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In practice, Marie Maynard Daly was a biochemist. Before beginning her inde-
pendent career, she studied at Columbia University, and became the first Afri-
can American woman to earn a Ph.D. in chemistry in the United States in 1947. 



Ernest E.Just
Ernest Everett Just was an African American developmental biologist who 
discovered the importance of the cell surface during early embryonic devel-
opment. His work helped explain why only one sperm can penetrate the egg, 
a process referred to as “fast block to polyspermy”. Just had to struggle with 
inequality during his time as a scientist in the early 20th century but was able 
to make significant discoveries that we still use today.
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Dorothy Vaughan was a black mathematician who worked for NASA during 
the height of World War II. Not only was she one of the talented human com-
puters that helped send man into space, she was also NASA’s first Afri-
can-American manager. She was an advocate for all women in the West Com-
puting group, regardless of race during segregation.
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Ronald McNair was an African American physicist and NASA astronaut. He 
received his Ph.D. in physics from M.I.T.. McNair was the second African 
American in space and spent nearly eight days there. He unfortunately was 
killed in his second space flight, the Challenger mission. Even though he 
passed away so young, McNair was an accomplished saxophonist, a black 
belt in karate, and an all around interesting dude!

Ronald
McNair



Robert McNair Percy Lavon 
Julian

Dr. Percy Julian was a successful synthetic chemist, industrial research direc-
tor, instructor, and businessman. In 1935, Dr. Julian, in collaboration with 
Joseph Pikl, completed the first total synthesis of physostigmine – a natural 
product used to treat glaucoma, which is naturally found in the bean of Cala-
bar plants. This project solidified Dr. Julian’s status as a distinguished chem-
ist. 
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Sylvester James Gates is a theoretical physicist who works on some of the 
universe’s deepest mysteries. His parents bought him an Encyclopedia Britan-
nica set when he was 8, which sparked his interest in science.  In addition to 
researching string theory and supergravity, Gates values communication be-
tween scientists and the general public, and has made a DVD series about 
string theory.  He was also a member of former President Barack Obama's 
Council of Advisors on Science and Technology.
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Mae Jemison was the first african-american woman admitted into 
NASA’s astronaut training program and subsequently became the first 
african-american woman in space. Dr. Jemison is a testament that you 
can do anything you set your mind to; having been heavily involved in 
dance while pursuing her bachelors in chemical engineering and switch-
ing her career from medicine to observe the stars.
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Vivien Thomas was a surgical technician in the 1940’s who developed a 
procedure to treat “blue baby syndrome”, a congenital defect that 
causes death in newborn babies. Thomas had aspirations of becoming a 
doctor but these were sidelined when the Great Depression struck 
America. However, he did not let this stop him and he continued to work 
at the University of Vanderbilt in an experimental surgery lab. Years later, 
Thomas would perform the first successful operation to treat blue baby 
syndrome at Johns Hopkins University. For his contributions to medicine, 
Thomas eventually received a honorary doctorate from Johns Hopkins 
University.
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Tyrone Hayes is a Biology professor at UC Berkeley known for his work 
on the herbicide atrazine as a  hormonal disruptor that feminized male 
frogs. While the company that manufactures this compound (Syngenta) 
contests Dr. Hayes’ findings, he is not afraid to be an advocate for sci-
ence and social justice as these chemical contaminants for the environ-
ment often impact minority and low income populations.
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Edward Alexander Bouchet was the first African American to earn a PhD 
from an American university, and the sixth American of any race to earn 
a PhD in physics.  He was born and raised in New Haven, Connecticut, 
and his teachers recognized and encouraged his intellectual talents.  
After graduating first in his class from Hopkins School, he studied geo-
metric optics at Yale.  Unfortunately, Bouchet was never allowed to teach 
at a university due to racism.  Instead, he spent much of his career teach-
ing physics and chemistry at high schools, among other various jobs. 
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