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By Paul Lagasse
U.S. Naval Test Pilot School Communications

When naval flight officers (NFOs) hear the 

name “United States Naval Test Pilot School,” 

many conclude it is open to aviators only. They’re 

surprised to learn the school also welcomes ap-

plications from NFOs and engineers who want to 

pursue a career in developmental flight test.

USNTPS offers a fast-track into the exclusive 

ranks of the Navy and Marine Corps acquisition 

community, which is responsible for readying the 

aircraft, systems and weapons of tomorrow.

One might be surprised to learn that Rear Adm. 

Scott Dillon, commander, Naval Air Warfare Cen-

ter Weapons Division (NAWCWD), Rear Adm. 

Shane Gahagan, Program Executive Officer, 

Tactical Aircraft Programs, and Capt. Elizabeth 

Somerville, chief test pilot and future Command-

ing Officer of Air Test and Evaluation Squadron 

(VX) 23, are all NFOs. All three are also USNTPS 

graduates and they credit the school with honing 

the skills they needed to advance to their current 

positions and prepare them for what comes next.

Successful USNTPS applicants are technically 

competent and tactically capable first-tour Navy 

lieutenants and Marine captains with top fitness 

reports.

“I was intrigued by the fact that the school’s 

technical curriculum is complemented by once-

in-a-lifetime flying opportunities in different 

types of aircraft that I would not otherwise have 

had an opportunity to fly as a Navy P-3 NFO,” said 

Dillon, whose first tour was with Patrol Squadron 

(VP) 1 in Hawaii. “I was also really impressed by 

the fact that when you graduate, you immediately 

have an opportunity to apply what you’ve learned 

at a test squadron, which is right at the center of 

the development and acquisition of new aircraft 

and new systems for the fleet.”

Gahagan’s experience was similar. He first 

heard about USNTPS when friends applied to 

the school when he was a junior officer assigned 

to Carrier Airborne Early Warning Squadron 

(VAW) 115 in Atsugi, Japan, and again when he 

became an instructor at VAW-110 following his 

first tour.

“I touched base with them and they all viewed 

the program very favorably,” Gahagan said. “They 

said they were testing new capabilities and the 

latest technology that was going to be delivered 

to the fleet. That really got me interested, and I ap-

plied and was accepted.”

A career in flight test appealed to Somerville 

from her earliest days in the Navy flying in EA-6B 

Prowlers with Electronic Attack Squadron (VAQ) 

141 out of Whidbey Island, Washington.

“I had a fantastic tour, and then like most people 

as they near the second half of their tour I started 

thinking, ‘Well, what do I want to do next? Where 

do I think my skillset is best in line with the vari-

ous missions in the Navy?’” said Somerville, who 

at that time already had a degree in aeronautical 

and astronautical engineering from the Massa-

chusetts Institute of Technology. “I have always 

had a strong interest in solving problems and in 

building and fixing things, and that really seemed 

to line up well with the flight test mission. That’s 

what drove me to apply to USNTPS.”

All three NFOs are also Aerospace Engineer-

ing Duty Officers, or AEDOs, which means they 

provide management oversight of aerospace 

weapons systems throughout their life cycle. 

The AEDO path leads officers to command po-

sitions with test and evaluation squadrons, naval 

air test and warfare centers and program man-

agement positions within the Naval Air Systems 

Test Pilot School opens doors for naval flight officers

U.S. NAVY PHOTO BY PR1 BRANDON COLE

Rear Adm. Shane Gahagan, Program Executive Officer, Tactical Aircraft Pro-

grams, listens to a brief at a Boots on the Ground event at Fleet Readiness 

Center Mid-Atlantic in 2019.

From NAS Patuxent River Public Affairs

To allay the concerns some people may have 

about receiving the COVID-19 vaccine, the fol-

lowing questions and answers are being printed 

following interviews with Dr. Akram Sadaka, di-

rector of Public Health with Naval Health Clinic 

Patuxent River; Dr. Patricia Bray, public health 

emergency officer for NAS Patuxent River and 

Dr. Meena Brewster, St. Mary’s County health 

officer.

Q: What are the types of COVID vaccines, 
and how do they work?

DR. BRAY: The Pfizer and Moderna vaccines 

prevent infection from SARS-CoV-2, the virus 

that causes COVID-19. These vaccines are mes-

senger RNA (mRNA) vaccines. According to 

the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 

(CDC), mRNA vaccines teach our cells how 

to make a protein that triggers an immune re-

sponse inside our bodies. That response, which 

produces antibodies, is what protects us from 

getting infected if COVID-19 enters our bodies.

They do not contain the live virus that causes 

COVID-19. You can’t get COVID-19 from the 

vaccine. They don’t affect or interact with our 

DNA in any way. Each of them has gone through 

the same safety tests and meets the same stan-

dards as any other vaccines produced through 

the years. There is a system in place that allows 

the CDC to watch for safety issues and make 

sure the vaccines stay safe. The vaccine does not 

give you COVID. It gives instructions for our cells 

to make a harmless piece called a “spike protein.” 

The spike protein is found on the surface of the 

virus that causes COVID-19.

Vaccines are given in the upper arm muscle. 

Once the instructions are inside the immune 

cells, the cells use them to make the protein 

piece. After the protein piece is made, the cell 

breaks down the instructions and gets rid of 

them. Our immune system recognizes that the 

protein doesn’t belong there and begins building 

an immune response and making antibodies, 

mimicking what happens in natural infection 

against COVID-19. That’s why sometimes peo-

ple might feel a little under the weather: it’s the 

vaccine at work.

This process means that our bodies have 

learned how to protect against future infec-

tion. The benefit of vaccines is those vaccinated 

gain this protection without ever having to risk 

the serious consequences of getting sick with 

COVID-19. It feels just like a typical shot. The 

needle is very thin and the process takes less 

than one minute from swab to finish.”

COVID-19 vaccine Q&A
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A U.S. Navy corpsman administers a U.S. Marine with the Pfizer-BioNTech 

COVID-19 Vaccine on Camp Lejeune, N.C., Jan. 15.
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