
 

 

 
 
 

1. What tips could you provide to students to help them find an internship/employment in 
your company or agency? 
 

 Roger Cooper: 
Internship:  Apply early.  Don’t make the CV too long.  We don’t need middle school 
results.  State what you hope to get out of it in simple terms – “I want to get experience in 
geological data management and working in a mining company office”.  Include a couple of 
reference contacts – a Prof or Tutor will do fine.  Sound positive but professional.    
Employment:  The application is to get you to the interview which is a different kind of test.  The 
application should be the essence of understated professional (I once sent one in gothic script 
and wondered why I got no response).   If applying for a specific role, use the requirements 
directly.  If applying as a new graduate simply state that you wish to pursue a career in geology 
and you understand that requires a preparedness to move about, spend time in the field and 
that promotion comes in the fullness of time.  These are things that were self-evident in the past 
and that are apparently not so self-evident anymore so simply stating you understand these 
things means you are more likely to score an interview.  

 Bret Dixon: 
You need to start thinking about an internship as early as your junior or senior year during your 
undergraduate education. Local, national and international geoscience and industry professional 
organizations are open to student/ younger members and are a great source of information and 
networking opportunities. Join student chapters of AAPG, SEPM, SEG, SPE, IAS and GSA. 
Present at and/or attend geoscience and industry conventions, conferences, meetings and 
expos. Research potential companies online, understand their business and where they 
operate, and call or email the HR or other departments to find out about recruiting times and 
venues. Make sure to select a graduate school that conducts industry related research or has 
industry supported consortia, has professors that have industry connections, invites industry 
companies to come recruit, has a solid track record of placing their graduates in the industry, 
and whose graduates have succeeded professionally within the industry. Find a thesis topic you 
are passionate about, an advisor who will help feed your passion, and find a way to make that 
research relevant and accessible to industry companies. Network, network, network! 

 Alicia Kahn: 
It is difficult on the website so if you can get a face to face interview you are far more likely to be 
considered. Be direct but not pushy. Go to conferences and student expos if your school does 
not get recruiters on campus.  

 Mike Kelley: 
A number of agencies have joined forces to develop a comprehensive website that will serve as 
a one-stop-shop for undergraduate and graduate students to find Federally-sponsored 
opportunities in STEM areas.  These opportunities range from research internships to graduate 
student fellowships. 
http://stemundergrads.science.gov/ 
http://stemgradstudents.science.gov/ 
All of the federal career positions at NASA will appear in USAJobs: 
https://www.usajobs.gov/ 
Set up an account, learn how to navigate the site, and start watching the ads.  You can even set 
up searches for agencies on your watch list, and have weekly electronic listings sent to you. 
 
 

http://stemundergrads.science.gov/
http://stemgradstudents.science.gov/
https://www.usajobs.gov/


 

 

 
 
 

 Johanna Kovarik: 
The Minerals and Geology Program brings on interns and students through a couple of different 
programs.  Our flagship Geology internship program is in partnership with the Geological 
Society of America, GeoCorps.  Another agency program/partner that is not geology-specific, 
but affords an opportunity to get your foot in the door with the Forest Service and land 
management agencies is the Student Conservation Association.  These internship programs are 
the best way to begin to work for federal government land management agencies without any 
previous experience with an agency.    
The agency also hires students through the Pathways Program – the federal government can 
direct place current students with forests and regions, and those positions may be converted 
over to permanent, full-time positions.  If you have a forest or program you are interested in 
working with, I recommend contacting the geologist or physical scientist (hydrologist, soil 
scientist) and explaining your interests and career goals, and offering to volunteer with them if 
they have work available.  This is a great way to get know the agency and what type of work our 
field scientists do, and to develop a relationship with a forest.  
For recent graduates of graduate programs, The Presidential Management Fellows (PMF) 
Program (external link) is a flagship leadership development program at the entry-level for 
advanced degree candidates. Created more than three decades ago, the program attracts and 
selects from among the best candidates and is designed to develop a cadre of potential Federal 
Government leaders. Here are some key provisions of the PMF Program. 
Individuals who have completed within the past two years, a qualifying advanced degree (e.g., 
masters or professional degree) or who will meet advanced degree requirements by August 31 
of the year following the annual application announcement. 
An individual may apply for the PMF Program more than once as long as he or she meets the 
eligibility criteria. However, if an individual becomes a Finalist and subsequently applies for the 
PMF Program during the next open announcement, the individual will forfeit his or her status as 
a Finalist. For those looking directly for work with the Forest Service or other land management 
agencies, all of our jobs are posted on USAjobs.  If you have any relevant experience with an 
agency, even if volunteer, make sure to include that in your resume.  

 Aisha Morris: 
At UNAVCO, we offer internships for students at a variety of academic levels, from community 
college through recently defended PhD students. Depending on the academic level of the 
applicant, students have the opportunity to participate in research-preparation internship 
(Colorado community college students), independent research (upper level undergraduates), or 
real-world work experiences (upper level undergraduates through post-graduates). Our 
internship opportunities are posted on the UNAVCO website, and you can locate them by 
visiting unavco.org/internships.   
In addition to internships, UNAVCO periodically has positions open up in either our Boulder, 
Colorado headquarters or in our satellite offices in San Clemente, California, Ellensburg, 
Washington, Anchorage, Alaska, or Socorro, New Mexico. Job opportunities can be located on 
the UNAVCO website at unavcocareers.silkroad.com.  
As you prepare to apply for any position, first read through the job announcement to familiarize 
yourself with the requirements for the position and for the application. Research the organization 
to ensure your goals and values align with the organization’s mission and core values. Be able 
to speak to how you can contribute to the mission. Share your resume and/or CV with trusted 
colleagues or mentors to ensure they are both spotless and free of any inaccuracies or typos. 
Know the content of your documents.  
 

http://www.geosociety.org/GSA/fieldexp/GeoCorps/home.aspx
https://www.thesca.org/
https://www.opm.gov/leaving/index.aspx?link=http://www.pmf.gov/
https://www.opm.gov/leaving/index.aspx?link=http://www.pmf.gov/


 

 

 
 
 

 Jeff Rubin: 
Internships vary widely in type, availability, and duties; for the most part it’s agency by agency, 
and most agencies are local. 
For internships related to Emergency Managers, timing can be almost as valuable as talent, as 
postings may come and go quickly.  Internships are a two-way commitment, so the best thing 
you can do is demonstrate not just how the position will help you, but how you can be a 
resource as well as a recipient.  As with any job application, if your first contact with your 
prospective employer is when you send an electronic application, you’re probably behind the 
curve at the start. Do your homework, talk to people where you want to apply, learn not just 
about the position and organization but how they relate to others.  If you recognize key 
partnerships and interdependencies where you’re applying, you’re already standing out. 
 

2. What coursework, degree requirements and/or experience would you suggest students 
have to help them get an internship/employment with your company or agency? 
 

 Roger Cooper: 
Internship:  We understand that Interns are there to get experience so state what you want to do 
and perhaps it’s something you don’t have in your course list.  Tailor it to the place you are 
applying for.  If it’s an operation “I want open pit operational experience” and if its head office 
perhaps “I want technical experience in assisting senior geologists” or “I would like to get some 
experience in the geotechnical field”.  Keenness and good humor in the face of lots of work is 
what we value in Interns.  
Employment:  Some mapping experience is increasingly being used to thin out 
candidates.  Until the 90s it was totally standard that a graduate geologist could map.  They 
could usually map much better than they could interpret.  Now we find graduates who have 
never mapped and much of geology still relies on maps – reading them well requires the ability 
to understand how they were made.  So a mapping course or two is recommended.  
Increasingly the second degree is important to ascend the upper ranks but it’s not critical to start 
work as a graduate.  Earth sciences rarely hire grads for head office – even PhDs are expected 
to get some field time so at the mine or in the exportation office a Bachelors is fine for logging, 
mapping and mining ops. 
Depending upon your situation (finances and how good a student you are – I’m fairly average) 
and how good the market for Geologists is you can choose to go straight to a second degree or 
not.  If the market for Geologists is real hot then get out there, make some money and get some 
experience!  It might be different in a couple of years and then the experience is what will 
count.  You can come back later to do the Masters, PhD, MBA or whatever when its quiet.  Most 
companies also provide financial support for ongoing study so keep that in mind and use it as 
soon as you can.  

 Bret Dixon: 
Good fundamentals of geology or geophysics, an understanding of tectonics and structure, 
stratigraphy and sedimentology, petroleum systems and basin evolution, undergraduate 
research during bachelors, attend industry sponsored events or trips, previous part-time or full 
time work with an industry service company (e.g. mudlogging, wireline, operations geology, well 
steering, seismic acquisition or processing, core handling and sampling, geochemical sampling 
and analysis, etc.), previous geoscience industry internships, and a wide variety of personal 
growth and discovery related life experiences. 
 
 



 

 

 
 

 Alicia Kahn: 
MS or PhD required for earth scientists. BS for engineers. The more internship experiences the 
better, lab work, field work...basically anything that is a geologically related workflow. ArcGIS 
and seismic software are good tools to know. If you can't get in with a major, go smaller, or go  
to service companies. They will give invaluable and interesting hands on experience and often 
more leadership opportunities should you then decide to transition elsewhere. 

 Mike Kelley: 
Some of the first careers that come to mind with NASA are scientists and engineers, of 
course.  But NASA hires interns and employees in a wide variety of disciplines.  A few examples 
are specialists in legislative affairs, international relations, education and public outreach, 
medicine, and law (space policy, corporate, federal, international, etc.).    

 Johanna Kovarik: 
When hiring GeoCorps participants, I look to see that they have coursework relevant to the work 
of the position, and experience working independently. If a field position, I look for experience in 
the outdoors, whether through work or through personal interest.   
The requirements and qualifications for physical science positions (1300 series) with the federal 
government are available on the OPM website.  Positions at the lower GS (general schedule) 
levels can be hired with a bachelor’s degree, positions at the GS-09 level and above often have 
many applicants with Master’s degrees.  
Having GIS experience is very helpful, while the agency does hire GIS specialists; many of our 
physical scientists do some level of their own GIS work, including database creation and 
management. 
Finally, while moving to a different geographic location may not be something you can do – it is 
much easier to get hired if you are willing to move to a different area for a position. This will 
open up a larger number of opportunities in your job search. 

 Aisha Morris: 
Most STEM-focused careers require a robust quantitative background, so it is important to take 
as many quantitative courses as possible and demonstrate strength in those courses. UNAVCO 
offers positions in a variety of areas, from education and outreach, to field engineering, to data 
and software engineering.  In my opinion, the keys to securing the position you want (at 
UNAVCO or any other organization) are to 1) be very good at what you do (and that includes 
enjoying your work) and 2) be able to successfully “sell” yourself, including your training, 
expertise, “soft” skills, and abilities. Seek out professional development opportunities with 
people who will be able to help you appropriately craft your messaging about yourself. Ensure 
you are able to think beyond the situation at hand and integrate your knowledge gleaned from 
multiple arenas.  

 Jeff Rubin: 
Background and prereqs can vary widely among applicant and prospective employer. It’s helpful 
to distinguish between a position requiring a generalist and one requiring a specialist: most 
people are much better at one than the other, and if you’re “the other,” it might not work out.  
That, of course, means that you need to recognize whether you’re a “hedgehog” or a “fox.”  
STEM positions and backgrounds commonly focus on specialists – that’s a big reason that I’m 
in a position that leans heavily toward generalists.  Many emergency managers are or become 
experts in specific areas, but must be conversant or better in many more. 
Bringing a (geo)science background to a position in or working with emergency management 
carries value not just for the technical knowledge of earth processes and natural hazards, but 
also the ability to apply the scientific method, critical analysis, and synthesis to fields outside of 
traditional science.  That includes being able to communicate with non-scientists without feeling  

https://www.opm.gov/policy-data-oversight/classification-qualifications/classifying-general-schedule-positions/standards/1300/gs1300p.pdf


 

 

 
 
 
a need to “dumb down” in order to communicate.  It’s tough to overstate the importance of solid 
verbal and written communication skills, among a variety of audiences. 
 

3. Students are interested in the amount of time you spend in the field, lab, office and 
traveling. What does your work involve? 
 

 Roger Cooper: 
There is no simple answer to this.  If you want to be home at 5.30 every night for your 
professional life then be a mine geologist and live in a mining town beside the mine.  They are 
often great communities too.  All geologists are expected to do a few years mine or field time as 
part of processional growth.  It is unlikely to be big city based so flexibility with travel and living 
in small towns is worth developing.  Get used to moving for a few years – the company is paying 
so be cool about it.  Get used to skyping too! 
As a senior geologist and Geostatistician in a global company I still sometimes do punishing 
travel schedules in excess of 70% of some months.  Sometimes I’m home for a whole month 
but that is the exception.  When I was a city based consultant I was still away at least 20% of 
the time and with little predictability.  As an exploration geologist I was away for many weeks at 
a time but I grew (pre-family) to love that under-the-stars-with-a-campfire lifestyle – never 
underrate how comfortable a tent can be!  While parts of travel become a chore it’s also 
possible to lever a lot of fun travel out of work travel.  When I help operations in Africa I take the 
weekend in London and catch up with old friends and eat fish and chips.  When I go to Australia 
I visit family.   I winkle out the best restaurants and have become a regular at many.  I take my 
hobbies with me – photography, cooking, swimming so I always have the gear to enjoy a free 
couple of hours.  

 Bret Dixon: 
Depends on assignment. Some individuals in some companies may spend a lot of time in the 
field, on a plane, in the lab, or at the work station. Throughout my career I have done all of 
them. I started my career in a more operational role where I spent a lot of time on rigs and in the 
oilfield as well as in the office. There have been parts of my career where I was primarily 
conducting field and lab based geologic research and teaching. I have spent years interpreting 
wells logs and seismic data sets in support of both domestic and international exploration and 
development drilling efforts. A large part of my career has been spent in international new 
ventures and business development, where I often travelled the world looking for new places for 
my company to explore. My current role is as an advisor focused on the mentoring and training 
of early career geoscientists. I am also heavily involved in recruiting, and serve in a senior 
technical expert and advisory role across the corporation. 

 Alicia Kahn: 
Now in the downturn, travel has been severely curtailed. Whereas I used to travel globally, even 
a trip to a lab is rare now. Field trip frequency is much reduced as well. I spend most of my time 
on the computer or microscope. I anticipate that the travel will never return to what it once was, 
especially because many offices worldwide have been closed or reduced in size. That being 
said, once the economy improves for the oil and gas industry there will likely be more flexibility 
in meeting locations and field work/school possibilities.   

 Mike Kelley: 
“In the field” for me these days typically means visiting NASA centers and observatories, or 
other government and academic facilities in other parts of the country, and even facilities and  
 



 

 

 
 
 
labs overseas with NASA’s international partners.  There are opportunities to go on outdoor field 
trips sometimes as well.   
In a normal year, I probably travel during at least one week per month on average.  Sometimes 
it might be 3 months with no travel, and then 6 out of the following 8 weeks have some travel.  
As a Program Scientist on spacecraft missions, my job is to make sure the mission teams are 
meeting the science requirements of the mission, make sure they have the resources they need 
to carry out the required work, and to help them disseminate and promote the scientific 
discoveries and technological advances made by the mission teams.  

 Johanna Kovarik: 
In my position as a field geologist and hydrologist with the agency in Alaska, I worked in the field 
70 percent of the time. I inventoried geologic resources, mapped geology, developed and 
implemented monitoring plans, wrote resource reports for environmental assessments, assisted 
with minerals administration for large mine projects, and mentored GeoCorps participants. One 
of my most fun duties was to lead groups of volunteers and scientists for a few weeks a year to 
map caves in the alpine and on outer islands in the Alexander Archipelago. Due to the seasonal 
nature of work in Alaska, often I worked long hours from April – November, and spent more time 
working on reports and data management in the office from December through March.   This 
often involved travel via fixed-wing aircraft, helicopter, ferry, land craft, or even canoe and 
spending weeks in remote places with only a radio or satellite phone for communication.  This 
was a GS-1350-09 position, and I was hired into it through a student hiring program which 
converted into a permanent position.   
In my current position as a national program lead, I spend about 60 percent of my time in the 
office and 40 percent traveling and in the field.  I assist forest and regions across the National 
Forest System with technical and policy issues related specifically to caves, karst, and 
groundwater.  Additionally, I write policy for my program area, develop communication tools for 
geologic resources, and manage the GeoCorps program for the Forest Service.  While our 
office is based in Washington D.C., my workgroup is based in Denver, Colorado.  I have had the 
great opportunity through a detail to work in Washington D.C. for a few months – our office is 
located right next to the Washington Monument on the National Mall.   

 Aisha Morris: 
My current position is focused on supporting students who are interested in exploring and 
pursuing careers in the geosciences, with a particular emphasis on engaging students from 
backgrounds that are underrepresented in the geosciences. My primary responsibilities focus on 
managing internship programs and partnering with the community (including educational 
institutions, government agencies, professional societies, non-governmental organizations, and 
others as necessary) to provide opportunities and pathways for preparing the future geoscience 
workforce.  
Throughout the year, my daily activities vary, depending on the primary focus at that time.  In 
the fall, I focus on professional meetings, including recruiting students, and supporting past 
interns who are attending and presenting their work at conferences. The fall is my heaviest 
travel season, as I often attend 5-6 meetings away from Colorado during this period. I also 
spend the fall into late winter assisting intern alumni who would like help preparing graduate 
school or fellowship applications. In the winter, moving into the spring, the internship selection 
period, I focus on working with an array of UNAVCO staff and our outside partners to review 
internship applications, interview applicants, and select the students to whom we will make 
offers. In the spring we are busy with preparing for the incoming students, including general 
logistics, and planning for the summer activities. Summers are dominated by internship 
activities, including some field trips, and visits to any of our off-site interns.  



 

 

 
 
 
 
Throughout the year, I am also heavily involved in a variety of service activities. I serve on 
several advisory committees, a national leadership board, and an award selection committee. I  
also review papers and NSF proposals, serve on proposal review panels, and mentor students 
through a variety of mechanisms.  

 Jeff Rubin: 
In any given year, I’m likely to deal with some combination of the following, either actual events 
in my region or elsewhere, or planning for them, or developing training and exercises for them: 
earthquakes, tsunamis, volcanoes, winter storms, flooding, heat waves, wildfire, hazardous 
materials, terrorism, infectious disease outbreaks (local to pandemic), mishegas, and others as 
they arise.  Other emergency managers deal with tropical storms and severe weather – some 
hazards are regional, some universal.  It’s critical to understand that it’s not all about the hazard, 
but the potential impacts on people, the built environment, and society. 
I work out of an office, spend a lot of time with the public and my colleagues, some time at 
conferences (like GSA), and periodically respond to incident scenes or an emergency 
operations center. Exact proportions vary considerably by year, agency, specific position, and 
the person in it.  Some positions, especially those with smaller organizations, cover the full 
spectrum of Emergency Managers (EM); others focus on specific aspects like planning, hazard 
mitigation, training and exercise development/delivery, response, or recovery. 
I work more than 40 hours/week, but I’m in a salaried management position.  In many agencies, 
entry-level EM positions are hourly, and most agencies keep a close watch on overtime. 
 

4. Do you have any interviewing tips or strategies to help students get hired? 
 

 Roger Cooper: 
Perseverance in applications – keep sending them out.  And when you get to the interview just 
try to be yourself (but don’t crack jokes – that can be over-revealing).  Short of failing some 
technical test or they can’t move towns the reason people get hired (and there are usually more 
than one “acceptable” candidate from the interviews) is that the interview team liked them.  They 
felt at ease with them.  That’s much less a cultural issue than it was decades ago – mining is 
very diverse in human terms now but an issue of how we get along.  Sometimes interviewees 
(and especially new hires) also underrate the power of the person at the front desk.  Be 
unassuming, cheerful, helpful and nice as opposed to imperious and overconfident.  

 Bret Dixon: 
Be friendly, be open about what motivates you, be inquisitive, share what makes you unique, be 
team oriented, good communication skills. You need to be passionate about geoscience and 
have a desire to learn and build upon the foundation you have created via your academic 
education. 

 Alicia Kahn: 
Practice interviewing.  Go to your career center and solicit help and mock questions. Most 
interviews have situational questions so try to think of specific scenarios that will help describe 
your personality, communication skills, scientific prowess, team suitability, leadership. The more 
you interview the more polished you become.  Be sure to tailor your answers so they 
are appropriate/relevant to that which you know (do your research) about the 
company/organization/department to which you are applying.  
 
 



 

 

 
 
 

 Mike Kelley: 
Work on your communication skills, both written and verbal.  Practice both in front of people 
who are willing to give you critical comments – good and bad.  An inability to articulate  
coherently can be the death of an interview.  Likewise, a résumé with poor grammar and 
spelling mistakes is destined for the shredder.   
Diversify.  A candidate who is skilled in several areas and can show how those skills are 
complementary will have an advantage.  It’s important to be able to verbalize how your 
particular skill set interacts and applies to the desired position. Be honest about your skills, 
background, and experience.  It is important to market yourself well, but don’t try to bluff your  
way into a job.  You’re likely to get in over your head quickly and it will be obvious if you’re not 
up to the challenges of the position.  
Never underestimate the value of personal contact.  Talk to people at meetings.  Let prospective 
employers see that you are enthusiastic and self-motivated. 

 Johanna Kovarik: 
Be honest and genuine – and remember that the interview is also a good opportunity to ask the 
hiring team questions about the position.  Engage and make the interview a conversation, but 
keep your answers concise and to the point.  Practice interviewing with mentors or friends with 
experience hiring, and ask them for current hiring questions that may be challenging to answer.   
After you apply for a position, and are “referred to the hiring official”, I recommend calling the 
hiring contact (not the Human Resources contact) on the job you are interested in.  That is a 
great opportunity to get your name on the map with the hiring official and to make sure the 
position would be a good fit for your skill set.   If you were under consideration/interviewed but 
not selected for a position, after the interview process reach out via email or phone to the hiring 
official to thank them for the opportunity and inquire about ways to improve.  The land 
management agency world is quite small – networking and relationships can be very important, 
so make sure to learn as much as you can from those around you and be persistent and vocal 
about your career goals.   

 Aisha Morris: 
The most important thing for me to tell students is to do your homework ahead of your interview.  
The organization you are interviewing with will want to know that you are aware of their core 
values and mission, and you have already put some thought and effort into how you can 
strategically move the mission forward.  
Also, practice answering a variety of questions so you have a general idea of how you can 
address different topics an interviewer might want to know about you.  For example, many 
interviewers are interested in learning how a candidate handles competing priorities and 
pressure. In advance of your interview, prepare a short anecdote highlighting a situation in 
which you demonstrated your ability to succeed in challenging situations.  

 Jeff Rubin: 
Similar to what I offered in response to question #1: do your homework in advance.  If you’re 
relying on sending in a CV and/or application to do the job, reconsider. 
That said, pay attention to what you submit: quality is more important than quantity.  Whether in 
an application or interview, skip the buzzwords, rehearsed statements, and trying to predict 
interview questions.  As trite as it sounds, be yourself, because it’s really difficult to fake it for an 
extended period, and most positions have probationary periods.  If you need practice at 
presenting yourself, talk to friends, faculty, family: the goal is to be comfortable in your own skin, 
not prepared for a recitation of rehearsed responses.  I’ll repeat from an earlier response: 
there’s no substitute for effective written and verbal communication.  That’s more than just  



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
grammar and spell-check, but grammar and spelling actually do count. A poorly written 
application or CV is an easy cull for someone going through a large stack.  It’s pretty likely you  
can thrive if you have the opportunity to describe your “Noble Prize,” bit for the rest of us, 
remember that effective communication is likely to be a critical part of any job you apply for, 
regardless of whether it’s stated in the position description, and it’s absolutely a critical part of 
your interview. 
Interviews are two-way streets, so be observant: a well-designed interview process or 
assessment center can make a prospective employer look good, just as a poorly designed one 
(NOTE: irrespective of your performance in it) may be a sign for you to look elsewhere.  Talk to 
employees you might meet while you’re waiting, and remember that what you say and do 
outside the interview room counts, too. 
Remember: whether internship or full job, if you’re applying or interviewing it’s because you and 
your prospective employer have an intersecting need and both parties should see it as an 
opportunity.  The better you can demonstrate how you can make the most of that opportunity for 
both parties, the better your chances of getting the position. 
Last but not least, recognize that you can do really well, make a great connection with your 
prospective employer, be a great fit, and still not get the position.  To the degree possible, 
actively seek feedback and see if there’s a way to remain in consideration for future 
opportunities.  You’ll know you’ve made a positive impression if you don’t get a position you 
interviewed for but one of your interviewers refers you for another position a few weeks later. 


