
Maria Mitchell
(1818-1889)

Born in 1818 in Nantucket, Massachusetts, Maria Mitchell was the first 
female atronomer and the first female astronomy professor in the 
United States.  Mitchell was a remarkable pioneer for both women and 
in science. She unquestionably made great contributions to the field of 
astronomy, and in the 19th century, when women's roles were both 
socially and professionally well defined and limited, Mitchell truly did 
follow her North Star, breaking barriers and forging new paths for future 
generations of scientists and women. Explore the constellation of this 
amazing North Star to discover the influences that helped shape her 

into one of history's most inspiring scientists, educators, and social reformers.

Professor of Astronomy:

In 1865 Maria Mitchell became the first female professor of astronomy in the United States. As a 
dedicated teacher at Vassar College in Poughkeepsie, New York, Mitchell believed students 
learned best by doing real research projects.
Mitchell's Comet:

Maria Mitchell assisted her father with star observations he did for the United States Coast 
Guard using a 4-inch telescope on the roof of his home. One night in the Autumn of 1847, Maria 
looked at the sky through the telescope and discovered a comet located five degrees above the 
North Star. Her discovery became known as "Miss Mitchell's Comet".
William Mitchell:

Maria 
Mitchell's father, felt strongly that girls should receive education equal to boys and taught 
astronomy and celestial navigation to all ten of his children - boys and girls alike.
Teaching:



After a year of working as a teacher's assistant at the first teaching school in the United States, 
Maria Mitchell followed her teaching interests and sense of independence and decided to open 
her own school at the age of 17 by renting a room and putting an add in a newspaper.
Lydia Coleman:

Maria's mother who encouraged her daughters to learn occupations and seek independence.
American Association for the Advancement of Women:

In 1873 Mitchell helped found the AAAW. She was elected and served as the organization's 
president from 1874-1876. In this role Mitchell promoted higher education and suffrage for 
women.
Nantucket's Antheneum Library:

At the age of 18, Mitchell was offered the position as the first Librarian of Nantucket's 
Antheneum Library... a position which allowed her to continue her independent studies in 
astronomy.
Quaker religion:

Maria Mitchell's father was a member of the Quaker religion. While the rest of the country in the 
19th century considered women as third class citizens - Quakers believed men and women 
should be treated as equals. This is why Maria's father felt boys and girls should have equal 
education... and why her mother thought girls should be independent and seek professions. The 
Quaker beliefs greatly influenced her parents' views about equality among people, which had a 
very positive, empowering influence on Maria.


