From North Thurston to SpaceX: Natalie
Hagerman is Following Her Curiosity to
New Heights

Most college students dream about making an impact on the world.
Natalie Hagerman is already helping build the technology that reaches beyond it.

The North Thurston Public Schools graduate is entering her senior year at the University of
Washington, where she's studying Aeronautical and Astronautical Engineering. This summer,
she earned a highly competitive internship with SpaceX, working on composite subassemblies
for the Falcon 9 rocket—a milestone she once thought was years away.

"Never did | imagine | would get to work on hardware flying to space, especially not in college,"
Hagerman said. "But | have never been more grateful for an opportunity.”

For Hagerman, however, success hasn't come from chasing impressive titles. It's come from
something much simpler: following her curiosity.

That curiosity first found room to grow after her family settled in the North Thurston Public
Schools district when she was in seventh grade. As the daughter of a military family, moving
from school to school was familiar, but adjusting academically wasn't always easy. Because
advanced coursework didn't immediately transfer, she spent much of seventh grade feeling
underchallenged.

Everything changed once she was placed in classes that pushed her to think critically.
"l found a lot more fulfillment in my education," she said.

By high school, Hagerman had fully embraced every opportunity she could find. She immersed
herself in Advanced Placement courses while participating in band, track and field, technical
theater at the Koval Performing Arts Center, and community volunteer work. Looking back, she
credits those experiences as much as her coursework for shaping who she is today.

"| strongly believe many of the foundations | learned in those experiences have made me into
the person | am," Hagerman said. "l try my best to embody many of the leadership principles |
learned from incredible teachers, bosses, and coaches."



During her senior year, one teacher encouraged students to explore scholarship opportunities
through the North Thurston Education Foundation. Hagerman immediately connected with the
Frank Parker Memorial Scholarship.

Named in honor of a Navy pilot, electrical engineer, musician, outdoorsman, and contributor to
NASA's Apollo program, the scholarship recognized students pursuing studies in math and
science—interests that closely aligned with Hagerman's own passions.

"l aligned with many of the same principles of what Frank Parker filled his life with: music, a love
for words and the outdoors, aerospace, and engineering," she recalled. "By doing so, | was able
to connect with the application and the rest of the process was fairly simple."

Receiving the scholarship provided financial support as Hagerman began pursuing one of the
state's most rigorous engineering degrees at the University of Washington.

She chose UW because it offered Washington's only aerospace engineering program, along
with a strong emphasis on research.

Although she always knew she wanted to pursue STEM, aerospace became the clear choice
because it combined two lifelong interests: mathematics and aviation.

"My dad is a pilot, so | grew up fascinated with flight," she said. "l have the opportunity to see
things around me that | already loved in a new and exciting way."

At the University of Washington, Hagerman quickly discovered that engineering is about far
more than solving equations.

She became Chief Engineer of the university's nationally recognized Design Build Fly team,
leading fellow students through the challenges of designing, building, and testing aircraft. The
experience stretched her technically as she taught lessons in leadership, collaboration, and
resilience.

"It was nothing short of a terrifying experience," she laughed, "but one that pushed me to
challenge my understanding of engineering, leadership, and intentionality in so many new
ways."

Her work has also introduced her to cutting-edge composite materials research, where
innovations developed for aerospace often find applications in medicine, transportation, and
countless other industries.

"How cool is it that | get to do something | love, with people | aspire to be like, that gives back to
society hopefully more than | consume?" she said.



Those experiences helped prepare her for perhaps her biggest opportunity yet: spending the
summer at SpaceX working on Falcon 9 hardware.

Interns are evaluated throughout the program, with exceptional performers invited to return after
graduation. Hagerman hopes that opportunity lies ahead but knows the experiences she's
gained have already prepared her well for whatever comes next.

"If not," she said, "many of the skills | have learned... contribute to my readiness for a job after
college, so | am confident | will find something."

Outside the classroom, Hagerman has rediscovered another passion from her North Thurston

days—music. After seven years in band and orchestra, she's once again enjoying playing with
others while balancing demanding coursework. She also finds time to recharge outdoors, often
studying beside a lake or relaxing in a hammock between classes.

As graduation approaches, Hagerman is considering a future in the aerospace industry and may
eventually pursue graduate studies in materials science. But no matter where her career takes
her, one thing won't change.

"l hope to never stop learning," she said. "l spent most of my time in North Thurston relentlessly
chasing my curiosity. That fire only grew as | transitioned to college, and | intend to follow that
fire throughout my career and life. Maybe one day | will have as significant an impact on the
world around me as many of the people | have most aspired to become have had on my life."

For the North Thurston Education Foundation, stories like Hagerman's are a reminder that
scholarships do more than help students pay for college—they help open doors to opportunities,
fuel curiosity, and empower the next generation of innovators, leaders, and changemakers.
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