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CAREER PROFILES | OPTIONS AND INSIGHTS

Degree: When, where, what, 
and what in?
I earned a BA in zoology from Miami 
University (Ohio) in 1980, an MS in zool-
ogy from Louisiana State University in 
1983, and a PhD in coastal oceanography 
from Stony Brook University in 1991.

Did you stay in academia at all, 
and if so, for how long?
I chose not to stay in academia. When 
there was a lull in funding from my advi-
sor near the end of my PhD, I responded 
to a small ad for a student to work for the 
director in marine sciences on a project 
to determine the feasibility of develop-
ing a Hudson River management plan. 
Taking that job for one semester was 
the key to my entire career. It gave me 
the opportunity to interview individu-
als who had some say in the manage-
ment of people and natural resources in 
the river’s watershed from Albany down 
to New York Harbor. I was fascinated to 
discover the role that science has (or does 
not have) in influencing the decisions 
that affect marine and freshwater wildlife. 
Although it was another couple of years 
before I finished the PhD, I had decided 
the academic life was not for me. 

How did you go about searching for a 
job outside of the university setting?
For the first step in my career, I 
applied for a Dean John A. Knauss Sea 
Grant Fellowship in Marine Policy in 
Washington, DC, which places recent 
graduates in government offices for a 
year. This fellowship gives recent grads 
the chance to find out if there is some-
thing else to do besides research (it can 
also convince one that scientific research 
is exactly the right career and results 
in people going back into the lab and 
field). I was placed in the Office of Naval 
Research (ONR) where I helped start a 
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new program in marine environmen-
tal quality and environmentally sound 
ships. There is nothing better than hav-
ing the chance to develop a new research 
program that has committed funds. I 
worked with some of the best scientists 
in the country as well as some fantastic 
Navy program managers.

After ONR, I took a position with 
the New York State Department of 
Environmental Conservation (DEC) as 
the state coordinator for an Environmental 
Protection Agency national estuary pro-
gram. The initial goal was to write a com-
prehensive conservation and manage-
ment plan for the Peconic Estuary. It was 
a great opportunity to dig into the inter-
section of research results and natural 
resource management. I was dealing with 
town and village planning departments, 
county agencies, and citizen groups, 
all with specific interests. People cared 
about single osprey nests, surviving ale-
wife runs on individual creeks, and sea 
turtles stranding on one beach. I navi-
gated between the competing interests 
of the state, local, and federal agencies; 
scientists and technical experts; and the 
concerned, involved public. I could never 
assume people would understand the sci-
entific information or that they would 
embrace it for making decisions. We 
developed the plan, but it took four years 
and the efforts of a lot of people from 
many organizations. Imagine spending 
four years writing a research proposal 
with a group that has competing ideas 
about the purpose of the research. There’s 
a big party when the proposal is finally 
finished, but that’s the just the begin-
ning. Now the group must figure out how 
it will actually conduct all the proposed 
activities while ensuring all the partners 
have the money needed and feel vested in 
the research and the results. 

I loved the DEC job, but it had many 

challenges. Thus, when the Consortium 
for Oceanographic Research and 
Education (CORE) in Washington, DC, 
came calling, I was ready to listen. At 
CORE, I was the Executive Director for 
the National Oceanographic Partnership 
Program (NOPP) and the Census of 
Marine Life (CoML) program. I was 
again involved with exciting, interesting 
programs but now national and interna-
tional in scope. Each program involved 
starting up and running new research 
programs with multiple funding sources, 
and each required great organizational 
skills. I worked with teams of individuals 
with competing as well as common inter-
ests that had to be negotiated. The pro-
grams opened up vast connections in the 
scientific, federal government, and inter-
national communities that continue to be 
useful to this day.

From CORE, I was invited to work at 
the Office of the Oceanographer of the 
Navy as the head of its international and 
interagency liaison team. This is the pol-
icy office for the operational part of the 
Navy that is in charge of hydrographic 
surveys, weather forecasting, and ocean 
modeling. My PhD was invaluable in pro-
viding skills and credibility with the Navy 
community. Plus, I was able to continue 
my international activities by serving on 
US delegations to the Intergovernmental 
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Oceanographic Commission and the UN 
Informal Consultative Process on the Law 
of the Sea—dealing not just with govern-
ment bureaucracy but with international 
government bureaucracy!

What is your current job? What path 
did you take to get there?
I now serve as Executive Director of the 
NOAA Science Advisory Board, a fed-
eral advisory committee that provides 
input to the NOAA Administrator on 
anything in the agency having to do with 
science, research and development, tran-
sition to operations, and science educa-
tion. This job brings unparalleled oppor-
tunities to work with individuals who are 
world-class experts in numerous scien-
tific and educational fields, and it allows 
me to interact with NOAA scientists who 
work on everything from space weather 
to deep ocean exploration. 

What did your oceanographic 
education (or academic career) give 
you that is useful in your current job?
My graduate degrees provide me with the 
ability to quickly take in information and 
learn what I need for Science Advisory 
Board purposes. Organizational skills 
are critical as well as the ability to work 
with very high-level people, both subject-
matter experts and political appointees. 
Much of my current job is about devel-
oping standard processes and anticipat-
ing issues that might arise for the Science 
Advisory Board or for NOAA.

Recently, I was asked to take on two 
new positions in NOAA. I left the Science 
Advisory Board job to serve as the Acting 
Director of the Cooperative Institute 
Program Office. There are 16 CIs in 
NOAA, and this office provides oversight 
for their establishment, implementation, 
administration, and review. My experi-
ence in working with NOAA programs 
and scientists and external partners qual-
ified me to address this new challenge. I 
was also asked to serve as the first NOAA 
Scientific Integrity Officer. This posi-
tion was developed to support NOAA’s 

scientific integrity policy, which resulted 
from an Office of Science and Technology 
Policy memo. Again, my PhD and expe-
rience working with scientists and agency 
leadership provided me with an opportu-
nity to develop a new program. The expe-
rience with the scientific community from 
my PhD work and continuing through 
various program management positions 
to working with NOAA scientists enables 
me to understand the nuances of scien-
tific integrity that can make it such a deli-
cate topic in the government.

Do you have any recommendations 
for new grads looking for jobs?
All of the jobs I’ve had resulted from 
connections made doing other jobs and 
from having a PhD. I had to go through 
a formal application and interview pro-
cess for most of them, but my chances of 
being offered the position were greatly 
enhanced both by having a PhD and 
because I knew the people involved in 
the interview. Each of these jobs has been 
interesting, challenging, and exciting, and 
has brought me in contact with new com-
munities. And you can find science man-
agement jobs anywhere—in government, 
in nonprofit organizations of all kinds, in 
private industry. Sometimes, they are in 
surprising places, so you must stay alert 
to the options. Part-time hobbies can 
turn into full-time jobs, so always keep an 
open mind. The skills learned in graduate 
school transfer to any job—the advanced 
degree, no matter what it is in, is a huge 
asset. As with scientific research, be pre-
pared for careers “outside the box” and 
explore all the possibilities. 


