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 Scientists and academics have long seen 
themselves as separate from the political 
process. When scientists debate internally 
whether they should get involved in politics, 

they frequently voice the concern 
that their engagement will galvanize 
opposition to science from their 
opponents. Yet, as I have discovered 
during my year as the 2016–2017 
TMS/MRS (Materials Research 
Society) Congressional Science and 
Engineering Fellow, policymaking 

and scientists need to step up to 
make their voices heard. 
   I came to Washington with very 
little background in politics or 
policy beyond what I read in the 
news. The TMS/MRS Fellowship, 
administered by the American 
Association for the Advancement of 
Science, is a one-year opportunity 

of a member of the U.S. Congress 
or on a committee staff. After an 
intensive month-long orientation, 

Senator Gary Peters of Michigan. 
Throughout my year on Capitol 
Hill, I have had the opportunity to 

participate in a variety of activities such as 
holding constituent meetings, contributing 
to hearing preparation, and helping to draft 
legislation. 

of the interesting facts and anecdotes 
that I have accumulated throughout my 
year working in congress. I’ve learned 
that congressional staff are incredibly 
hardworking, smart, and talented people 
who are more than capable of understanding 

or human genome editing. I’ve had the 
opportunity to meet a former Secretary of 

Defense, current and former astronauts, 
and the creator of Pokémon Go at various 
events. I’ve learned about disparate topics 
such as space weather, federal data policy, 
nuclear forensics, and orbital debris 
monitoring. I’ve been amazed at the daily 
schedule of senators and members of 
congress, and am humbled by the number 
of issues that they juggle and the continual 
demands on their time. My experiences 
have convinced me that the U.S. Congress is 
a complicated, frustrating, fascinating, and 
surprisingly functional institution.

community, I have also learned that 
almost every modern policy issue has 
some technically complex aspect. This is 
evident even in high visibility issues. The 
Iran nuclear deal, which went into effect 
before I arrived in Washington, relies on 

methods for verifying Iran’s compliance 
with the agreement. Climate change 
policy requires technical expertise to 
discuss the phenomenon itself as well as 
potential solutions, such as green energy 
technologies. Cybersecurity, a front-and-
center issue, is inherently technical. Now, 
more than ever, people with the expertise to 
unpack these issues are a high value asset in 
Washington.
 Fortunately, there is anecdotal evidence 
that scientists are becoming more 
politically active. The April 22 March 
for Science attracted more than one 
million demonstrators worldwide. Several 
organizations have formed with the aim of 
encouraging scientists to run for political 

like me: interested in the intersection of 
science and policy, but relative novices to 
the political arena and unsure of the best 
way to participate. For those who consider 
themselves to be in this category, I would 
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like to outline some helpful advice that I 
have learned over the course of my year 
on Capitol Hill, and suggest some different 
ways to get involved.
 First, there are many more avenues to 
contributing to the political conversation 
than simply running for Congress or 
attending a protest. There are dozens of 

people with technical expertise can run. 
If you aren’t interested in being elected to 

for a political campaign. Local advocacy 
groups and political organizations have 
regular meetings to discuss a variety 
of issues. If you are really interested in 
working in policy, consider applying 
for congressional and executive branch 
fellowships.
 Next, the political process is built 
on relationships. If you are visiting 
Washington, especially with a group 
with similar interests, schedule meetings 
with senators and members of congress 
for whom you are a constituent. While 
you likely won’t meet the member, 
congressional staff are best positioned to 
take your advice and let you know what is 

on the political horizon. After that initial 
meeting, it will be much easier to reconnect 
later. Make relationships across the political 
spectrum—policymakers on both sides of 
the aisle respect expert advice.
 Finally, learn as much as you can about 
how politics really works. You may not be 
familiar with the differences between the 
House and the Senate or how the yearly 
reauthorization process for the Defense 
Department works, but understanding 
these details is an opportunity to have 
an impact. Congress is built on rules and 
traditions, and the most effective advocacy 
organizations on both sides of the aisle are 
the ones who truly understand the process. 
 As the world moves into a more complex 
technological age, increasing the voice of 
scientists in public policy will ultimately 

politicians to change their view of scientists, 
and scientists to change their view of 
politics. Spending a year on Capitol Hill 
has convinced me that this is possible—
members of congress and their staffs are 
smart, capable, and want to make good 
policy—but it can’t happen without active 
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Apply Today 
for the 
TMS/MRS 
Congressional 
Fellowship
 TMS and the 
Materials Research 
Society (MRS) 
are now accepting 
applications for the 
2018–2019 TMS/MRS 
Congressional Science 
and Engineering 
Fellowship, under the 
auspices of the
American Association 
for the Advancement 
of Science.
 To be considered 
for the fellowship, 
applicants must have 
a record of success 
in research or 
scholarship in a field 
relevant to materials 
science, while also 
demonstrating a strong 
interest in applying 
scientific and technical 
knowledge to U.S. 
public policy issues. An 
applicant is expected 
to be a member of 
or an applicant for 
membership of TMS or 
MRS, and must have a 
Ph.D. by September 1, 
2018. U.S. citizenship 
is not required, but 
applicants must be 
authorized to work in 
the United States.
 For additional 
information on the 
2018–2019 TMS/MRS 
Congressional Science 
and Engineering
Fellowship, contact 
Mary Samsa, TMS 
Foundation and 
Public Affairs 
Manager, at 
msamsa@tms.org.
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Meet the 2017-2018 Congressional Fellow
    Scott Litzelman begins his one year term in September as the 
2017–2018 TMS/MRS Congressional Science and Engineering 
Fellow. Through the fellowship, he will serve as a special 
legislative assistant on the staff of a member of Congress or 
congressional committee.
    “The intersection of science and policy is something that has 
always fascinated me,” said Litzelman. “This fellowship will allow 
me to delve further into the workings of Congress and better 
understand how we, as scientists, can more effectively help our 
leaders meet the challenges that lie ahead. This is an invaluable 
opportunity to expand my career in new and exciting directions, 

and for that I am extremely grateful.”
 Litzelman will begin his fellowship experience with an intensive science policy 
orientation facilitated by the American Association for the Advancement of Science 
(AAAS) before going through an interview and selection process with offices of senators, 
representatives, or committees on Capitol Hill. 
 Litzelman earned a B.S. from North Carolina State University in 2002 and his Ph.D. 
from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology in 2009. His doctoral research focused 
on modulating the ionic and electronic conductivity of nanostructured thin films for solid 
oxide fuel cells. 
 After completion of his Ph.D., Litzelman joined Booz Allen Hamilton as a scientific 
consultant. For the past eight years, he has helped program directors at the 
Advanced Research Projects Agency-Energy (ARPA-E) and the Defense 
Advanced Research Projects Agency (DARPA) implement and manage early-
stage research and development funding programs.
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