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1. Did you like going to school?  Why?  Did you like science/engineering?  If so, what motivated 

you in these subjects? 

 

I always liked going to school, mostly because I was curious about the world. My parents said that school 

was how I was contributing to our family. And of course I liked seeing my friends.  

 

I loved hearing stories about explorers and leaders in history.  I loved sharing an author’s design of another 

realm in literature.  I loved taking things apart to see how they work and understand why we as humans built 

them.  I liked science and engineering the most because my teachers were very good at making it hands-
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on.  I could see how gravity reacts on different objects or witness the chemical reaction of two substances. 

To make those discoveries for myself was such a thrill.  In the space industry I can now combine all my 

curiosities by participating in exploring places we haven’t been before and building technology to better 

humanity. 

 

 

2. Did you always want to be a scientist/engineer? 

 

I first wanted to be a dancer but then I got to be too tall.  You can be any shape or size to be an engineer! 

 

 

3. What is your official job title? 

 

I am a Biomedical Engineer Flight Controller for the European Space Agency (ESA BME).  An ESA BME is 

one of many positions at Control Centers around the world which operate the ISS and support the astronauts 

on board. We represent a team of experts from both medical and environmental specialties while on console.   

Those specialists found in the ESA Space Medicine Office include Flight Surgeons, Psychologists, Exercise 

Specialists, Physiotherapists, Nutritionists, and Radiation specialists. 

 

Our prime responsibility is to manage the medical tests and exercise program for an ESA astronaut while 

they are on board the ISS. We monitor the environment of the ISS to ensure the air and water contain all the 

elements it should and none of the microbes or contaminants that could make an astronaut sick.  We are 

also exploring ways we can maintain an astronaut’s health during longer missions beyond ISS. 

 

I studied Biomedical Engineering; it combined engineering (mechanical and electrical) with the biological 

sciences (anatomy and physiology) to understand how technology can interact with and support the human 

body. 

 

 

4. Is being a scientist/engineer what you expected? 

 

No, I thought I would either be in a lab all day or stuck behind a desk and not talking to anyone.  I like my 

current position because my time is spent in many different settings including labs, simulators, on console as 

well as in an office.  Plus I work with a great mix of people from different fields of study so there is lots to talk 

about. 

 

 

5. Where do you work?  What is it like there?  

 

I work at the European Astronaut Centre in Cologne, Germany.  EAC has about 100 people representing 

many different countries and areas of expertise.  It is a great place to grow ideas. 
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6. What do you do on a normal day at work? 

 

A normal day at work consists of sitting on console as a flight controller.  I have colleagues in Munich, 

Houston and Moscow that I talk to about the medical program of astronauts on board the International Space 

Station (ISS).  Together we monitor the environment, collect and transfer medical data to flight surgeons and 

other subject matter experts, maintain medical hardware, implement their exercise program and oversee the 

health and well-being of the astronauts while they are on-board. 

 

 

7. Is what you do important? How? To whom? 

 

I think what I do is important to better understand how the human body reacts in extreme environments and 

discover how far we can push the body to do amazing things. I also think that it is important to the astronauts 

themselves.  I hope they find it reassuring that there is a team on the ground looking out for them. 

 

 

8. What’s the most difficult thing you have done as a scientist/engineer? 

 

The situations I work in involve being creative with the tools you have been given; that is thinking both 

outside and inside the box.  There was a failure of the treadmill where the treadbelt had torn.  Without the 

treadmill, an astronaut can no longer exercise his or her cardiovascular system or load his/her 

musculoskeletal system in preparation for return to Earth’s gravity.  Without a replacement treadbelt on 

board, our team had to think ‘outside the box’ to repair the belt while remaining ‘inside the box’ in terms of 

the items available on-board the ISS.  We used a hole punch, a metal shim and duct tape to keep the 

treadbelt stable until a new one could be flown a few months later. 

 

 

9. What sort of problems do you have to solve? What skills do you use in your daily work? 

 

The two sorts of problems I solve are technical or multicultural.  I either am repairing hardware/software, or 

developing medical requirements that satisfy European, American, Canadian, Russian and Japanese 

groups.  What I use most is not from a specific subject I studied, but the skills developed while studying 

engineering.    That is to gather information, analyze it logically and provide conclusions based on that 

analysis.  In my role I need to be able to think on my feet and apply technical knowledge but also respect 

cultural differences and see them as strengths.  In a team of experts it’s important to be confident when 

expressing your position while being open to ideas other than your own.   
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10. Would you recommend being a scientist/engineer to me? 

 

I would recommend being a science or engineer to anyone who is curious.  Math and science seem like hard 

subjects but if you realize they are tools to fuel curiosity and try new things, then it can be a lot of fun! 

 

 

11. How do you keep fit?   Do you use any space technology to help monitor your fitness? 

 

I try to stay fit through running, cycling, rowing, playing volleyball and curling.  For me, training in a gym is not 

nearly as fun as being outside and enjoying some friendly competition.  I use the same heart rate monitor 

that the astronauts use in space and replicate their running protocols. 

 

 

 

12. What three things would you say I need to do if I want to become a scientist/engineer? 

 

Being an engineer means that you not only keep asking why, but also develop a method of finding the 

answer.  The third thing you need to do is to reframe failure as a stepping stone.  Your experiment or device 

may not work the first time but that failure teaches you what you can do better the next time. 

 

 

13. What do you think we can learn about our bodies from space?  

 

We are learning how well the body can adapt to different environments but also where that adaptation ends.  

We are learning how changes in bone density can be monitored and recovered.  We are studying the effects 

of a thinning skin barrier and the relationship the cardiovascular system has on other systems in the body.  

By sending humans into space, we are learning that our body isn’t a group of distinct systems but far more 

integrated than we used to believe. 
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14. Who do you admire?  Why? 

 

Jerrie Cobb and the rest of the FLATs (Fellow Lady Astronaut Trainees).  They were the women test pilots 

who went through medical testing around the Mercury Program to show that women could be astronauts too.  

I admire Eleanor Roosevelt for transitioning the role of First Lady to more than social gatherings and mostly 

her work in the area of Human Rights. 

 

 

15. What three things would you take with you to space if you were an astronaut?  

 

My grandmother’s pin and blades of grass to remind me where I came from. 

 

 

 

 

 


