
CAREER BREAKS

Wellcome re-entry
The Wellcome Trust, a biomedical-
research charity in London, has published 
an online guide to help researchers return 
to the bench after career breaks. Getting 
Back into Research After a Career Break 
details various funding schemes to facilitate 
the move, and presents case studies of 
those who have returned to research. It 
also offers advice to potential returnees on 
finding mentors and identifying research 
niches. Shewly Choudhury, the trust’s basic 
careers portfolio adviser, says that “the 
guide is there to help people realize that it 
is possible to come back to the lab, and to 
offer advice on how to do it”.

GRADUATE EDUCATION 

Cross-discipline focus
Identifying and providing funding, 
training and mentoring resources for 
graduate students who plan to conduct 
cross-disciplinary research are among 
the principles that graduate institutions 
in 14 countries aim to adopt. The 
US Council of Graduate Schools in 
Washington DC sponsored an annual 
summit this month in St John’s, Canada, 
on promoting best practices in graduate 
education, focusing on interdisciplinary 
research. “The questions that will 
advance human knowledge often lie at 
the boundaries of current disciplines, so 
interdisciplinary knowledge and ways of 
thinking are central to today’s doctoral 
education,” says council president 
Suzanne Ortega. 

REMUNERATION

Gender gaps
Last year, male scientists in the United 
States earned 20% more on average than 
did female scientists, according to a report 
by the US National Science Foundation 
in Arlington, Virginia. The Survey of 
Doctorate Recipients looked at salaries 
across academia, government, industry 
and the non-profit sector, and found 
that full-time scientists earn a median 
of US$100,000, with men at $110,000 
and women at $88,000. The disparity is 
probably because of institutional bias 
at the earliest career levels, says Janet 
Bandows Koster, chief executive of the 
Association for Women in Science in 
Alexandria, Virginia. She notes that salary 
differences compound as female scientists 
advance up the career ladder. Women “are 
getting a percentage increase based on a 
smaller amount”, she says. 

video chats to connect with his boys while 
away — but it is not the same as being there 
in person. “We can’t shoot baskets,” he says, 
“or kick the soccer ball or wrestle.”

FAMILY CAPITAL
Single parents, and those who are effectively 
single parents because of long-distance rela-
tionships, face additional struggles. Jane 
Willenbring, an Earth scientist at the Univer-
sity of Pennsylvania in Philadelphia, travels 
to the far reaches of Antarctica, Puerto Rico 
and Turkey for her research on erosion and 
long-term climate change, and her husband 
is a political scientist on the opposite coast, at 
Stanford University in Palo Alto, California.

“I put in so much time solo parenting that I 
actually feel almost zero guilt,” she says about 
dropping off her almost-2-year-old daughter 
in Palo Alto so that she can do her fieldwork. 
She will even add a northern Californian pro-
ject to her portfolio because it would be an 
easy side trip for her to drop off her daughter. 

Because of her family’s situation, Willen-
bring’s ability to coordinate site visits with 
collaborators is restricted by her husband’s 
schedule and even by airline routes. She says 
that she must be frank with colleagues about 
her child-care and family-life requirements, 
and adds that it is ultimately for the best. 
“People are usually more accommodating. 
Or, if not, then you know you don’t want to 
work with them,” she says.

Alain Plante, one of Willenbring’s col-
leagues, says that her bi-coastal situation lets 
her stockpile what he calls “family capital”. He 
keeps careful track of his own levels, too.

“Every hour that I take away from my fam-
ily, I feel like I have to make it up to them,” 
he says. He recently declined a field trip to 

New Jersey because too many other trips had 
depleted his family capital account.

After spending a month in Mongolia, 
Plante paid back the capital by taking time 
off from work. But piggybacking family 
travel onto work travel can also work well, 
he says — a lectureship in Paris let his family 
spend a month with him.

The Google Calendar he shares with his 
wife, a counselling professor, is a boon for 
family organization and communication. But 
it also creates a mutual appreciation for how 
busy they both are. “When I ask her to cover 
while I’m gone, that’s not asking a little, that’s 
asking a lot,” he says.

Spousal support and commitment is key 
to finding the time and space to get qual-
ity research done without disrupting the 
routines that make for happy children, say 
field-working parents. 

Masiello’s favourite piece of advice to 
hand down to young researchers is simply, 
“Marry well.” The key to a household that 
runs smoothly with minimal stress while a 
parent is away, she says, is for both partners 
to have loads of patience with each other and 
to put their family first. When Owen had 
the sniffles, they would forgo day care and 
instead take him to work and let him build 
forts under their desks. Similarly, Plante hops 
on a train at 4.30 each afternoon to pick up 
their two girls because his wife teaches even-
ing classes. “With two people on the tenure 
track, both of us had to be willing to step in 
and pick up the pieces,” Masiello says.

And, just as importantly, they try not to 
keep score. ■

Kendall Powell is a freelance writer in 
Lafayette, Colorado.

Suzanne Anderson (second from left) took her husband, parents and 9-month-old twins on a trip to 
Alaska to study glacier outbursts.
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