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Degree: When, where, what, and 
what in?
I earned a bachelor’s degree in Earth sys-
tems from Stanford (1999) and a PhD 
in oceanography from the University 
of Washington (2008). My disserta-
tion focused on the formation, age, and 
evolution of carbonate chimneys at the 
Lost City Hydrothermal Field near the 
Mid-Atlantic Ridge. 

Did you stay in academia at all, and 
if so, for how long?
No, but I have maintained my ties to the 
academic community by attending con-
ferences, serving on review panels, men-
toring students, and adjunct teaching.

How did you go about searching for a 
job outside of the university setting?
I cast a wide net and kept an open 
mind! I relied heavily on my network 
and online job postings. Participating in 
the Consortium for Ocean Leadership’s 
Marine Geoscience Leadership Sympo-
sium gave me valuable contacts that ulti-
mately led to my first job in Washington, 
DC. Informational interviews were 
extremely valuable in understanding the 
breadth of possible options.

Is this the only job (post-academia) 
that you’ve had? If not, what else did 
you do?
No—I have had several positions that 
have enabled me to explore science edu-
cation, communications, and policy. After 
completing my PhD, I worked at Seattle’s 
Pacific Science Center where I supported 
the education programming for a proj-
ect named “Around the Americas.” The 
project followed the expedition of a sail-
boat circumnavigating North and South 
America, and my work included curric-
ulum development and exhibit design. I 

later moved to Washington, DC, to man-
age communications for the Integrated 
Ocean Drilling Program (IODP) at the 
Consortium for Ocean Leadership, a 
nonprofit organization that promotes 
research, education, and sound ocean 
policy. As part of this work, I wrote press 
releases and organized public outreach 
and media events in international ports 
of call. While in DC, I developed an inter-
est in policy and became an American 
Association for the Advancement of 
Science (AAAS) Science & Technology 
Policy Fellow.

What is your current job? What path 
did you take to get there?
I am a Staff Scientist in the US Geological 
Survey’s (USGS) Natural Hazards Mission 
Area. In this position, I support a fairly 
new group known as the Department 
of the Interior (DOI) Strategic Sci-
ences Group (SSG, http://www.doi.gov/
strategicsciences), which rapidly assem-
bles interdisciplinary teams of scientists 
to develop scenarios used to inform deci-
sion making during environmental crises 
such as oil spills and hurricanes.

It’s been a circuitous path. When the 
Deepwater Horizon oil spill occurred 
in 2010, I had the chance to be part of a 
team from Ocean Leadership that coor-
dinated one of the first meetings of aca-
demic scientists to discuss response to 
the spill. I had never seen anything like 
it—we were broadcasting live to CNN 
International as federal agency leaders 
provided updates on ongoing response 
efforts, and veterans of the response to 
the Exxon Valdez spill shared caution-
ary tales of inevitable litigation. During 
break-out sessions and coffee breaks, 
researchers from all subdisciplines of 
oceanography frantically traded obser-
vations and field schedules to help each 

other plan sample collection. It was sci-
ence on steroids. 

For me, the most memorable moment 
was when someone exclaimed, “If we 
could only get samples of the oil, gas, 
and water together…” A friend from 
grad school and I looked at each other 
and almost started laughing. The deep-
sea community had been doing this for 
decades at hydrothermal vents—why not 
use the same technology to sample the 
oil and gas effusing from the Macondo 
well? While we certainly weren’t the only 
ones to arrive at this solution, it was the 
first time I realized that my expertise in 
marine geology could be used, in a very 
small part, toward solving a national 
crisis. I was inspired to find a way to 
help improve science coordination in 
response to disasters, which sparked my 
interest in policy.

I spent the first year of my AAAS 
Fellowship at the National Science 
Foundation, where I analyzed policies 
underpinning complex planning behind 
major federal science investments such as 
astronomical observatories, EarthScope, 
and the oceanographic research fleet. 
However, I missed working more closely 
with the geoscience community, and 
when the opportunity arose to con-
tinue my fellowship at USGS, I switched 
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Species at a Time” for the Encyclopedia 
of Life. I spent a little more than a year 
as a science reporter for Public Radio 
International’s The World and NOVA. 
And recently, I’ve gotten involved in 
making online science videos and inter-
active multimedia features for NOVA. In 
addition to these projects, I have reported 
stories for a variety of public radio out-
lets, nonprofit organizations, and aca-
demic departments.

science on public radio. As I wrapped up 
my doctorate, I spent some of my time 
reporting radio stories with the help of 
transom.org. But upon graduation, I still 
had very little practical experience report-
ing and producing stories. I applied for 
a public radio fellowship, made it to the 
interview round, but didn’t end up receiv-
ing it. So I decided to become a freelance 
science journalist, and started working for 
a variety of outlets.

Is this the only job (post-academia) 
that you’ve had? If not, what else did 
you do?
I have worked as an independent reporter 
and producer since finishing my PhD, 
though my primary responsibilities have 
evolved over the last six years. I began by 
spending a good portion of my time pro-
ducing a podcast called “Ocean Gazing” 
for the Centers for Ocean Sciences 
Education Excellence. Later, I produced 
a podcast about biodiversity called “One 

agencies. Three months later, Hurricane 
Sandy struck the East Coast, affecting 
17 states. I was thrown into the deep end 
of co-leading the SSG’s response to Sandy 
in support of DOI’s role on the Hurricane 
Sandy Rebuilding Task Force. Last year, I 
was fortuitously hired by USGS to con-
tinue this work.

What did your oceanographic 
education (or academic career) give 
you that is useful in your current job?
Resourcefulness. In the lab or in the field, 
when something goes awry, you have to 
think on your feet and find alternative 
solutions, sometimes with limited infor-
mation or tools. This skill transfers quite 
well into hazards—while I may no longer 
be looking for yet another use for duct 
tape, I have had to be resourceful in prob-
lem solving, sometimes under pressure. I 
credit my oceanographic field experience 
with this ability!

Is the job satisfying? What aspects of 
the job do you like best/least?
Yes—one of the things I like the best is 
learning about different hazards—they 
are very “meaty” in that they affect so 
many dimensions of our lives, across 
our society, economy, and environment. 
In any given week, I am working with 
specialists in earthquakes, tsunamis, 
oil spills, pandemics, floods, and hurri-
canes. Because our group can be called 
on to respond to many kinds of natural- 
or human-caused disasters, I have to have 
some knowledge of all of these events—
as well as of the experts working in these 
fields. It is a great excuse to be constantly 
learning and to meet many talented indi-
viduals who are working very hard on 
solving complex problems.

While my current work is intellec-
tually stimulating, I do find that I miss 
fieldwork. My passion for Earth sci-
ences began with hiking across the 

San  Andreas Fault and diving in the 
Alvin submersible—most of my travel 
now is to attend meetings, and our haz-
ard response deployments involve hud-
dling in a hotel conference room for a 
week to develop our disaster scenarios. 
While this is rewarding, nothing com-
pares to feeling sea spray in your face or 
sketching an outcrop! I hope to find a 
way to return to the field down the road.

Do you have any recommendations 
for new grads looking for jobs?
Be open-minded and think broadly about 
your options—you have more skills than 
you may realize, and with creativity and 
persistence, they can be applied to many 
career paths! Know that transitioning 
from your specialty to something differ-
ent or with a broader scope than what 
you have been accustomed to in school 
can be disorienting at times, but can also 
lead to rewarding new opportunities. 

Degree: When, where, what, and 
what in?
In 2002, I earned a master of philos-
ophy degree in animal behavior from 
the University of St. Andrews, Scotland, 
training grey seal pups on various vocal-
ization tasks. I went on to get my PhD in 
biological oceanography in 2008 from 
the MIT/Woods Hole Oceanographic 
Institution Joint Program, studying the 
movement and vocal behavior of wild 
Norwegian killer whales.

Did you stay in academia at all, and 
if so, for how long?
After defending my dissertation, I did a 
half-time postdoc with my PhD advisor 
for six months. The other half of the time, I 
worked on radio and multimedia projects. 

How did you go about searching for a 
job outside of the university setting?
In the final year of graduate school, I dis-
covered that I wanted to tell stories about 
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What is your current job? What path 
did you take to get there?
I work as a freelance journalist, special-
izing in radio and multimedia storytell-
ing about science. My path has involved 
pitching numerous shows and outlets, 
developing relationships with individual 
editors, and consistently trying to move 
outside of my comfort zone in terms of 
the medium I’m reporting in, the types of 
stories that I’m covering, and the logistics 
required to pull them off.

What did your oceanographic 
education (or academic career) give 
you that is useful in your current job?
I credit my PhD program with a lot of 
the success that I’ve had as a freelance 
journalist. First, the network of scien-
tists I came to know as a graduate stu-
dent provided me with contacts and ideas 
for some of my stories. As recently as last 
year, I received a reporting grant to travel 
to Palau to cover the work of a scientist 
from the Woods Hole Oceanographic 
Institution whom I met through a grad-
uate school contact. Second, the self- 
discipline and self-scheduling I learned 
as a PhD student have been invaluable to 
me as I’ve had to figure out how to meet 
deadlines and complete work on a vari-
ety of time scales. Third, so far in my pro-
fessional life, nothing has been as difficult 
to execute as my dissertation. The logis-
tics, planning, project management, and 
capacity to break a big project down into 
smaller pieces as well as the hefty amount 
of thinking and writing that my disser-
tation demanded have served me well as 
I’ve worked on my radio and multimedia 
stories. These stories often require coor-
dinating a number of moving parts, syn-
thesizing and organizing those various 
elements into a coherent whole, and a lot 
of writing and rewriting.

Is the job satisfying? What aspects of 
the job do you like best/least?
There have been times as an indepen-
dent reporter, while working from home, 
when I’ve been lonely—when I mused 
about having a group of colleagues whom 

I would see regularly and with whom 
I could eat lunch. Now, my part-time 
appointment with NOVA has resolved 
that problem. And by nature, I get restless 
when it comes to my work. I like to feel 
challenged and motivated, which means 
I’m constantly seeking out new subjects 
and opportunities to explore.

But overall, I find my job very satisfy-
ing. I love the independence that it affords 
and the way it allows me to stay in touch 
with a wide swath of topics and people 
in the fields of science and mathemat-
ics. I enjoy meeting new people and hear-
ing about their passions. I adore crawling 
into corners of the universe that I never 
would have seen had my interviewees not 
escorted me there. It’s such fun to hear 
the noises and voices of the world pour 
into my ears through my microphone.

And I would say the favorite part of 
my job is finding ways to give voice to the 
stories we wouldn’t otherwise hear, but 
should. Stories of small discoveries and 
big insights and deep humanity—from 
the people and places you’d least expect.

Do you have any recommendations 
for new grads looking for jobs?
Imagine what you want to be doing, 
and just start doing it. You’re a unique 
offering—a blend of your background, 
your interests, your passions, and your 
personality. Find a community or an 
organization that celebrates and val-
ues that blend, and do what you trea-
sure doing. Build the door, and then 
walk through it. http://www.tos.org/resources/

career_profiles.html

Oceanography’s “career profiles” of marine 
scientists are intended to provide informa-
tion 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 genera-
tion. Self-nominations are accepted.

Do you have suggestions? 

Please send their contact information to 
ekappel@geo-prose.com.
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Who would you profile?

CALL FOR

Oceanography  |  December 2014 181


