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NASA Physicist Shares His Love of Space and Science with Students 

MMunera Moid, a teacher at Sugar Land Middle School, noticed 
something different about her sixth-grade science students 
on the day former NASA physicist and mathematician Don 
Cooper came to talk. She saw their ears perk up, eager to hear 
his story. The normally wiggly preteens sat on the edge of their 
seats as Cooper described his role in getting man from Earth 
to the moon. As he lifted the dark cloth from the model Saturn 
V rocket, the students’ eyes grew wide with excitement. “They 
loved it,” says Moid. “They were engaged the entire 45 minutes. It 
was just wonderful.” 

A Stellar History
For nine years in the 1960s and ‘70s during the height of the 
space race, Cooper and a team of physicists created the Saturn V 
rocket guidance and trans-lunar targeting equations. His team’s 
work not only allowed Neil Armstrong to make that giant leap 
onto the moon’s surface, but also helped save the lives of the 
Apollo 13 crew.

It was an eerie, foggy evening when Cooper’s phone rang at 
midnight on April 13, 1970. “Apollo 13 has a problem,” said 

the voice on the other end of the line. “We need you at mission 
control as soon as possible.” Three men were stranded in the 
darkness of space, and it was up to a handful of scientists in 
Houston – including Cooper - to bring them home alive.

As Cooper recounts his story to Fort Bend students, he explains 
how science and math are actually intertwined with history-
changing achievements. From elementary to college, he amends 
his presentation based on the age and skill level of his audience, 
but reminds all students of the high intelligence and hard work 
of the astronauts and physicists. “These people didn’t just wake 
up one morning and decide they wanted to fly a rocket,” he tells 
them. “They went to school and stayed in school.”

Earthly Beginnings 
It was a breathtaking moment in history when humans first 
ventured past Earth’s protection and into the vast frontier of 
space. Not only was Cooper there, he was in the thick of it, doing 
his part to make it happen. But he didn’t get there without the 
hunger to learn. An Oklahoma native, Cooper became fascinated 
with science and math in high school. Once he learned how to 
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solve an equation, a world of endless possibilities opened up to 
him. 

“At Capitol Hill High School in Oklahoma City, I took 
geometry, algebra, trig, solid geometry, biology, chemistry, 
geology, and physics,” he shares. “Physics was my subject. 
Suddenly, the worlds of optics, thermodynamics, electricity, 
mechanics, magnetism, and atomic particles were integrated 
with mathematics. Anything was possible. My best friend and 
I would work physics problems 
after school, read the Bulletin 
of the Atomic Scientists at the 
Oklahoma City Central Library, 
taught ourselves Morse code, built 
amateur radio transmitters, and 
went to night school to learn how 
to repair TVs. We were real nerds, 
but didn’t know it.”

Higher Studies 
and Beyond
Cooper earned an academic 
scholarship to Oklahoma Baptist 
University, where he majored in 
physics and mathematics and 
minored in chemistry. Graduating 
with honors, he was offered a job 
with the U.S. Army to design 200-
mile missiles. That lasted nearly 
one year, until he was offered a 
job at the Marshall Space Flight 
Center (MSFC) in Huntsville, AL. 
He took it. “The technical work for 
the army was interesting, but I was 
beginning to realize that my life’s 
work could not be determining 
how best to kill people,” says 
Cooper. “Helping us get to the 
moon sounded much better.” 

He began work immediately on 
NASA’s Apollo program, with the 
intent of getting a man on the 
moon. Under the leadership of 
Dr. Wernher von Braun, Cooper 
worked in the guidance and 
analysis section developing the 
equations that would eventually 
fly the Saturn V. As with any 
job, he settled into his routine 
at the MSFC, and his work 
deciphering these complicated 
equations became part of just another day at the office. “It was 
an interesting problem to solve,” says Cooper. “The S-IVB had 
to have guidance and targeting equations, and it was my job to 
create them. Work was part of our lives just as it is today with 
young working people.”

Von Braun soon sent out a memo, however, reminding the 
scientists of the importance of their task. “He said, ‘We will 
never get to the moon if the launch vehicle fails,’” remembers 
Cooper. “That brought new significance. After that, my 

assignments became more than just going to work.” For four 
years at the MSFC and five years in Houston at the Johnson 
Space Center (then known as the Manned Spacecraft Center), 
Cooper worked on eight Apollo missions, as well as the Atlas 
Centaur, the Air Force Dyna-Soar, and NOVA, the Mars rocket.

Passing Along a Passion for Physics
Cooper officially retired in 2002 and enjoyed a full life with 
his wife, three children, and seven grandchildren. But in 2007, 

while touring the Johnson Space 
Center, he noticed a group of 
students fascinated with the Saturn 
V exhibit. 

“It occurred to me this was the way 
to get students interested in math 
and physical sciences,” he says. 
“What is important is for more 
students to study math and the 
physical sciences. The future of our 
country depends on this happening. 
How are we going to be technology 
leaders if we don’t have people who 
study technology?”

Last fall, Cooper spoke to students 
and faculty at Houston Baptist 
University’s Society of Physics. “The 
audience was excited to hear an 
account of the first moon landing 
from someone who played a key 
role in the history of the space 
program,” says Dr. James Claycomb, 
an associate professor of physics at 
HBU. “I was impressed with his skill 
in presenting the technical aspects 
and details of the Apollo missions. 
I believe that his presentation gave 
the students a broader perspective 
of the application of physics and 
mathematics to potential career 
opportunities, including aerospace 
technologies.”

Reaching for the Stars
Whether it’s a group of third 
graders, college students, or 
seniors at a local church, Cooper’s 
friendly brown eyes and easy 
smile immediately connect with 
his audience. His daughter Kelly 
Grimes sums up her father’s 

post-retirement work best. “His talk is both educational and 
entertaining,” she says. “I have two kids at Sugar Land Middle 
School, and they both respect their grandfather greatly. Learning 
about the amazing feat of going to the moon and back is quite 
significant in my mind. Maybe more visitors like my dad to 
the schools will get young people thinking about more; more 
dreams and aspirations. What a wonderful thing!” SLM 
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