
Like Mr. Smith in the fabled Hollywood movie, I 
imagined arriving in Washington as an idealistic AAAS Congressional Fellow and hav-
ing an immediate impact on the legislative process through my adherence to the noble

truths of science. In my mind’s eye, I would craft brilliant legislation promoting environmental
protection that would be resoundingly passed by Congress.

I shouldn’t have been so naïve. My background in environmental engineering and air quality
issues, specifically the politically contentious use of the oxygenate MTBE in reformulated gaso-
line, had piqued my interest in science policy and exposed me to the vagaries of environmental
politics. So for me, the fellowship was my dream job: to become embedded in the legislative
process.

The reality was a bit different from my expectations. To begin with, the placement process was
an exhilarating yet exhausting experience – trying to find the right fit among 535 personal offices
and scores of committee staffs on Capitol Hill. I was fortunate to have a number of opportuni-
ties, but I made what seemed an unlikely choice: the personal office of a freshman Congressman
in the House Minority (Rep. Adam Schiff, D-CA). In an institution that values power and seniori-
ty, I deliberately chose to work for a junior member in the minority party. But I truly believe that
I had one of the most rewarding experiences of any Congressional Fellow.

The office was young, hardworking, and close-knit, and I enjoyed the opportunity to frequently
meet with the Congressman. I was quickly incorporated into the office team and shared the
voluminous workload. As the only person in the office with a science or engineering background,
I gladly took on entire encyclopedic categories of quasi-scientific issues although many were
well beyond my own expertise: energy, environment, transportation, agriculture, and even space.
In a nutshell, my job was to keep abreast of these legislative issues and advise the Congressman
on upcoming legislative votes and whether to sponsor legislation or sign issue-oriented letters.

I knew I was in uncharted territory when I was assigned to draft legislation that would apply les-
sons learned from the post-World War II Marshall Plan recovery to rebuilding the Middle East
today. When a senior legislative aide went on maternity leave, I served as staff on the
International Relations Committee for several months. To my amazement, I found myself draft-
ing legislative amendments to the State Department reauthorization bill.

I came to appreciate the extensive breadth of issues and demands on Members of Congress. I
reveled in the year’s experiences, from the thrill of watching my boss on the House floor read a
speech I’d written, to the special treat of eating the legendary House bean soup in the Members’

Dining Room. The political norms differed so
greatly from my academic and engineering
experiences that, at times, I felt like an
anthropologist observing a newfound tribe —
the politicians. I bonded with my Fellow col-
leagues as we met frequently to share
experiences and absorb the culture shock
from adjusting to life on Capitol Hill.

As the Fellowship year ended, it was hard to
imagine what job could follow. Although I
loved working on the Hill, I decided to follow
a path more focused on environmental issues,
from a very different vantage point: the exec-
utive branch. In my new position in the
Climate Change Division of the Environmental
Protection Agency, I find myself using the
many skills I honed during my time on
Capitol Hill: how to effectively distill an issue
into its essential elements; how to prepare
succinct, clear briefs; and even how to give
the clichéd elevator pitch on a moment’s
notice. Most of all, I gained a tremendous
confidence in my ability to quickly grasp new
subjects and to juggle a more diverse work-
load than I could have ever imagined.

The experience changed my worldview in a
way that no civics class could. I am now
acutely aware of the political realities behind
the legislative headlines. I more fully realize
the critical importance of scientists and engi-
neers understanding and being engaged in
the societal and political implications of their
work.

By Pamela Franklin

Pamela M. Franklin served as a AAAS
Congressional Fellow from 2002-03. She is currently
a program manager for the Coalbed Methane
Outreach Program, Climate Change Division, at the
U.S. Environmental Protection Agency.
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THERE ARE FEW BETTER PLACES TO LEARN FIRST-HAND
about policy and the democratic system than in the halls of Congress. The pace can be
hectic and the demands challenging, yet the rewards of participating in the legislative

process are immense. Fellows spanning the 31 years of the program attest that serving as a
Congressional Fellow is the experience of a lifetime. 

Cynthia R. Robinson 
DIRECTOR, AAAS SCIENCE & TECHNOLOGY POLICY FELLOWSHIPS
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“The experience changed my worldview
in a way that no civics class could”
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Address Service Requested
AAAS Science & Technology Policy Fellowships

Help shape science and technology policy in Washington, DC. Contribute scientific
and technical information and external perspectives to federal decision-making, while
learning how government works. The AAAS fellowship programs provide a unique
participatory public policy experience for scientists and engineers, through one-year
assignments involving domestic and international science policy issues. Stipends typi-
cally begin at $62,000.

Fellows are placed in the Congress, the Department of Homeland Security, the
National Science Foundation, the National Institutes of Health, the Department of
State, the Department of Defense, the Agency for International Development, the
Environmental Protection Agency, the Department of Agriculture, the Food and Drug
Administration and other federal offices.

Faculty and post-docs are eligible. Applicants must have a PhD or an equivalent doc-
toral-level degree from any physical, biological or social science, any field of
engineering or any relevant interdisciplinary field by the application deadline
(January 10, 2005). Individuals with a master’s degree in engineering and at least
three years of post-degree professional experience also may apply. U.S. citizenship is
required. Federal employees are not eligible. Approximately 60 fellowships are award-
ed each year in 10 different programs.

The 2005-06 fellowship year begins September 1, 2005. Fellows attend a two-week ori-
entation before beginning their assignments and participate in a year-long seminar
series on topics relevant to science, technology and public policy.

For application instructions and further information: 202.326.6700 or 
www.fellowships.aaas.org.

AAAS is a non-profit, non-partisan organization. Since it was founded in 1848, AAAS
has been dedicated to the advancement of scientific knowledge for the good of socie-
ty as a whole.

Advancing science • Serving society

Focus On
AAAS Congressional Fellowships

AAAS seeks scientists and engineers
to serve as Congressional Fellows to
work as special legislative assistants
on the staffs of Members of
Congress or congressional commit-
tees, beginning in September 2005.
Senator Jeff Bingaman (D-NM) has
said about the program: “When leg-
islative issues arise concerning
science and technology, the Fellows’
expertise and critical thinking skills
are invaluable.”

AAAS selects and sponsors two
Fellows, and runs an umbrella pro-
gram for approximately 30
Congressional Fellows selected by
other national scientific and engi-
neering societies. The program
includes an orientation on congres-
sional and executive branch
operations and a year-long seminar
program on issues involving science
and technology policy.


