PUBLIC AFFAIRS FORUM

An analysis of public policy issues and how they
affect MRS members and the materials community...

Congressional Fellows: A Perspective

At the beginning of 1995, the Materials
Research Society and the Optical Society
of America announced! the inauguration
of a jointly sponsored Congressional
Science and Engineering Fellowship
Program. A total of 25 candidates applied
thereafter, either directly or through a
dual application opportunity offered in
conjunction with analogous programs
sponsored by the American Institute of
Physics and the American Physical
Society. In May, five finalists were inter-
viewed by a joint selection committee,
and in June the selection of Kelly S.
Kirkpatrick as the first MRS/OSA Fellow
was announced.2 Readers of MRS Bulletin
and Optics & Photonics News as well as
others who follow activities of profession-
al societies and science policy are certain
to learn more about the activities of our
Fellow and the policy milieu in which she
will work during her one-year term.
Heére, some background is offered on the
Congressional Fellow Program and why
MRS in particular decided to contribute
in this way.

Congressional fellow programs date
back more than 20 years, and have been
insightfully reviewed in a number of pub-
lications.3 Each of the four parties involved
in the fellow program derives benefit.

The fellow’s principal immediate bene-
fit is education. The fellow learns the
ways of the legislative process including
how the federal budgeting and appropri-
ations processes work, how proposed leg-
islation is drafted, how it works its way to
and through committees and committee
hearings, and is finally acted on by
Congress. Education also accumulates
about the agencies of the Executive
Branch and their interplay with Congress.
The means by which and extent to which
sound technical advice and political con-
siderations interplay over any particular
technically-based issue is not always
obvious, and fellows get to see this up
close. Those in the fellow role will have
already demonstrated an interest in the
policy arena. After the fellow year, they
may well choose to stay in Washington or
may find themselves in government/pol-
icy-related positions in the private sector.
In either case, their opportunities for a
career related to government and science
policy and their value to prospective
employers are enhanced by having
served as a fellow.

Members of Congress, congressional
committees, and their respective staffs are
also immediate beneficiaries of the fellow
program. A fellow normally does not
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function as a “consultant,” but rather as
someone who brings a general apprecia-
tion for science and technology and has
an ability to digest and critically distill
technical information to an office where
the fellow is probably the only individual
so endowed. Attach this to an ability to
present technical issues understandably
to nonscientists and the office with a fel-
low is well equipped to define positions
on technical issues, to access the broader
community of experts, to plan hearings
with an appropriate slate of witnesses,
and so forth. More than free labor for con-
stituent communications and speech writ-
ing (aspects not unimportant, especially
in today’s downsized congressional
offices), the fellow brings a much needed
perspective on and appreciation for the
science and engineering content of issues
that permanent staffs have neither time
nor resources to routinely acquire in other
ways. Often fellows maintain relation-
ships with staff long after the fellows’
tenures and are called on for counsel on
technical matters.

The sponsors of fellows, usuaily profes-
sional societies like MRS and OSA, clearly
benefit too, but in less immediately mea-
surable ways. During a fellow’s term,
direct interaction with the fellow is strict-
ly constrained. As representatives of the
offices for which they work, fellows may
participate in policy forums of profession-
al organizations including their own
sponsor. They may author articles of a
tutorial nature that describe the workings
of government. But an “arms-length”
relationship is maintained over substan-
tive matters pending before government
bodies because a fellow is in no sense a
lobbyist and is not in Washington as the
representative of any organization, partic-
ularly those that may legitimately be
viewed as special-interest groups in a sci-
ence policy debate. Sponsoring societies
may naturally feel comfortable knowing
that individuals with expertise in their
respective technical areas are available on
the “Hill” even when no advocacy on
behalf of the societies is involved.

Former fellows, on the other hand, fre-
quently serve their sponsoring organiza-
tions as committee members and in lead-
ership roles where their special govern-
ment experience guides society activities
related to policy. Sponsors that began
their programs many years ago now have
a valuable collective resource in the alum-
ni(ae) of their fellow programs. This
resource goes far beyond the simple sum
of individual fellow terms, for just to per-

form their fellow-year tasks, fellows have
had to network extensively with all the
members of their class. It is this broader
base that amplifies this resource for a pro-
gram sponsor and expands over time.
Ultimately, the technical community as
a whole benefits. Despite the testimony of
expert witnesses, the findings of presti-
gious commissions, the briefings from
agencies, and the official statements of
professional organizations such as MRS
and OSA, science and the scientist are un-
derrepresented in the halls of Congress.
The friends of science in Congress have
repeatedly prodded the technical com-
munity to speak up and get involved.
They warn that as other more vocal inter-
est groups make their cases, the silence of
science will lead to drastic shrinkage in its
government support. This message is not
new. Calls like this a decade ago, directed
at the field of materials research, instigat-
ed the National Academies’ Materials
Science and Engineering Study. The fact
is that materials scientists in general do
not respond robustly to these challenges.
Regardless of why the majority in our
community is too reticent to get involved,
it is fortunate that a few among us find
the prospect of science policy involve-
ment attractive. Congressional Science
and Engineering Fellows are such a
group. Societies that help the fellows pur-
sue this path are in actuality also
responding to the call for greater commu-
nity involvement in the science policy
and legislative process—an endeavor
which will benefit us all.
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