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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 will 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 alum. We will hear from some of our alum about how the NCAS-M 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 and 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: [00:00:53] Today, we're excited to sit down with an alum of the center and hear her story. Since 2000, we have changed the scientific landscape by fostering a culture of fellowship, collaboration, and interdisciplinary studies throughout 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 welcome an old friend, a familiar face, Vankita Brown. She's the senior advisor for equity at NOAA. She earned a PhD at Howard University in Mass Communications and Media Studies, which sounds really familiar because that is the exact PhD I have. It was there she was connected to the grant from 2013 to 2017. Vankita, Dr. Vankita Brown, how are you?
Vankita Brown: [00:01:59] I am well Dr. Tyree. I am doing very well. And I'm so excited to be here with you. This is just an amazing experience and especially with you Dr. Tyree. Because I don't know if you know this, but you are definitely one of my sheroes. I have a brief story to share with you, if you will allow me.
Dr. Tyree: [00:02:17] I will allow you because yes, it's always wonderful. And I'll tell you something, even before you tell that story. MCMS was just a blip in Howard's history. We were only around, that department was only around before about three to four years before they collapsed it and made Communication Culture and Media Studies. So we're special little unicorns out there. 
Vankita Brown: [00:02:41] [Laughing] Yes, we are. Yes, we are. So that's awesome and it's fantastic to be here connected with an alum such as yourself. So Dr. Tyree, you were the first PhD students dissertation defense that I attended. So what I did not know at Howard, and I'm pretty sure this might be true at other schools but you know, the dissertation defense is open to the public in a way and, but you know, I didn't know this, right. So you get to invite the people that you want to attend again, I didn't know this. So Dr. Barbara Hines had invited us to your dissertation. And, and I attended, right and so you know, your family's there, your friends are there. And here, this stranger is coming into this defense, but you did a magnificent job. I actually sat next to your sister…
Dr. Tyree: [00:03:35] Yes!
Vankita Brown: [00:03:35] …and at the end of your dissertation, you know, everyone was saying how proud they were of you. And I'm sitting next to your sister and she begins to cry just because she was so proud of you. And I held her hand and again, I did not even know your sister. But it was such a moving moment. And I was also proud of you too. Because hey, as a sister, you know, getting her PhD. You were definitely aspiring to me and it was just a fantastic moment I was glad to share. And so I guess I'm a bit of a fan and a troll because, yeah, so glad to you know, have been in that space with you and also to share this one with you today. So it's a full circle moment for me being here.
Dr. Tyree: [00:04:12] It is and can I tell you something? I had so much family there, I probably didn't even know that there were other people in the room. So thank you. I'm gonna call my sister and tell her that story today. 
Dr. Tyree & Vankita Brown: [00:4:23] [Laughing]
Dr. Tyree: [00:4:25] So tell me a little bit about, now I know kind of that moment, and let's just say Dr. Heins is what we call our mama PhD. She has been an advisor and a supporter and a champion for so many of us and so that name will ring true to a lot of people listening today. She is a, a real, a legend in the communications field. So let's talk a little bit about you at Howard University and how you got connected to the grant.
Vankita Brown: [00:05:01] Great, yeah so you know, it's an interesting story. And I always talk about, you know, the universe sort of conspiring for me, and serendipity and how I owe so much of those things to my career and my journey, really just through this world. So I actually had applied to both an NSF fellowship and also a NOAA fellowship as well, after my first year at Howard, because I needed some money, right? And I went to Dr. Stroman, you know, another one of our mothers at Howard and in that program, and I just said, ‘Listen, I can't do this again by myself. So I need some money, Dr. Stroman.’ And she actually sent me applicants for the graduate science program at NOAA. And I applied reluctantly, I, really I did, because, you know, I'm a mass communication major, you know, so, you know, my science grades probably weren't that great. And I always used to tell the story, like, I don't know why or how I'm in NOAA, because science was not my thing, right? And so I honestly applied to that fellowship out of respect for Dr. Stroman, because she sent it to me and I said, I don't want to dishonor her. If she sent it to me, then I should apply. But honestly, I really thought I was gonna get the NSF fellowship, right? 
Dr. Tyree: [00:06:23] Yes. 
Vankita Brown: [00:06:23] So I'm waiting on a call from NSF that never came. [Laughing] But…
Dr. Tyree: [00:06:29] That's how you know, meant to be!
Vankita Brown: [00:06:31] Exactly, right! Exactly. And so NOAA sent me, I actually, the lady at the program called me, she called me a couple of times, and I never called her back. And so eventually, I called her back and, you know, she told me that I was going to get the fellowship. And interestingly enough, Tia, because listen, again, I cannot give enough credit to the universe and serendipity. So at the time, I lived in Takoma Park, and if you know, geographically wise, Takoma Park and Silver Spring butt up against each other, right? So instead of mailing my application, I literally drove it to Silver Spring because it was the last day. I was actually… 
Dr. Tyree: [00:07:09] Oh wow.
Vankita Brown: [00:07:09] …not even going to apply. But again, the last day that the deadline for the fellowship, so I drove it and dropped it off. And so I got the fellowship. And thus started my journey at NOAA. I didn't even know what NOAA was, honestly, and I did not know that the weather service was a part of NOAA, I thought that the weather service was a national, was a weather channel! So again, it really was the universe and God and just like, you know, this poor child, she needs some help. So we're… [laughing]
Dr. Tyree: [00:07:39] Well you’re not alone because when I was initially interested in the grant, and, and again, the same thing as you, I had no idea what I was applying for, out of total and utter respect for the Dr. Rochelle Ford, the president of Dillard University, applied to be a faculty member on this grant. I did not know what the NCAS grant was but she said they need a communicator, someone to help share the information that's going on with the grant and then work with NOAA. And I did not realize and I know you know this, but our listeners may not, that we are a unique CSC or Cooperative Science Center, because we have the communicators! That we have this ability to bring in the SBE component. And I just spoke with Leticia, another graduate of the School of Communications and her involvement in the grant and of course, she and I spoke very highly of Dr. Stroman as well. So you're not alone in that.
Vankita Brown: [00:08:47] Yeah, yeah. Dr., Dr. Leticia Williams is amazing. She, I get the opportunity to work with her now. And it really is like a family, I'd tell you. And I love NCAS for that, I love NOAA for being able to, you know, bring us in together. It's an amazing experience and a very unique experience.
Dr. Tyree: [00:09:07] So you've been at NOAA quite a while. 
Vankita Brown: [00:09:10] Yes.
Dr. Tyree: [00:09:11] Tell us a little bit about your roles, because your role right now is an incredibly important one. But you didn't start there. So can we just, you know, kind of briefly go through your roles at NOAA and how you got to where you are today?
Vankita Brown: [00:09:26] Sure, sure. Again, such an interesting journey and serendipitous. So I came in, as you mentioned through you know, the, one of the NCAS or NOAA graduate sciences program, actually, which you know, there's, there's a family of, you know, sort of, how do you say maybe funding or support through the EPP program. The program that I came in through the NOAA graduate sciences program is no longer but it is the family of NCAS. So I came in as a graduate student into NOAA, and I did that you know through my PhD program, so for a few years, and then I came into the National Weather Service and again, remember, I didn't really know what the National Weather Service is. And I came through the weather service because my research focused on the survivors of Hurricane Katrina, specifically the African Americans of Hurricane Katrina. And at that time, Weather Service was really interested in understanding, you talk about communication, right? How they could improve their messaging so that people would respond in a way that would protect them from these, you know, very hazardous events. And so it just so happened, of course, that I was, you know, a communication major and I'm also interested in Hurricane Katrina, but in many different aspects of Hurricane Katrina, not just the communication piece, but other and social dimensions of all of the intersectionalities of the things that sort of played out in Hurricane Katrina. And so I came in at NOAA, as the first social scientist, excuse me, not at NOAA, at National Weather Service. So I want to, I want to be clear about that. So NOAA has many program offices, we call them, but they're really called line offices at NOAA and so I don't want to, you know, dishonor any other social sciences that are residing in other parts of NOAA. But in the weather service, I was the first social scientist. And I did that for a number of years, working on their service assessment teams. 
Vankita Brown: [00:11:18] So after really big events, think Hurricane Katrina, think, you know, Hurricane Matthew, etcetera, etcetera, big tornadoes, we go in as a team and we assess ourselves, right? Weather Service assesses our products and services to ensure that through are 122 forecasts offices, that we were able to get out our products and services, that is to say, our warning watches and advisories out to the communities that we're going to experience these really big events, to make sure that our products went out to make sure that our equipment was working, and all of those sorts of things. So they've done that for many, many years, my role was to talk to what I call just regular people. And so as a social scientist, as a communicator, I spend lots of time talking to when interviewing our emergency managers, and also community members who experienced those events, really trying to get a sense of what they would experience from whatever, you know, big event it was, and then subsequently, what were they doing to you know, protect themselves. So, so I did that for many years, we wrote all these big reports about recommendations and whatnot. And I also during that time, was luckily enough to also be welcomed into a group of fellow Bisons, Dr. Michelle Hawkins, who's now at NASA, and then Dr. DaNa Carlis, who also has come to the NCAS program, and is now the first African American director of the OARs lab in Oklahoma. And they were starting up a, what we call now an employment resource group. And I, they you know, invited me into that group, and I became a co-chair at some point for that group, which has been really fantastic, by the way, so that, you know, that was a part of my journey as well, which is something I'm very prideful about. And then within the last two to three years here, I have become the Senior Advisor for equity. And let me tell you, it's a stress, a stretch assignment, I said stress [laughing]. That, too, but it’s definitely…
Dr. Tyree: [00:13:19] Uh oh, uh oh!
Dr. Tyree & Vankita Brown: [00:13:21] [Laughing]
Vankita Brown: [00:13:22] It’s definitely a stretch assignment. But it's probably one of the best opportunities that I've had, in my, in my time, in my life, in my time in NOAA.
Dr. Tyree: [00:13:33] Well, let me say this, to take a moment to talk about the herstory and black history that you made, it's phenomenal. And I'm glad that you were able to be the first because I know you I know your work ethic, I know your dedication, and I know that for over a decade, you were there, you know showing up and showing out for us in a way that I know was so impactful that you were able to to move into a different field, because that shows how much trust they have in you. But I actually want to go back really quickly. Is there one thing when you were, you know, in the field, or you were working with other, you know, scientists where you felt like, this is why I'm here, this is the exact reason why I'm in communications and why my role here at NOAA was created?
Vankita Brown: [00:14:35] Oh, wow, that is, that is an amazing question. And you know, it's interesting, there is a, there is a story that I have that was, you know, sort of personally impactful. But you know what, I think, Tia, is that, this moment that I am in right now in this position that I am serving in now feels like that, that moment of you know the summit of the mountain if you will, right?
Dr. Tyree: [00:15:00] Yes.
Vankita Brown: [00:15:01] Like all of these experiences have culminated to, you know, some to this point in my life, right? Where I've put everything together, you know, I've, so my background is in public relations like yours, Tia, but I worked in nonprofit for a number of years, and also did some community work. And so this, this position as a Senior Advisor for equity, I feel like brings all of that together. But I will say that when I was in the National Weather Service, in those assessments in the field, actually, I think it may have been my first service assessment, and I tell you, it was trial by fire, right. So I'm in this newly minted PhD, trying to put together the skills that I have, and still learning, and you know, and honing, because you know, when you're a new PhD, you, you're still very fresh. And so it was the Tuscaloosa tornado and I had never seen devastation like this before. 
Vankita Brown: [00:15:58] So we were in Alabama, and there was this young guy, he was like, 16 and he was picking through what used to be his home. And we came up on him, we were also out there, you know, doing our work and stuff but there weren't really anybody to talk to but, but the, the meteorologists that I worked with, were just sort of, you know, looking at the damage, and during their, their surveys, what they called them. And I'm looking at the damage, but I'm also looking for people to talk to and again, there's not really a lot of people out there because they have been displaced at this point, right? But this young guy is out there and he's rummaging through what used to be his home were he lived with his grandparents and you said, we were interviewing him and talking to him. And I was intre-, you know, interestingly enough, he, he wanted to talk to us and I didn't think that he would, you know, because it's still fresh pain, right? But he began to tell us a story and he was saying that the night before, that his grandparents, particularly his grandfather, they wanted to look at this tornado, you know, many tornadoes are rain-wrapped at night, and you can't see them, etc. But they wanted to actually see one, out of curiosity, of course. And so they went to like, look at it and by the time, they sort of recognized what it was, it was too late, it just sort of came and demolished their home. And I remember him saying something about his grandfather was, you know, running away and he went to get into the bathroom, but it was just too late. It just picked them up, and threw them to the entire house. And he said, ‘You know, I always want to see a tornado. But after this, I hope I never see another tornado again.’ And, you know, this is the first time I'm able to tell this story without crying because it was just so emotional. 
Dr. Tyree: [00:17:44] Yes.
Vankita Brown: [00:17:44] But for me, it was like, This is why I do this work. Because I want people to understand, you know, the emotion, the pain that is behind when someone gets devastated by any big event like this, right? And it's, it's, it's more profound than the science, right? Because our meteorologists bless their heart, you know, they, they, they feel the pain to when they have to issue a warning and they know that it's going to be a direct hit. If that's a hurricane or a tornado. They really do feel, you know, the profound sort of, you know, what that could mean for a community. But sometimes their, their curiosity, a scientist runs away with them. And they, you know, they want to chase tornadoes, which I understand, right? But what I also wanted them to get is that, listen, for you all, this is a scientific endeavor, but we're talking about people's homes, we're talking about people's lives. And I wanted them to get a sense of that passion, right, and that emotion, and that humanity. And so that's why I felt like, you know, this is important to do this type of work. 
Dr. Tyree: [00:18:55] And you know what the word that I was thinking of in my head is curiosity, and this is why I do what I do, and you do what you do, because that moment says, in our next bulletin, in our next fact sheet, in our next things to do on our website, we need to make sure we state, although you might be curious about the hurricane, please do not attempt to do so it is dangerous. And it's just those tiny little one or two lines that may have just been exactly what someone needed to hear or read or tell a friend and you know, we all are, are victims of our own curiosity at times, but sometimes folk just need to be told. And if it wasn't for that moment, and that story, you may not know that, hey, that's something that we need to add into our materials, because I literally saw a real life example of what devastation can happen if someone decides to, quote unquote, not even chase a storm Vankita, but peek at a storm. 
Vankita Brown: [00:20:06] Mhm, yeah. 
Dr. Tyree: [00:20:08] So with that we are coming to the end of what was just a wonderful conversation. If I was going to end this series, I am so happy that I ended it with you. But I'm going to ask you to share a little bit more advice, some advice that you might offer to an undergrad, a high school student, you know, even someone looking for a graduate degree about, you know, their future and what they can do, and maybe even how they can get attached to the NCAS-M grant.
Vankita Brown: [00:20:41] Oh, so that's, that's another great question. And, you know, Tia, depending on where you are in your life will answer this question differently [chuckles]. 
Dr. Tyree: [00:20:48] Yes! Yes, very. 
Vankita Brown: [00:20:49] But, yeah. So I think, you know, this is always again, I started it this way, I'm gonna end it this way, with, with, with, you know, the serendipity, lean into that. So for me, you know, again, and the reason why it's such a theme in my life is because there are things that I just can't explain, right? That I just, I'm like, well, I just shot my shot but I wasn't really sure what this thing was for me but it all just kind of came together. I mean, even going to Howard was like, you know, I wanted to pursue a graduate degree, I wanted to get a PhD but there's some fear around that, right? But I met this wonderful woman who inspired me, and she said, ‘You can do it,’ she was like ‘you absolutely can do it,’ and that's all it took. And I, and I applied, and I always say that how we chose me, I didn't choose Howard, in a way, but a loving way is what I'm saying. Like, I feel like Howard just really developed me in such a great way. And so I would say to students out there who are not sure that this thing might be for them, or that they have what it takes to do whatever, do it anyway, you know what I mean? Just listen, we're all going to have some trepidation, we're all going to have some anxiety and some fear about something but don't let that stand in a way. You take fear along with you. You tell fear, listen, I'm going to do this thing, you can come with me or not but I'm going to do this anyway. Right? So let others tell you no, don't tell yourself no. And whatever you want to do, just do it. We only get one life, and it's really short. And so I would say, you know, just take your stab at it. Whatever it is you want to do.
Dr. Tyree: [00:22:33] Thank you so much Vankita, what a wonderful way to end it. It was truly a pleasure to go down memory lane with you and listen to your wonderful storytelling, and I can tell that you're a communicator, so thank you.
Vankita Brown: [00:22:47] You're so welcome. And thank you for having me. This has been such fun and, and I hope we can do this again sometime!
Dr. Tyree: [00:22:53] Yes, yes. And thank you all 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're 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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