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Dr. Pamela Denkins was honored 
on May 16, 2017 at the Outstanding 
Women in Science (OWIS) Seminar 
Series, presented by the Association 
for Women in Science Gulf Coast 
Houston (AWIS GCH), for her con-
tributions at the National Aeronautics 
and Space Administration Johnson 
Space Center and for her involve-
ment as a leader in education and 
outreach. Dr. Denkins shared her 
experience and expertise with over 
60 trainees, faculty, and profession-
als on a range of topics, including 
career advancement, personal 
growth, and pathways to opportunity.  

What drew you to pursue a career in science, especially in physics? Was there a defining moment when you knew 
that this is what you wanted to pursue? 

I was very fortunate to have excellent teachers through my formative years and to be a part of a very intelligent family 
and extended family. I loved math and physics. As I pondered over my career options, I decided that I wanted to be a 
research physicist. I wanted the challenge, I wanted to have what I perceived to be an óadvantageô, and I wanted to have 
a notable career.  

 

How is working in industry different from working at NASA? Do you need different skills to succeed in each? 

Skillset is dependent on the profession you choose to pursue. There are jobs and professions that are common to both 
industry and the government. Within the government, one has the opportunity to change professions without sacrificing 
tenure. In industry, itôs more challenging to do that and remain with the same company.  

 
What was the motivation behind continuing to work at Johnson Space Center while completing your Masterôs 

degree? How did you balance a full-time job and a Masterôs program?  

JSC provided a competitive opportunity to get the JSC Fellowship for grad school. I was selected to receive the fellow-
ship near the end of the completion of my Masterôs and used the remaining time to begin work on my PhD. For both 
degrees, I developed my research such that it complemented the work I was involved in at NASA. In both cases, I was 
able to incorporate the research into my job and vice versa. 

 
How did you succeed in aligning your doctoral research with your work at NASA? Were there any mentors/

advisors/supervisors who helped you through this process?  

I sought ways to broaden my work responsibilities to include my research interest (i.e., radiation effects on hardware Ÿ 
radiation effects on human organs). Yes, my supervisor was the most instrumental in my success with achieving my 
PhD, as well as a NASA subject matter expert who served as a technical advisor on my research topic. My university 
faculty was extremely open to the research topic and approach. 
 

What kind of career opportunities are available for physics graduates at NASA? Are there programs/fellowships 
available for graduate students and young scientists?  

Opportunities for physics graduates include: radiation biology, biophysics, radiation science, material science, plane-
tary science, astromaterials, orbital mechanics, orbital debris, programming, management, propulsion, rocketry, space-
craft design, etc. Yes, there are numerous programs and fellowships available for graduate students and young scien-
tists at Education.nasa.gov and Nspires.nasaprs.com. 
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$ÒȢ !ÌÉÃÉÁ -ÏÎÒÏÅ ×ÁÓ ÈÏÎÏÒÅÄ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ !7)3 '#( &ÁÌÌ ςπρχ /ÕÔÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ 7ÏÍÁÎ ÉÎ 3ÃÉÅÎÃÅ ɉ/7)3Ɋ 
3ÅÍÉÎÁÒ 3ÅÒÉÅÓ ÏÎ .ÏÖÅÍÂÅÒ ρτȟ ςπρχȢ $ÒȢ -ÏÎÒÏÅ ×ÁÓ ÁÐÐÏÉÎÔÅÄ ÁÓ 0ÒÏÖÏÓÔ ÁÎÄ 3ÅÎÉÏÒ 6ÉÃÅ 0ÒÅÓÉÄÅÎÔ ÏÆ 
!ÃÁÄÅÍÉÃ ÁÎÄ &ÁÃÕÌÔÙ !ÆÆÁÉÒÓ ÁÎÄ 0ÒÏÆÅÓÓÏÒ ÏÆ &ÁÍÉÌÙ -ÅÄÉÃÉÎÅ ÁÔ "ÁÙÌÏÒ #ÏÌÌÅÇÅ ÏÆ -ÅÄÉÃÉÎÅ ÉÎ (ÏÕÓÔÏÎȟ 
4ÅØÁÓ ÉÎ &ÅÂÒÕÁÒÙ ςπρτȢ !Ô "ÁÙÌÏÒȟ $ÒȢ -ÏÎÒÏÅ ÏÖÅÒÓÅÅÓ "ÁÙÌÏÒȭÓ ÆÏÕÒ ÓÃÈÏÏÌÓȟ !ÃÁÄÅÍÉÃ !ÆÆÁÉÒÓȟ &ÁÃÕÌÔÙ 
$ÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔȟ &ÁÃÕÌÔÙ !ÆÆÁÉÒÓȟ #ÅÎÔÅÒ ÆÏÒ 0ÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌÉÓÍȟ )ÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎÁÌ $ÉÖÅÒÓÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ )ÎÃÌÕÓÉÏÎȟ 'ÒÁÄÕÁÔÅ 
-ÅÄÉÃÁÌ %ÄÕÃÁÔÉÏÎȟ #ÏÎÔÉÎÕÉÎÇ 0ÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌ %ÄÕÃÁÔÉÏÎȟ ÁÎÄ %ÄÕÃÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ /ÕÔÒÅÁÃÈ ɉ+-ρςɊ 0ÒÏÇÒÁÍÓȢ 3ÈÅ 
ÁÌÓÏ ÓÅÒÖÅÓ ÁÓ Á ÍÅÍÂÅÒ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ !ÃÁÄÅÍÉÃ #ÏÕÎÃÉÌȟ ÔÈÅ %ØÅÃÕÔÉÖÅ ,ÅÁÄÅÒÓÈÉÐ 4ÅÁÍȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ &ÁÃÕÌÔÙ 3ÅÎÁÔÅ 
ɉÁÓ ÅØ-ÏÆПÉÃÉÏɊȢ 
 
3ÈÅ ÆÏÒÍÅÒÌÙ ÓÅÒÖÅÄ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ #ÈÉÅÆ !ÃÁÄÅÍÉÃ /ÆПÉÃÅÒȟ 6ÉÃÅ $ÅÁÎ ÆÏÒ %ÄÕÃÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ !ÆÆÁÉÒÓȟ ÁÎÄ 0ÒÏÆÅÓÓÏÒ ÏÆ 
&ÁÍÉÌÙ -ÅÄÉÃÉÎÅ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ -ÏÒÓÁÎÉ #ÏÌÌÅÇÅ ÏÆ -ÅÄÉÃÉÎÅȟ 5ÎÉÖÅÒÓÉÔÙ ÏÆ 3ÏÕÔÈ &ÌÏÒÉÄÁ ɉ53& -#/-Ɋ ÉÎ 4ÁÍÐÁȟ &, 
ÆÒÏÍ ςππψ-ςπρτȢ !Ô 53& -#/-ȟ $ÒȢ -ÏÎÒÏÅ ÐÒÏÖÉÄÅÄ ÏÖÅÒÓÉÇÈÔ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÕÎÄÅÒÇÒÁÄÕÁÔÅ ÍÅÄÉÃÁÌ ÅÄÕÃÁÔÉÏÎ 
ÐÒÏÇÒÁÍȟ ÔÈÅ ÐÈÙÓÉÃÁÌ ÔÈÅÒÁÐÙ ÐÒÏÇÒÁÍȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÍÁÓÔÅÒÓ ÐÒÏÇÒÁÍÓ ÉÎ ÇÒÁÄÕÁÔÅ ÓÔÕÄÉÅÓȢ 3ÈÅ ÇÕÉÄÅÄ ÔÈÅ 
ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ Á ÂÒÁÎÃÈ ÃÁÍÐÕÓ ÁÎÄ Á ÎÅ× ÍÅÄÉÃÁÌ ÅÄÕÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÃÕÒÒÉÃÕÌÕÍȢ $ÒȢ -ÏÎÒÏÅȭÓ ÓÃÈÏÌÁÒÌÙ ÉÎÔÅÒȤ
ÅÓÔÓ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅ ÐÈÙÓÉÃÉÁÎ-ÐÁÔÉÅÎÔ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÃÁÔÉÏÎȟ ÃÒÏÓÓ-ÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÃÁÔÉÏÎȟ ÄÉÖÅÒÓÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ ÉÎÃÌÕÓÉÏÎȟ 
ÌÅÁÄÅÒÓÈÉÐ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔȟ ÁÎÄ ÍÅÎÔÏÒÉÎÇ ÔÒÁÉÎÉÎÇ ÆÏÒ ÓÔÕÄÅÎÔÓ ÁÎÄ ÆÁÃÕÌÔÙȢ 
 
"ÅÆÏÒÅ ÓÅÒÖÉÎÇ ÁÔ 53& -#/-ȟ $ÒȢ -ÏÎÒÏÅ ×ÁÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÆÁÃÕÌÔÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ !ÌÐÅÒÔ -ÅÄÉÃÁÌ 3ÃÈÏÏÌ ÁÔ "ÒÏ×Î 5ÎÉÖÅÒȤ
ÓÉÔÙ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÓÈÅ ÓÅÒÖÅÄ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ !ÓÓÏÃÉÁÔÅ $ÅÁÎ ÆÏÒ -ÉÎÏÒÉÔÙ !ÆÆÁÉÒÓ ÁÎÄ 0ÒÏÆÅÓÓÏÒ ÏÆ &ÁÍÉÌÙ -ÅÄÉÃÉÎÅȢ $ÒȢ 
-ÏÎÒÏÅ ÅÁÒÎÅÄ ÈÅÒ -Ȣ$Ȣ ÄÅÇÒÅÅ ÆÒÏÍ )ÎÄÉÁÎÁ 5ÎÉÖÅÒÓÉÔÙ 3ÃÈÏÏÌ ÏÆ -ÅÄÉÃÉÎÅ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÍÐÌÅÔÅÄ ÁÎ ÉÎÔÅÒÎÓÈÉÐ 
ÉÎ ÐÓÙÃÈÉÁÔÒÙ ÁÔ 'ÅÏÒÇÅÔÏ×Î 5ÎÉÖÅÒÓÉÔÙ -ÅÄÉÃÁÌ #ÅÎÔÅÒ ÉÎ 7ÁÓÈÉÎÇÔÏÎȟ $#Ȣ 3ÈÅ ÔÈÅÎ ÃÏÍÐÌÅÔÅÄ Á ÒÅÓÉÄÅÎÃÙ 
ÉÎ ÆÁÍÉÌÙ ÍÅÄÉÃÉÎÅ ÁÔ -ÅÔÈÏÄÉÓÔ (ÏÓÐÉÔÁÌ ÉÎ )ÎÄÉÁÎÁÐÏÌÉÓȟ ).Ȣ 3ÈÅ ÈÁÓ ÒÅÃÅÉÖÅÄ ÎÕÍÅÒÏÕÓ ÔÅÁÃÈÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ 
ÍÅÎÔÏÒÉÎÇ Á×ÁÒÄÓȢ 3ÈÅ ÉÓ Á ÐÁÓÔ ÐÒÅÓÉÄÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 
!ÓÓÏÃÉÁÔÉÏÎ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ "ÅÈÁÖÉÏÒÁÌ 3ÃÉÅÎÃÅÓ ÁÎÄ -ÅÄÉȤ
ÃÁÌ %ÄÕÃÁÔÉÏÎȢ 3ÈÅ ÐÒÅÖÉÏÕÓÌÙ ÓÅÒÖÅÄ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ !ÓÓÏÃÉȤ
ÁÔÉÏÎ ÆÏÒ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁÎ -ÅÄÉÃÁÌ #ÏÌÌÅÇÅÓ ɉ!!-#Ɋ "ÅȤ
ÈÁÖÉÏÒÁÌ ÁÎÄ 3ÏÃÉÁÌ 3ÃÉÅÎÃÅÓ %ØÐÅÒÔ 0ÁÎÅÌ ÁÎÄ ×ÁÓ 
Á ÃÏÎÔÒÉÂÕÔÏÒ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ "ÅÈÁÖÉÏÒÁÌ ÁÎÄ 3ÏÃÉÁÌ 3ÃÉÅÎÃÅÓ 
&ÏÕÎÄÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÆÏÒ &ÕÔÕÒÅ 0ÈÙÓÉÃÉÁÎÓȢ $ÒȢ -ÏÎÒÏÅ ×ÁÓ 
ÁÌÓÏ Á ÍÅÍÂÅÒ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ !!-# -2υ #ÏÍÍÉÔÔÅÅȟ ÔÈÅ 
ÇÒÏÕÐ ÃÁÌÌÅÄ ÔÏ ÕÎÄÅÒÔÁËÅ ÔÈÅ ПÉÆÔÈ ÒÅÖÉÅ× ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 
ÍÅÄÉÃÁÌ ÃÏÌÌÅÇÅ ÁÄÍÉÓÓÉÏÎÓ ÔÅÓÔ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÃÏÍÍÅÎÄ 
ÃÈÁÎÇÅÓ ÆÏÒ Á ÎÅ× ÖÅÒÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÅØÁÍ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÉÍÐÌÅȤ
ÍÅÎÔÅÄ ÉÎ ςπρυȢ 3ÈÅ ÃÕÒÒÅÎÔÌÙ ÓÅÒÖÅÓ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÁÉÒ 
ÏÆ ÔÈÅ !!-# !ÄÖÉÓÏÒÙ #ÏÍÍÉÔÔÅÅ ÏÎ (ÏÌÉÓÔÉÃ 2ÅȤ
ÖÉÅ×Ȣ 3ÈÅ ÉÓ ÃÕÒÒÅÎÔÌÙ Á ÍÅÍÂÅÒ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ !!-# 
"ÏÁÒÄ ÏÆ $ÉÒÅÃÔÏÒÓ ÁÎÄ "ÁÙÌÏÒ 5ÎÉÖÅÒÓÉÔÙ "ÏÁÒÄ ÏÆ 2ÅÇÅÎÔÓȢ 
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$ÒȢ !ÌÉÃÉÁ -ÏÎÒÏÅ 

/Î !ÐÒÉÌ ςφȟ ςπρψ "ÏÎÎÉÅ "ÁÓËÉÎȟ 0È$ ×ÁÓ ÈÏÎÏÒÅÄ 
ÁÓ ÔÈÅ !7)3 '#( 3ÐÒÉÎÇ ςπρψ /ÕÔÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ 7ÏÍÁÎ ÉÎ 
3ÃÉÅÎÃÅ ɉ/7)3Ɋ 3ÅÍÉÎÁÒ 3ÅÒÉÅÓȢ "ÏÎÎÉÅ "ÁÓËÉÎ ÉÓ Á 
ÃÁÒÅÅÒ ÓÃÉÅÎÔÉÓÔ ÁÎÄ ÂÕÓÉÎÅÓÓ ÅÎÔÒÅÐÒÅÎÅÕÒȢ 3ÈÅ ÉÓ 
ÔÈÅ ÆÏÕÎÄÅÒ ÏÆ Ô×Ï ÓÕÃÃÅÓÓÆÕÌ ÂÉÏÔÅÃÈÎÏÌÏÇÙ ÃÏÍÐÁȤ
ÎÉÅÓȟ 6ÉÒÏ-ÅÄ ,ÁÂÏÒÁÔÏÒÉÅÓȟ )ÎÃȢ ÁÎÄ !ÐÐ4ÅÃÈ ,ÁÂÏÒȤ
ÁÔÏÒÙ 3ÅÒÖÉÃÅÓȟ )ÎÃȢ (ÅÒ ÃÕÒÒÅÎÔ ÁÎÄ ÐÁÓÔ ÂÏÁÒÄ ÍÅÍȤ
ÂÅÒÓÈÉÐÓ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅ ÔÈÅ -ÉÎÎÅÁÐÏÌÉÓ 9-#!ȟ ÔÈÅ -ÉÎÎÅȤ
ÓÏÔÁ "ÉÏÔÅÃÈÎÏÌÏÇÙ !ÓÓÏÃÉÁÔÉÏÎȟ ÔÈÅ 5ÎÉÖÅÒÓÉÔÙ ÏÆ 
-ÉÎÎÅÓÏÔÁ /ÆПÉÃÅ ÏÆ 4ÅÃÈÎÏÌÏÇÙ #ÏÍÍÅÒÃÉÁÌÉÚÁÔÉÏÎ 
!ÄÖÉÓÏÒÙ "ÏÁÒÄȟ !ÆПÉÎÉÔÙ 6ÅÎÔÕÒÅÓ )6ȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ 4ÅØÁÓ 
2ÅÇÉÏÎÁÌ #ÏÌÌÁÂÏÒÁÔÉÖÅ ÆÏÒ %ØÃÅÌÌÅÎÃÅ ÉÎ 3ÃÉÅÎÃÅ ÁÎÄ 

-ÁÔÈÅÍÁÔÉÃÓ 4ÅÁÃÈÉÎÇȢ (ÅÒ ÍÁÎÙ ÈÏÎÏÒÓ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÃÏÇȤ
ÎÉÔÉÏÎÓ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅ ÔÈÅ Ȱ%ÎÔÒÅÐÒÅÎÅÕÒ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 9ÅÁÒȾ
-ÉÎÎÅÓÏÔÁ ÁÎÄ $ÁËÏÔÁÓȱ Á×ÁÒÄ ÁÎÄ ÂÅÉÎÇ Á ςπρς 
ÉÎÄÕÃÔÅÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 5ÎÉÖÅÒÓÉÔÙ ÏÆ -ÉÎÎÅÓÏÔÁ 9-#! (ÁÌÌ ÏÆ 
&ÁÍÅȢ !ÌÔÈÏÕÇÈ ÓÈÅ ÉÓ ÎÏ× ÒÅÔÉÒÅÄȟ ÈÅÒ ÊÏÕÒÎÅÙ ÁÓ ÁÎ 
ÅÎÔÒÅÐÒÅÎÅÕÒ ÃÏÎÔÉÎÕÅÄȟ ÁÓ ÓÈÅ ÂÅÃÁÍÅ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÕÎÄÅÒ 
ÁÎÄ ÐÒÅÓÉÄÅÎÔ ÏÆ 4ÈÅ 3ÃÉÅÎÃÅ -ÉÌÌȢ 3ÈÅ ÃÒÅÁÔÅÄ 4ÈÅ 
3ÃÉÅÎÃÅ -ÉÌÌ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÇÏÁÌ ÏÆ ÐÒÏÍÏÔÉÎÇ 34%- ÃÁÒÅÅÒÓ 
ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÎÅ× ÇÅÎÅÒÁÔÉÏÎȢ 4ÈÅ 3ÃÉÅÎÃÅ -ÉÌÌȟ ÌÏÃÁÔÅÄ ÉÎ 
*ÏÈÎÓÏÎ #ÉÔÙȟ 4ÅØÁÓȟ ÐÒÏÖÉÄÅÓ ÆÕÎȟ ÉÎÔÅÒÁÃÔÉÖÅ ÌÅÁÒÎȤ
ÉÎÇ ÁÃÔÉÖÉÔÉÅÓ ÆÏÒ ÁÌÌ ÁÇÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÅØÐÁÎÄ ÓÔÕÄÅÎÔÓȭ ÁÐȤ
ÐÒÅÃÉÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÓÃÉÅÎÃÅȢ 
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4ÈÅ !7)3 '#( !×ÁÒÄÓ ÆÏÒ %ØÃÅÌȤ
ÌÅÎÃÅ ÉÎ #ÏÍÍÕÎÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÒÅ ÇÉÖÅÎ 
ÁÎÎÕÁÌÌÙ ÔÏ ÇÒÁÄÕÁÔÅ ÁÎÄ ÕÎÄÅÒȤ
ÇÒÁÄÕÁÔÅ ÓÔÕÄÅÎÔÓȢ !7)3 '#( ÓÏȤ
ÌÉÃÉÔÅÄ ÅÓÓÁÙÓ ÏÆ χππ ×ÏÒÄÓ ÏÒ ÌÅÓÓ 
ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÌÌÏ×ÉÎÇ ÔÏÐÉÃȡ Ȱ#ÌÏÓÉÎÇ 
ÔÈÅ 34%- 'ÅÎÄÅÒ 'ÁÐȡ 7ÈÙ )Ó )Ô 
)ÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÁÎÄ 7ÈÁÔ #ÁÎ 9ÏÕ $Ï 
ÔÏ (ÅÌÐȩȱ  
 

4ÈÅ ρÓÔ ÐÌÁÃÅ ×ÉÎÎÅÒ ɉÃÁÓÈ 
ÐÒÉÚÅȡ ΑσππɊ ×ÁÓ -ÁÒþÁ %ÌÉÓÁ 
4ÅÒÒĕÎȢ -ÁÒþÁ ×ÁÓ ÂÏÒÎ ÁÎÄ 
ÒÁÉÓÅÄ ÉÎ 0ÕÅÒÔÏ 2ÉÃÏȢ 3ÈÅ ÃÁÍÅ ÔÏ 
(ÏÕÓÔÏÎ ÔÏ ÐÕÒÓÕÅ Á 0ÈȢ$Ȣ ÁÔ "ÁÙȤ
ÌÏÒ #ÏÌÌÅÇÅ ÏÆ -ÅÄÉÃÉÎÅȢ (ÅÒ ×ÏÒË 
ÆÏÃÕÓÅÓ ÏÎ ÕÓÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ $ÏÐÁÍÉÎÅ 
2ÅÃÅÐÔÏÒ $ς ÔÏ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄ ÈÏ× 
ÌÉÇÁÎÄ-ÂÉÎÄÉÎÇ ÉÎÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ 
ÔÒÁÎÓÆÅÒÒÅÄ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÔÈÅ ÔÒÁÎÓȤ
ÍÅÍÂÒÁÎÅ ÈÅÌÉÃÅÓ ÔÏ ÅØÅÒÔ ÄÉÆÆÅÒȤ
ÅÎÔ ÅÆÆÅÃÔÓ ÏÎ ÓÉÇÎÁÌÉÎÇ ÐÁÔÈ×ÁÙÓȢ 
3ÈÅ ÉÓ Á ÆÁÎ ÏÆ *ÕÌÉÁ ÄÅ "ÕÒÇÏͻÓ ÐÏȤ
ÅÔÒÙ ÁÎÄ ÌÏÏËÓ ÆÏÒ×ÁÒÄ ÔÏ ÇÅÔÔÉÎÇ 
ÍÏÒÅ ÉÎÖÏÌÖÅÄ ÉÎ ÁÄÖÏÃÁÃÙȢ 
 
4ÈÅ ςÎÄ ÐÌÁÃÅ ×ÉÎÎÅÒ ɉÃÁÓÈ 
ÐÒÉÚÅȡ ΑςππɊ ×ÁÓ 6ÉÄÙÁÌÁËÓÈÍÉ 
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Melissa Singh earned her BS in Chemistry at the 
University of Maryland in 2001, and her PhD in 
Biochemistry and Molecular Biology at the Uni-
versity of Texas Graduate School of Biomedical 
Sciences in 2008. She conducted postgraduate 
research as an NRSA Fellow at the University of 
Texas MD Anderson Cancer Center. Melissa 
received the Bristol-Myers Squibb Award for 
Postgraduate Clinical/Translational Research 
and the Ben F. Love Endowed Fellowship in In-
novative Cancer Therapies for her research in 
glioblastomas. She joined Fannin Innovation 
Studio as an intern, and is now a principal that 
leads several therapeutics portfolio companies. 
She also continues to develop the Fannin fellow-
ship program. 
 
1) What differentiates Fannin Innovation Studio 

(FIS) from other incubators and accelerators in 

the Houston startup community? 

 

Fannin Innovation Studio plays a very different role 
in our ecosystem from the incubators, accelerators, 
and the many other organizations that support entre-
preneurs and their startups. Fanninôs role is not to 
help entrepreneurs with their startups ï though we do 
like to see them succeed. Rather, we ourselves are the 
entrepreneurial team (i.e. serve as the management 
team) that develops the technologies. 
 
If you are an entrepreneur who is developing an inno-
vative technology, the ecosystem has many organiza-
tions who want to help you succeed, including incu-
bators and accelerators, but also business develop-
ment groups, Small Business Administration (SBA), 
and investors. Each plays a different role in helping 
you, the entrepreneur, succeed. But in all cases, for 
example, to join JLabs or TMCx, you would need to 
be an independent startup with a management team 
and funding. 
 
Unlike accelerators and incubators, the Fannin Studio 
does not provide space or other support to third-party 
startups. Instead, we are investing our resources, 
which includes people, space and funds, to internally 
develop technologies, most of which have been in-
licensed from academic institutions in the Texas 
Medical Center. Our ñcustomersò are academic in-
ventors rather than the entrepreneur, who are the cus-
tomers for accelerators and incubators. You could 
also see us as being like a biotech company, only 
developing a dozen different technologies in parallel 
with each other. 

 

2) As a principal at FIS, what are your daily re-
sponsibilities? 

 
At Fannin, I wear many hats and have the opportunity 
to do just about everything that is required for a pro-
ject to succeed.  

 
My three major areas of focus at Fannin are in-
licensing, technology development, and intern/
fellowship.  

 
In-licensing is a critical component of Fanninôs busi-
ness model, since most of the technologies that we 
are currently advancing are licensed from Texas 
Medical Center institutions. For this, I put on a busi-
ness development hat. I am part of the team that seeks 
new technologies, and reviews and evaluates the op-
portunities within a certain timeframe to recommend 
further action to the management team. While some 
of our opportunities are sent over the transom, we 
also proactively seek new technologies by reading 
scientific literature, attending seminars and confer-
ences, both scientific and financial, and staying con-
nected with the technology commercialization offices 
at the academic institutions. 

 
Fanninôs primary goal is to develop novel and effec-
tive therapeutics and medical devices. After in-
licensing, we spend the bulk of our time advancing 
the technologies in Fanninôs pipeline to the clinic. I 
am responsible for several of the therapeutics projects 
at Fannin, and manage the multiple aspects of pre-
clinical development to advance our drug candidates 
from the discovery stage through IND-enabling stud-
ies and to the clinic. This includes support of project 
teams around late-stage discovery activities, responsi-
bility for preclinical study design, drug substance and 
product manufacturing, oversight of safety and toxi-
cology studies, supervision of both internal activities 
and those at contract research organizations, coordi-
nation of the team (including internal scientists, con-
sultants, etc.), study design and analysis, management 
of budgets, writing grants and reports, and assembly 
of any documentation. I also am responsible for man-
aging intellectual property and other licensing-related 
reports.  

 
Lastly, I am the director of Fanninôs internship and 
fellowship program. The internship program is a part-
time program designed to provide graduate students 
and postdoctoral fellows with the opportunity to get a 
sense for what preclinical development is like. In-
terns spend 1-1.5 days a week with us for three 
months and contribute to projects that are relevant to 
the development of one or more of our portfolio com-
panies. We have had over 160 interns work with us 
over the past 5 years, many of which have continued 
to work in life sciences commercialization in some 
way. The fellowship program is a two-year, full-time 
program designed to support the development of 
future leaders in life sciences commercialization. It is 
anticipated that the fellows will take on more of a 
leadership role within the Fannin projects and also 
participate in a development program designed to 
complement the experiential learning activities. 
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3) You have mentored many graduate students/
interns. What are the qualities you are looking 
for in terms of being a successful entrepreneur? 

 
Many of the qualities that make one a successful 
graduate student or postdoc are the same for being a 
successful intern or fellow at Fannin. I feel that 
graduate students and postdocs can learn just about 
anything ï it is what we are trained to do! ï but I do 
look for individuals with a solid science back-
ground. Additionally, I have found that individuals 
with the following attributes typically end up suc-
cessful: 

 

¶ Self-managing and autonomous. These individu-
als are able to work effectively with little super-
vision and are focused on getting tasks accom-
plished. They tend to be more proactive instead 
of waiting for someone to instruct at every step. 

¶ Leadership. Candidates who have taken on a 
leadership role in some capacity demonstrate 
that he/she has the willingness and desire to take 
charge of a project and take ownership of the 
results. 

¶ Risk-taker and resilience. Most of the life sci-
ence start-ups fail (just like experiments in the 
lab!). You have to be willing to take risks and 
embrace activities where there is uncertainty in 
the future ï and pick yourself up and keep mov-
ing when things donôt go as expected. 

¶ Strong interpersonal skills. Developing a thera-
peutic or medical device product requires the 
coordination of a team of people. It is critical to 
be able to communicate with a broad range of 
people, listen to different points of view, and 
have an upbeat, positive attitude. 

¶ Flexibility. You have to be willing to adapt and 
change as new knowledge is gained and to solve 
problems as they arise. You want to be able to 
find creative and effective solutions to issues. 
 

4) What did you learn from your graduate school 
and post-doc training that you find most helpful 
to your current work? 
 
The research training that I received as a graduate 
student and as a postdoctoral fellow really provided 
the foundation to be able to easily transition into a 
career that is focused on applied science. Many of 
the skill sets learned throughout the graduate and 
postdoc training period are transferrable to other 
career paths. The list of things that I learned that are 
helpful for my position today is quite long, but if I 
had to select just a few I would say that the desire to 
tackle complex topics and quickly come up to speed 
in a new field, the ability to critically think about 
problems and ask important questions, and program 
leadership are among the most useful. 
 

5) Any advice for graduate students/postdocs who 
are looking to transition into life science entre-
preneurship?  

 
I have two suggestions for trainees who are looking 
to explore other career options, including a life sci-
ences entrepreneurship. First, start building your 
network of contacts. I really cannot stress this 
enough. Be open to networking both within your 
field of interest as well as beyond. When you make 
it a point to network, and network effectively, you 
open yourself up to so many more options, some of 
which you did not even realize were a possibility.  

 
The second suggestion that I have is to get involved 
in activities outside of your primary area of research 
to help expand your skill sets and experiences. I feel 
that this helps one better define what attributes of a 
career are most important and rule out things that 
are not a good fit. Additionally, these activities are 
what will set you apart from other candidates who 
will also have strong scientific backgrounds. You 
should leverage the opportunities in the ecosystem 
and be open to trying new things.  

 
Specifically, for life science entrepreneurship in 
Houston, you can find labs or projects within your 
lab that are more geared towards product develop-
ment or industry relationships, join and contribute 
to organizations like BioHouston or Enventure, 
actively participate in the Bioventures program or 
Start-up Challenges, attend TMCx and JLabs 
events, or participate in internship programs. Fannin 
has an internship (part-time) and fellowship (full-
time) program designed to provide graduate stu-
dents and postdocs with the opportunity to explore 
what it is like in a life sciences start-up environment 
and contribute to the progress of our portfolio pro-
jects. If you are interested in these programs, please 
do not hesitate to contact me. 
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 4ÈÅ ÐÏÐÕÌÁÒ .ÅÔ×ÏÒËÉÎÇ "ÏÏÔÃÁÍÐ ÔÏÏË ÐÌÁÃÅ ÄÕÒÉÎÇ 3ÐÒÉÎÇ ςπρψȢ $ÒȢ 

!ÇÁÔÈÅ "ÕÏÒÇÏÇÎÅȟ !ÓÓÏÃÉÁÔÅ $ÉÒÅÃÔÏÒ ÏÆ 0ÒÏÇÒÁÍ -ÁÎÁÇÅÍÅÎÔ ÁÔ )ÍÍÁÔÉÃÓ 

"ÉÏÔÅÃÈÎÏÌÏÇÉÅÓ ÌÅÄ τ ÂÏÏÔÃÁÍÐ ÓÅÓÓÉÏÎÓ ÏÖÅÒ ς ÍÏÎÔÈÓȢ 0ÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓ 

ÌÅÁÒÎÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÎÕÁÎÃÅÓ ÏÆ ÂÕÉÌÄÉÎÇ Á ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌ ÎÅÔ×ÏÒË ÓÕÃÃÅÓÓÆÕÌÌÙȢ !Ó ÔÈÅ 

×ÏÒËÓÈÏÐ ÐÒÏÇÒÅÓÓÅÄȟ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓ ÌÅÁÒÎÅÄ ÈÏ× ÔÏ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈ ÁÎÄ ÅÆÆÅÃÔÉÖÅÌÙ 

ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÃÁÔÅ ×ÉÔÈ ÃÏÌÌÅÁÇÕÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌÓ ÁÔ ÎÅÔ×ÏÒËÉÎÇ ÅÖÅÎÔÓȢ 4ÈÉÓ 

×ÁÓ ÁÃÃÏÍÐÌÉÓÈÅÄ ÂÙ ÉÎÔÅÒÁÃÔÉÖÅ ÅØÅÒÃÉÓÅÓȟ ÆÅÅÄÂÁÃË ÆÒÏÍ $ÒȢ "ÏÕÒÇÏÇÎÅ 

ÁÎÄ ÆÅÌÌÏ× ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÁÐÐÌÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÅØÅÒÃÉÓÅÓ ÉÎ ÒÅÃÏÍÍÅÎÄÅÄ 

ÎÅÔ×ÏÒËÉÎÇ ÅÖÅÎÔÓȦ 

 /Î 3ÅÐÔÅÍÂÅÒ ςψȟ ςπρχȟ !7)3 '#( ÈÏÓÔÅÄ 0ÁÒÔ ρ ÏÆ Á ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐȤ
ÍÅÎÔ ×ÏÒËÓÈÏÐ ÓÅÒÉÅÓȢ 4ÈÅ ×ÏÒËÓÈÏÐ ÃÏÎÓÉÓÔÅÄ ÏÆ ÏÐÅÎ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÉÏÎÓ ÁÎÄ 
ÒÏÕÎÄÔÁÂÌÅÓ ÆÏÃÕÓÅÄ ÏÎ ÔÉÐÓ ÁÎÄ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÉÅÓ ÆÏÒ ×ÒÉÔÉÎÇ #6Ó ÁÎÄ ÒÅÓÕÍÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ 
×ÏÕÌÄ ÌÅÁÄ ÔÏ ÇÅÔÔÉÎÇ ÁÎ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×Ȣ !7)3 '#( ÉÓ ÖÅÒÙ ÔÈÁÎËÆÕÌ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÎÅÌȤ
ÉÓÔÓȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ×ÅÒÅȡ ρɊ #ÏÌÂÙ 3ÕÉÒÅȟ $ÉÒÅÃÔÏÒ ÏÆ )ÍÍÕÎÅ -ÏÎÉÔÏÒÉÎÇ ÁÔ #ÅÌÌ 
-ÅÄÉÃÁȟ )ÎÃȢȟ ςɊ *ÏÓÅÐÈ 3ÅÎÅÓÁÃȟ 60 ÏÆ 6ÉÒÁÌ 6ÅÃÔÏÒ -ÁÎÕÆÁÃÔÕÒÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ !ÓÓÁÙ 
$ÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÁÔ "ÅÌÌÉÃÕÍ 0ÈÁÒÍÁÃÅÕÔÉÃÁÌÓȟ )ÎÃȢȟ σɊ +ÒÉÓÔÉÎ "ÉÒÄȟ 60 ÏÆ 'ÌÏÂÁÌ 
(ÕÍÁÎ 2ÅÓÏÕÒÃÅÓ ÁÔ .ÁÌÃÏ #ÈÁÍÐÉÏÎȟ τɊ 7ÁÒÒÅÎ $ÅÎÎÉÎÇȟ -ÅÄÉÃÁÌ 3ÃÉÅÎÃÅ 
,ÉÁÉÓÏÎ ÁÔ *ÕÎÏ 4ÈÅÒÁÐÅÕÔÉÃÓȟ υɊ %ÒÉÎ 3ÔÁÓÈÉȟ -ÅÄÉÃÁÌ 3ÃÉÅÎÃÅ ,ÉÁÉÓÏÎ ÁÔ 
#ÅÌÇÅÎÅȟ φɊ 3ÉÎÁ 3ÁÆÁÙÉȟ !ÓÓÉÓÔÁÎÔ $ÉÒÅÃÔÏÒ ÏÆ #ÁÒÅÅÒ $ÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÁÔ 
54(ÅÁÌÔÈȟ χɊ +ÁÒÅÎ -ÏÔÓÉÎÇÅÒȟ 4ÁÌÅÎÔ !ÃÑÕÉÓÉÔÉÏÎ #ÏÎÓÕÌÔÁÎÔȾ2ÅÃÒÕÉÔÅÒ ÁÔ 
54(ÅÁÌÔÈȟ ψɊ )ÖÁÎ ,ÉÁÄÉȟ #ÏÎÓÕÌÔÁÎÔ ÁÎÄ 0ÒÅÓÉÄÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 4ÅØÁÓ -ÅÄÉÃÁÌ #ÅÎȤ
ÔÅÒ #ÏÎÓÕÌÔÉÎÇ #ÌÕÂȟ ωɊ $ÉÐÁÌÉ $ÁÔÅȟ "ÕÓÉÎÅÓÓ $ÅÖÅÌÏÐÅÒ ÁÔ &ÁÎÎÉÎ )ÎÎÏÖÁȤ
ÔÉÏÎ 3ÔÕÄÉÏȢ 

"ÕÉÌÄÉÎÇ #ÏÎПÉÄÅÎÃÅ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ "ÉÇ 3ÔÁÇÅ 

 /Î &ÅÂÒÕÁÒÙ ρφȟ ςπρψȟ !7)3 '#( ÈÏÓÔÅÄ 0ÁÒÔ ς ÏÆ Á ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐȤ
ÍÅÎÔ ×ÏÒËÓÈÏÐ ÓÅÒÉÅÓȢ .ÁÍÉÔÁ $ÏÄ×ÁÄËÁÒȟ 0ÈȢ$Ȣȟ Á ÓÅÎÉÏÒ ÓÃÉÅÎÔÉÓÔ ÉÎ 0ÈÁÒȤ
ÍÁÃÅÕÔÉÃÁÌ 3ÃÉÅÎÃÅÓ ÁÔ 'ÒÅÅÎ,ÉÇÈÔ "ÉÏÓÃÉÅÎÃÅÓȟ ÓÐÏËÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÁÕÄÉÅÎÃÅ ÁÂÏÕÔ 
ÐÕÒÓÕÉÎÇ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÐÅÒÓÏÎÁÌ ÐÁÓÓÉÏÎÓ ÁÎÄ ÁÍÂÉÔÉÏÎÓ ×ÈÉÌÅ ÅÎÊÏÙÉÎÇ Á ÓÕÃÃÅÓÓÆÕÌ 
ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌ ÃÁÒÅÅÒȢ 0ÒÉÏÒ ÔÏ ÈÅÒ ÃÕÒÒÅÎÔ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÓÈÅ ÃÏÍÐÌÅÔÅÄ ÐÏÓÔÄÏÃÔÏÒȤ
ÁÌ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÔÒÁÉÎÉÎÇ ÉÎ Á ÓÔÁÒÔ-ÕÐ ÃÏÍÐÁÎÙ ÁÎÄ ×ÏÒËÅÄ ÆÏÒ .ÏÖÁÒÔÉÓ ÁÓ Á 
3ÅÎÉÏÒ 3ÃÉÅÎÔÉÓÔȢ )Î ÁÄÄÉÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÂÅÉÎÇ Á ÓÃÉÅÎÔÉÓÔȟ .ÁÍÉÔÁ ×ÁÓ ÃÒÏ×ÎÅÄ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ 
ПÉÒÓÔ -ÒÓȢ )ÎÄÉÁ 7ÏÒÌÄ×ÉÄÅ ÉÎ ςπρφ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ПÉÒÓÔ -ÒÓȢ )ÎÄÉÁ 53! ÉÎ ςπρτȢ !Ó 
ÁÎ ÁÃÔÒÅÓÓ ÁÎÄ ÍÏÄÅÌȟ ÓÈÅ ÈÁÓ ÁÐÐÅÁÒÅÄ ÉÎ 46 ÃÏÍÍÅÒÃÉÁÌÓ ÁÎÄ ÍÏÄÅÌÅÄ ÆÏÒ 
ÂÒÁÎÄÓ ÌÉËÅ #63ȟ $ÕÎËÉÎ $ÏÎÕÔÓȟ 3ÁÎÔÁÎÄÅÒ "ÁÎËȟ ÁÎÄ Å"ÁÙȟ ÁÎÄ ÐÌÁÙÅÄ ÌÅÁÄ 
ÒÏÌÅÓ ÉÎ ÖÁÒÉÏÕÓ ÆÅÁÔÕÒÅ ПÉÌÍÓȟ ÓÈÏÒÔ ПÉÌÍÓȟ ÁÎÄ ×ÅÂ ÓÅÒÉÅÓȢ 3ÈÅ ÔÅÁÃÈÅÓ ,ÁÔÉÎ 
ɉÁÄÖÁÎÃÅÄ 3ÁÌÓÁ ÁÎÄ "ÁÃÈÁÔÁɊ ÁÎÄ "ÏÌÌÙ×ÏÏÄ ÄÁÎÃÅÓȢ )Î ÈÅÒ ÔÁÌËȟ ÓÈÅ ÓÐÏËÅ 
ÁÂÏÕÔ ÈÅÒ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÓÈÁÒÅÄ ÍÁÎÙ ÔÉÐÓ ÏÎ ÂÕÉÌÄÉÎÇ ÃÏÎПÉÄÅÎÃÅ 
ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈÏÕÔ ÁÌÌ ÁÓÐÅÃÔÓ ÏÆ ÏÎÅȭÓ ÌÉÆÅȢ 

.ÅÔ×ÏÒËÉÎÇ "ÏÏÔÃÁÍÐ 3ÐÒÉÎÇ ςπρψ 
 



!²L{ D/I ƛǎ ŘŜŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǝƴƎ ǿƻƳŜƴ ƛƴ ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜΣ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅΣ 

ŜƴƎƛƴŜŜǊƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ƳŀǘƘŜƳŀǝŎǎ ό{¢9aύ ƛƴ ¢ŜȄŀǎΩǎ DǳƭŦ /ƻŀǎǘ ŀƴŘ 

Iƻǳǎǘƻƴ ǊŜƎƛƻƴ ōȅ ǇǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǝŜǎ ǘƻ ǇŀǊǝŎƛǇŀǘŜ ƛƴ ǇǊƻŦŜǎπ

ǎƛƻƴŀƭ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪƛƴƎΣ ƳŜƴǘƻǊƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇ ŀŎǝǾƛǝŜǎΦ !²L{ ƳŜƳπ

ōŜǊǎƘƛǇ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ŀ ǇƻǊǜƻƭƛƻ ƻŦ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ōŜƴŜŬǘǎ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǎŀǝǎπ

ŦŀŎǝƻƴ ƻŦ ƭŜƴŘƛƴƎ ȅƻǳǊ ǾƻƛŎŜ ǘƻ ŀ ƳǳƭǝŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŀǊȅ ƎǊŀǎǎǊƻƻǘǎ ƳƻǾŜπ

ƳŜƴǘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǝƴƎ ǿƻƳŜƴ ƛƴ {¢9aΦ  

 

¢ƻ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ŀ ƳŜƳōŜǊ Ǿƛǎƛǘ ƘǧǇΥκκŀǿƛǎƎŎƘΦƻǊƎκƳŜƳōŜǊǎƘƛǇκ 

 

!²L{ D/I ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ Ƴŀȅ Ƨƻƛƴ !²L{ ƴŀǝƻƴŀƭ ŦƻǊ ŦǊŜŜΦ CƻǊ 

ƳƻǊŜ ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎƘƛǇ ǉǳŜǎǝƻƴǎ ǇƭŜŀǎŜ ŎƻƴǘŀŎǘ  

ŀǿƛǎƎŎƘΦƳŜƳōŜǊǎƘƛǇϪƎƳŀƛƭΦŎƻƳΦ 

ф 

http://awisgch.org/membership/


4ÈÁÎËÓ ÔÏ /ÕÒ 0ÁÒÔÎÅÒÓ 

мл 


