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Yaítza Luna-Cruz, PhD: 
The Path LesS Taken

Meet Dr. Yaítza 
Luna-Cruz. She grew 
up in a Puerto Rican 
town called Cidra. Her interest in science started young 

when her mother bought her a 
science encyclopedia (Enciclopedia 
de Las Ciencias).

As a physics student at University of Puerto 
Rico at Mayagüez, she was fascinated by 
planetary science and space meteorology. 

 She wanted to learn more about the behavior of 
other planets’ atmospheres but realized that to do 
so, she needed to understand the Earth’s 
atmosphere first. 

She participated in NASA’s Genesis and 
Rapid Intensification Process (GRIP) 
campaign in 2010, flying through the eye 
of Hurricane Earl on a research plane.  

She currently works at NASA as a program 
executive in the Earth Science Division.  

Dr. Luna-Cruz is an advocate for STEM 
education with the goal of increasing 
Latino representation. This is especially 
important as Puerto Rico and other 
Caribbean islands experience more 
severe weather. 
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Today, Dr. Baca has become a leading expert on aquatic 
insects. He performs field and lab research, provides 
workshops and lectures, and has authored or contributed 
to several publications.  �

Meet Dr. Stephen Baca. He grew up in 
Gallup, New Mexico, a town that borders 
the Navajo Nation.

Stephen Baca, PHD:
reawakening childhoOd pasSions

As a child, he liked to study insects, 
lizards, and other animals he found 
outside. He was introduced to 
entomology by a middle school teacher 
who brought in his bug collection to 
show his students.

He lost interest in his studies during 
high school and bounced between 
jobs after dropping out of business 
school. In 2009, his childhood love 
for bugs was reawakened during a 
trip to Kenya. 

He returned to school and began working in a 
research lab studying aquatic beetles. Over the 
next 5 years, he traveled the western hemisphere 
for field work while continuing his education at 
University of New Mexico and University of Kansas.

Some of his specialties include descriptive 
taxonomy and museum curation. �
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