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Cover Letter 

 

January 14, 2014 

 

To:  Review Committee, ESA Graduate Student Policy Award 

From:  Sarah L. O’Neill, Ph.D. Candidate, Department of Entomology 

Re:  2015 Graduate Student Policy Award Application 

 

My interest in science policy grew out of a passion for nature, ecology and communication. 

Throughout my personal, educational and professional development, I have pursued 

opportunities to merge science with mentorship and education. My enthusiasm for nature and 

ecology has culminated in a pursuit to share this passion with others. To date, I have cultivated 

science literacy and environmental responsibility in my community through mentorship, 

education and dissemination of scientific material. My career goals include continuation of these 

and similar activities as  

Over the course of my dissertation research into the cumulative impacts of interacting invasive 

species, I have benefited from the assistance of several enthusiastic undergraduate students. 

These students conduct independent research projects with my guidance and mentorship. I 

regularly lead discussion groups on primary literature relevant to their studies. Following 

completion of a study, I guide each student through data analysis, interpretation of results, and 

drafting a research paper. Recently, two of my students have earned undergraduate fellowships 

for the work they have conducted under my supervision. I have found this mentorship to be one 

of the most rewarding aspects of graduate school – I have played a role in young scientists 

developing and realizing their own unique skills, goals and vast potential. 

In addition to mentoring several promising young scientists, I regularly participate in several 

outreach and public science education activities. The Entomology Outreach Program is a 

graduate student-run program that provides educational events and activities for local schools 

and community programs throughout Riverside County. I have regularly participated in such 

outreach events with my peers by speaking about my research, insects, and higher education, and 

providing children in urban communities the opportunity to touch and hold live insects. These 

programs enrich classroom learning environments, provide children with diverse role models and 

introduce unique career opportunities.  

Beyond my involvement with the Entomology Outreach Program, I serve as volunteer coach for 

the Riverside STEM Academy middle school Entomology team, training them for the national 

Science Olympiad competition. Last year I had four students, I introduced 30 insect orders and 

100 insect families, taught my students to identify them and the natural history of each group. 

My efforts and my students’ hard work paid off: they earned first place in the regional 

competition! This year, I have 8 students training for their competition on March 7.  

My career goals are driven by the joy I receive as a mentor and teacher, and role models like Dr. 

Holly Menninger, Director of Public Science for Your Wild Life at North Carolina State 

University and Lila Higgins, Manager of Citizen Science at the Los Angeles Natural History 

Museum. Recently, I have pursued opportunities to gain leadership experience as a volunteer at 

the Riverside Metropolitan Museum (see following Statement). I aim to serve society and the 

environment as director of a similar outreach and science education program. I intend to achieve 

three primary goals in this position. First, I will develop citizen science programs that directly 
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engage the public in inquiry and exploration; particularly by building collaborations between the 

public and scientific researchers. Second, I will build science outreach programs to inspire the 

next generation of scientists and improve science comprehension among the general public. 

Lastly, I will establish internship programs pairing students with more advanced researchers to 

gain hands-on research experience. Ultimately, these endeavors will culminate in a community 

with greater science literacy, more effective science education for K-12 students, and increased 

retention of underrepresented groups in STEM fields.  

Participation in the annual Congressional Visits Day will play an instrumental role in my growth 

through the remainder of my graduate degree and in supporting my career development. This 

will provide me with invaluable hands-on experience and first-hand knowledge of the federal 

budget and appropriations process, as well as an opportunity to network with other fellows, 

participating scientists, lobbyists and policy-makers. Further, advanced training and experience 

communicating the value and importance of federal investment in biological research and 

education will be a vital skill in my career as a Director of Science Programs and Outreach. I 

look forward to participating in this prestigious opportunity, and utilizing the skills and 

knowledge I acquire to effect positive change in education and the environment for future 

generations. Thank you for your time and consideration of my application. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Sarah L. O’Neill 

 

Ph.D. Candidate 

Department of Entomology 

University of California 

Riverside, CA 92521 USA 

(951) 827-2246 

sdave001@ucr.edu  

 

 


