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Career Profiles Options and Insights

Mona Behl | Research Coordinator, Texas Sea Grant College Program, Texas A&M University 
(monabehl@tamu.edu)

Degree: When, where, what,  
and what in?
I earned my bachelor’s (2002) and 
master’s (2004) degrees in physics 
from the Center of Advanced Studies 
in Physics, India, and my doctorate in 
physical oceanography (2012) from 
Florida State University. For my disser-
tation research, I used simple concep-
tual models and analytical techniques 
to study whether the temperature of 
Europe would cool or warm due to the 
slowing down of Atlantic meridional 
overturning circulation.

Did you stay in academia at all,  
and if so, for how long?
After obtaining my master’s—yes. 
I taught physics, science, and English 
at various schools and colleges in India 
for almost two years. I also launched a 
coaching school to teach undergraduate 
physics to lesser-privileged women. 

After securing my doctorate—no. 
I dove into science policy. 

How did you go about searching for a 
job outside of the university setting?
During graduate school, I attended 
the American Meteorological Society 
(AMS) Summer Policy Colloquium, 
and it sparked my interest in science 
policy. Thus, in addition to applying for 
generic postdoctoral positions during 
the final year of my PhD work, I also 
explored opportunities in science policy. 
Being an international scholar, I did not 

qualify for either of the Congressional 
Fellowships, and, unfortunately, I was 
not selected for the John A. Knauss 
Marine Policy Fellowship or the 
Presidential Management Fellowship. 
However, I kept in touch with the direc-
tors of the AMS Policy Program, and 
was given the opportunity to work with 
them as a Visiting Fellow. It was one of 
the most intriguing experiences of my 
professional career. Working with a small 
interdisciplinary group of researchers, 
I was exposed to a number of issues at 
the intersection of science and policy. 
One of the most important lessons that 
I learned was the value of scientific 
integrity and ethics. My experience at 
AMS cemented my resolve to pursue 
nonacademic opportunities to advance 
science, and I started to apply for vari-
ous positions in science administration, 
management, and leadership. Eventually, 
I landed two job offers.

Is this the only job (post-academia) 
that you’ve had? If not, what else 
did you do?
I have always enjoyed teaching. While 
working at AMS, I also looked for online 
teaching positions. Selected to work as 
an adjunct professor with the American 
Public University, I had the opportunity 
to teach oceanography and physics to 
military personnel and veterans. The 
flexibility to work on my own schedule 
while adapting to the needs of my stu-
dents deployed around the world made 
this an incredible learning experience.

What is your current job? What path 
did you take to get there?
I am the research coordinator for the 
Texas Sea Grant College Program. In 
this position, I lead Sea Grant’s research 
program, which includes coordinating 
the biennial research proposal process; 
developing and maintaining grants, fel-
lowships, and scholarships; facilitating 
information exchange between research 
and extension; creating technical reports 
and databases; assisting in strategic plan-
ning and evaluation of program goals 
and objectives; and disseminating infor-
mation through communication, publi-
cations, teaching, and outreach. 

From the time that I was a small town 
girl in India growing up in a land-locked 
state, I have always been an explorer 
who likes to pursue the path less trav-
eled. My first-ever flight was in the quest 
of attaining higher education in a field 
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(oceanography) where I could apply my 
knowledge of physics. When I first came 
to the United States, I did not know what 
to expect. I did not think that I would 
end up in a nonacademic field. However, 
I always kept an open mind and chal-
lenged myself to stretch outside my com-
fort zone. My multicultural background 
and diverse (personal and professional) 
experience continues to inspire me to 
cruise uncharted waters. 

What did your oceanographic 
education (or academic career) give 
you that is useful in your current job?
The ability to step back and appreciate 
the big picture. My academic training 
and professional experiences have made 
me appreciate the interaction of science 
with society. I spend a good amount of 
time talking to researchers working in 
diverse fields, learning more about their 
research, and connecting them to each 
other. I also invest time in understanding 
stakeholder needs and communicating 
those needs to the researchers, bridging 
the gaps between research, extension, 
and education across several fields. 
Another important aspect of my training 
has been “experiential learning” (both in 
physics and oceanography), which added 
a personal connection and fueled my 
passion to forward science.

Is the job satisfying? What aspects of 
the job do you like best/least?
It sure is. Sea Grant’s mission (“science 
in service of society”) is closely aligned 
to my overarching career goal—to build 
bridges between science and society at 
both national and international levels.

One of my primary responsibilities is 
vetting research proposals—clustering 
proposals into overlapping topic areas 

and panels, recruiting panelists and 
other reviewers, overseeing the review 
panels, and making funding recom-
mendations. Additionally, I monitor 
and oversee funded research. Therefore, 
I have the opportunity to reflect on the 
work of others, and also to bring my own 
vision to advancing the field of ocean-
ography. Being constantly in touch with 
stakeholders, I also get the opportunity 
to learn of the constantly changing 
research needs. 

Leadership and management roles 
can be fairly challenging. It is these chal-
lenges that I enjoy the most.

Do you have any recommendations  
for new grads looking for jobs?
1. 	Volunteer. There are many opportuni-

ties out there that will expand your 

skill set and the people you meet may 
be assets when you are seeking jobs. 

2.	 Network. Introduce yourself to oth-
ers, offer to share your expertise, and 
express interest in learning more. 
While searching for a job, reach out 
for informal informational interviews. 
Try to schedule meetings with various 
personnel during conferences.

3.	 Be persistent. I was turned down for 
many academic and nonacademic 
jobs and did not get many job inter-
views. Being an international scholar, 
I was also under several time-sensitive 
visa restrictions. When required, I 
gently reminded personnel that I 
was worth paying attention to, and it 
turned out to be worth it. 

4.	 Seek a mentor. Mentors can shape 
your life for the better. 

Career Profiles
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Oceanography’s “career profiles” of marine scientists are intended to provide information 
to ocean sciences graduate students about career options other than teaching and/or 
research in a university setting.

Oceanography needs your help to make this careers column a success. Finding the right 
subjects is a challenging task, and Oceanography needs suggestions about who to profile. 
Please consult your roots, your Rolodex, or your phone’s contacts folder and provide 
Oceanography with information about people you know whose career paths might 
inspire and inform the next generation. Self-nominations are accepted.

Do you have suggestions?  
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Chelle Gentemann | Senior Principal Scientist,  
Remote Sensing Systems (gentemann@remss.com)

Degree: When, where, what, and 
what in?
I received a BS degree in earth, atmo-
spheric, and planetary sciences from the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology 
in 1995. After four years of Boston win-
ters, I went straight to graduate school 
in California. I completed my MS in 
physical oceanography in 1997 at the 
Scripps Institution of Oceanography, 
University of San Diego. In 2003, while 
still working in California, I went back 
to school for my PhD, which I com-
pleted in 2007, at the Rosenstiel School 
of Marine and Atmospheric Science, 
University of Miami.

Did you stay in academia at all, 
and if so, for how long?
I was only in academia during my 
MS and PhD programs, for a total of 
about seven years.

How did you go about searching for a 
job outside of the university setting?
After finishing my master’s degree, I 
knew that I wanted to work in satel-
lite remote sensing, which I had really 
enjoyed during my undergraduate years. 
I did this through an MIT program that 
offers great opportunities for under-
graduates to try out a number of differ-
ent fields by working with professors on 
research topics. I programmed submers-
ibles, worked on ocean core samples in 
a basement lab, and finally ended up 
working with Carl Wunsch and Detlef 
Stammer on data analysis of satellite 
measurements of ocean surface height. 
This program gave me valuable research 
and work experience was influential in 

landing my first job. I didn’t really look 
for a position specifically located out of 
academia. I was looking for any position 
that seemed interesting, and the first job 
advertisement I found happened to be in 
a private company. 

Is this the only job (post-academia) 
that you’ve had? If not, what else 
did you do?
Yes, this job is the only one I have had 
post-academia.

What is your current job? What path 
did you take to get there?
I am a Senior Principal Scientist at 
Remote Sensing Systems (RSS), a small 
research-oriented company based in 
Santa Rosa, California. I started at RSS 
basically as a research assistant, but 
also began developing my own research 
interests. One advantage that my posi-
tion at RSS had was that, even though I 
only had a Master, I began helping others 
with grant writing and then moved on 
to write my own grants far earlier in my 
career than if I had stayed in academia. 
When I decided to go back and study for 
my PhD, I was also working full time on 
my own research grants. Having worked 
for several years outside of academia, I 
was much more motivated to really get 
everything I could out of the opportunity 
to return to school. 

What did your oceanographic 
education (or academic career) give 
you that is useful in your current job?
Research colleagues. Because I work 
at a very small company, I really have 
to make an effort to keep informed 

about developments in my field, and 
I don’t have a large pool of colleagues 
in the same building, to stimulate new 
avenues of research. 

Is the job satisfying? What aspects of 
the job do you like best/least?
My job is essentially similar to a 100% 
soft money research position. Although 
much of my time is taken up with writ-
ing grants, progress reports, and com-
mittee work, I really enjoy the aspects 
of working at a company where there is 
little to interrupt research. The down-
side of a small company is that I miss all 
the interesting seminars and the intel-
lectual diversity found within a larger 
academic department.

Do you have any recommendations 
for new grads looking for jobs?
Gaining experience in your chosen field 
is invaluable. For academic positions, 
choosing the right advisor, completing 
your degree in a reasonable period of 
time, and publications will matter. For 
the private sector, experience is often 
weighted heavily. I found my current 
position advertised in Eos, the weekly 
newspaper published by the American 
Geophysical Union. Attending confer-
ences, giving talks, and meeting people 
is often a great way to learn about 
new opportunities. 
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