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Dr. Tyree: [00:00:06] Welcome to the third installment of students, scientists and stakeholders. The NCAS-M podcast gives listeners the opportunity to learn more about the NOAA Center for Atmospheric Sciences and Meteorology, and hear from the most important people who make the center work: our students, our scientists and our stakeholders. Our first series focused on students, the second on faculty and this series will spotlight our alum. We will hear from some of our alum about how the NCAS-M grant or NCAS grant impacted them and where they are now. I am your host, Dr. Tia C. M. Tyree, a professor in the Cathy Hughes School of Communications at Howard University, a longtime member of the NCAS NCAS-M grant. My role is to communicate the various activities of the center, showcase what we do, how we do it and share our success stories. 
Dr. Tyree: [00:00:51] Today, we're sitting down with an alum of the center to hear her story. Since 2000, we have changed the scientific landscape by fostering a culture of fellowship, collaboration and interdisciplinary studies, through our multiple partnerships with the minority serving institutions, MSIs, and historically black colleges and universities, HBCUs, across the country and beyond all because of the support of NOAA. Our center has supported a diverse alum of more than 150 individuals, preparing them for careers in STEM, natural resource management, and policy fields. Today, I am pleased to have Dr. Leticia Williams with me, she is a research social scientist at NOAA’s National Weather Service. She was a student at Howard University from 2013 to 2017, where she earned a PhD in the School of Communications with me, so I know her very well. And the specialization was Culture, Communications and Media Studies. How are you Leticia?
Leticia Williams: [00:01:54] I'm doing well. It's great to speak with you.
Dr. Tyree: [00:01:58] Yeah, it's good to always connect again. So let's talk a little bit about your experience in communications and how you got a specialization in atmospheric sciences or meteorology.
Leticia Williams: [00:02:18] Yes, I guess my journey started at Howard University coming there for the doctorate program. And initially because of the proximity to Capitol Hill, I was interested in focusing on political communication. But I've always been interested in the science of weather and how that is communicated in the news and media. And I was able to connect with Dr. Stroman, Dr. Carolyn Stroman, who was a another faculty who, a member, who was apart of the NCAS-M grant and she started to share with me a little bit about NCAS-M and some of the opportunities and just asked me to come to, I think one of the meetings or sessions they were having with students to find out more about the program. And that's how I got connected to NCAS-M and I really was already interested in weather communication but once I met some of the faculty who were involved and, that really just sealed the deal for me and made me want to become part of the program.
Dr. Tyree: [00:03:20] And we do both share an absolute love and adoration for Dr. Stroman. She was in the office next to me in the CB Powell building. Those of us listening from Howard University know the massive building that holds WHUT and WHUR which is now closed and will be rehabilitated and reused. But that space, you know, being able to communicate with Dr. Stroman was a big life changing moment for me as well. So let's talk a little bit about some of the research that you worked on with Dr. Stroman during your studies. 
Leticia Williams: [00:03:59] Yes, so one of the major projects that we worked on was a survey that was being conducted to get information about how underrepresented communities, particularly people of color, were getting their weather information. And so if you look at the research that is done about how, just the general public is getting this information, there is a lack of information about communities of color and vulnerable communities. And not only how they are receiving their information, but also how they're able to use that information for their decision making for their protective behavior actions. And so do they know how to understand a forecast? Do they know what to do if they get an alert to evacuate because a hurricane is coming? So this was one of the larger survey efforts being done by NCAS-M and there was a vast amount of data from that survey that was being used and we would often, the students would use that for our conference presentations at the American Meteorological Society, AMS or, for me the communication conferences I was going to such as the National Communication Association and we would share that information. Dr. Tyree I had the opportunity to co-author a book chapter with you and some of my colleagues from our program, using that very data about how these communities were using social media to get their weather information. And so a lot of research was developed from that survey, so that was one of the main projects. And then Dr. Terri Adams, who at the time was I believe, the deputy director of the grant, was the lead of our social science team. And so she collaborated with Dr. Stroman quite a bit, and so we would have social science projects that students from various disciplines, such as sociology, psychology, and we would all collaborate on different projects together to really take a deeper dive into, again, understanding some of the decision making dynamics that went into play, for these communities so that forecasters, the National Weather Service, emergency managers could make some more informed decisions about the information that they were providing to these communities
Dr. Tyree: [00:06:13] And you just highlighted something that I wanted to make sure that listeners understand is that we are a bit different on the grant, Dr. Stroman. Dr. Terri, myself, we are the SBE part, we're not the traditional scientists. So will you break down a little bit for our listeners, what SBE means and what it means to be a social scientist, instead of what we would see as this white lab coat scientist that is often portrayed on television?
Leticia Williams: [00:06:46] Yeah, so it's a wonderful community to be a part of. And that's the social behavioral and economic sciences community, so the SBE. And we primarily look into the human behavior dimensions, when we're talking about the research that we do. So for example, myself being a science communication background person, I'm often looking at how the public is able to understand weather forecasting information, looking at the language that's included in, for example, National Weather Service alerts, when they send them out to the public to take some type of action. Is it written in plain language? Or is there some type of technical meteorological jargon that perhaps someone may not understand? We're looking at really, again, those human dimensions that really play a big part in how the public is able to take action and understand all of the research that's been done, the information that's been being put out by those scientists in the, in the white coats. So the atmospheric scientists, the meteorologist, and really helping them to best communicate their information in a way that can meet the mission of the National Weather Service to protect and save lives.
Dr. Tyree: [00:08:06] And I think that's so much of what is different about our Science Center, is that we do have the SBE component, which is not necessarily a component seen in other funded grant centers. So let's get to the question at hand. You graduate from Howard University. You're a member of the grant, how do you get your big break into NOAA?
Leticia Williams: [00:08:33] Well, I was very lucky at the time, the director of the Center was Dr. Morris, Dr. Vernon Morris, and him and Dr. Adams had a great idea to have a social science postdoc at NCAS-M and this would be the first social science postdoc, so the first SBES postdoc, traditionally they had been given to the atmospheric scientist or meteorological students. And so I applied to that, and was able to have that opportunity to start a postdoc where I split my time 50/50, 50% of the time was at Howard, and then the other 50% of the time was at NOAA, at the National Weather Service in the Operations Division. And that division was responsible for overseeing the weather forecasts offices throughout National Weather Service and paying attention to like daily operations and what goes into that and different types of evaluations and assessments being being done of National Weather Service products and services and experimental products and what things might be done to better improve those products and services for the public. So it was a great opportunity, and it also really highlighted the need for social science in the weather enterprise. So at the time that I started my postdoc, I was working under someone who's become a great mentor to me, Vankita Brown, Dr. Vankita Brown, who's also an alum of Howard University. And she was the only social scientist in the Operations Division. And I believe at that time, she might have been the only social scientist at the National Weather Service. And so she and I always joke that when I first started my postdoc, and I met her, and I was ready to get like my tour and lay of the land, and so I was asking her, ‘Alright, so are you gonna go and introduce me to the rest of your team?’ And she started laughing. And I was like, ‘What's so funny?’, and she was like, the team is me and you like, we're the team. That's it.
Dr. Tyree & Leticia Williams: [00:10:39] [Laughing]
Leticia Williams: [00:10:42] And so I…
Dr. Tyree: [00:10:43] Well that’s not a bad partner to have. Vankita is wonderful and I believe she’s set to appear in this series.
Leticia Williams: [00:10:50] Oh, great! Yeah and so she, she was a great partner and like, I learned so much from her just about how to advocate for social science, at the National Weather Service, and how to stand firm in our research and, and to share what our research says and how it does play a huge role into what's being done in the weather community. And so that's how I got my start and again, because there were so few of us, I think Cindy Woods, who was the chief of the operations division also played a huge role in, in my journey at the National Weather Service, and really gave me some great opportunities. Since you know, it was just Vankita, and I there, to really get some great experience to work on some projects that, you know, I may not have the opportunity to do if there had been other postdocs or other, you know, interns there and so that was a great opportunity. And then since I was still connected to Howard 50% of the time, I was still engaged in active research, and continuing that. So both really played into each other because I kept an awareness of the research that was going on and then my work at the National Weather Service was again, feeding into that research that needed to be done by the NCAS-M students and other faculty projects that we had going on there.
Dr. Tyree: [00:12:16] Well, that's a great start. So let's talk about what you're doing daily now.
Leticia Williams: [00:12:22] Yeah so daily now, I'm currently in the Office of Science and Technology Integration, which is a great place to be at as a researcher, because you can think of that office as the, like research arm of the National Weather Service. And so we currently are engaged in, in projects to evaluate products and services. So like a product could be like a forecast that's being issued or a warning that's being issued, or it could be a service, so, such as impact based decision support services that are provided to help inform decision makers of what decisions they may have to make for their communities. And so we're constantly doing evaluations of those types of products, either by interviewing or surveying, for example, end users who are using those products, whether that be forecasters in the National Weather Service are, or partners, for example, in the private industry, we're using those products and services as well. So that's a good role, a good chunk of the work that I do. And then another chunk that I focus on is the work that I do for the National Weather Service, Service Equity priority actions. And these were developed based on an assessment report that was done, and outlined some things that could be improved upon and implemented to better improve services and products that are provided to underrepresented in vulnerable communities. And so this is very dear to my heart, because it traces back to a lot of the research that we were doing at NCAS-M for those underserved communities. And these priority actions focus on everything from community engagement, to tools and technology, to research that's being done as well. And so we're, it's very exciting to work on that and to work on the projects that are moving forward to help implement those priority actions for Service Equity.
Dr. Tyree: [00:14:36] I was literally going to say when you were describing that project, how the ties are so incredible to what our mission is at Howard University, how our mission ties to the goals and objective of NCAS-M and how wonderful it is to be able to make a full pull through of those connections into your daily life. I think there's nothing more than having a university that you're connected to with a motto like truth in service and being able to literally live that after you graduate is, is really fascinating. And I'm so happy that you really see a real world impact for what we did as a part of your studies. That's really incredible to me.
Leticia Williams: [00:15:26] Yeah, it’s, it's amazing and, and I know, often like everyone doesn't have that opportunity to really utilize the things that they learned, you know, during their college studies and be able to use that in their careers. And for me, I feel extremely lucky that I received the training that I did at Howard, and how it has immensely prepared me for what I'm doing now. And I truly do love the work that I'm doing. And so that's a great opportunity, a great blessing.
Dr. Tyree: [00:15:58] Yeah, and let's talk about, you know, your time at at Howard, that's how we’ll wrap up, we're asking all of our guests to really talk about, you know, how to encourage students who might be, you know, looking at a career in STEM, and for us a career in communications, and what might be the benefits of, of connecting to the NCAS-M grant. And any just career advice you could give to an undergraduate student or graduate student who might be kind of looking into their future.
Leticia Williams: [00:16:34] Yeah, my, my advice would be to try to find something that you're interested in, because then it will never get boring to you. And you'll be able to use the skills and knowledge that you learned during your time at Howard University, into your career. And, and I'm a firm believer that the training that you receive at Howard and through NCAS-M is second to none. And it truly does prepare you for what you will need to do when you exit that campus or you exit the program, and enter into your career. And, for me, it was not only the knowledge and training that I received, but also the support that you're going to receive from faculty is immense. I'm still in contact with so many faculty who I consider mentors from the program. And, you know, whether it's working on a project, whether it's calling them up, when I have a question, or whether it's just meeting them to have fun and come to a family event or something. Dr. Adams and Dr. Stroman came to my husband's retirement luncheon and you know, they were there hanging out with the rest of my family, like they're a part of my family. And so that's something very special that you're going to get when you come through this experience. And, and I would say that using that support is going to help ground you when you're trying to decide what type of decisions to make for your career. And, and I would say one of the most important decisions I made was to not back down from opportunities. I know sometimes we can get that impostor syndrome and you know, it can be a little frightening to embark on something new but those opportunities are what is going to prepare you to step into that dream career or that great position that you're looking to step into. And when you do feel like you need a little confidence booster, you can then rely on that research and training that you received from NCAS-M and then rely again on those mentorship relationships that you have for support. And so I think that would be, that would be my advice to any students.
Dr. Tyree: [00:18:54] That, that is really wonderful advice. And it really also speaks to the importance of mentorship and the special bonds that often happen in HBCUs between mentors and mentees. I did a little bit of research about those relationships and how important they are for not just navigating through your studies but after graduating and how so many of us still depend on our mentors today. So with that, I want to thank you so much Leticia for joining us today, it's been a pleasure!
Leticia Williams: [00:19:30] Thank you for the opportunity. It's been great just to talk with you about some of my memories from NCAS-M and to reflect on that journey.
Dr. Tyree: [00:19:39] Thank you so much. And thank you for joining us on another episode of students, scientists and stakeholders. To learn more about the NCAS-M and NCAS-M grant opportunities, visit our website at www.ncas-m.org. Also if you are a student and you want to be a part of the grant, be sure to check out the Apply page. You can also stay connected and keep up with our latest updates by following us on socials on Twitter and Instagram @NCASnews. Until next time, thank you for joining us.
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