
From Farm to SpaceBonnie Dunbar

“ As one of NASA’s early shuttle astronauts, 

Bonnie helped pave the way for women 

taking key roles in space exploration. 

She’s done it all, from technical 

research to spaceflight to motivating 

young people about science.”
—Ken Bowersox,  

NASA Flight Crew Operations Director
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From Farm to Space

BONNIE DUNBAR IS ONE OF 
THE EARLIEST AMERICAN 

FEMALE ASTRONAUTS.  

An engineer by training, she went into 
space five times between 1985 and 1998. 

Bonnie was born on March 3, 1949, in 
Sunnyside, Washington. The Dunbars lived 

on a 90-acre cattle ranch and farm. For 
years, her family survived without running 

water or other modern conveniences. 
What do you think that was like?

Date of Birth:  
March 3, 1949 

Place of Birth:  
Sunnyside, 
Washington

Date of Death:  
She’s still 

living!

Famous for:  
Went into space  

five times

Bonnie Dunbar
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Bonnie liked to explore the countryside on 
horseback. She also loved to read all kinds 
of books, from encyclopedias to biographies 
to Jules Verne’s science fiction. A true 
engineer, she once built her own treehouse. 
Her materials? Spare wood, large burlap 
sacks, and nails!

On a dark and quiet night when Bonnie was 
eight years old, she saw more than the big 
white band that was the Milky Way in the 
night sky. She saw a tiny satellite—Sputnik!

TIMELINE JANUARY 1990

Bonnie spends 
11 days in space 
on mission 
STS-32 and 
helps retrieve a 
satellite using a 
robotic arm.

1980

Bonnie is 
accepted as 
an astronaut 
candidate.

OCTOBER 1957

Bonnie sees the 
Russian satellite 
Sputnik 1 fly 
overhead.

MARCH 3, 1949

Bonnie Jeanne 
Dunbar is born 
in Sunnyside, 
Washington.

OCTOBER 1985

Bonnie travels 
to space for the 
first time on the 
space shuttle 
Challenger.

Watch Sputnik 1 on NBC News.

onnect . . . . . . . . . . . . .
 NBC Sputnik
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g2WaJdflqT0


TIMELINE JUNE 1992

Bonnie returns to 
space as payload 
commander on 
mission STS-50.

1994–1995

Bonnie does 
astronaut 
training in Star 
City, Russia.

1995

Bonnie returns 
to space aboard 
space shuttle 
Atlantis.

1998

Bonnie takes 
her last trip into 
space as payload 
commander of 
mission STS-89.

2005

Bonnie leaves 
NASA and takes 
a job at Seattle’s 
Museum of 
Flight.

SPUTNIK 1 
Scientists in the Soviet 
Union created the world’s 
first artificial satellite. On 
October 4, 1957, Sputnik 1 was 
successfully launched and 
entered Earth’s orbit. It took 
about 98 minutes for Sputnik 1 
to orbit the earth. The satellite 
stayed in space for about three 
months and orbited the earth 
about 1,400 times.

“ That’s how I saw Sputnik. That was my first introduction 

to real spaceflight . . . watching it go over.”—Bonnie Dunbar
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Hard Work and a 
Love of Science

Bonnie worked hard on the farm. 
By the time she was nine, she was 
driving a tractor. She was also an 
excellent student who loved science. 
One of her favorite television shows 
was Mr. Wizard, which featured 
basic, fun science experiments.

“ My father taught my siblings and 

me how to dream. Our parents 

taught us that it didn’t matter 

what we did as long as we tried, 

picked ourselves up from failure, 

and were good citizens.”
—Bonnie Dunbar

 
What does 

being a good citizen 
mean to you? What are some 

ways you can connect with  
your community?

Wonder  
      hy?
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In high school, Bonnie told her principal she wanted to build spaceships 
when she grew up. He told her to study algebra. What a perfect suggestion! 
Bonnie took as many science and math courses as she could. 

But Bonnie didn’t study all the time! She was also on the debate team and 
a cheerleader. She was even voted most athletic girl in her class. 

After graduating from Sunnyside High School, Bonnie sent 
an application to NASA. Her dream? Making it into the U.S. 
Astronaut Corps! She wanted to go to space. 
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College Years
She wasn’t accepted, but she received a nice letter explaining that applicants 
needed a college degree. Bonnie got scholarships to go the University of 
Washington. By the end of her first year of college, Bonnie decided she wanted 
to study ceramic engineering. While today many women work as scientists, 
that wasn’t the case in the 1960s. Her career goals were ahead of her time. 

Some of Bonnie’s college professors felt that space and engineering weren’t 
appropriate fields of study for women. But Bonnie wasn’t discouraged. 

Bonnie in 
space, 1985
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She even worked on a NASA-
funded research project at 
college. She helped develop 
materials used in the ceramic 
tiles that protect the space 
shuttles when reentering Earth’s 
atmosphere. 

Meanwhile, on July 20, 1969, the 
crew of Apollo 11 made history 
when they landed on the moon. 
Astronaut Neil Armstrong 
(1930–2012) stepped onto the 
moon’s powdery surface while 
Bonnie, along with the rest of the 
world, watched on television. 

Bonnie applied again to become 
a member of the U.S. Astronaut 
Corps. This time, she was a 
finalist! Bonnie’s dreams of 
working in the space industry 
were slowly beginning to come 
true . . . .

THE FIRST 
WOMEN IN 

SPACE AND THE 
YEARS THEY 

FLEW 
Sally Ride  
1983, 1984

Judith Resnik  
1984, 1986

Kathryn Sullivan  
1984, 1990, 1992

Anna Lee Fisher 1984

Margaret Rhea Seddon  
1985, 1991, 1993

Shannon Lucid  
1985, 1989, 1991, 1993, 1996

Bonnie Dunbar  
1985, 1990, 1992, 1995, 1998
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Space!
During spring 1980, Bonnie Dunbar 
was accepted as an astronaut candidate. 
No American woman had ever flown 
in space—yet. For 18 months, Bonnie 
did astronaut training. She worked out 
at the gym. She studied the massive 
amounts of information she needed to 
understand before leaving the earth’s 
surface. 

While she was training to be an 
astronaut, Bonnie was also working 
to complete another degree, and she 
earned her PhD in 1983. Now she was 
Dr. Dunbar. This is the highest degree 
a person can achieve. 

In 1985, NASA called Bonnie up for 
a Spacelab mission. Spacelab was a 
laboratory on the space shuttle. During 
the five years that Bonnie had been 
training for this opportunity, six women 
had been to space. 
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Bonnie would be the seventh American 
woman in space.

On October 30, 1985, Bonnie Dunbar 
blasted off aboard the Challenger. She 
was the only woman on her team. As a 
mission specialist, Bonnie carried out 
about 100 science experiments in outer 
space’s microgravity environment. The 
mission was judged a success.

WHAT 
ASTRONAUTS TAKE 

ON MISSIONS  
When people fly on planes, the 
amount of cargo they take is 
limited. But for astronauts, it’s 
very limited. NASA astronauts 
can bring along some personal 
items on a mission. But they must 
weigh under two pounds and be 
small enough to fit in a book-sized 
box. On her 1985 mission, Bonnie 
chose to bring some of her mom’s 
jewelry. She also took a belt buckle 
that belonged to her dad. Why do 
you think she chose these?
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One Great Catch
In January 1990, Bonnie blasted off 
aboard Columbia for mission STS-32. 
At 11 days, this was the longest space 
shuttle flight flown so far. 

During the mission, the crew 
launched a communications satellite 
and retrieved another science satellite 
that was about to fall out of orbit. 
Bonnie had to use a 50-foot robotic 
arm to grab the science satellite. 

Very slowly, she inched it into the 
cargo bay of Columbia. This was 
not easy! The satellite was 14 feet 
wide and the cargo bay was only 15 
feet wide. That was a snug fit, but 
she managed it, thanks to all her 
training.
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On June 25, 1992, Bonnie went 
into space for a third time. This 
13-day flight was to research 
microgravity. Some tests were 
done on the astronauts—
including Bonnie herself—to 
see how astronauts adapt to 
weightlessness in space.
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Bonnie went to space twice more, stopping 
at the Mir Russian space station both 
times. In total, Bonnie Dunbar spent 
50 days, 7 hours, 40 minutes, and 
26 seconds in space. She traveled a 
staggering 20-plus million miles! 
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TRAINING IN 
RUSSIA 

Some of Bonnie’s training, in 
between her missions, took 
place in Star City, Russia! 
She traveled there with 
another American astronaut 
in 1994. When they arrived, 
it was winter in Russia and 
bitterly cold. Fresh food was 
scarce. The hot water in their 
apartment building often 
didn’t work. And the phone 
service was unreliable. It 
was a tough life, but the 
two American astronauts 
were determined to forge 
a positive relationship 
between Russia and the 
United States. Bonnie 
trained for 13 months in 
Russia. Because she was 
learning both the Russian 
language and complex space 
science, Bonnie said, “I’m 
in the first grade and grad 
school at the same time.”
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Life Back on Earth
After her fifth spaceflight, Bonnie kept working 
for NASA. On February 1, 2003, Bonnie 
watched the return of the Columbia, a spacecraft 
that she had helped build and flown on twice. 
The shuttle broke up while reentering the 
earth’s atmosphere. All seven crew members 
died in the accident. It was devastating to all 
involved in the space program.

In 2005, Bonnie retired from NASA and turned 
to educating the world! She became president of 
Seattle’s Museum of Flight and helped establish 
the Washington Aerospace Scholars program, 
aimed at boosting student interest in science and 
math. 

“ I lost a lot of friends on Challenger, I lost friends on Columbia, I lost friends 

who were test pilots in California . . . . The one thing I know is that the people 

doing this, myself included, we have a reason to be taking that risk. It’s for 

the nation, it’s for exploration, and to honor that memory you don’t stop.”
—Bonnie Dunbar

25 Gutsy Girls Go for Science: Astronauts



Read a student-
run interview with 
Dr. Bonnie Dunbar 

at this website!

onnect . . . . . . . . . .
 EsDallas Dunbar

Bonnie went to space a whopping 
five times! That’s a long way to go 
from being a little girl on a farm 
watching Sputnik pass overhead—
all because the first time she 
applied to be an astronaut wasn’t 
her last. The second time wasn’t 

her last either! She kept trying 
until all her hard work paid 

off and she saw Earth from 
a point of view few people 
ever achieve.

Bonnie and other female astronauts 
gather in honor of Sally Ride, 2012

credit: NASA-JSC
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https://www.esdallas.org/page.cfm?p=3096&newsid=2688
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2

Trace your hand on a piece of cardboard. Cut out the 
shape with all the fingers separate. Cut each finger into 
three equal pieces. Cut the thumb into two pieces.

Cut the straws into several short 
pieces. Glue the segments to the 
hand cutout, as in the picture.

Build a Robotic Arm

ASTRONAUTS USE ROBOTIC ARMS TO DO LOTS 
OF TOUGH, EVEN DANGEROUS JOBS THAT MIGHT 
OTHERWISE BE IMPOSSIBLE. FOR EXAMPLE, THE 

INTERNATIONAL SPACE STATION (ISS) HAS A ROBOTIC 
ARM TO CAPTURE CARGO SHIPS THAT NEED TO DOCK. 
ASTRONAUTS ALSO USE THESE ARMS ON SPACEWALKS. 

In this activity, you’ll design, build, and operate your own 
robotic arm. It’s a lot simpler than the one they use on the ISS!
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YOUR FIELD KIT CHECKLIST
 ✓ CARDBOARD

 ✓ PENCIL

 ✓ SCISSORS

 ✓ STRAWS

 ✓ GLUE

 ✓ STRING

3 Thread strings from the top of each finger (and thumb!) 
through all the straw segments until you can gather 
them at the bottom. Tie or glue the string at the tip of 
each finger so it doesn’t slide all the way through.

You’ve made a robotic 
arm! Manipulate the 
strings to bend each 
finger how you want. Is 

it easy to do or 
difficult? How 
can you make 

it easier 
and more 
useful? 

4

Build a Robotic Arm

“ Many students haven’t 

learned how to fail, but 

it’s really important for 

everyone to learn how 

to fail before their first 

job. In any experiment, 

there are failures all the 

time. The important thing 

is how you recover from 

these failures and that you 

maintain persistence.”
—Bonnie Dunbar




