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Degree: When, where, what,
and what in?

I received my PhD in oceanography in
June 2013 from Scripps Institution of
Oceanography, University of California,
San Diego. My thesis title was Effects of
Trace Metals on Diatom Export Products
from the Euphotic Zone. My original
interest when entering grad school was in
paleoclimate, and while my thesis was not
directly related to that topic, I was seeking
to answer fundamental questions regarding the biogeochemical cycles of nutrients important for understanding the climate system. I cultured diatoms, spiking
their media with variable trace metal (Zn,
Cu, Cd) loads, and seeing what quantities of those metals ended up in their
hard and soft parts. I also looked at polyphosphate bodies, in particular how the
amount of polyphosphate in the cell varied with variable metal load and with
the cell cycle.
Did you stay in academia at all, and
if so, for how long?

I did not stay in academia at all. I defended
my dissertation in March 2013, took a
month to travel in Europe, and then began
my current job in April. I finished edits to
my thesis in time for a June graduation.
How did you go about searching for a
job outside of the university setting?

I was fortunate to have been a volunteer with Citizens’ Climate Lobby for five
years while completing my PhD, and I
was offered a position in Washington,
DC, before I graduated. I did not have to
search for a job—perhaps my situation is
an example of the virtues of volunteering
during grad school.

Is this the only job (post-academia)
that you’ve had? If not, what else
did you do?

Yes, this is the only post-academia job
I’ve had.
What is your current job? What path
did you take to get there?

My current job is Legislative Director and
Director of Research for Citizens’ Climate
Lobby (CCL). I am primarily responsible for our US legislative strategy, keeping our volunteer lobbyists up to date
with the latest legislative developments,
communicating and harmonizing strategy with other nongovernmental organizations, researching arguments against
our legislative agenda and developing
counterpoints, ensuring our justifications
are well researched, and communicating
with researchers to produce studies that
elucidate the impacts of our policy.
My path here is an interesting story.
During grad school, I was a guide for
the on-campus outdoor club, Outback
Adventures, leading backpack, canoe, and
kayak trips. As I was in the geosciences,
I figured this kind of work could help
me learn to organize and plan field trips
(plus it was fun). During a break from
helping with the Outback Adventures
booth at the 2008 San Diego Earth Day
Festival, I came across the table for the
then seven-month-old CCL. I took a brochure, and later invited their founder to
give a talk to a group of grad students
interested in the intersection of environmental science and policy. Though
I did not intend it, the speaker gave a
Group Start Workshop. I said “what the
heck,” and started the La Jolla Chapter of
CCL. It was the fifth or sixth chapter—we
now have over 400 chapters made up of
70,000 individuals.
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CCL leadership began sending me bills
to read and asked for my opinion. They
flew me to Washington, DC, for lobbying
trips, involved me in the legislative advisory team, and of course, asked me questions about climate science. After five
years of this, while the group had grown
from ~100 people to ~2,000 people, they
decided to hire me into my current position. I had no predecessor, and was only
the fifth full-time hire for CCL, so much
of what I ended up doing I had to figure
out on my own.
What did your oceanographic
education (or academic career) give
you that is useful in your current job?

Many things. I have found that the ability
to parse journal articles is a skill that translates to reading economics, international
trade law, and legislative texts. Certainly,
the need to self-motivate and determine
your daily priorities as a graduate student was great preparation for starting the
DC office. The flexibility necessary to successfully conduct fieldwork has also been
essential in adapting to a changing political landscape. Of course, the understanding of the climate system and its linkages
to the ocean and the carbon cycle have
come in handy several times, though it is
not a day-to-day part of my job.

Is there any course or other training
you would have liked to have had as
part of your graduate education to
meet the demands of the job market?

I have long thought that some sort of
management or business training should
be a part of graduate training. Professors
are, after all, basically running a small
business. If you are going to have your
own lab, even basic training on how to
manage employees (postdocs, grad students, lab techs, undergrads) could probably avoid many of the common struggles
grad students face. Similarly, as our DC
office has now expanded from one to four
people, I find myself in charge of others,
and wishing I had such training.
Is the job satisfying? What aspects of
the job do you like best/least?

I find the job immensely satisfying. There
is no question in my mind that what we
are doing is important work that no one
else is doing, and that I am a key part
of the success CCL has had. What I like
most about the job are those times when
I see one of our volunteers realize, for the
first time, that he or she is a citizen in a
democracy who can in fact influence the
course of that democracy. Even before we
had much in the way of legislative success, it was obvious to me that we were
very good at taking otherwise disengaged
people and empowering them to exercise
their citizenship to its fullest extent.
What I like least about the job is the
urgency of the issue. Our volunteers and
staff understand well the threat of climate
change. Usefully, as a result, they bring a
lot of passion to everything they do. But, it
can be draining to interact with that level
of passion day in and day out in a way that
preserves their desire to act. Every mistake I make, they make, or our staff makes,
real or perceived, can be seen as the single
thing that will prevent us from saving the
climate. Victories tend to be short-lived,
as there is immediate pressure to do more.

Do you have any recommendations
for new grads looking for jobs?

Remember that the people you’ve been
comparing yourself to are not normal,
nor are the topics you generally talk
about. When you get outside of academia,
skills that used to seem average are suddenly extraordinary. Recalibrate your
self-worth accordingly. Second, if you’re
interested in policy, having a PhD is very
well respected, and I have found the perspective I bring is usually a fresh one.
Third, remember that the useful skills
you learn in grad school are not limited to
how to run that instrument or your completely current familiarity with the literature. The ability to self-motivate, to determine your own priorities, a willingness
to experiment, and the ability to parse
through and find the meaning in dense
technical language are all skills that translate well outside of academia.
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