Empowering the future of STEM
Changemakers with Disabilities

Rebel Girls in partnership with the Royal Australian chemical Institute
Printed cover description:
The words “Empowering the future of STEM” are surrounded by cut out portraits of Eleanor Beidatch, Wanda Diaz-Merced, Fairda Bedwei, Maddy Lahm and Katrina Wruck.
Eleanor Beidatch is smiling, seated in her electric wheelchair holding a piece of rock with a green background. She wears a pink blouse and is holding a yellow/brown rock. 
Wanda Diaz-Merced smiles while wearing a set of purple and green wireless headphones and holding a white stick, mobility aid, with a pink handle. She wears a green top that has a badge featuring the Science in Braille logo, both in English and braille.
Farida Bedwei smiles with her hand outstretched, a mobile phone hovers above, lit up showing computer code. She wears an intricate black top and a patterned pink, white and blue skirt and has a walking aid attached to her arm. 
Maddy Lahm stands with her hands on her hips, with a safety hat tucked under her arm. She is dressed in yellow, blue and silver reflective safety wear, her cochlear implant can be seen. 
Katrina Wruck stands smiling with one hand on her hip, the other holding a flask with orange liquid in it. She wears a green top and a lab coat.

Inside Page Description:
A green and yellow circuit board-textured illustration forms the background; The Rebel Girls Logo in white on a textured blue background. A blue light bulb with a green lightning bolt sits to the left, with a pink planet, with blue ring and two small lightning bolts to the right. RACI logo in black with a blue circle and flask.
Copyright © 2025 by Rebel Girls, Inc. 
Rebel Girls supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting indie creators as well as allowing Rebel Girls to publish books for Rebel Girls wherever they may be. 
Good Night Stories for Rebel Girls and Rebel Girls are registered trademarks. Good Night Stories for Rebel Girls and all other Rebel Girls titles are available for bulk purchase for sale promotions, premiums, fundraising, and educational needs. For details, write to sales@rebelgirls.com. 
This is a work of creative nonfiction. It is a collection of heartwarming and thoughtprovoking stories inspired by the lives and adventures of 12 influential women. It is not an encyclopedic account of the events and accomplishments of their lives. 
Rebel Girls, Inc. 
421 Elm Ave. 
Larkspur, CA 94939 
www.rebelgirls.com 
Text by Sarah Parvis 
Cover illustrations: Jo Dertili, Lively Scout, Elizabeth Montero Santa, Lucy Rogers, Rubii Red
Cover design by Georgia Rucker 
Special thanks to the Rebel Girls team: Amy Pfister, Anjelika Temple, Annie Liu, Denise Gomez-Rivera, Emma May-Bradley, Haley Dapkus, Inky Son, Isadora Manzaro, Jes Wolfe, Michon Vanderpoel, Natalie Hara, Rachel Toby

Contents
Foreword by Shenal Basnayake Page 8
Introduction by Amanda Ellis Page 11
Alise Fox - Fisheries Scientist & Science Communicator, page 15
Cathy Foley - Physicist and Science Advocate, page 19
Eleanor Beidatsch - Paleontologist, page 22
Farida Bedwei - Software Engineer, page 26
Jiao Jiao Li - Biomedical Engineer, page 29
Katrina Wruck - Industrial Chemist, page 32
Kiowa Scott-Hurley - AI and Cybersecurity Specialist, page 35
Maddy Lahm - Marine Chemist, page 39
Natasha Ward - Teacher, page 42
Susanna Cramb - Statistician, page 45
Verity Normington - Geoscientist, page 48
Wanda Diaz-Merced - Astrophysicist, page 52
In her own words, page 56
Acknowledgements, page 65
More Books!, page 73
About Rebel Girls, page 75
Bonus! Audio Story!
Scan the code, and you’ll be whisked away on an audio adventure, where you will hear a longer story about the Wanda Diaz-Merced (page 30). Enjoy! (link: https://www.rebelgirls.com/podcast/wanda-diaz-merced)
Image description: A pink planet, with yellow lightening bolts, and a blue box and orange shadow with a QR Code. The rest of the page is white.


Foreword
The Royal Australian Chemical Institute (RACI) is proud to present this book in partnership with Rebel Girls. Together, we have sought to create a resource that not only inspires but also reflects the diverse realities of children who may be considering a future in STEM. Too often, young people with disabilities have lacked access to visible role models who share their experiences. This book helps address that gap by sharing the stories of remarkable women whose achievements demonstrate that a career in STEM is not only possible, but within reach. 
I’m proud that we’ve taken this first step towards greater equity, diversity, and inclusion in STEM. RACI recognises that many challenges still prevent children with disabilities from fully accessing opportunities in STEM. 
These challenges may be physical, educational, or cultural, but their impact is clear – they limit participation, representation, and visibility. We believe that equity, diversity, and inclusion are not just values to aspire to, but essential elements for innovation and progress.
Supporting children with disabilities to see themselves in STEM is not simply a matter of fairness, it is a matter of unlocking the creativity, resilience, and potential they already possess. 
This book is a celebration of brilliant women with disabilities who are making important contributions to STEM and society. Their stories stand as powerful examples for the next generation, and we thank them for generously sharing their journeys and lived experiences. 
The Royal Australian Chemical Institute remains committed to championing diversity and inclusion across the STEM landscape. I see this book as one step in a broader journey—towards a future where every child can imagine themselves as part of the STEM community. 
Shenal Basnayake, CEO, Royal Australian Chemical Institute
Image description: A blue flask with lime green bubbling liquid sits on the bottom right-hand corner of the page. The top of the page features a ripped effect with the background isa green and yellow circuit board-textured illustration. 



Introduction
Every young person deserves to see a representation of themselves in the pages of a book. When girls – and especially girls with disabilities – see role models who look like them, live like them, and dream like them, they begin to understand that their own future is limitless. 
This collaboration between the Royal Australian Chemical Institute (RACI) and Rebel Girls is more than just a collection of stories. It is a celebration of brilliant women in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics who are reshaping our world, and a reminder that diversity is not just important – it is vital. It is the catalyst for innovation and progress. The women in this book represent courage, curiosity, and resilience. They prove that talent knows no boundaries, and that the strength of STEM lies in the richness of perspectives it embraces. 
For too long, systemic barriers have told some children that STEM isn’t for them. This book seeks to change that narrative. By sharing stories of women with disabilities who have pursued their passions and thrived, we hope to show young readers that STEM belongs to everyone – and so do its opportunities.
Image description: On the top left-hand side of the page sits a blue protractor and compass with two small lighting bolts, one green and one pink. Above it the page appears to be ripped revealing a green and yellow circuit board-textured illustration. 
At the RACI, we are passionate about opening doors for young people to see themselves in chemistry. Chemistry is the science of transformation – of elements combining in new ways to create something greater – and we believe the same is true when diverse voices and perspectives come together. Through this initiative, we want to show that there is no single path to success in STEM. In these pages, you will read about how Susanna Cramb is using statistics to improve people’s health, how Alise Fox is using maths to support sustainable fishing, and how Katrina Wruck is using chemistry to protect the environment. 
Whether you envision yourself in the classroom like Natasha Ward, the lab like Jiao Jiao Li, or out in the community like Verity Normington, know that there are countless options open to you. To every girl reading this: your ideas matter, your voice matters, and your future in STEM is yours to claim. May these stories inspire you to be bold, ask questions, and believe that you belong in any space you choose to enter. 
Amanda Ellis, RACI President, Royal Australian Chemical Institute
Image description: A blue microscope sits on the bottom right-hand side of the page with two small green lightning bolts. The top of the page appears to be ripped revealing a green and yellow circuit board-textured illustration. 

Alise Fox
Fisheries Scientist and Science Communicator
Sitting in her maths classroom one day, Alise felt a fluttery feeling in her stomach. Her teacher was talking about equations and how the relationships between numbers could explain almost anything. Suddenly they’d moved from addition and multiplication to unlocking the secrets of the universe. And that fluttery feeling? That was excitement. 
Alise always loved nature. Together with her mum, she’d scamper around the beach or the rain forest, inspecting shells and marvelling at all the funky fungi they could find. Nature is enormous. And yet, she realised, she could zoom in and see networks of relationships. Zooming in further, she could see the chemical reactions that make up biological occurrences . . . which follow the laws of physics . . . which can be explained using logic and numbers. There was that fluttery feeling again!
How could she turn her interests into a career? she wondered. The only person she knew who made a career out of maths was her teacher. So she became a maths teacher! But it wasn’t the job for her. Back to uni she went. She explored lots of exciting topics, and eventually, she found a job that combines her love of maths and nature. As a fisheries scientist, she uses maths to figure out how many fish are in the ocean, which helps others write laws aimed at keeping the ocean healthy.
Sometimes at school or work, Alise would feel sad or frustrated when she compared herself to her friends or colleagues. At 32 years old, she found out that she is neurodivergent. Her autism and ADHD are part of what makes her unique. “I have a different kind of brain!” she says. 
She’s found tactics to help her stay focused, such as taking breaks, trading paper books for audiobooks, and keeping fidget toys on her desk. Alise’s advice to everyone, especially neurodivergent folks, is: “Learn about yourself, trust that the way you think is perfectly valid, and give yourself whatever tools you need.”
Born 1992, Australia
“Expect twists and turns because STEM is huge and it’s evolving. The job you end up in might not even exist yet.”- Alise Fox
Illustration by Sami Bayly
Illustration description: Alise fox smiles while wearing glasses, magpie earrings with pink studs. She wears brown overalls and a navy top. Her hair is spread out as though it is floating in water. Intertwined in her hair are various objects- a sunflower, a red mushroom, an orange and white clown fish, a microphone and pencil, an orange squid with red spots, a toadstool mushroom and a blue snorkel on a pink, yellow and orange watercolour textured background.




Cathy Foley
Physicist and Science Advocate
One day, Cathy turned on her family’s black-and-white TV. The hosts of Summer School of Science were busy doing experiments. Magnets? Sound waves? Electricity? It was like watching magic in action! 
Cathy loved puzzles. The idea that invisible forces could shape the world thrilled her! She enjoyed exploring the mysteries of nature. But then a teacher said something that Cathy would never forget. She said that Cathy wasn’t smart enough to be a scientist. It felt like she’d been punched in the gut.
She stopped and thought about those horrible, hurtful words. Cathy is dyslexic. It was true that she read a little more slowly than some of her classmates. Sometimes she swapped letters around when she was writing her school assignments. Her brain worked differently from a lot of other kids’. Her dyslexia was part of what made her quick, clever mind special and what fuelled her sense of wonder.
So she made an important decision: She would not let this ignorant woman’s words hold her back. She would push harder, learn more, and pursue her interests. With hard work and the help of some awesome mentors, she found strategies for learning and communicating that worked for her. 
At Macquarie University, Cathy earned her PhD in physics and became a researcher. On one exciting project, she helped discover how to use superconducting technology to locate mineral deposits deep underground. On another, she used physics to make advances in medical imaging.
In 2021, she became Australia’s chief scientist. She advised the government on science and technology, and helped to weave scientific innovation into the list of the nation’s priorities. “It was an extraordinary privilege,” she said, “to amplify the voices of researchers and show young people what’s possible in science.”
Born 1957, Australia
“There were many times when I was underestimated or excluded. It gave me a determination to change the system, so the next generation of women – especially girls who feel like outsiders – will have a clearer path.”- Cathy Foley
Illustration by Veronica Guarino
Illustration description: Cathy smiles, wearing round rimmed glasses, a white shirt, dark green vest and white gloves while using technical machinery. The background is an aqua green tile tessellation. 



Elearnor Beidatsch
Paleontologist
Fifty million years ago, whales and dolphins lived on land,” a voice explained. “Over time, their limbs shrank, and their tails grew wider and more powerful . . .” At 9 years old, Eleanor stared at the screen. Her eyes were wide, and her brain was buzzing as the narrator described how whales and dolphins left land behind to live in the sea. 
This video introduced Eleanor to paleontology, the study of fossilised plants and animals. It also changed her life. 
Eleanor was born with a rare condition called spinal muscular atrophy. It causes extreme muscle weakness and difficulty breathing. Using technology like a power wheelchair and speech-to-text software, she has studied marine biology and become a journalist. Now, she’s getting her master’s degree in paleontology. She’s using her sharp mind and keen powers of observation to explore what plant and animal fossils can tell us about life in the past. 
Uncovering ancient fossils often takes place in remote places with rugged terrain. It is not a wheelchair-friendly activity! With help from some dedicated family and friends, Eleanor went on a dig in 2016. On her first day, she found a perfectly preserved seashell that had turned into black opal over 110 million years. “It was such an amazing rush,” she said, “when I saw it gleaming in a pile of rubble resting on my wheelchair tray.” 
Going on the dig was exciting. But Eleanor can do her research from home. She analyses super high resolution scans of ancient specimens on her computer. In this way, she identifies new species and helps build clearer pictures of what life was like millions of years ago.
Just as whales and dolphins underwent a major transformation so long ago, science and technology are always evolving. As Eleanor pursues her dream career, she will be right there, using exciting new tools to contribute to science.
Born 1993, Australia
“Women can do anything they want, and so can people with disabilities. The more of us who are changing the world, the better the future will be.” – Eleanor Beidatsch 
Illustration by Joanne Dertili
Illustration description: Eleanor smiles as she is seated on her mechanical wheelchair wearing a baby pink top and trousers with a gold pendant necklace. In her hand she holds a golden coloured rock, with a larger similar coloured rock sitting on her wheelchair tray. Sitting on her left is a white fluffy cavoodle-style dog with its tongue sticking out, wearing a red collar. In the background Eleanor is surrounded by the wilderness, with purple flowers surrounding her with long grass and rocks and mountains in the background.

Farida Bedwei
Software Engineer
Farida was a clever, curious child. She invented scenarios for her Barbies, raced remote-controlled cars, and never left the house without a book. 
Farida was born in Nigeria. Her family moved around a bit before settling in Ghana when she was nine. When her mum tried to register Farida for school though, she hit a wall. Farida has cerebral palsy, a condition that affects balance and body movement, and none of the schools in the area would admit her. 
After a few years of home-schooling, they tried again. Her junior high was not accessible, but her friends helped her walk from the car to her classroom. Senior high was much less accessible. So Farida forged a different path. She enrolled in a computer course at a nearby technology centre. She was the youngest student there, but she was determined to earn the highest scores. 
With an IT diploma in hand, she went to a local software company. “I don’t have any experience,” she said, “but if you give me a chance, I promise you’ll never regret it.” While working part-time, she earned a second diploma. Then she completed her computer science degree at a university in the UK. 
Later, she cofounded a company and developed a cloud software platform that helped finance companies provide micro loans. At Microsoft, she worked on a metaverse project, helping to build features, such as the ability to teleport and appear in a room full of avatars. Now she uses her top-notch computer skills to help young people – especially young women – thrive in a rapidly changing digital world. 
Farida has also created a comic starring Karmzah, a superheroine with cerebral palsy who gets her powers from her crutches. She wants all children with disabilities, especially those who use assistive devices, to feel powerful and be proud of their accomplishments.
Born 1979, Nigeria and Ghana
“With the rise and fast evolution of AI, the possibilities are endless, and I’d love to explore how its being used to facilitate inclusive learning for children with disabilities.” – Farida Bedwei 
Illustration by Elizabeth Montero Santa
Illustration Description: Farida is standing and smiling, with her hand outstretched. Floating above her hand is a mobile phone showing computer coding. Farida is supported by a walking aid. Farida wears an intricate black top with lace on the shoulders, and a pink, red, white and blue textured skirt. The background features an aqua and purple textured background.


Jiao Jiao Li
Biomedical Engineer 
Jiao Jiao didn’t really know what engineering was when she entered university. But she quickly knew she’d made the right choice. She absolutely loved uncovering the secrets of how things work! 
Once, during her second year at university, she found out that her family planned to put up a satellite dish. Immediately, she drew up a diagram and began to calculate the forces that would act on the dish. She wanted to make sure the dish would be safe in any kind of weather – even gale-force winds. Her engineering training was already paying off!
Jiao Jiao graduated with degrees in biomedical engineering and medical science. Soon, she was focusing on regenerative medicine. She combines cutting-edge nanotechnology with cell biology, materials science, computer science, and medicine to create options for treating disease. She and her colleagues are growing new organs and body parts to replace damaged ones. 
As they age, many people develop bone and joint diseases. It makes it hard for them to get around, and it can be very painful. Seeing members of her own family grapple with these conditions has inspired Jiao Jiao to do everything she can to help people age better, so they can live their lives to the fullest. 
Jiao Jiao knows about living with pain. She suffers from a medical condition called endometriosis. She often adjusts her lifestyle and work arrangements to manage her symptoms. She wishes more people understood that many disabilities are invisible, and that there are some simple things we can do to make life and work more comfortable for a lot of people. 
Looking ahead, Jiao Jiao is full of hope. She says, “We are at the brink of building whole organs, robotic devices to replace body parts, and cures for previously intractable diseases.” The future is bright!
Born 1987, China and Australia
“If there are not a lot of people who look like you in the field you want to get into, be bold and be that person you want to become.”- Jiao Jiao Li 
Illustration by Lily Nie
Illustration Description: Jiao Jiao is holding a vial with an emerald green liquid. Her hair is tied back, and she wears a blue top and a white lab coat with two pens in the pocket. In front of her sits a flask with a green and blue liquid and a stirring rod. Next to it is a container with a blue liquid. Floating above Jiao Jiao is imagery of 5 different types of cells. The image features a pink background.

Katrina Wruck
Industrial Chemist
Once upon a time, a girl named Katrina curled up on the sofa to watch a movie. In it, Nicolas Cage played a biochemist who works for the FBI and saves the world from a chemical attack. “How cool is that?!” she thought, “To save the world using science!” She worked hard and found her own way to make her mark. Today, she uses chemistry to protect the environment. “I still get to help save the planet,” she says, “just with fewer explosions.” 
When she first started studying science, she had to commute four hours a day to the university. It was exhausting! So after a few months, she moved to Brisbane, where she lived in a share house and continued her studies. It was a lot of work, and it was tough to find the money to live on her own. But she followed her curiosity and earned her PhD in sustainable process engineering.
Later, Katrina was researching the rocks that are left over from mining. “Instead of treating them as waste,” she wondered, “what if I could turn them into something useful?” She jumped into action and developed a process to transform these rocks into the main ingredient in laundry detergent. 
Her product does more than keep clothing clean. It improves people’s health. Rheumatic heart disease is caused by bacteria, and people who don’t have access to laundry facilities and detergent have higher rates of it. In Australia, the disease disproportionately affects Indigenous communities. She realised she was onto something big! 
Katrina is a proud Panaylayg woman (Zenadth Kes). She is also neurodivergent. Over the years, some close-minded people have underestimated her or even discriminated against her. Instead of believing those voices, she says, “I let them fuel my fire, and I am determined to prove them wrong.” She’s excited to continue battling forever chemicals and inspiring the next generation of STEM leaders.
Born 1994, Australia
“If everything went perfectly the first time, there’d be nothing to learn. Mistakes aren’t setbacks – they’re stepping stones to something extraordinary.”- Katrina Wruck (quote appears on the top left-hand side of the page)
Illustration by Rubii Red
Illustration Description: Katrina smiles wearing a dark green top with a white lab coat on top. Her hand sits on her hip with a watch on her wrist. Katrina holds a flask with a bright orange liquid in it. Surrounding Katrina are several Chemistry focused objects: atoms, DNA strands, flasks with green liquid, flasks with yellow liquid. Behind Katrina is an illustration with an indigenous texture in blue, green and yellow.



Kiowa Scott-Hurley
AI and Cybersecurity Specialist
Late at night, young Kiowa was usually busy, fighting fictional battles in magical universes or brushing up on cat breeds with her handy encyclopedias. Whether she was devouring books, making art, or writing stories, she was always exercising her creativity. 
Growing up in Gunai Kurnai Country, there wasn’t a lot of money to go around. Kiowa and her best friend came up with their own clever ways to patch the holes in their shoes and entertain themselves with what they had on hand.
It was rare for kids from her area to go to uni, but she did. And she began to study maths and philosophy. Kiowa had always been bright and open-minded, but along the way, she realised that she’d made some assumptions about scientists that weren’t always true. People who worked in STEM, she thought, wore white coats and spent their days quietly toiling in a lab. Right? 
Today, Kiowa provides guidance to scientists and everyday people about how to avoid risks and use AI smartly. She also manages a team of engineers who use her findings to build new AI tools. She spends her days at a computer, she still gets to use her art skills, and she is constantly collaborating with others. And there are no lab coats to be found in her wardrobe! 
Computers are amazing tools, but people are invaluable. They provide different perspectives that help hone ideas and push them forwards. Kiowa brings her perspectives to everything she does. She’s a Dja Dja Wurrung woman, and she has a chronic illness. Her experiences help her notice things that other people don’t. 
“Instead of assuming things are already awesome,” she says, “I’m always wondering how things could be better – and that’s a real skill to have in STEM!”
Born 1998, Australia
“I always try to remember how my unique perspective makes me a better scientist, instead of focusing on how it restricts me.”- Kiowa Scott-Hurley 
Illustration by Samantha Campbell
Illustration description: Kiowa sits at her desk looking at her computer screen, she is typing on a bright red keyboard next to it sits a bright red computer mouse. Kiowa has bright red lipstick, red glasses and two lip piercings. Her hair is brown, with a fringe, and streaks of red. Kiowa wears a red and white striped top and a black vest with stars, love hearts and spots on it. It appears the room is being lit by the light from her computer screen, with the background being a dark blue/grey colour. Intertwined behind Kiowa are various indigenous textures. Resting on the desk is a walking stick.


Maddy Lahm
Marine Chemist
Once upon a time, there was a high school student named Maddy who failed an open-book test in chemistry and grew up to be . . . a marine chemist! 
When Maddy and her brother were little, they’d romp around the wetlands near their home, helping turtles cross the road and searching storm drains for frog eggs. Later, she’d relax on the beach, or kayak with her family. 
She always felt at home by the water, so it was no surprise that she grew up to work on a science vessel at sea. What was a surprise – at least to her high school chem teacher – is that she majored in chemistry at university! It’s true that she originally struggled with the subject, but Maddy had a professor at uni who made her look at chemistry in a whole new way. 
Maddy was also interested in genetics and medicine. Because of a rare genetic mutation, she and her brother were born deaf. As a baby, she received a cochlear implant, a medical device that connects an external hearing aid to her auditory nerve and allows her to hear. Learning about genetics and the human body helped Maddy learn more about herself. “I thought of myself as a cool science experiment,” she said. 
Today, Maddy spends about three months a year at sea, living and working aboard a research ship. Her team collects samples of seawater from depths of 6,000 metres, and collaborates with other scientists to monitor change in the oceans and reveal information about aquatic life. She has also helped to design and build Hydrobox, the world’s first portable hydrochemistry laboratory. 
As a seagoing scientist, Maddy is constantly learning. She’s having an exciting, fulfilling career, and she’s opening more doors for women and people with disabilities who are under-represented in her field. Hopefully not for long!
Born 1997, United States
“I love being able to contribute to an ongoing effort to redefine what excellence in science looks like.”- Maddy Lahm (quote appears in the top right-hand corner of the page)
Illustration by Lucy Rogers
Illustration description: Maddy is standing on the deck of a large research ship, she has one hand on her hip the other hand cradles a safety hat with the CSIRO logo on it. Maddy wears a uniform for safety, which features yellow, blue and silver reflective lines with blue pants, and brown boots. In the background it shows icebergs in the water, and a glacier with penguins diving into the water. It is sunset and you can see an orange glow against the blue sky with stars shining above.


Natasha Ward
Teacher
By the time Natasha’s youngest brother was five years old, he was singing the periodic table song with confidence. That’s because Natasha taught it to him. In biology class, she noticed the girls sitting behind her were struggling. So she jumped in to help. Photosynthesis, animal habitats, genetics – she loved it all and wanted her classmates to understand it like she did. Natasha followed her love of science and her love of teaching to become . . . a science teacher!
 In one position, she worked on a project to weave First Nations science into the primary school curriculum. In one lesson, she and her students looked at the four western seasons and the seven seasons of the Wurundjeri Woi Wurrung peoples. These traditional seasons don’t follow calendar dates. Instead, they correspond to changes in the environment.
Later, she led school excursions for students across Victoria. She got to introduce students to snakes, turtles, stick insects, lizards, sugar gliders, and even potoroos! It was a joy to show students that the animals – even the lizards! – had their own distinct personalities. Natasha was in her element as she taught about everything from ancient megafauna to analysing DNA during crime scene investigations. 
Today, she is an academic coordinator for the Young Indigenous Women’s STEM Academy. A proud Indigenous woman herself, she supports girls in high school and helps them find STEM opportunities that match their interests. 
Empowering Indigenous girls is important to Natasha, and so is looking out for young people who may be struggling with health issues. She has ADHD and chronic health conditions. She know what it feels like when pain makes it hard to get out of bed. So she supports others, with patience and understanding, and helps them build the confidence they need to thrive in school and beyond.
Born 1996, Australia
“Our ancestors have done STEM for thousands of years, and there are indigenous people making a path for you to do it too. Go and show the world how deadly you are!”- Natasha Ward 
Illustration by Rubii Red
Illustration description: Natasha smiles, with her rainbow-coloured hair flowing around her face. She wears a dark grey top with a circular pattern on it. In the background it appears as though leaves are floating past, leaves of brown, yellow and green colours. A sun appears in the top right-hand corner drawn in an indigenous style. Floating behind Natasha appears a light blue stream, also drawn in an indigenous style.


Susanna Cramb
Statistician
Sustainability was the name of the game for Susanna’s family. Growing up, they planted crops and raised animals, so they’d always have fresh milk and eggs. And young Susanna spent plenty of time outdoors, caring for chickens and ducks and helping the littlest ducklings catch up. She pored over science magazines and did experiments in the living room. Young Susanna put caterpillars in shoeboxes – with the right kinds of leaves and plenty of air holes, of course! She’d watch as the caterpillars formed chrysalises and eventually emerged as butterflies. Then, she’d carefully release them back into nature. 
When it came to career options, veterinarian was definitely on Susanna’s list. But she wanted to help people too. So she studied medical science and then got a master’s degree in public health and tropical medicine. That degree introduced her to two fields that would become the cornerstones of her career: epidemiology and biostatistics! Epidemiologists study the causes and patterns of disease. And biostatisticians use data to analyse things, such as health trends and whether medicines are working. A wheelchair user herself, she found a way to use her maths skills to help other people with health conditions. 
Susanna’s current projects are aimed at improving diabetes and cancer outcomes across Australia, heart health among Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, access to healthy food, and outcomes for emergency medical treatment. The variety of projects is super exciting. So is the thrill of discovery! While analysing data, there are moments when she has knowledge that no one else has. Then she creates visuals with that data, writes reports, mentors students, speaks at conferences, and shares what she learns so people can use the data to make the world a better, healthier place. 
She says: “When people come together with purpose and combine their expertise, amazing things happen!”
Born 1980, Australia
“Develop your communication skills, curiosity, and creativity – these attributes are so important in STEM!” – Susanna Cramb
Illustration by Elizabeth Montero Santa
Illustration description: Susanna sits, smiling, on her electric wheelchair. Her hair is brown and short, above her shoulders. She wears a maroon/red coloured long sleeved top and an olive-green skirt. The background is a tessellation of images including the outline of the map of Australia with dots over it. There is also a series of lines that resemble statistics plotted on a graph.



Verity Normington
Geoscientist
“In central Australia, surrounded by tens of kilometres of flat, dusty plains with clusters of mulga trees, there is a jagged range of red and purple rocks,” says Verity. She’s telling the story of diamictite. This fascinating rock was formed from all sorts of rocks and minerals that were crushed and buried by glaciers then pushed back to the surface of the Earth after many hundreds of millions of years. And many years after that, Verity discovered her love for geology and storytelling. 
Verity didn’t think much of it when she picked the geology class. She’d been ill and missed a lot of school. After failing year 12 and taking some time off to get well, she enrolled in an adult education college. Maths and science had always been interesting to her, so she thought she’d give geology a try. Within three weeks, she was obsessed. She’d found her path, and it was paved with rocks! 
She got her PhD and spent seven years mapping the Amadeus Basin. She roamed the desert, describing the rocks she found, creating maps of the area, and unravelling the history and mysteries of the landscape.
Over time, she realised how much she loved advocating for science – taking difficult scientific concepts and explaining them in ways that everyone can understand. She also found a passion for speaking up for minority groups, like those with chronic illnesses. 
When Verity was 18, she finally got a diagnosis for what had been making her ill for years. It was Crohn’s disease, which causes inflammation in the digestive tract. Throughout her life, she’s had to take months off school or work to heal or recover from surgeries. And while that has been difficult, she also sees what her illness has taught her. “It’s made me a better leader,” she says. It’s increased her empathy for others and taught her to be prepared. “It has taught me to be flexible and go with the flow,” says Verity. “It has shown me how strong I truly am.”
Born 1982, Australia
“Geoscience is full of Aha moments – it’s why I do it! I am constantly learning. When you finally figure out how a rock or landform fits into the greater picture, it’s always a great feeling.” – Verity Normington 
Illustration by Veronica Guarino
Illustration description: Verity is holding an orange pen and a small note pad. She wears a light grey top with a darker grey collared jumper. Her hair is relatively short, wavy and blonde, and she wears pink rimmed glasses. In the background is the Australian outback landscape – Yellow/Green long grass, and a couple of trees and orange and red rock formations against a vibrant blue sky.



Wanda Diaz-Merced
Astrophysicist
Even though she didn’t have a lot of books at home, Wanda loved to read. Once, she found an enormous atlas – and it set her imagination on fire! Because of a developmental disability, her sister stayed mostly in her room. Wanda would climb into bed next to her, and the pair would read sections of the book aloud to one another, painting mental pictures of countless fascinating places far away. Sometimes, Wanda would hold onto imaginary controls and pretend to fly a spacecraft in a whole new galaxy. 
When she was teenager, Wanda began to lose her sight. It was frustrating and scary, and it made going to school much more difficult. She was studying for her physics degree when she became completely blind. What should she do? Should she quit? Should she push on? Wanda refused to give up on her studies. 
While she was at uni, a friend pulled her aside and introduced her to something incredible: live radio transmissions from space. 
“What a horrible noise!” she thought. “What is it?” she asked. 
“It is the sound of a solar burst,” he responded. 
All of a sudden, that awful noise turned into something beautiful – the sound of possibility! It took her six years, but she got her degree. Then she applied for an internship at NASA. Soon she began using sonification. This is a process that converts data into sound waves instead of visual displays. Wanda helped develop existing software so it would interpret data better than before – and make astronomy accessible to scientists who’d been left out in the past. Eventually, she proved that audible data increases astronomers’ ability to detect black holes. 
Wanda is dedicated to improving the ways people analyse astronomical data, and she’s passionate about inviting more people into STEM. 
She reminds us all: “Science is for everyone.”
Puerto Rico
“If people with disabilities are allowed into the scientific field, an explosion, a huge titanic burst of knowledge will take place, I am sure.” – Wanda Diaz-Merced (quote appears on the top left-hand corner of the page)
Illustration by Lively Scout
Illustration description: Wanda stands smiling holding her white cane. She wears a matching green top and skirt with a pin that features the words Science in Braille (written in both English and Braille). Wanda wears a set of purple and green wireless headphones. Behind her is an illustration that resembles the galaxy, waves of green and purple, on a dark blue background with planets and stars filling the space. A pink and purple planet floats in the foreground with a representation of braille.


In their own words
What advice do you have for young neurodivergent people?
“Spend some time looking inside your own brain and think about what works for you. No two brains are the same, especially for neurodivergent folk. Learn about yourself and trust that the way you think is perfectly valid, and give yourself whatever tools you need. Also, choosing one particular pathway as a career doesn’t mean you can’t make time for other interests and hobbies as they arise.” – Alise Fox
“Find what works for you. The way you do something may not be the same as your friends, but you are working to your strengths, just like they are working to theirs. You can do whatever you set your mind to, in your own beautiful way.” – Natasha Ward
“Your disability does not define your limits. It may make the path different, but it can also make you stronger and more innovative.” – Cathy Foley
What advice do you have for young people with disabilities?
“Look for the alternate paths. Your disability or illness doesn’t have to define who you are and what your future looks like. If people say you can’t do something in the traditional way, find the nontraditional way to do it.” – Verity Normington
“Don’t be afraid to talk about it – it’s hard, but together we can make a difference and make it easier for others like us.” – Jiao Jiao Li
“Having a disability or chronic illness means you often need to navigate the world differently. This means you probably notice things other people might not think about – like a lack of accessible pathways into buildings, or kitchen utensils that are difficult to use with mobility issues. While it can be tiring always noticing how the world hasn’t accounted for you, it teaches you how to be creative when overcoming these challenges, and teaches you to look for opportunities for the world to be different. That’s where innovation and improvement happens.” – Kiowa Scott-Hurley
“You can dream big – your voice matters!” – Susanna Cramb
What do you wish people understood about neurodiverse or people with disabilities or chronic illnesses?
“We are actually just like everybody else, we just have body or brain part(s) that don’t function as that of the majority.” – Farida Bedwei
“I wish more people understood that disabilities can be invisible, and that any chronic condition (both physical and mental) that prevents someone from living a normal life or achieving their 100 per cent can be a disability.” – Jiao Jiao Li
“Not all disabilities and illnesses are static or visible. I have a chronic illness which means sometimes I need to use a walking stick to help with my balance and fatigue, but other times I can walk around without it. A lot of people assume that I’m ‘all better’ if they see me without it, when I have a permanent illness that has different support needs depending on how unwell I am and what activities I am doing. I also think it’s important to ask people what they need instead of assuming for them. My walking stick is a mobility aid which enables me to keep doing activities that might be too difficult without it. It’s best to not assume how my illness restricts my activities, and to politely ask instead.” – Kiowa Scott-Hurley
“That difference is not a deficit. Neurodiverse people often bring unique strengths, perspectives, and creativity. Given the right support, they can thrive.” – Cathy Foley
“We are humans, just like everyone else! We don’t need to be idolised nor victimised.” – Susanna Cramb
“We are just as clever, motivated, and capable of doing a job or studying as anyone else. You shouldn’t see people with disabilities as weak or unhappy because we look different to you. People with disabilities can do anything we want to do, we just need understanding and support when a task is more difficult for us than it is for other people. We can still be the best person for the job.” – Eleanor Beidatsch
“ADHD isn’t always boys running around the classroom unable to sit still. The girl who chats a lot in class and gets distracted easily can be struggling just as much. But we can do whatever we put our minds to. Our brains mean we can see things in new ways and can be incredibly creative because of how quickly we can think. Learning to work with my ADHD rather than masking it has allowed me to thrive – my ADHD is my superpower.” – Natasha Ward
“My inclusion increases teamwork. During a job interview, I once explained that the extra effort it takes to include me as a deaf employee also helps ensure that everyone understands their tasks/roles and the directions in preparation for jobs. If we are to begin addressing barriers to accessibility and inclusion within marine sciences, we should recognise that these efforts help the abled as well — hand signals on boats can be a useful resource when even those with good hearing can’t hear over wind or machinery. Efforts intended for inclusivity can become more intentional efforts towards maximum safety.” – Maddy Lahm
“We are not lazy, naughty, rude, or incapable of doing things. We just have a different type of brain that is not necessarily accounted for in the world that’s been built around us. The more we normalise the ways that we are different, the more room there will be in society for all types of brains.” – Elise Fox
What advice do you have for young women today who are interested in STEM?
“STEM careers are awesome – you will be fascinated in unimaginable ways about what is possible and what you can do to help the world become a better place.” – Jiao Jiao Li
“Get out there and do it! The world needs your experiences and ideas to solve the big challenges of today and the future. Once you start telling people what it is you are passionate about, you will find the people that are your cheerleaders and the people that are interested in the same things as you. Hold onto those people, and ignore the nay-sayers.” – Verity Normington
“If you feel like you want to know how the world works, how life evolved, why there are so many planets in the sky, or how climate change will affect your future, then no barrier or prejudice should hold you back. You might have to overcome more difficulties than other people in the same career as you, but remember that those barriers are the fault of the people that put them up, not you.” – Eleanor Beidatsch
“You don’t need to know your whole journey, or where you’re going to end up, before you get started. Be curious, and learn about the things that excite you. If you’re passionate about something, you can find a way to harness it to save the world.” – Alise Fox
“Never give up. Seek out good mentors and treasure mentor-disciple relations.” – Wanda Diaz-Merced
“Look beyond coding. There are other options in technology to explore – like product development, cybersecurity, intellectual property, and computing law. And there’s a lot that can be done with agentic AI as well.” – Farida Bedwei
“Believe in yourself, even if others doubt you. Find mentors and allies, and don’t be afraid to follow your curiosity. The world needs your ideas.” – Cathy Foley
“Do it! The world is fascinating, and you should follow what interests you. If anyone tells you that you can’t or that a topic is for boys, do it anyway. Your curiosity is a strength, and STEM needs more women to give new ideas and perspectives!” – Natasha Ward
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STEM is for Everyone!
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