Turning point:
Tracey Holloway

More than ten years ago, Tracey Holloway and her
colleagues started what has become the 1,700-member
Earth Science Women’s Network. Now an air-quality and
energy researcher at the University of Wisconsin-Madison,
Holloway is helping to turn the network into a non-profit
organization.

Did you have early intentions to pursue a science
career?

No. In fact, a school friend who believed that women self-
select out of science made me realize that I may have been
doing that. I kept an open mind and found that I liked
chemistry and maths as an undergraduate more than I
had as a high-school student. After my first year, I spent a
summer internship at the Johnson Space Center in Houston,
Texas, and realized that I could use fluid dynamics to look at
hurricanes, global warming and air pollution. That put me
on track for a graduate degree in atmospheric sciences at
Princeton University in New Jersey.

Describe the gender
graduate experience.
When I started, there were only ten graduate students across
all years. There were a couple of women in my first year, but
for a while after that I was the only woman. The faculty were
all men.
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Did your PhD go smoothly?

I didn't find a project I felt passionately about in the first year
and wondered whether I had made the wrong choice. In fact, I
asked the department chair for a leave of absence. He told me
I had to send a letter to each faculty member explaining what
I'd do during the year off, and the response was surprising.
They were very supportive, and several talked to me about
my interests in policy and law. At that time, Princeton had
started a programme through the Woodrow Wilson School
of Public and International Affairs that allowed science
students to do a policy-relevant project, so they encouraged
me to go down that route.

When did you start the Earth Science Women’s
Network?

During graduate school, several women colleagues and
I hosted a session at the American Geophysical Union
(AGU) in Washington DC on policy-relevant science.
After the session we talked about our careers, spouses and
worklife balance, and we realized that we wanted to stay in
touch beyond these meetings. It started out with six of us

on an e-mail list, but it
quickly grew into what
we described as a peer-
mentoring network of
25 members, so we set
up an electronic mailing list. Over time, the network received
financial support from the AGU, the US National Center for
Atmospheric Research in Boulder, Colorado, and the US
National Science Foundation in Arlington, Virginia.

Was there any backlash against forming a women-
focused network?

No, but we were always very aware that it could be perceived
as sexist. That's one reason why, early on, we split off a jobs
network to serve the entire early-career community. But
we built this network to have conversations that weren't
happening elsewhere, and it clearly served that role.

Why the move to become a non-profit?

Until last year, we had support from universities, but the
funding expired. We were trying to figure out how to move
forward, and becoming a non-profit seemed like the best
move to cover our expenses. But it costs money to start a
non-profit, so we launched a crowd-funding campaign on
Crowdtilt in January. It's been really inspiring to see the
support that came back. We've raised just shy of US14,000
from roughly 300 contributors.

What impact has this network had on your career?
I think it's made my career experience more satisfying. The
women in this group are my closest friends because I'm able
to connect with them in all facets of my life. We talk about
research one minute and our kids the next. I've found that
I've got the best advice from people at or near my career stage.
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In April of 2014, ESWN President Tracey Holloway
was interviewed by Nature, a publisher of high impact
scientific information. She talked about the beginnings,
changes, and impacts of ESWN.




