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My day (and night) job

Ph.D. student in Physics 
at UC Berkeley

Experimental particle 
physics

Dark matter detection

Source: The LUX Collaboration.

X-ray: NASA/CXC/CfA/ M. Markevitch et al.; 
Lensing Map: NASA/STScI; ESO WFI; Magellan/U.Arizona/ D.Clowe et al. 
Optical: NASA/STScI; Magellan/U.Arizona/D.Clowe et al.



And also science policy!

Engage with policy 
issues as a scientist

Why?

● Civic duty
● Responsibility as 

a scientist
● I enjoy it!



What is Science Policy?

“National science policy” refers to the set of federal rules, regulations, methods, 
practices, guidelines under which scientific research is conducted.

- Beyond Sputnik: U.S. Science Policy in the 21st Century. Homer Neal, Tobin 
L. Smith, and Jennifer B. McCormick.  University of Michigan Press (2008).

Source: https://www.aaas.org/sites/default/files/2019-04/AAAS-CASE-Introduction-to-Science-Policy.pdf



Science

A framework for thinking and 
examining the world

An infrastructure for research at 
universities, labs, etc.
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Science for Policy Policy for Science

Source: NASA. https://climate.nasa.gov/news/2293/nasa-releases-detailed-global-climate-change-projections/
Source: Genetic Literacy Project. https://geneticliteracyproject.org/2018/01/16/crispr-answer-genetic-engineerings-prayers/



Why does this matter to you?



Why does this matter to you?

Lessons learned from science policy 
can be applicable to many pursuits!



The Graduate Student Tax



The Graduate Student Tax

“We estimate the federal income tax for a TA at UC Berkeley, an RA at UC Berkeley, 
and an RA at MIT; we find that the Tax Cuts and Jobs Act will respectively increase 
their tax burdens from $2,229 to $3,641 (61% increase), $3,590 to $4,730 (31% 
increase), and $3,993 to $13,577 (240% increase).”



The Graduate Student Tax
Kathy Shield
Ph.D. Student, Nuclear
    Engineering
Founder, Science Policy
    Group at Berkeley



The Graduate Student Tax

Graduate students were 
ACTIVATED!

SPG and ESPM grad students 
organized a “phone blitz”; 
contacted 87 offices in 18 
states

Grad students got their 
departments and friends 
energized



The Graduate Student Tax

News coverage escalated, with help 
from UC Berkeley leadership

Gina Banks Daly
Director, Federal 
Government Relations

Dan Mogulof
Assistant Vice Chancellor, 
Executive Communications



The Graduate Student Tax

This was a national 
effort involving 
thousands of 
students!



The Graduate Student Tax



What did I learn?

If scientists don’t advocate for 
ourselves, no one will

Members of Congress don’t 
understand what our lives are like

● It is our responsibility to teach 
them

You can make a difference!

Source: phdcomics.com/comics.php?f=1985



All politics is local

Signed by 32 Republican House members

Source: https://www.chronicle.com/items/biz/pdf/201712071532.pdf



Collaboration

Teamwork makes the dream work

“Crowdsourcing” advocacy is effective



Communication is key

Communicating for science policy is VASTLY different than communicating 
scientific research

Data is good, but stories matter

Are you speaking the same
language as your audience?



“Catalyzing Advocacy in Science and Engineering”
(CASE) workshop in March 2019

Organized by the American Association for the 
Advancement of Science (AAAS)

● Training in science funding and communication skills
● Meetings with Congressional and Senatorial staffers to 

advocate for federal research funding

Science Policy on Capitol Hill

Erin
4th Year

Chemistry PhD

Qinqin
3rd Year

Physics PhD



Science is only one piece of the puzzle

The rest:

● Economics
● Budgets
● Politics
● International relationships
● Priorities



Communicating with Policymakers

Focus your message on what is 
persuasive, not what you think should be 
important!

What influences politicians?

● District
● Personal beliefs
● Media

Know your strengths and limitations

Look how many bills I 
introduced! See, I’m working 
on these issues! Vote for me!



Federal Research Funding
Generally a bipartisan consensus 
on funding basic science 
research.

But...
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research.

But...we need to show up!



Thank you!

vvelan@berkeley.edu
Twitter: @vvelan

Interested in learning more? sciencepolicy.berkeley.edu


