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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 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, and a longtime member of the NCAS and 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: [00:00:53] Today, we're excited to sit down with an alum in the center and hear her story. Since 2001, we have changed the landscape by fostering a culture of fellowship, collaboration and interdisciplinary studies, through our multiple partnerships with minority serving institutions, MSIs, and historically black colleges and universities, HBCUs, across the country and beyond all because of the support of NOAA. In fact, 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 so pleased to have Isha Renta Lopez with me. She's a physical scientist at NOAA in the oceanic and atmospheric research and weather program offices. She has an MS in atmospheric science from Howard University where she was connected with the grant from 2004 to 2008. Welcome, Isha.
Isha Renta: [00:01:53] Hi! Thank you for having me.
Dr. Tyree: [00:01:55] Absolutely. We're gonna start just right away with telling us a little bit about your experience at Howard University and how you got connected to the grant.
Isha Renta: [00:02:06] So I learned about the Howard University Program by attending the NOAA Educational Partnership Program Forum, which was like a conference, I believe it was in the fall or spring, had to be 2000 to 2003. And that's the first time I heard about the program. I met the faculty at that time, it was Dr. Vernon Morris, and we were, I remember it was we were in the City University of New York and I learned about the program and at that point, at that point, I was in undergrad, right? So I was not sure what to do with my career, I didn't know that I wanted to be a meteorologist but there were no degrees in Puerto Rico, where I come from, at that time. So when I learned about the program, that's when it opened my mind to the possibility of doing a graduate degree and I learned about the program, I loved the connection to NOAA and I applied and I got in, and that was in 2004.
Dr. Tyree: [00:03:08] Wonderful. Tell me a little bit about, you know, your love for meteorology, and why you may have had like this little moment where you were unsure. We're having these kinds of origin conversations about how most of our alum fell in love with this idea of weather. So you, can you tell me a little bit about, you know, your background in getting into meteorology and why you had that moment of concern?
Isha Renta: [00:03:33] Yeah, so growing up in the Caribbean, the main threat are the hurricanes, and for me, there's many meteorologists, you know, have that story of a storm or weather experience that really marked them. And for me, it was Hurricane Hugo in 1989. I was a little girl and I remember just seeing the news all over the TV and newspaper about this thing coming over to Puerto Rico and threatening and people getting ready and people putting plywood on the windows and all these like very scary experiences. That in particular marked me then into my teenage years, you know, the continuous threats of storms. I remember, in the newspaper, we will receive like the map with the latitude longitude and I remember I would very profusely mark the latitude and longitude that the news would give to know where was the center of the storm and I would do that every year throughout my teenage years and as we kept getting, you know, more threats of other storms into Puerto Rico. So when the hurricane George in 1998 was the category three hurricane that impacted Puerto Rico directly, Hurricane Hugo in 1989 we didn't do that much damage to my hometown and my surroundings but George's was very different story. And that was at that point I was in high school. And that storm really, like was kind of like it reinforced the interest for meteorology and being in high school, so it was lie okay, this is what I want to do. But then when I was looking at the universities in Puerto Rico for the possibility of studying meteorology, then I realized it was not an opportunity because there were no degrees at all. However, the University of Puerto Rico Mayagüez where I did my undergraduate, they had under their mechanical engineering department, a small study like climate and weather study group, and I joined them. And then that's how we ended up in the EPP, the Educational Partnership Program conference, through that group. And that's how I ended up you know, in this, in this field, it just was something that was sparked early on and it just continued, being reinforced until I was able to do it.
Dr. Tyree: [00:05:42] And what a wonderful moment to be able to be there and then in just a few conversations, or a little bit of exposure, being able to transform your future in that way. So let's get right to Howard University, you know, did you have a specific mentor on the grant? Can you talk about some of the research that you may have done with one of our faculty?
Isha Renta: [00:06:05] Yes. So when I came in, I had also received the NOAA Educational Partnership Program undergraduate scholarship, which meant I had a NOAA summer internship. So I, summer 2003, I did that and in summer 2004, I graduated, and I did my second internship with NOAA. So through that internship, I made a connection with NOAA scientists. So when I joined the Howard University Program, and I'm working with Dr. Vernon Morris, and he's saying, you know, well, let's develop the research topic and that's when that connection through that NOAA scientist, Dr. Mark Powell, was very, very, you know, a great resource because like, I wasn't sure exactly what I wanted to do. I didn't, I didn't know I wanted to work on tropical meteorology and hurricanes. So my first internship, I worked in the Environmental Modeling Center here in Maryland, but the second internship, I worked at the hurricane and research division in Miami, Florida. And that scientists became basically my mentor, for my research for my master's thesis under the guidance also of Dr. Vernon Morris. So both of them work together, there was, you know, meetings and conference calls, and I was, I had the chance also through my Howard University, you know, graduate degree, to return to Miami to do more of my research down in Miami during summer time. So that was a great experience for me to not only limited to just one summer and be done, but being able to expand the research for, for a few years. It was great. 
Dr. Tyree: [00:07:43] That's amazing. So let’s talk about the question at hand. How did you get attached to NOAA?
Isha Renta: [00:07:50] So it's interesting. So it, I wish I could say was easy, right? Because after doing internships in NOAA, you wish you had an easier path. And now students do, now there's direct hire authority that students can, have to join NOAA after they do an internship fellowship, but that did not exist when I did my internship or my NCAS-M. However, I, when I graduated from my master's, and I started working for the federal government my first job was at the Department of the Navy. And the Department of the Navy. I was doing, you know, weather studies, and environmental studies were in, for weather, I'm sorry, for not weather, radars. For navy ship radars. So that was my first job. But in the back of my head, I kept, you know, I kept looking to NOAA for jobs. So after five years in the Navy, I, and also I want to add that you know, growing up in Puerto Rico, what you hear a lot is about National Weather Service San Juan, National Weather Service San Juan. So I really dreamt of working at the National Weather Service forecast office. At that point I, when I started working for the Navy, I had already married and had a little girl at that time and I was established here in the DMV. So I look at the National Weather Service in sterling Virginia, at the forecast office for the Washington DC metro area. So that was after the Navy I joined NOAA in the forecast office. After five years in the forecast office which I would say was an amazing opportunity and I loved the job, the people were amazing. I joined then the office of oceanic and atmospheric research in headquarters. And over there I was working with the NOAA Science Council and I worked a little bit also as the advisor of the NOAA chief scientists and most recently I just joined the weather program office. So that's kind of like my, my short path to how I ended up in NOAA.
Dr. Tyree: [00:09:47] It's a wonderful path because a lot of what we talked about for the grant is that, it is the ultimate goal to prepare you to come right into the NOAA workforce. If not, it is to prepare you to be successful in a STEM field related to your degree, and you proved exactly that. So it's wonderful that you were able to finally make your way to your dream federal agency. But I kind of want to take you back a little bit, you know, as you were in the Navy, or as you've been navigating this time at NOAA, do you have a memorable moment that may have connected you back to your studies or to your childhood where you thought, you know, this is why I do what I do?
Isha Renta: [00:10:30] So I would say there are different moments that I smile a lot. For example, most recently, now that I moved to headquarters in 2020. And obviously, during that time, it was a pandemic, and I was online. But even through that, you know, getting to meet again, with Jacqueline Russo, who was Educational Partnership Program project manager, and being able to see here for me, she's the person that I owe so much, because, you know, the opportunity of having that internship in 2003, in 2004, and now seeing me 20 years later in the agency. For me, that's such a beautiful memory and actually, just a few weeks ago, I came across a photo album from that summer internship. So it's just great to, for me, and I smile as I see those. But at the same time, when I was working in the forecast office in 2017, and it was September 2017 and we had hurricane Irma impact Puerto Rico, and then we had hurricane Maria, impact Puerto Rico, you know, those types of storms were the ones who got me into this field. So at that time, even though I'm forecasting for the local DC metro area, and Northern Virginia, Maryland, you know, I couldn't, I remember I couldn't focus that day. I was so you know, focused on what was happening in the Caribbean, what's going to happen to my family and it was one of the hardest moments, I would say, just because that, that reinforced the passion that I have for this field and even though I'm in another place, you know, obviously I remember very clearly where I come from, and I care deeply for my people. Being able to communicate in Spanish, you know, what's going to happen, even though we obviously the weather, the Weather Service does an amazing job communicating, but at the same time, I know, my friends, my family, through my social media, you know, they follow me, and they know I know. So…
Dr. Tyree: [00:12:28] Yes, absolutely.
Isha Renta: [00:12:30] …the pressure! [laughing] 
Dr. Tyree: [00:12:32] Yes!
Isha Renta: [00:12:33] But that connection, that connection to home, was kind of like full circle for me.
Dr. Tyree: [00:12:39] And you know, speaking of your network and your family and your love of your people, I see that you are a member of the committee for Hispanic and Latinx Advancement for the American Meteorology Society. Can you just talk a little bit about what that is and why it's so important to you?
Isha Renta: [00:12:59] So I think, you know, CHALA, which is initials for that they, they, I think they finally were established in 2018, or 19 but we came together or maybe a little later, maybe I'm going too early. The thing is that the, the amazingness of how that happened, it was a bunch of bilingual Spanish English meteorologists that were doing individual things in their little corners. And someone, Joseph Trujillo, he saw, he saw that and he saw the potential of putting a committee or something under the diversity group of AMS to, to put together these members of the community that are working separately to learn from each other. And I think that was, that was so beautiful, we learn about everything that everybody has been doing. For example, when I was in the forecast office, I started a Spanish program there, I started translating items, I developed a Spanish website, I started connecting with the Hispanic media so that they learned about what the forecast office did for the communities. And then you had other people in academia and the private sector and in other, you know, government offices that were doing similar, similar things to reach the Hispanic community. So when CHALA formed, it was kind of like this amazing network of scientists that are looking on ways to increase their communications to our Hispanic communities. And I think, you know, right now we have, there's so many things that are happening, and I think the most recent one is the translation of the meteorological glossary into Spanish, which is a lot of words, but it's a big team effort. So they've been working on that and you know, we're looking right now into what are the things we can do for the communities besides just translation and just communicating on TV. What are the needs? Because yeah, one size does not fit all. So this takes a lot of also, also social science studies. 
Dr. Tyree: [00:14:57] Well, thank you for sharing that. It's important point to help those who may need the additional help, but I will say is that we're ending this series by asking everyone, if you were an undergraduate student, or graduate looking for support, and you were thinking of joining NCAS and you wanted to provide a little bit of career advice, what would you say?
Isha Renta: [00:15:20] I would say that the path is not a straight line, you know, there's gonna be, it's, have to think about it as a curved line, you're gonna have your ups and downs. And, but for me, the most important thing is to be focused on your final goal, and to reach it when, when they can. So there's going to be, you know, life happens. You know, we think about, a lot about professionally, I think when I joined grad school, there was a lot of thought about, you know, your professional career, but I think there was little thought about my personal life. And I think we have to think about those and consider those, but definitely stay focused on their final goal and things will happen, but definitely don't lose sight.
Dr. Tyree: [00:16:04] Well, thank you much for that advice and thank you so much Isha for joining us today. It's been really a pleasure learning about you and your special part at, at NOAA. 
Isha Renta: [00:16:16] Thank you so much for having me. 
Dr. Tyree: [00:16:18] And thank you for joining us on another episode of students, scientists and stakeholders. To learn more about NCAS-M and the grant, 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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