
#inspirationalengineers

Meet
Dr. Sheila Bailey 

We asked Sheila

Read more inspirational stories 
http://news.wiley.com/engineeringwomen

How or why did you choose Engineering as a career path / area of 
study?

Well although I’ve been labeled an electrical engineer by NASA for 30 years, I am 
actually a physicist. My boss determined that the work I do could be called EE 
and since EEs at the time were paid more than physicists he thought it was a 
good idea to give me a new label. I always loved science since  high school and in 
particular Space & Astronomy. At 16 I spent a summer studying Astro-Physics in 
an NSF program and was fascinated. I won my first award from NASA as a high 
school senior for my science fair project. After getting my Ph.D. in magnetic 
materials it was an easy transition to semi-conductors and ultimately to 
photovoltaics – something that I have spent my 30 year career in NASA doing. I 
have always been involved in advanced concepts relative to the space solar cells 
of the future.

What is the most exciting thing about your job?
Having something new to do practically every day. Having the equipment to delve 
into a myriad of questions that may arise from my investigation.

What challenges do women face in the Engineering professions / 
academia? 

There is a sense of competition that often invades engineering or science studies in 
college. Dealing with predominately male counterparts is difficult for some women 
in college. However, the more collaborative environment on the job is one that is 
appreciated by most women. A team works best with different viewpoints and 
often that means diversity in the sense of gender as well as academic 
backgrounds. Overall my colleagues have been very supportive and without 
prejudice in both academic studies as well as professionally. Only occasionally 
have I received the “poor little thing, she just doesn’t understand” from some older 
male managers. Sometimes I also believe women perceive that they can’t have a 
family and an S & E career. I have 3 children. My oldest daughter graduated in 
Biomedical engineering and is an MD. My son graduated in Physics and is an 
Investor for a large business. My youngest daughter graduated in Environmental 
Science and Policy and is studying to complete a degree in Public Affairs.
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Sheila Bailey has spent her life working on photovoltaics (PV). Sheila 
completed her PhD in England and then completed a post doc in Australia 
before returning to the United States, where she started working as a 
lecturer, and raised three children.

At NASA, in addition to being a union representative, she works in the PV 
branch and is involved in PV research for both air and spacecraft. During her 
career at NASA, she has been able to travel across the world due to her 
research, and is also the founder of the Photoluminescence, Spectrometry, 
Nano-characterization, and Scanning Electron Microscopy labs, which she 
thinks of as her “toys”. She also ran the 4th WCPEC conference in Hawaii in 
2006.
Sheila’s job, put simply, is to make a better solar cell. Her work centres on 
the use of nanostructures and materials to improve solar cell efficiency and 
lifetime. 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/journal/1099159x
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What inspires you about Engineering? 
It is exciting to see your work being used on a spacecraft going to Mars or as 
the power system for the rover on the surface of the planet. The challenges are 
enormous to define the best power system for Venus or Jupiter, etc.

What would you say to girls in school / college who may be 
considering Engineering as a career choice / study option?
Be stubborn. Don’t give up because you don’t get an A or a problem is hard. 
Certainly don’t listen to those who think you can’t do it. There is a great deal of 
satisfaction in overcoming a difficult problem

What does a typical day in your job involve?
Gathering data on the particular environment in question (do we go to Titan 
or Europa?) and then formulating the best power source for that destination. 
Can we make a solar cell work better on Mars by redesigning its composition 
or changing materials?

Do you think the perception of Engineering as a male-dominated 
career can be changed, and if so, how?
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Of course it can be changed. The more women you see actually doing it, whether 
in academia, industry or government labs, the more female students will see 
themselves accomplishing it too. There is nothing that’s inherently male or female 
about engineering or science.

Sheila Bailey has spent her life working on photovoltaics (PV). Sheila 
completed her PhD in England and then completed a post doc in Australia 
before returning to the United States, where she started working as a 
lecturer, and raised three children.

At NASA, in addition to being a union representative, she works in the PV 
branch and is involved in PV research for both air and spacecraft. During her 
career at NASA, she has been able to travel across the world due to her 
research, and is also the founder of the Photoluminescence, Spectrometry, 
Nano-characterization, and Scanning Electron Microscopy labs, which she 
thinks of as her “toys”. She also ran the 4th WCPEC conference in Hawaii in 
2006.
Sheila’s job, put simply, is to make a better solar cell. Her work centres on 
the use of nanostructures and materials to improve solar cell efficiency and 
lifetime. 

What is the ratio of female to male in your workplace / faculty? 
There are 235 female scientists & engineers at NASA Glenn Research Center and 
842 male S&Es. In all of NASA there are 2523 female S&Es and 8539 male S&Es.

http://news.wiley.com/engineeringwomen
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/journal/1099159x



