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INTRODUCTION





when I was a teen, there were three things my parents heard from me on any given day. The first was “I don’t know” as an automatic response to any question regarding why I had done something stupid. The second was the lyrics to some pop song, sung at the top of my lungs while playing the air guitar. And the third? “I figured out what I want to be when I grow up.”


This last one always raised eyebrows and drew laughter from my family. After making my announcement at the dinner table (for example, “I’m going to be an animal conservationist and save the giant panda from extinction”), my parents would ask to have it in writing. Apparently they wanted to get it on the record, so the next time I flip-flopped, they could wave it in front of my face, as if to say, “Uh-huh, Deb. Sure you’re going to join the Peace Corps.”


Maybe they had a point. I did change my mind about careers a lot. There was the time I wanted to be a teacher. Then a veterinarian. A rescue worker. Come to think of it, the animal conservationist phase did last a couple of years. Oh yeah, and let’s not forget my personal favorite, a “farmer’s wife.” (I’m not joking. My only defense is too many years of watching Little House on the Prairie as a kid!)


Then everything changed. I saw Broadcast News, this movie where Holly Hunter plays a high-stakes network news producer. Her character, Jane, was smart. She was sassy. She was even neurotic. She was me! From that matinee on, I wanted to be Jane in the worst way. I wanted her job, her cool Georgetown apartment, her simple bob hairdo, and her invites to press dinners at the White House.


So I went to college and studied journalism and television production, and even put together a few of my own “news pieces” for classes along the way. (I specifically recall producing a hard-hitting segment about the different steps involved in feeding my dog, Ari. Clearly I was well on my way to big-shot newsmaker.)


I researched everything I could about the news industry and interned at the local NBC affiliate in my small college town. It was all falling into place. I’d be Debbie Reber, VINP (Very Important News Producer). I’d waltz through the revolving door at Rockefeller Plaza wearing Prada, my hair in an up-do that looked sensible, smart, and sexily disheveled all at the same time, and hurry off to meet a pressing deadline.


I landed an internship at NBC News the summer before my senior year, where I sat less than a hundred feet away from then nightly news anchor Tom Brokaw. Al, Matt, and Katie Couric at the Today show were right down the hall. There I was. Just like I’d imagined. Except it was anything but.


In my internship I saw the real side of news. The windowless work spaces, the layers of foundation worn by on-air personalities, the rigid divide between godlike anchors and lowly production assistants. The drama. The backstabbing. The politics.


Once I graduated, I quickly learned that the kind of job I wanted was nearly impossible to score. I mean, I knew there’d be competition, but I had no clue that I’d be up against recent grads with Ivy League degrees, family connections, and no student loans to worry about while they earned next to nothing fetching coffee for the teleprompter guy. I also learned that most news professionals got their start in smaller television markets like Dayton or Little Rock and worked their way up. Of course I assumed my brilliance and savvy would enable me to go straight to playing with the big boys and girls.


So I gave it a whirl. I used my internship connections to con Tom Brokaw’s assistant into letting me interview him under the guise of “postgraduate work” and got meetings with the executive producers of several prime-time news shows who promised to put my résumé “at the top of the pile,” but I just couldn’t land a job.


Over time, I let go of the dream of becoming “Jane” and began navigating my way through different jobs and careers. Over the past twenty years I’ve done everything from producing a campaign for children’s rights for UNICEF to developing original animation for Cartoon Network. Going from the Nightly News to The Powerpuff Girls? It wasn’t exactly what I’d had in mind. But how was I supposed to know? How was I supposed to understand what my career of choice was all about when I was using a Hollywood movie as a training manual?


And now, here I am. In my (ahem) forties and already on my third career—a writer. This one is sticking, though, because I finally figured out what I want to do when I grow up . . . and I’m doing it. Even though it took me a while, I wouldn’t be sitting here today if I hadn’t gone through all those different jobs. Still, maybe my journey would have been more direct if I’d had straightforward information about what to expect when I got into the real work world.


As you are likely all too aware, the job market for recent grads entering the workforce, whether armed with a college degree or a high school diploma, is becoming increasingly tight. Because there are fewer jobs available and more competition for the ones that do exist, having an edge is key to forging the career path of your dreams. And I believe that edge comes from the most valuable commodity out there: information. That’s where this book comes in. Because this book is chock-full of it.


I’ve reached out to women across the country who are not only great at their jobs but love them to boot, and I’ve asked each one of them to share what it’s really like to be in their shoes. You’ll learn not only about the realities of different careers, but even better, what successful women behind these careers actually look like, from Scandal and Grey’s Anatomy creator Shonda Rhimes to surgical veterinarian Anke Langenbach.


I approached the interviews for In Their Shoes by asking myself what you—on the verge of making your own career choices—would want to know. So I asked the women to describe the moment they realized what they wanted to do with their lives, what a typical day looks like, what the highs and lows of their job are, how they juggle it all, and what career advice they have for young women like you.


I learned more than I could have imagined. I learned that for most women, there is no such thing as a “typical day.” I learned that while almost all the women I interviewed work long hours and consider their job extremely stressful, they wouldn’t trade it for anything in the world. I’ve learned that when it comes to following your career dreams, you can’t make a “bad choice”—everything we do along the way somehow fits in with where we end up. Lastly, I’ve learned that you really can have it all.


I absolutely loved meeting the women in this book. In fact, I have to admit that after each and every interview, I had a moment of pause where I thought about making another career shift. (Is it too late for me to be a forensic scientist? Hmmm . . . what’s the cutoff age for joining the Coast Guard? )


Read on for “a day in the life” of some pretty impressive women, and then ask yourself, Which one feels most like me?


To jumpstart your career exploration and dive deeper into the exercises you’ll find inside this book, download your free copy of the In Their Shoes workbook at www.debbiereber.com.





CAREER SPEAK





there are all kinds of words and abbreviations that are used when talking about college degrees, positions within a company, and other job stuff. Here are some of the more common words and abbreviations you’ll find throughout In Their Shoes:


AA Associate of Arts, a two-year college degree


AS Associate of Science, a two-year college degree


BA Bachelor of Arts, a four-year college degree


BFA Bachelor of Fine Arts, a four-year college degree


BS Bachelor of Science, a four-year college degree


BUSINESS CASUAL A work wardrobe that’s somewhere between jeans and T-shirts and suits—slacks and a top, a skirt and a sweater, etc.


BUSINESS DRESS A work wardrobe that is dressy and professional, like business suits


CEO Chief Executive Officer, a title in business (usually the number one at a company)


CFO Chief Financial Officer, a title in business (usually the number one finance person at a company)


CIO A title in business that stands for Chief Information Officer (usually the number one information technology development person at a company)


COO Chief Operating Officer, a title in business (usually the number one or number two at a company)


CTO A title in business that stands for Chief Technology Officer (usually the number one technical development person at a company)


DOCTORATE Another way of referring to the graduate school degrees EdD, PhD, or MD


EDD Doctor of Education, a graduate school degree


EVP Executive Vice President, title in business


EXPENSE ACCOUNT The reimbursement of work-related expenses by a company—anything from taxi fare to a lavish entertainment account


GRADUATE SCHOOL Education that takes place after undergraduate school, usually to earn an advanced degree such as an MA or a PhD


HR An acronym for Human Resources, which often refers to the department of a business that oversees all aspects of employees’ well-being, including hiring, training, benefits packages, and compensation


MA Master of Arts, a graduate school degree


MBA Master of Business Administration, a graduate school degree


MD Doctor of Medicine, a graduate school degree


MFA Master of Fine Arts, a graduate school degree


OFFICE POLITICS The term used for difficult work situations or relationships within the workplace


PER DIEM A daily monetary allotment provided for people when they’re traveling for work, to cover expenses while out of the office


PHD Doctor of Philosophy, a graduate school degree


RECRUITER A person whose job it is to help businesses and organizations attract, screen, and select qualified candidates for available positions


STEM An acronym for science, technology, engineering, and mathematics, referring to fields of study, careers, or educational paths


SVP Senior Vice President, a title in business


UNDERGRADUATE Another way of referring to two- or four-year college degrees


VP Vice President, a title in business
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SHONDA RHIMES





TV Show Creator
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Shonda Rhimes, Creator & Executive Producer, Grey’s Anatomy and Scandal





The Facts


WHAT? Television show creators dream up TV show ideas—from sitcoms to dramas to reality shows—and convince a network to buy, produce, and broadcast their show.


WHERE? Most TV show creators work out of L.A. or New York City, since these are television industry hot spots, although they can write and develop their ideas anywhere.


HOW? TV show creators need to be amazing writers and have supersmart ideas that fit in with the current television climate. On top of that, they need an agent to set up meetings with television executives so they can pitch their idea. If the execs love the pitch, then the real fun begins in production.


$$$: Ranges dramatically depending on the show and the network . . .


DRESS CODE? Creative and cool . . . or whatever you like


STRESS FACTOR: On a scale of 1 to 10, an 8


she’s one of the hottest show creators in Hollywood, and I was thrilled to finagle an interview with Shonda Rhimes, the woman behind Grey’s Anatomy and Scandal, for this book. I spoke with Shonda about how she got her start, what it’s like to create a hit TV show, and how she gets it all done. Here’s our conversation:


ME: What did you want to do when you were a teenage girl?


SHONDA: I actually thought that I would be a novelist. I read a lot and I also watched a lot of television and old movies. But I really somehow thought that I would be a novelist. I thought that real writing was sitting in a garret somewhere, cold, starving, and pounding out the “great American novel.” I loved literature and I majored in English lit in college, but really, when it came down to it, I’m more of a pop culture girl. That’s what excites me and the stuff that I sit down to write.


ME: So how did you decide that you’d rather be writing screenplays instead of novels?


SHONDA: When I got out of school, I was working as an assistant at an ad agency. In my spare time I sat down to put pen to paper, and what came out felt much more like a screenplay than a novel. It was mostly dialogue, and that was the stuff that was really exciting to me, so I went to USC film school.


ME: And look at you now . . . you not only created Grey’s Anatomy and Scandal, but you’re also an executive producer of both series. Using Grey’s Anatomy as an example, can you tell us what you do as a creator and executive producer?


SHONDA: Well, I came up with the idea for the television series, and thus created the series. I wrote the script, I helped pick the director, and we shot the pilot, which is the first episode of a show. When your show is chosen by a network to become one of their shows, you become an executive producer, which means that I oversee the writing on all the scripts, the hiring of all the cast members, and all the editing and postproduction. In an interesting way, it’s like running a small country. . . . Grey’s Anatomy is a small country and I have to run it.


ME: That’s a good analogy. It sounds like an amazing job. Is it?


SHONDA: There are parts that are glamorous. I spend a certain amount of time doing interviews and walking down the red carpet and having hair and makeup done for those events. And you know, you do get to hang out with actors and be part of that really great creative process. But the reality of the situation is that most of my time is spent hunched over a computer trying to come up with more ideas for the show, which if you’re at all a writer, you find to be extremely fun and liberating.


ME: Was Grey’s Anatomy the first television show you created?


SHONDA: It was the second television show I pitched and sold, and it’s the first television show that was picked up and made.


ME: Wow, that’s amazing. I’m sure you know that teens are really into it.


SHONDA: Yes . . . and it’s really exciting because for me, a little bit of what I love about Grey’s Anatomy is that it’s “high school in a hospital.”




YOU ASKED . . .


“What do you tell yourself that helps you be successful?”


—ALEX, AGE 14


SHONDA ANSWERED . . .


“My father always said to me, ‘The only limit to your life is your own imagination. The only thing that’s going to stop you from doing whatever it is you want to do is your ability to envision doing it.’ When I was a teenager and he’d say that, I always felt like, ‘Oh, come on.’ But now it makes so much sense to me. If I come up with the idea, I’m pretty sure I can make it happen.”





ME: Yeah, totally . . . that’s why I’m hooked! So, what are the hours like? What’s a typical day like for you?


SHONDA: I try to get in between eight o’clock and eight thirty a.m., because it’s so quiet around here. I do a little writing, answer e-mails, and do phone calls. Everybody else sort of bustles in at about nine and the days are spent doing whatever’s necessary at the time. You know, I’ll spend a couple hours writing, I’ll spend a couple of hours in editing, and I spend a lot of time sitting in a room with the rest of the writing staff coming up with more ideas. Sometimes we’ll sit down with the cast and read the script out loud, and that gives me more ideas, and we’ll have more notes to go back and keep writing. Now that the show’s more popular, it feels like I spend an hour a day doing interviews. I grab lunch if I remember, I try to get home between seven and eight every night, which is not always possible, but I try really hard. And then I spend time with my family, write for a while longer after my family has gone to bed, and then go to bed and get up the next day and it starts all over again.


ME: That’s a packed day. Do you have a life on the weekends?


SHONDA: On the days that I take off, absolutely . . . no question. I definitely always take off Sundays. That’s my constant. I do not work Sundays mostly because I want at least one full day that I can spend with my family, giving them my full time, my full attention. Sometimes I’ll work a little bit in the morning on Saturdays, sometimes I’ll work a little in the afternoon. But sometimes I don’t do any work at all.


ME: So tell me, is working in Hollywood as cutthroat as some movies and shows portray it?


SHONDA: On my shows, we’re not very cutthroat. I mean, I think we’re fairly relaxed. I think the fact that everybody here really loves their jobs and we’re really focused on what we do keeps us from being cutthroat, because there’s a lot of work to be done and we don’t have time to worry about other people on other shows.




WHY WAIT?


■ Read articles about television show creators and find out how they did it.


■ Come up with your own characters and write, write, write about them.


■ Follow the trends in TV and watch the highest-rated shows so you can see what makes a hit.





ME: Do you feel like a pioneer in television?


SHONDA: I don’t feel like a pioneer. It was a surprising statistic when it was quoted to me that I was probably the first black woman to have her own show on one of the big four networks. But I don’t feel like a pioneer so much as I feel like I’m busy still learning and I’m having a really good time while doing it. I’m trying to keep my head down and do a good job.


ME: After reading your blog, it came through loud and clear that you love your job.


SHONDA: I spend my days with the doctors of Seattle Grace Hospital, and that is not a bad thing by any stretch of the imagination. You know, whether they’re in my head or I’m going to the stage to talk to the actors, it’s a very pleasant way to pass the time. And when you have a job like that, that’s the thing you’re meant to do because it doesn’t feel like work.


ME: What’s the most difficult part of your job?


SHONDA: The pace. The pace in television is lightning fast. Which means that every eight days we need a new script to shoot, every eight days I need to have a new script edited, and every eight days I need to have something ready to go on the air. So the pace is really, really exhausting and you have to keep up. I think it was David Mamet who said that writing a movie is like running a marathon, and writing in television is running a marathon until you die.


ME: That’s a great quote.


SHONDA: Yeah. And that’s what it feels like. It’s a constant never-ending pace. That’s the hardest part. That and not getting to spend as much time at home as I like.


ME: What’s it been like watching your shows not only survive on the schedule, but become breakout hits?


SHONDA: It’s been pretty shocking. It feels really surprising to me that the stuff I come up with in my head at home while wearing my pajamas is stuff that people want to watch. The stuff that the ten writers and I sit around and brainstorm is stuff that people are really interested in. It’s always amazing when you feel like people out there can look at something you’ve created and say, “I see myself in that.” They look at one of the characters and they think, That person’s a little like me. That’s an amazing feeling.






THEN TO NOW





1991: Graduated from Dartmouth College with a BA in English literature


1994: Received MFA from USC School of Cinema-Television


1995: Worked as research director for Tollin-Robbins/Mundy Lane Productions


1999: Wrote HBO original movie, Introducing Dorothy Dandridge


2002: Wrote screenplay for Crossroads, starring Britney Spears


2004: Grey’s Anatomy premiered on ABC.


2007: Private Practice premiered on ABC


2012: Scandal premiered on ABC





ME: Are there any misconceptions out there about being a TV show creator? Anything we’d be surprised to know about?


SHONDA: Many people think creating shows is a thing that men do, but more and more women are creating shows. Any time you let someone tell you it’s a closed door and you believe them, you’re setting yourself up for defeat.


ME: Do you have any advice for girls looking to do what you do?


SHONDA: Go to college. Honestly. And not just go to college, but the best thing you can do to strengthen your writing is to read as much as possible . . . to have a huge knowledge base of literature in all of its forms. I spent my entire childhood living in books, and I feel like that was the one thing that really helped me.




WHAT IT TAKES


■ Great writing talent and an endless supply of good ideas


■ A ton of persistence and drive


■ The ability to inspire others





 ME: Is there anything else you want to add?


SHONDA: The women around you can be the people who uplift you. The other girls you meet, the other women you meet who are your peers, can be the people who support you and help push you forward as opposed to being your competition. That to me is the most important thing. Some of the great people who helped me in this town have been other women.



In the Field


FIVE MORE CAREERS WORKING ON A TV SERIES


PRODUCTION ASSISTANT (entry-level position) Production assistants, or PAs, support the work of a producer, director, or other production executive. They do their fair share of fetching coffee and running errands, but they also have an opportunity to prove their commitment while learning on the job.


TV SCRIPT WRITER TV script writers work together to develop a series arc and story episode ideas, and then work solo or paired with another writer to write individual episodes. They must have a solid understanding of the show’s sensibility, as well as the characters in the series, in order to write scripts that will work on the air.


CASTING DIRECTOR Casting directors work with talent agents to identify potential actors to play the roles in a show, screening a ton of reels and reviewing headshots. After holding auditions, casting directors make their recommendations about who they think should be cast for each role.


LOCATION MANAGER Location managers handle logistics that arise when shooting at a specific location. For example, if a scene from a TV show needs to be filmed at a baseball stadium, the location manager will work with the stadium personnel to work out any logistical details so the TV show can shoot as needed.


PROP MASTER Many TV series hire prop masters to figure out what props are needed for each episode and then buy, find, or build them. Prop masters have to be creative and resourceful in figuring out ways to get the necessary props, especially when they’re working under tight budgetary constraints or the item isn’t readily available.




YOU NEED TO KNOW ABOUT


Scenarios USA is a nonprofit organization that gives young people ages twelve to twenty-two the chance to write scripts for short films addressing important social issues like peer pressure, HIV/AIDS, self-esteem, and body image. Winners of the “What’s the REAL DEAL?” writing contest work with professional filmmakers to turn their scripts into short films. Find out more at www.scenariosusa.org.





For more on writing in Hollywood, check out the screenwriter profile on page 267 and the movie studio executive profile on page 65.
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JOANNE B. SGUEGLIA





Forensic Scientist
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Joanne B. Sgueglia, Forensic Scientist





The Facts


WHAT? Forensic scientists study samples and evidence collected at a crime scene to provide proof for police and attorneys as they solve their case and take it to trial.


WHERE? Forensic scientists usually work anywhere within the local, state, or federal law enforcement arena to support the work of detectives, police, and district attorneys. Others might work in independent crime labs, biotech firms, hospitals, or universities.


HOW? To get in the door, forensic scientists need a bachelor’s degree in a natural science, like chemistry or biology, although many get graduate degrees in their area of specialization, such as chemistry, botany, or entomology.


$$$: An average salary of $50,000 to $90,000, depending on level of experience, work environment, and geographic location


DRESS CODE? Business casual to casual


STRESS FACTOR: On a scale of 1 to 10, an 8


the popularity of shows like CSI: Crime Scene Investigation, Bones, NCIS, and Criminal Minds has spawned a surge in wannabe forensic scientists, but how realistically do those shows portray the career? I turned to forensics expert Joanne Sgueglia to find out. Though today she is a senior manager at biotech firm Life Technologies, when I interviewed Joanne, she described the non-Hollywood version of a career in forensics based on her work at the Massachusetts State Police Crime Lab.


ME: From the outside, your job at the crime lab sounds so cool, and you’ve been doing it for many years, so you must like it. Was it what you expected when you first got started?


JOANNE: To get in and be trained to do DNA profiling was very much utilizing the skills that I gained in college, but I think the part that was more of a surprise was testifying in court. When you’re taking chemistry and biology in college, you don’t anticipate that. A lot of very good scientists don’t necessarily make very good witnesses, so it takes a certain personality type to be a forensic scientist. So that was the surprise with a twist—it was a different set of skills that I learned on the job. I was testifying after only six months on the job. In those days you were sort of just thrown to the wolves.


ME: Can you tell us what you do at the crime lab?


JOANNE: I oversee four main units. There’s the crime scene response unit, which is the unit that goes out into crime scenes and recognizes, collects, preserves, and transports evidence to the crime lab. I oversee a criminalistics unit, which is the unit that triagesI all of the items that come in from a crime scene and do things like biological fluid identification, identify a particular garment, a rape kit . . . things like that. Then we have our DNA unit, which is my field of expertise, whereby we do DNA profiling on those items that are amenable for DNA testing. And then we have the CODIS or Combined DNA Index System Unit, which is a database of DNA profiles from crime scene samples that gets searched against convicted offender profiles so we can get what we call “cold hits.” Within the DNA unit, I make sure that all interpretations of DNA are done correctly and complete a whole host of duties that are overseen by the FBI.


ME: So then how do you actually spend your day?


JOANNE: Earlier in my career, the day would be spent getting items of evidence and bringing them into the laboratory, cutting stains off items, going through different methodologies in our laboratory to get DNA off the fabric, extract DNA, find out if we had enough DNA to continue with the test, and then do some sort of detection method to see if the DNA from the crime scene sample matched the DNA from a particular victim or suspect. That type of day would be working in the lab and looking at the final data to see if little bar codes match up or not. I’ve come a long way from that. That would be what the staff is doing now. I might spend my day looking into funding for new laboratory instruments, things like that. One of the frustrations and challenges in DNA testing is it’s so progressive that as you’re using the technology, there’s new technology on the way, so you are constantly in a state of transition.


ME: I’ve read a lot about how DNA testing has gotten so much better in the last twenty years, and that jurors expect a ton of DNA tests for cases now.


JOANNE: A lot of people in the legal field are calling that the “CSI effect.” Those types of shows have raised a new awareness of DNA testing, and now jurors have more questions and more knowledge. They want DNA on everything, and it’s actually overburdened the system both for the attorneys and for the scientists, because you have to test more stains on more items that may not necessarily need to be tested, but the jurors are expecting it. Today you have investigators wanting more and more samples tested for comprehensiveness, because it looks better to the jury to say that you tried it.




YOU ASKED . . .


“What was your inspiration to do this job?”


—ELENA, AGE 14


JOANNE ANSWERED . . .


“I was a biology major in college and a lot of my professors wanted me to go pre-med, but I found that whole environment very competitive, and I wanted to do something that could incorporate street knowledge along with formal education.


So I went into a career guidance office and found out about forensics. I always loved shows like Quincy and Columbo, but I didn’t realize that the career existed in the same way. I thought it would be fascinating to integrate my love of science with wanting to be part of crime fighting.”





ME: What are your hours like?


JOANNE: At this level, I work pretty set hours, eight thirty a.m. through five o’clock p.m., Monday through Friday. At different times in my career, though, I’ve worked really long hours. I was part of the team that identified human remains from the crash of TWA Flight 800 that occurred on Long Island in 1995. We worked for about a year and a half on that project. So if you’re working on a disaster or if you’re on a rush case, you’ll work extra hours.


ME: What kinds of things happen for you to have a good day?


JOANNE: A good day could be if you have a rush case and you get some information so you can solve the case and help the victims’ families. That’s a good day. When you finally have some sort of DNA match to something in a case that has been unsolved, that can be very rewarding. Or if you have an old unsolved case, called a “cold case,” and you get a DNA hit and can finally have an answer, that’s a really good day.




THE BREAKDOWN


IN MEETINGS: 0–2 hours per day for entry level, 5+ for senior level


SITTING: Most of the day


PUBLIC SPEAKING: Occasionally


READING: Depends on level


WORKING SOLO: At least half the day





ME: Would you say that’s one of the best parts of your job?


JOANNE: It’s difficult to say. It’s complicated, because we do the analysis and we may get a result, but we can’t make that result be the answer to a case. So sometimes it’s frustrating, especially if it’s a highly publicized case. Let’s say we get a good DNA profile from a crime scene sample but we can’t find the perpetrator. That’s out of our hands. But when a rape victim tells you how they feel like they can breathe again because the rapist was caught following a DNA match you made, that’s gratifying.






THEN TO NOW





1982: Graduated from State University of New York, Purchase, NY, with BA in Biology


1988–1991: Worked at Lifecodes Corporation as a senior forensic scientist


1991–1999: Worked as forensic scientist II at Suffolk County Crime Lab


1993: Completed training at the FBI National Academy/University of Virginia


1997: Awarded the American Academy of Forensic Sciences Regional Award


1999: Became technical manager of forensic biology at the Massachusetts State Police Crime Lab


2003: Certified by the American Board of Criminalistics


2011: Took job as senior manager, professional services, Life Technologies





ME: When do things get tense?


JOANNE: Things are very stressful in a forensic crime laboratory. There’s constant pressure to get more done with less. It’s also a very stringent field as far as quality assurance goes, so bad days might be when you have audits, inspections, or one of your employees fails a proficiency test.


ME: If readers want to become forensic scientists because they think it will be like the show CSI, do they have a realistic idea of what they’re in for?


JOANNE: The biggest fallacy on CSI is the amount of time it takes to do things, along with the fact that one character on the show does what is actually the job of about twelve different people. Forensic science is a field of specialists. For example, our crime lab has a forensic biology department and a forensic chemistry department. There’s someone to do the work on the databases; there are different people to go out to do crime scenes; there’s a drug unit, which deals with controlled substances; you have bomb arson and fire debris; you have toxicology to see if any date rape drugs are involved; you have a trace department that does hair and fibers and paint and things like that. There is a specialty for any type of substance you’re going to analyze. On CSI, only a few people do all of that, plus they also go out and do the detective’s job. That is very unrealistic.




WHY WAIT?


■ Take biology, chemistry, and physics classes in high school.


■ Request an informational interview from a forensic scientist at a crime lab.





ME: So one person’s job alone might be just collecting trace evidence.


JOANNE: Yes. In trace, for example, they do hair work, fiber work, and paint. So let’s say a car hit a bicyclist and paint from the car got onto the bicycle in the accident. Trace will take the paint that came off the car and do some testing. They can look at all the different colors and layers in the paint and try and identify what type of vehicle hit the victim.


ME: How many cases might your DNA group be working on at once?


JOANNE: Each DNA analyst handles approximately forty cases a year. They get their own batch of assignments, about five cases or so at a time. The crime lab itself takes in hundreds of cases a year, and we’re backlogged by over a thousand.




WHAT IT TAKES


■ Attention to detail


■ A compulsiveness to be organized


■ A perceptive personality


■ Being comfortable speaking (and testifying) in public





ME: Is there anything else you’d like to add?


JOANNE: The one thing I would say is that as much as forensic science can be exciting, every day’s not an exciting day. You have to be the type of person who likes putting puzzles together, and in this job, you might be dealing with different puzzles every day.




INTERESTED IN DNA FORENSICS? HERE’S JOANNE’S ADVICE


■ Take coursework in molecular biology, genetics, biochemistry, and forensic statistics.


■ Be sure that you’re emotionally able to handle the graphic nature of a crime scene.


■ There’s nothing sacred when you’re in a lab. . . . We have to talk about things that may make some people uncomfortable, so you can’t be shy.





In the Field


FIVE MORE CAREERS IN FORENSIC SCIENCE


FORENSIC PATHOLOGIST Pathologists specialize in examining blood work and determining the cause of an illness or death. Shows like NCIS, Rizzoli and Isles, and CSI feature forensic pathologists—you usually see them working in a dark room, wearing gloves, and performing autopsies.


FORENSIC ENTOMOLOGIST Because there are insects that literally feast on dead bodies, bugs can be helpful in providing clues as to time of death. Through examining the life stage of insects like blowflies on a dead body, forensic entomologists can pinpoint the exact time of death, a clue that can be very important in murder investigations.


FORENSIC PSYCHOLOGIST Forensic psychologists are experts in the criminal justice system. Some work closely with lawyers, helping them figure out what a criminal’s state of mind was during a crime, or testifying in court about the psychology behind a crime. Others might consult with lawyers on jury selection.


BALLISTICS EXPERT The work of ballistics experts usually focuses on ballistic evidence at crime scenes, which is anything relating to guns. Ballistics experts might look for bullets or slugs, help identify what kind of gun was used, and testify about the ballistic evidence in trials.


FINGERPRINT CLASSIFIER Making a fingerprint match can be a tedious process, and while technology has facilitated it, the actual matching is still a very exact science. Fingerprint classifiers examine fingerprints from crime scenes and use their skills to find a positive match in the hopes of identifying the perpetrator.




YOU NEED TO KNOW ABOUT


The American Academy of Forensic Sciences (AAFS), which you can find online at www.aafs.org, has information on everything concerning forensics and even hosts the Young Forensic Scientists Forum, where you can learn more about schools with forensic science programs and learn how to break into the field.





For more science careers, check out the marine biologist profile on page 101.





I THE LINGO: In forensic science, the term triage is another word for classifying or sorting evidence
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LEAH FARESH KARP





Real Estate Agent
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Leah Faresh Karp, Real Estate Agent





The Facts


WHAT? Real estate agents buy or sell real estate—anything from houses or lots of land to office buildings. Real estate agents handle every aspect of a deal, including negotiating offers, coordinating a ton of paperwork, meeting with inspectors, and making sure everything goes smoothly.


WHERE? Everywhere


HOW? There are no college requirements for real estate agents, but a high school diploma is required, as well as being at least eighteen years old, taking forty to two hundred hours of training, and passing a written test to get a real estate license.


$$$: Real estate agents get a percentage of the price a home or apartment sells for, so one who brokers a deal for a celeb could potentially make a million dollars in one shot. Agents working in more typical markets have an average annual salary of $30,000 to $50,000.


DRESS CODE? Depends on the market


STRESS FACTOR: On a scale of 1 to 10, between a 7 and an 8


from the outside, being a real estate agent seems like a pretty great gig. They get to drive around in deluxe cars, help people find the home of their dreams, sign a few pieces of paper, and sit back and collect their big fee. A closer look shows that it’s not as easy as it looks. In fact, a real estate transaction is kind of like a complicated ballet, and the agent is the choreographer.


To get inside the life of a real estate agent, I met with Leah Faresh Karp, an agent in the San Francisco Bay area’s hot Marin County market, where a simple three-bedroom home can easily go for more than a million bucks. Leah has been working in the biz for more than twenty years, and she’s figured out the secrets of success in her competitive field. I asked Leah what was at the heart of real estate, and she gave me a one-word answer: marketing.


“For me, marketing means always trying to create and tweak new ideas for either showing a property or advertising it differently. I’m always trying to highlight unique aspects of a property and figure out what needs to be said in order to draw the buyers to it. The great thing is that by attracting buyers to my website or by advertising the listing, I’m also marketing myself, which helps me find new buyers to work with,” Leah explains. “So I do the creative marketing work, and then I have someone who I employ full-time who does my online marketing.”




YOU ASKED . . .


“How has your career changed your life?”


—CARRIE, AGE 15


LEAH ANSWERED . . .


“I’ve been doing it from such a young age that I learned about the importance of not just working to get a paycheck, but that it’s what you do with the money you earn that determines how you succeed financially. If all I did was work because I wanted to get a paycheck, I would never get ahead. So now I work, get that paycheck, and turn around and invest it in what I do. . . . That’s given me a vehicle to be financially successful.”





Because real estate agents work with two different kinds of people—those who have property they want to sell and those who are in the market to buy—and they’re sometimes working on a bunch of deals all at once, they are often swamped. In busy markets, they can literally work around the clock.


“The agents that I meet who are at the top of their game work a lot of hours. They probably couldn’t even tell you how many hours they work because it’s sort of, like, all the time,” says Leah. “You really can sell real estate twenty-four hours a day.”


Leah used to be one of those agents, but having a child changed everything.


“Becoming a mom forced me to face one of the biggest challenges of the job, which is finding balance in your life and being okay with saying, ‘These are the hours that I can meet you,’ and if it doesn’t work and I can’t get someone else in my team to cover for me, accepting the fact that maybe this isn’t a client I can work with. Before I had a baby, it was never an issue. I would find a way to make anything happen. Now it’s all about making choices and working only with the clients who fit my lifestyle.”




THE BREAKDOWN


IN MEETINGS: 2–3 hours a day


ON THE PHONE: 4–5 hours a day


ONLINE: 1–2 hours a day


STAYING UP-TO-DATE ON INVENTORY/HOUSE SEARCHING: 1 hour a day


DRIVING IN CAR: Half the day





That’s not to say that Leah is slacking off these days. Hardly. In fact, she still pulls in at least thirty hours of work a week (she worked fifty plus before she had a child), balancing the million different pieces that make up her job. Here’s what Leah’s day looks like:




LEAH’S (UN)USUAL DAY


6:00–7:00 A.M. I like to get up before anyone else is awake at my house, because that’s when I’m able to fit my exercise in and spend a few minutes actually thinking out my day. I make a list of “to do’s” and think about what the day is going to look like and what I need to accomplish. The exercise and quiet time is my favorite time.


8:30 A.M. I head off to work, and the first thing I always do is return e-mails and phone calls that are a priority. I try to do the things I like to do the least first, because that’s when I’m the most alert and ready. I spend a lot of time prospecting—finding new buyers, finding new sellers, and working on the marketing. The smaller portion of my day is looking at homes or showing real estate.


12:30 P.M. I usually don’t take lunch—I eat at my desk or in the car. And I always bring my lunch with me, because I don’t want to take the time during the day to sit down or go out to lunch, unless I’m meeting a client or having a staff meeting with people who work for me.


1:00–5:00 P.M. The afternoon is spent focusing on people who are currently in the process of buying a house, whether it means meeting inspectors, reviewing documents or negotiating and working on contracts, dealing with mortgage brokers and title companies, or returning phone calls. I need to keep all of the pieces moving forward.









THEN TO NOW





1986–1990: Sales associate, Nordstrom


1990–1994: Took classes at American River College, Sacramento, CA


1990–1992: Bank teller, Wells Fargo Bank


1992–1994: Office manager, State Farm Insurance


1994: Started working as real estate assistant for father’s business


1996: Became business partner for father’s business


1998: Went out on her own





You’re probably getting the sense that real estate agents have to be skilled at many things, and you’re right. Leah says she always has to think one step ahead, not only when it comes to what’s happening with her deals and marketing, but in how she works with people, as well.


“I have to be personable, so that clients feel comfortable talking with me and feel that I understand what their needs are. Part of that is what I consider to be the basics of my job—it’s getting dressed and looking presentable, having a clean car with a full tank of gas and just being prepared to go to work. I make sure my cell phone is charged, and I always keep bottled water and snacks in my trunk to make sure my clients are comfortable and happy,” says Leah. “You have to wear a lot of different hats for this one job if you’re going to do it successfully.”




WHY WAIT?


■ Scour the real estate listings in your weekend paper and visit properties to learn about how they were marketed.


■ Get experience working in retail or sales to strengthen your communication and business skills.





CHALLENGES


Leah says the biggest challenge of her job is keeping her pipeline full. That means that while she’s working with Client A, who is just starting to look at properties, she’s also got to make sure she has Client B in the middle of escrow (the financial process regarding the transfer of funds in a sale), and Client C just about ready to finish a deal. Because real estate agents get paid only when all the loose ends of a sale are wrapped up, without this steady stream of clients in different stages of the process, it could be months between paychecks.




WHAT IT TAKES


■ Being a “people person”


■ Having a good memory


■ Being honest, trustworthy, and professional


■ Attention to detail





To make matters more challenging, there are a lot of aspects of the job that are out of the agent’s control, and that can be frustrating and stressful. There are multiple people in the process, all of whom have to do their jobs right in order for a deal to go through—and of course, the buyer and seller need to cooperate too.


REWARDS


So if real estate is so challenging, why are so many people drawn to the field? Leah summed it up again in one word: matchmaking.


“I love matching buyers and sellers together—that’s probably why I set my friends up all the time too. When I understand my client’s needs and I know what they’re looking for and I find the house, I can walk in and say, ‘Oh my God, this is the one.’ Watching my clients recognize that this is exactly what they were looking for . . . it’s just so great. When they have their housewarming party and they call and tell you that they’re so happy in the house and the kids love the neighbors’ kids—when they really love where they live—that is probably the most rewarding moment.”




PAYING YOUR DUES


Don’t expect to get your real estate license and dive right into selling multimillion-dollar homes. Beginning real estate agents typically start with less desirable properties and work as associate agents under a more experienced agent to gain experience.







LEAH’S CAREER ADVICE


■ Make a commitment to what you’re going to do and do it for a set period of time before you walk away.


■ Be passionate about your work—if you don’t have a passion for it, you’re not going to have what it takes to get through the negative aspects of a job.





In the Field


FIVE MORE CAREERS IN REAL ESTATE


MORTGAGE BROKER Unless the person buying a home or office building can pay in cash, they’ll be working with a mortgage broker. Mortgage brokers help buyers find a loan to buy the property and handle all the necessary paperwork between the lender and the borrower.


REAL ESTATE APPRAISER For just about every real estate transaction, appraisers need to get involved. Appraisers check out the house or property that is being bought or sold and determine how much it is worth in the current market.


PROPERTY MANAGER Every apartment building or rented business space has a property manager who handles everything from making sure rent is paid on time to dealing with plumbing and heating problems. Many property managers say they love their jobs because they never know what to expect from one day to the next.


DEVELOPER Some people make small (or large) fortunes as real estate developers. Developers are the people who look for opportunities to build new properties—townhouses, shopping malls, apartment buildings, high-rises—oversee their planning and construction, and then hope to make a profit by selling the building or renting it out.


INSURANCE SALES AGENT Before any bank will lend someone money to buy a home or a commercial space, they need to see proof of insurance, and that’s where insurance sales agents come in. These agents sell policies to the person buying the space so if the property is damaged by a fire, flood, or other disaster, the lender’s investment is safe.
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MISSY PARK





Entrepreneur
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Missy Park, Founder & CEO, Title Nine





The Facts


WHAT? An entrepreneur is someone who starts his or her own business—basically creating something out of nothing. Entrepreneurs must have innovative ideas and find creative ways to get their business up and running.


WHERE? Absolutely anywhere!


HOW? Depending on the kind of business they want to create, some entrepreneurs might start small and fund their venture by themselves, while others might write a detailed business plan and apply for a business loan.


$$$: $0 to millions . . . it all depends on how good the idea is, how committed the entrepreneur is to it, and how successful the idea is on the market.


DRESS CODE? Whatever you want!


STRESS FACTOR: On a scale of 1 to 10, between 5 and 10 (Missy says it changes on a daily basis)


there’s something impressive about people who take an idea that they’re passionate about and bring it to life, with no one telling them how to do it, writing them a paycheck, or giving them health insurance . . . no one guaranteeing them that their idea will be successful. Today entrepreneurship is on the rise, especially among women. Apparently a positive side effect of a fledgling economy is the inspiration to create and innovate. But how do entrepreneurs know what to do? Where do they get their confidence?


There are thousands of women entrepreneurs in the United States, but I chose to interview Missy Park, founder of Title Nine, a hub for women’s sportswear and athletic apparel that started as a tiny catalog business in 1989 out of Missy’s garage and is now a national name in women’s sportswear. In 2013 alone they mailed out more than twenty-five million catalogs and opened their twenty-third store. Missy had a strong vision when she started her company, and I couldn’t wait to sit down and find out how she did it. Here’s our conversation:


ME: What were your career dreams when you were younger?


MISSY: My mother and father both said that it was important that I know how to “think.” My dad’s big thing was, it really doesn’t matter what your major is, but you need to learn to write, you need to learn to think critically, and you need to understand how statistics work, because they’re important no matter what you do. But I don’t believe that you need to know what you want to do at the age of eighteen. I majored in history, mostly because Yale is known for its history department.


ME: I read that you and your college friends talked about trying to create the women’s version of Nike when you first got out of school. Is that true?


MISSY: I think that anyone who has played team sports at the collegiate and even the high school level spends the rest of their life trying to re-create the unanimity of purpose that you have when you’re part of a team. Women’s basketball had been a varsity sport at Yale for about five years when I got there, and it was very clear that we were second-class citizens. And there was a very tight group of us who had an idea about how to change that in the marketplace once we had graduated.


ME: So how did you get Title Nine up and running?


MISSY: I coached for a couple of years after college and then moved out to the West Coast because my brother lived here and it was free room and board. I got a job working for the North Face when it was quite small, and Fisher Mountain Bikes, companies whose founders were very much still there and there was a real passion for the product. My father had his own business when I was growing up, so I think the idea of that was very familiar to me . . . it seemed like a good life. I think it was in my genes to start my own thing, and at a certain point I was like, “Wow, I want to have my own business.” I had a total of maybe two and a half years of industry experience. And then I decided to do it and proceeded to learn the business by trial and error. I’m pretty good at failing, and for me that seems to be the best way to learn.




YOU ASKED . . .


“What do you like most about remembering the old days and your journey to where you are now?”


—MARYBETH, AGE 12


MISSY ANSWERED . . .


“You know how we don’t always notice when someone we’re around all the time changes because it happens so gradually? That’s almost the way it is with our company. Sometimes I’ll look back on our old catalogs and think, Wow, we’ve really come a long way. I mean, we started in my house and the inventory was in the garage, and now I walk over to our warehouse and it’s twenty-five thousand square feet. It’s like, Wow, we’ve accomplished a lot. So I certainly have a sense of pride and progress.”







WHY WAIT?


■ You know those little kids selling lemonade on the sidewalk? They’re entrepreneurs! It’s never too early to try starting your own business.


■ Read about famous entrepreneurs like Oprah, Arianna Huffington (Huffington Post), and Sara Blakely (Spanx) to find out how they got started.


■ Take on leadership roles in activities and clubs to get experience in management.





ME: Do you think that not being afraid to fail is an important quality for someone who wants to be an entrepreneur?


MISSY: I do, actually. A buddy of mine once said, “You know, I’ve seen all kinds of entrepreneurs—some of them are really extroverted, some are really introverted, some are supersmart and some aren’t that smart at all, some are really good with people, some aren’t. The only thing I can say that they all have in common is that none of them really care about what other people think.” Yeah, it’s hard to fail and I don’t like it, but I’m never thinking, Oh, I’ve failed, and what do other people think? I’m like, Damn, I wish I hadn’t screwed that up, you know?


ME: Without having someone show you the ropes of starting a company, how did you know that you could make Title Nine work?


MISSY: I didn’t. For the first three or four years, I’d resolve that we were going to quit at least once every six months. You know that saying, “Courage is not the absence of fear, but the mastery of it”? The absence of fear is really stupidity. You show me somebody that’s never been afraid and I’ll show you someone that’s either superstupid or living in a box. There were times when I was really nervous and I had a ton of doubts, and that still continues now. But I think that mastering your fear can fuel you to focus on the right things. I think that a lot of girls hate making mistakes, and it just kills me. They’re so worried about making mistakes, it’s like, “Wow, if you don’t make mistakes, how are you going to learn?”


ME: What does your day-to-day work actually involve?


MISSY: I have a lot of interest in the creative side of the business, so I spend a lot of time on that—like looking at products, deciding what’s going to go in our product assortment, reviewing how we interact with our customers online, in our stores, and on the phone—that’s probably 40 percent of my time. Then I spend 25 percent of my time figuring out what’s next. . . . Some people would call that “new business development.” I think that’s a pretty fancy name for what I do, which is trying to develop other opportunities for us and learning new businesses. I spend the other 35 percent of my time working on employee development stuff—thinking about what the next opportunities are for the people who work here.


ME: Wow . . . it sounds like you wear many different hats.


MISSY: Yes, which is good for me . . . I have a very short attention span.


ME: So, what do you do when things get tense at work?


MISSY: Well, often I’m the one who is causing the tension. . . . I feel like that’s my role. I actually think it’s a good thing. I need to be able to do it in a way so that we all still love one another at the end of the day, but it’s how we get better. One of the things that we talk a lot about is this idea that when we hire people here, you need to feel comfortable both being challenged and challenging others rather than just sort of doing what you’re told, because we’re growing and things are always changing. You need to be able to think on your feet and say, “Well, this doesn’t work anymore.”


ME: If you’re having a great day, what is it that makes it great?


MISSY: It used to be that a great day at work for me was having the phones ring like crazy, trying to process credit cards, packing up orders while talking on the phone, chasing after the UPS truck, throwing orders at the truck, and then running back and cleaning everything up. That was really fun for me. Now I think a great day for me is when I’m working with a small group of people, all of whom are sort of at the top of their game, and together we come up with a product or an idea that none of us could have come up with on our own. I find that incredibly gratifying.




WHAT IT TAKES


■ A great idea (or several)


■ Confidence (and, as Missy says, a healthy dose of fear)


■ A willingness to fail and assume a financial risk


■ The ability to think outside the box


■ Being extremely self-motivated





ME: That’s such an interesting perspective, because when I think of an entrepreneur, I think of this sole person running a company. Is it possible to have a balance between work life and personal life when you run your own company?


MISSY: I think work/life balance is probably a lot like finding the job you love—it’s an ongoing process. When I was first starting the business, I slept here. I worked all the time, I traveled on the weekends to play rugby or to do photo shoots, and I was really happy doing that. I mean, there might be people who say that wasn’t a good work/life balance, but for me it worked great. Then my business became more mature, I grew up, and now I have two kids. When our first child was born, my partner and I were both working in fairly high-level jobs that required a fair amount of travel, and that was a time where we didn’t have it right. And it was like, “Okay, now there’s a kid in this equation that we really want to spend time with.” But about four years ago, Dana left her job and is at home full-time, and we have very clear roles now. And I focus entirely on the business and I have the freedom to do that. Having said that, people always ask me, “Oh, it must be hard juggling a family and a baby and work,” and I’m like, “No, it’s not hard at all. Family always wins.” I’ve made some compromises. . . . I think I’d rather have more than two kids, but I would have had to start a lot sooner and I wasn’t ready then. I don’t see work and life as two separate things. I like both a lot, so I don’t need to wall them off.






THEN TO NOW





1984: Graduated from Yale with BA in history


1984–1988: Worked various jobs in retail


1989: Started Title Nine at the age of 26


1990: Title Nine hired first employee (now she’s the CFO)


1994: First year Title Nine made a profit


1997: Opened first Title Nine store in Berkeley, CA


2003: Held first Title 9K in Boulder


2013: Opened twenty-third retail store





ME: What’s it like being able to do what you want with your company?


MISSY: Well, I don’t see it quite like that anymore. Now, I am just one of many stakeholders in Title Nine. While technically I do own all the stock, there are many, many folks who are heavily invested in Title Nine. It’s my job to make sure that we balance all of those competing interests to get the best, and most sustainable, outcome for Title Nine. We are in it for the long haul and sometimes that means that, in the short run, I don’t always get my way . . . and that’s a really good thing.




MISSY’S ADVICE


Take more risks. That’s it. . . . Just take more risks.





In the Field


FIVE MORE CAREERS WHERE YOU CAN BE YOUR OWN BOSS


SMALL BUSINESS OWNER More than 8.6 million women own small businesses in the United States. While it can be risky, being your own boss is great if you’ve got the passion. Small business owners may handle product development, marketing, advertising, accounting . . . even pounding the pavement in search of new business.


INDEPENDENT CONTRACTOR OR CONSULTANT This is one career that’s difficult to embark on until you’ve had solid work experience. Independent contractors can be found in any field—the thing they all have in common is an expertise that someone needs. For example, a marketing executive might leave her firm to consult for companies who don’t have their own marketing department.


FREELANCE WRITER Freelance writers usually work from home, and they might write anything from magazine articles to marketing materials. Like most self-employed people, freelance writers are always looking for their next job, even as they’re working on a dozen projects at once.


DOG WALKER In big cities, you can spot dog walkers a mile away because they look like a moving ball of fur. Dog walkers might have up to twenty clients, whose dogs they typically walk while the pet owners are at work. They charge up to thirty dollars a day per dog—this can be a pretty good gig!


STAY-AT-HOME PARENT This might not seem like a “career” in the traditional sense, but stay-at-home parents have more than a full-time job. Never off duty, they work around the clock—feeding, dressing, entertaining, and educating their children, as well as possibly cooking, cleaning, and doing laundry. The pay’s not great (as in . . . there is none!) but the benefits can be.




YOU NEED TO KNOW ABOUT


Junior Achievement, or JA (www.ja.org), is a national organization for children and teens with high school programs that help students foster skills that will be useful in the business world. A number of their programs, like JA Company, JA Titan, and GLOBE, are geared toward educating future business owners and entrepreneurs.
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KAMALA HARRIS





District Attorney




[image: Images]


Kamala Harris, former District Attorney, San Francisco; current Attorney General of Califormia





The Facts


WHAT? If you’ve seen legal dramas like Law & Order: SVU, then you’ve seen Hollywood’s take on the role of a district attorney. Elected or appointed into their position, district attorneys, or DAs, are the chief legal officer in their jurisdiction, and they prosecute crimes that occur in their counties or cities on behalf of the people.


WHERE? Most cities and counties have a district attorney, as well as a number of assistant district attorneys (ADAs).


HOW? District attorneys need a bachelor’s degree and a law degree. They must also pass the bar exam in their state.


$$$: An average of $40,000 to $50,000 a year for attorneys starting out in the district attorney’s office, and an earning potential of more than $100,000 a year, depending on the city they work in.


DRESS CODE? Business dress, especially in court


STRESS FACTOR: On a scale of 1 to 10, an 8


kamala harris made national news in 2005 when she was featured alongside Oprah and eighteen other incredible women in a Newsweek special report called “How Women Lead: 20 of America’s Most Powerful Women on Their Lives—and the Lessons They’ve Learned.”


Kamala was the first woman to ever be elected district attorney for San Francisco, and the first African-American woman to hold the office in the entire state of California. Elected to the position in 2003, Kamala spent the next seven years trying murder cases in San Francisco, creating a new specialist team to deal with gun violence, calling for legislative changes to better protect women and children, and overseeing a whole team of attorneys before being appointed attorney general of California by President Obama in 2011. While she was still a DA, I was lucky enough to get some time on Kamala’s packed calendar to find out more about her career.




YOU ASKED . . .


“How did you manage to keep a positive attitude and allow the benefits of your dream to outweigh your fear and doubts?”


—BROOKE, AGE 16


KAMALA ANSWERED . . .


“I think that all of us, no matter who we are or what we aspire to do, can sometimes feel overwhelmed with fear and doubt. My mother was a great influence and motivator in my life. She is a very smart woman who is fierce in her honesty and her opinions about what is fair, just, and right. My mother raised my sister and me with a standard that it was never acceptable to do anything other than your best. She never had any doubts about what I could accomplish and always inspired me to overcome any obstacle. In fact, one of the most important pieces of advice she gave me was, ‘You may be the first to do many things, but make sure you are not the last.’ ”





ME: What were your career dreams when you were younger?


KAMALA: I have always been drawn to issues of justice, public service, and equal rights. Both my parents were involved in the civil rights movement, and some of my earliest childhood memories are of the marching, the passion, the debate, and the emotion about this concept called “justice.” My earliest role models and examples of public service were those who were more concerned with work that benefited others, rather than work that made money. My heroes were the architects of the civil rights movement, individuals who were agents for change. Conversations that I heard while growing up were always about the responsibilities of government and the fair distribution of public resources so that those in need are protected and supported. Early on, it was very evident to me that if you were going to have some impact in making sure that justice occurred, becoming a lawyer was a good place to start.




WHY WAIT?


■ Public speaking is an important part of the job for most lawyers, so join the debate team at school and brush up on your skills.


■ Find out about public hearings in your community. If you feel passionate about the debate, you can even argue your side of the issue in the hearing, no matter your age.


■ Some law firms offer internships for high school students, where they can perform administrative tasks like filing and answering phones.
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