that changing the world is not solely
done through advancing technology, as I had thought previously, it is done through inspiring and
guiding others. I knew that I wanted to be to others what my previous mentors, professors, and
colleagues have been for me; a leader who inspires others to get active, achieve the unthinkable, and
replace any doubt within themselves with confidence. With that, I began sharing my story about the
opportunities that I had been given to convince others that no dream is too high. As I progressed
through classes, I noticed that more and more students would gravitate toward me for advice
regarding class/non-class related topics, and reflecting today, I realize now that this was the
beginning of me becoming a mentor myself.

it because it exposed me to the other fields of engineering that I may have not encountered until I
entered the workforce after graduating. The science that each sub team explored excited me so
much that I ended up being a part of each of the four groups that we had divided ourselves into. This
is where I found that I did not just have a passion for space, I also had a passion for robotics, and all
potential applications for it, as well. Toward the end of this internship, we were asked to present our
work at the Sci-Tech conference hosted yearly by the AIAA, however only one of us could present,
and after the team voted I was honored with the opportunity to be our speaker. Just one year after my
first big presentation to approximately 50 people, I found myself presenting to hundreds of amazing
scientists from around the world.

After my first year at Virginia Tech, I returned
to NASA Langley to begin the internship with
the NASA Academy Team where myself and 14
other multi-disciplinary engineers were tasked
with designing a multi-modal rover that could
fly and drive autonomously while navigating
within GPS denied environments. This project
was created in hopes of designing a system
capable of going where it is unsafe for humans;
whether that be to save someone trapped in a
cave, locate missing people within disaster
zones, or even explore other planets. It required
multiple disciplines, and I loved every minute of   
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I truly felt like I was on the forefront of innovation, and with
the positive responses that we received, our advisors asked
us to stay during the following semester to continue our work
virtually, while in school, and I accepted.

This project was a bit different, as it switched my focus to
improving the equipment of wildland firefighters using NASA   

Once the work was concluded with the autonomous vehicle
project, my mentor, Dr. Elizabeth Ward, called me explaining
that they had received funding to host another NASA
Academy during the following summer. This time, instead of
14 people, the team would consist of 23, and to my surprise
this news was followed with an offer to join the team, not as a
regular member like before, but as the team lead. My only
leadership experience prior to this moment was supervising
in a warehouse for my previous job, so taking on such an
important role made me extremely nervous, but I could not
pass up on the opportunity. It felt extremely empowering to
know that she believed in my capabilities and was willing to
invest in me even more, and with that, I stepped out of my
comfort zone again and accepted the challenge.

technology, and it was even more challenging because the end product was not necessarily defined.
We knew that we needed to upgrade the equipment, but we didn’t know what areas needed to be
targeted. Due to this, we began interviewing firefighters from all around the world to better
understand their needs. With every interview, even though most were virtual, the passion for what
they discussed was stitched to every word that they spoke, and we began to truly understand the
magnitude of what we were becoming a part of. Each person had their own story to tell, and sadly,
many of these were tied to their friends and family passing away in the line of duty. Our role was
important, necessary, and crucial to the lives of these people, and with this foundation we all began
to put in the necessary work to make a difference.

We were told that, to map the fire, firefighters
would have to physically walk the perimeter of
the fire with a GPS or use satellites that only
provided updates once every 24 hours. This
became one of our focus points for the
project, and one of the final products that we
developed detailed the use of an image
processing algorithm for drone technology
which could be used to detect and plot
wildfire perimeters in real-time.
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Along with this algorithm, an app was also created with the intention of allowing for an easier and
more effective method of reporting fires using citizen science which was created with the purpose of
preventing another tragedy like the camp-fire incident that left 85 dead in 2018. After the summer
concluded, these inventions were presented to the wildland firefighting community at the TFRSAC
conference hosted by NASA and have received tons of positive feedback from the US Forest Service
among many other wildland firefighting agencies that even extend into Canada. With the positive
responses, we were asked to continue working on the project during the following fall and spring
semester, and work is currently being done to integrate these technologies into various common
operating pictures.

The success of the project was only the beginning
of this life changing summer, however. This was
also the same summer that I was honored by
being selected as Virginia Tech’s Astronaut
Scholar which has been nothing short of an
AMAZING experience. In August, I was invited to
the 2021 Innovators Gala where I was introduced
to various astronauts among many other
successful individuals in the fields of STEM.
Everyone involved with the program was open to
answering any questions that we had and offered
incredible amounts of insight/advice on how I can
progress forward toward my goals. In addition to
meeting these larger-than-life individuals, the
Astronaut Scholarship program introduced me to  

a network of hardworking, like-minded students and the community that we have created is
something like I've never seen before. Each of us come from different backgrounds, but one thing
we all have in common is our passion to change the world for the better. It honestly feels like I joined
a second family because anytime we need help or advice, there is always someone willing to help
who is just a text or phone call away, and this is something that I truly value. Leaving the Gala was
difficult because it’s an experience that you simply never want to end. However, I’m extremely
fortunate to have gained that experience when I did because it gave me that spark that I needed
when I returned to Virginia Tech to begin my senior year! 

As I’m sitting here writing this, it’s crazy to think that my undergraduate journey is almost at its end.
I came in as a non-traditional student with little to no confidence because of my performance in high
school, and in 3 months I’ll be graduating from Virginia Tech with a 4.0 GPA as the 2022
Outstanding Senior. My journey doesn’t end here, however. After graduating, my plan is to get into a
PhD program for electrical engineering. Right now, I have my eyes on MIT, Stanford and Berkeley
because I've heard it is good to uproot yourself and learn within different environments.
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Transferring into a different degree is fairly scary, if I'm being
honest, however I believe this will help me round myself out in terms
of my engineering skill set and catapult me into a direction that will
help me accomplish the new goals that I have set for myself. 
This is indeed my final semester at Virginia Tech, and up until this
point, I have basically worked every semester to help pay for school.
Fortunately, obtaining the Astronaut Scholarship has allowed me to
take this semester off from work, and I’m trying to utilize what time I
have left to volunteer/mentor while I’m still at Virginia Tech. I would
be lying if I said my journey was not difficult. I’ve dealt with personal
battles, racism, and the truly challenging task of completely turning
my life around and overcoming these hurdles can be too much for
some people. There are many others with a background similar to my
own who, unfortunately, don’t make it through the seemingly uphill
battle, but my hope is that one day, my story reaches them, and each
are inspired to begin their journey even if it’s not their first attempt.
In pursuit of my dreams, helping others achieve their goals and
aspirations has become equally as important and gratifying as
achieving my own.

I would like to express my sincerest appreciation to those involved with the ASF program. You all
took a chance with me, and for that I will forever be grateful. My hope is that, in the future, I can pay
it forward by encouraging others to be the best version of themselves and help them redefine what
they believe is possible.


