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Abstract

Encouraging neurodiverse individuals to pursue careers in the space sector can help to foster inno-
vation and inclusion in the space sector. The Aurora Mission, now in its fourth year, is a pioneering
project designed to empower young people aged 12-25 facing disabilities or social disadvantages, with
a primary focus on those diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder. The program’s objective is to em-
phasise the importance of inclusivity within the space industry, recognizing the invaluable contributions
and unique perspectives that young individuals living with disabilities bring. This inclusion initiative by
the Andy Thomas Space Foundation, in partnership with the Australian-based Edu-Tech startup, Mak-
ers Empire, endeavours to grow space awareness and provide educational opportunities to traditionally
underrepresented groups.

The Aurora Mission’s unique approach extends beyond traditional educational paradigms by incorpo-
rating an open-ended mission challenge that prompts students to address not only personal needs but to
conceptualise designs that have the potential to benefit both the space industry and society. This deliber-
ate design enhances access and success for participants, regardless of their needs, abilities or backgrounds.

A distinctive feature of the program involves a sensory-sensitive, self-paced excursion to the Australian
Space Discovery Centre opened exclusively for each visiting school. This experience is followed with school
experiences that engage students in utilising 3D modelling tools to address key enquiry questions related
to space travel, essentials in space, and opportunities within the space industry. The students’ resulting
design solutions are then 3D printed and displayed in a public exhibition at the Australian Space Discovery
Centre, granting a public platform and an authentic audience for their skills, ideas and creations.

The Aurora Mission strives to amplify the voices of this often marginalised demographic and not only
positively impact on the space industry but the lives of the students themselves.

This paper will analyse the outcomes from the past four years of the Aurora Mission’s implementation.
Data presented highlights case studies showing how students have been inspired to thrive and continue
their interest in space. Further demonstrating the program’s positive impact on the capacity of teachers
in the disability sector to incorporate space as a meaningful and inspiring learning context for students.
‘. . . Having the opportunity to show kids a local, innovative space industry and all the ways they could
contribute. . . It gave the kids. . . the agency and autonomy to create in a way they may not have done,
beforehand.’ Participating teacher, 2024.
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