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Given the profound economic, environmental, 
political, and socio-cultural transformations 
we are collectively experiencing, are there pro-
active measures and focal points that allow us 
greater possibilities and advantage? As we en-
ter the new year, some areas to consider might 
lie both in our commitments and what change 
leaders in our community can teach us. 

Nelson Mandela asserted that “Education is 
the most powerful weapon which you can use 
to change the world.” With the extensive de-
gree to which learning and community resourc-
es contribute to scientific discovery and soci-
etal progress, research programs can be most 
effective when they foster diversity, equity, in-
clusion, and belonging. Studies have indicated 
that inclusive environments lead to higher lev-
els of innovation, productivity, and employee 
satisfaction at large, bolstering the sustainabili-
ty and success of an initiative and organization. 

Dr. Laleh Coté serves as the STEM Education 
Program Manager in the Workforce Develop-
ment & Education Department at Lawrence 
Berkeley National Laboratory (Berkeley Lab). 
She holds a Ph.D. in science and math educa-
tion and a master’s in microbiology. Her work 
contributes to the team’s mission to inspire 
and prepare the next generation of scientists 
and STEM professionals through a suite of pro-
grams for students and faculty across STEM 

Broadening Participation in STEM 
by Designing National Lab Research Experiences: 
A Conversation with Dr. Laleh Coté

by Dr. Edi M.-L. Wipf

https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/how-diversity-makes-us-smarter/
https://www.mckinsey.com/~/media/mckinsey/featured%20insights/diversity%20and%20inclusion/diversity%20wins%20how%20inclusion%20matters/diversity-wins-how-inclusion-matters-vf.pdf
https://education.lbl.gov/
https://education.lbl.gov/
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disciplines. At Berkeley Lab her team strives to 
increase access to and broaden participation in 
STEM careers. 

As Dr. Coté relates her early interests in per-
forming arts to her later journey in scientific 
research and STEM education, she emphasiz-
es the importance of inclusive environments in 
fostering growth and innovation. Through past 
and present efforts, she strives to demystify 
pathways to success and promote access to the 
exciting opportunities available in STEM.

Q: Can you tell us about your educational 
background and how it has shaped your ca-
reer?

“My educational background has been instru-
mental in shaping my career. I’ve been able to 
apply the knowledge and skills gained during 
my education to contribute to my work as a 
scholar and professional across various roles… 
[It has also] instilled in me a mindset of lifelong 
learning and adaptability … I want to stay cur-

rent with advancements in my field, and adapt 
to evolving career demands.”

Dr. Laleh Coté’s journey began with a strong 
foundation in the performing arts, which gave 
her a deep appreciation for creativity and ex-
pression. “I grew up very interested in the per-
forming arts, acting, singing, dancing, [as well 
as] poetry, writing, drawing, and music as cre-
ative outlets … I have always liked to create art 
and participate alongside other creative peo-
ple.” 

However, in her early 20s, she transitioned to 
biology, driven by a burgeoning interest in hu-
man health. “I had been working in customer 
service jobs, and wanted to try something more 
intellectual. My initial idea was to pursue a col-
lege degree that could be used to help people.” 
Dr. Coté initially considered careers in medicine, 
such as becoming a physician or nurse. However, 
her experiences during internships at Berkeley 
Lab opened her eyes to the exciting possibilities 
within scientific research. “I worked at Berkeley 
Lab in a microbial ecology lab and found the 
team to be a positive and inspiring force … I very 
quickly fell in love with research and answering 
questions, and figuring out all these different 
pieces of the [research] puzzle. 

As a community college student taking science 
classes, I felt lucky to land an internship at 
Berkeley Lab, but didn’t really know what I was 
doing at first … the mentorship and guidance I re-
ceived from my mentors and community college 
professors were invaluable. Their insights, sup-
port, and encouragement really helped shape 
my career aspirations and achievements. The 
internships and extracurricular activities really 
helped to prepare me for the transition from bi-
ology to STEM education. Each of the jobs and 
internships I had helped me to figure out how 
to bridge the gap between theory and practice, 
and prepared me to balance work and graduate 
studies. And, of course, now I have a passion 
for including community college students in our 
programs and my research studies!” 

Dr. Laleh Coté
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Discovering a deep passion for research and ed-
ucation ultimately guided her transition to STEM 
education. The interdisciplinary nature of her 
background has allowed her to bring a unique 
perspective to her work, emphasizing the impor-
tance of creativity and inclusivity in STEM fields. 
By completing her Master’s in microbiology and 
Ph.D. in science and math education simultane-
ously, Dr. Coté was equipped with the skills to 
bridge the gap between conducting scientific re-
search and educational theory to improve STEM 
education activities.

Q: Can you describe your journey to your 
current role at Berkeley Lab?

Dr. Coté’s journey at Berkeley Lab began as an 
undergraduate intern and research assistant, 
where she spent approximately 4.5 years im-
mersed in various research projects in biology. 
These experiences were instrumental in shaping 
her understanding of the scientific process and 
the importance of mentorship. Eventually, she 
transitioned to roles focused on STEM educa-
tion, leveraging her research background to de-

sign and implement educational programs that 
inspire and support the next generation of sci-
entists and STEM professionals. 

“Interdisciplinary learning experiences allowed 
me to integrate knowledge from various fields … 
This holistic approach provided me with a broad 
perspective and equipped me with diverse skills 
that have been beneficial in my multifaceted ca-
reer.”

Q: What are your current responsibilities as 
the STEM Education Program Manager at 
Berkeley Lab?

In her current role, Dr. Coté oversees multiple 
STEM education programs, initiatives, and re-
search projects at Berkeley Lab. Her responsi-
bilities include designing, implementing, and as-
sessing internships, outreach events, and other 
initiatives that support the STEM workforce and 
learning opportunities for both students and 
STEM professionals. She is particularly pas-
sionate about creating inclusive environments, 
reducing barriers to participation, and foster-

Dr. Coté oversees multiple STEM education programs at Berkeley Lab, includ-
ing the K-12 STEM Education and Outreach program, which aims to inspire and 
prepare the next generation of scientists.
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ing communication between students, profes-
sionals, and partner organizations. Additional-
ly, she hopes to integrate her doctoral research 
about teaching and mentoring undergraduate 
researchers from diverse backgrounds into her 
role as program manager at Berkeley Lab. By in-
troducing students to professional networks and 
addressing the unique needs of different groups, 
she aims to broaden participation in STEM and 
support the development of future leaders in 
science and technology fields.

“I collaborate closely with educators, research-
ers, and community partners to develop and re-
fine our STEM curricula and outreach initiatives, 
[and] a significant part of my job involves devel-
oping activities and curricula that are engaging 
and accessible to students of all backgrounds. 
Regularly assessing the effectiveness of our pro-
grams is crucial, so I collect and analyze data 
to ensure we are meeting our objectives and 
making a positive impact.” She tries to maintain 
an open mind, to ensure that her practices and 
strategies improve over time. 

Q: What strategies do you employ to support 
diversity and inclusion in STEM education?

“ Creating an inclusive environment where all stu-
dents feel welcome and valued is a top priority. 
We work continuously to ensure our programs 
and spaces are accessible and supportive to ev-
eryone.”

One of the key strategies Dr. Coté employs is 
taking action to reduce the mystery and per-
ceived barriers to enter STEM fields, making 
them more accessible and relatable. She also 
focuses on culturally responsive teaching and 
mentorship, recognizing the importance of kind-
ness and empathy in education and outreach. By 
introducing students to professional networks 
and providing tailored support, she addresses 
the unique needs of different groups, ensuring 
that everyone has the opportunity to succeed in 
STEM.

“We give access to people from all walks of life, 
from all backgrounds, and serve those pursuing 
technical and academic degrees. Partnering with 
organizations dedicated to supporting groups 
underrepresented in STEM helps us reach a 
broader audience, and provide more opportuni-
ties for those students.

Highlighting diverse role models in STEM is 
crucial, and we bring in guest speakers and 
showcase the work of professionals from var-
ious backgrounds to inspire our students, and 
we strive to create curricula that reflect diverse 
perspectives and are inclusive, with the goal that 
everyone can see themselves represented in 
STEM fields.

Dr. Coté was awarded Outstanding 2022 
STEM Partner for her contributions to 
STEM education.



We recognize that if we want to reach new and 
diverse populations, we need to go to where 
these populations are. 

I go to [various] conferences, often on the na-
tional level to raise awareness of STEM careers 
and opportunities. [But] someone already sup-
ported those students to go to a conference, 
and I think about folks who aren’t even aware 
of these [opportunities]. I therefore might meet 
students in a classroom, or host a visit for stu-
dents to see Berkeley Lab. 

[During these interactions,] I create space for 
conversation. When students feel empowered 
and brave enough to ask their questions, may-
be they ask something you didn’t cover in your 
presentation. I also discuss some things that I 
was scared about when I was an undergraduate 
at the Lab, that weren’t listed on the Berkeley 
Lab website. What do I wear? Where do I eat 
my lunch? How am I going to travel? Where do 
I live?

For meetings or student visits, I start by taking 
inventory of who will be involved, what they 
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are likely to know coming into that activity, and 
what they are interested in. [For instance,] do 
they already care and are motivated, or are they 
starting from a place where they need to be con-
vinced? I weigh those positions, and make visi-
ble the goals and identities of all parties [through 
agendas and conversation].”

Q: Are there any upcoming initiatives and/or 
projects you are most excited for being part 
of?

“There are two programs that I have helped bring 
to life at Berkeley Lab in the past few years, and 
I’m very excited to see how they grow and evolve 
in the future. Both are partnership programs, 
which are valuable to identifying and supporting 
students. 

The first one is a program established by both 
Berkeley Lab and Arizona State University (ASU), 
which serves many Native American students 
and has a wealth of resources, programs, and 
degree programs to celebrate and support Na-
tive American communities. With funding from 
the Sloan Foundation, our team established 

Dr. Coté highlights two programs established in recent years: 
ASU-Berkeley Lab STEM Pathways (ABSP) Program and
STEM Excellence through Equity & Diversity (SEED) Scholars Honors Program 

https://elements.lbl.gov/news/nurturing-stem-opportunities-for-native-american-interns-at-berkeley-lab/
https://seedscholars.berkeley.edu/
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the ASU-Berkeley Lab STEM Pathways (ABSP) 
Program to support Native American under-
graduates enrolled at ASU who are interested in 
graduate degrees in STEM fields through paid 
research internships, mentoring, and support 
with achieving their academic and career goals. 
We have had a few great summers hosting ABSP 
students, and now we are looking for new ways 
to expand the partnership, engage students at-
tending tribal colleges and universities in Cali-
fornia, and find long-term funding to support 
additional students in the future. 

The second program is in partnership with UC 
Berkeley’s STEM Excellence through Equity & Di-
versity (SEED) Scholars Honors Program, which 
is modeled after the renowned Meyerhoff Schol-
ars Program. Our team, Workforce Development 
& Education at Berkeley Lab, has worked with 
the SEED Scholars Honors Program to form the 
new “SEED Scholars @ LBNL” internship. This 
is a wonderful partnership, because both teams 

In Action

Dr. Coté highlights the following in her work:

•  Importance of creating space for dialogue and 
addressing real questions and concerns in out-
reach activities.

•  Take inventory of participants’ backgrounds 
and interests when implementing culturally re-
sponsive pedagogies.

•  Build rapport and trust over time with students 
to encourage open communication.

•  The need to introduce students to professional 
networks and be transparent about challenges 
in the field.

Discussion Questions 
•  Are there people, programs, and/or practices 
that you have found helpful in demystifying the 
pathways to success in STEM?

•  What steps do you already take or can take to 
introduce colleagues to professional networks 
and address their real-world concerns? Con-
sider how you can build rapport, foster open 
communication, and provide practical advice to 
support their journey in STEM.

•  Are there ways interdisciplinary learning expe-
riences could enhance your research, mentor-
ing, and/or teaching?

really have the same values in terms of increas-
ing access to and awareness about STEM ca-
reers, especially for students from groups that 
have been historically excluded from participa-
tion in research and STEM careers.”

https://elements.lbl.gov/news/nurturing-stem-opportunities-for-native-american-interns-at-berkeley-lab/
https://elements.lbl.gov/news/nurturing-stem-opportunities-for-native-american-interns-at-berkeley-lab/
https://seedscholars.berkeley.edu/
https://seedscholars.berkeley.edu/


Student Services and Advising Professionals 
Unionization Movement
                   

by Dr. Edi M.-L. Wipf

On December 16th, 2024, California’s Public 
Employment Relations Board (PERB) confirmed 
that a majority of Student Services and Advis-
ing Professionals (SSAPs) across the University 
of California (UC) system have signed authoriza-
tion cards in support of forming a union that will 
join the International Union, United Automobile, 
Aerospace and Agricultural Implement Workers 
of America. This momentous achievement signi-
fies a critical move towards creating and ampli-
fying a collective voice to drive positive change 
at UC. 

The UC administration now has 15 days to re-
spond, with the expectation that they will recog-
nize the union and swiftly move to bargaining. 

In just this year of organizing, UC’s own em-
ployee records have shown an estimated 30% 

annual turnover rate among workers included 
in SSAP-UAW. Whether it involves financial aid 
officers, departmental advisors, health educa-
tors, or career specialists, the formation of this 
union presents the opportunity to negotiate in 
2025, addressing pervasive issues that can sig-
nificantly enhance retention. With over 3,000 
signed authorization cards counted and majority 
support verified for forming SSAP-UAW, collec-
tive bargaining opens the door to more solutions 
to make SSAP roles more sustainable: equitable 
pay, guaranteed raises, career advancement 
opportunities, and a respectful and safe work 
environment. 

In a published statement by UC Office of the 
President communication strategist Heather 
Hansen, “The UC really prides itself, I think, on 
its exceptional educational mission and excep-
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https://ssap-uaw.org/
https://ssap-uaw.org/
https://dailybruin.com/2024/11/08/5000-university-of-california-workers-to-file-to-form-new-union
https://uaw.org/about/
https://uaw.org/about/
https://uaw.org/about/
https://dailybruin.com/2024/11/08/5000-university-of-california-workers-to-file-to-form-new-union
https://www.ucop.edu/strategic-critical-communications/staff/index.html
https://www.ucop.edu/strategic-critical-communications/staff/index.html


tional success and performance, and that really 
is due in large part to the work of staff – of me 
and my peers,” she said. “What we’re basically 
asking for at this point is for that contribution to 
be recognized in an equitable way and to have 
an equal footing at the table in terms of the fu-
ture of our work.” 

 Impact on Science Graduate Students, 
Faculty, and Staff 

Unionization of SSAPs is poised to have a pro-
found impact on science graduate students, fac-
ulty, and staff. More stable and supportive advis-
ing and service roles could translate into better 
guidance and resources for graduate students, 
leading to improved academic outcomes. Facul-
ty members may also benefit from a more cohe-
sive support system, allowing them to dedicate 
more time to research and teaching. Additional-
ly, staff will experience enhanced job satisfac-
tion and career growth opportunities, fostering a 
more inclusive and equitable workplace. 

 Unions and DEI 

Unions can play an instrumental role in promot-
ing diversity, equity, and inclusion. Higher wag-
es and decreased income inequality are among 
the many benefits of unionization. On average, 
workers covered by a union contract earn 10.2% 
more in wages than their nonunionized peers 
with similar education, occupation, and expe-
rience in the same industry. This “union wage 
premium” helps to reduce wage gaps for women 

and people of color. For instance, hourly wag-
es for women represented by a union are 4.7% 
higher on average than for nonunionized women 
with comparable characteristics. 

 Navigating Budget Cuts 

Recent budget cuts to the UC system add another 
layer of urgency to unionization efforts. Califor-
nia state legislators have agreed on a $297.9 bil-
lion spending plan for 2024–25, which includes 
budget cuts for the UC and California State Uni-
versity systems. A one-time unallocated base 
reduction of $125 million for UC resulted in an 
overall lower net funding increase of $133.8 
million, and as part of a statewide effort to re-
duce departmental budgets, UC will experience 
a 7.95% reduction in their operational funding 
starting in the 2025–26 fiscal year. These cuts 
are paired with tuition hikes for nonresident stu-
dents - or roughly 15% of UC undergraduates, 
and will also necessitate a concerted effort to 
ensure that students, faculty, and staff receive 
the support they need to thrive. 

 Conclusion 

The formation of SSAP-UAW represents a his-
toric step towards creating a more equitable and 
sustainable work environment at UC. By lever-
aging collective voices, the challenges posed by 
high turnover, budget cuts, and the need for DEI 
can be better addressed, ultimately building a 
brighter future for all members of the UC com-
munity.
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https://dileaders.com/blog/the-value-of-employers-working-with-trade-unions-on-dei-issues/
https://dileaders.com/blog/the-value-of-employers-working-with-trade-unions-on-dei-issues/
https://www.epi.org/publication/unions-help-reduce-disparities-and-strengthen-our-democracy/
https://www.epi.org/publication/unions-help-reduce-disparities-and-strengthen-our-democracy/
https://www.epi.org/publication/unions-help-reduce-disparities-and-strengthen-our-democracy/
https://www.epi.org/publication/unions-help-reduce-disparities-and-strengthen-our-democracy/
https://www.gov.ca.gov/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/2024-Budget-Agreement-.pdf
https://www.gov.ca.gov/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/2024-Budget-Agreement-.pdf
https://www.gov.ca.gov/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/2024-Budget-Agreement-.pdf
https://www.kqed.org/news/12014494/uc-faces-500-million-budget-shortfall-increases-tuition-for-new-nonresident-students
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/quick-takes/2024/07/02/california-cuts-uc-csu-funding-300-billion-budget
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/quick-takes/2024/07/02/california-cuts-uc-csu-funding-300-billion-budget
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/quick-takes/2024/07/02/california-cuts-uc-csu-funding-300-billion-budget


The Othering & Belonging Institute’s Inclu-
siveness Index offers a unique snapshot of how 
inclusive societies are, both globally and within 
the U.S. It goes beyond just economic metrics to 
look at a variety of social dimensions, like race, 
gender, sexual orientation, religion, and dis-
ability. By examining political inclusion, income 
inequality, incarceration rates, refugee settle-
ment, and even greenhouse gas emissions, this 
index provides a holistic picture of how different 
groups experience inclusion.

This annual index, now in its 9th year, is an inter-
active tool that allows users to dive deeper into 
state and country rankings. You can see how 
different collectives stack up, explore the data 
behind the scores, and even track changes over 
time.

The goal? Not just to rate, but to spark conver-
sations and inspire further inquiry. The index 

serves as a diagnostic tool to identify areas of 
progress and places where societies may be be-
coming more divided. While it’s not the definitive 
measure of performance, it’s a starting point for 
deeper investigation into inclusivity.
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Discussion Questions 
•  How does your home state or country rank on 
the Inclusiveness Index, and what factors con-
tribute to its position? 

•  What specific indicators of inclusivity do you 
think are most important for the communities 
you are part of, and why? 

•  How can the findings from the Inclusiveness 
Index be used to drive policy changes and im-
prove social inclusion in your area?

Campus Resource Spotlight: 
Inclusiveness Index

https://belonging.berkeley.edu/
https://belonging.berkeley.edu/inclusiveness-index
https://belonging.berkeley.edu/inclusiveness-index
https://belonging.berkeley.edu/belonging.berkeley.edu/inclusivenessindex
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Upcoming Events and Observances
January
National Mentoring Month
Poverty in America Awareness Month
Slavery and Human Trafficking Awareness Month
 January 4 – World Braille Day
 January 15, 9am - Disability Management: Understanding the Process
 January 20 – Martin Luther King, Jr. Day
 January 24 – International Day of Education
 January 24, 9am – Us Versus Them: How to Reduce Polarization in America
 January 27 – International Holocaust Remembrance Day
 January 29 – Lunar New Year (Year of the Snake)
 January 29, 5pm – UndocuGrads: New year; mood board
 Until January 31 - Centering Philippine and Filipinx American Histories

February
Black History Month
 February 1 – National Freedom Day
 February 9, 1pm - Film Screening: Plastic People
 February 11 – International Day of Women & Girls in Science
 February 20 – World Day of Social Justice
 February 21, 10am - Mother Language Day Celebration
 February 23, 1pm - Film Screening: The Battle for Laikipia
 February 26 - Biosciences Grad Gathering Event - Creative Writing Workshop

DEI Newsletter is always looking for writers, copy-editors and artists 
to bring you balanced perspectives on community in the Biological 
Sciences at Berkeley. Interested in working with us, or have a story or 
event you would like to see featured in upcoming newsletters? Email 
us at dei.news.biology@berkeley.edu.  

Supervisors—please circulate this newsletter to lab members and staff who may not be on our listserv.

Open Call for Submissions:

The Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) Newsletter invites you to contribute your insights and perspec-
tives on the critical topics that shape our community. If you have an idea for an article or wish to share 
your experiences related to DEI within the biological sciences, we encourage you to reach out. We are 
committed to fostering a comprehensive and inclusive dialogue by highlighting diverse viewpoints and 
experiences. Your contributions are vital to our mission of connecting and empowering the UC Berkeley 
community.

Editorial Board:

Edi M.-L. Wipf
Xiaolin (Lindsay) Huang
Gregory Charles Arena

https://www.mentoring.org/campaigns/national-mentoring-month/
https://library-nd.libguides.com/EDI/poverty#:~:text=January%20is%20National%20Poverty%20in,million%20people%20living%20in%20poverty.
https://dod.defense.gov/News/Special-Reports/0118_National-Slavery-Human-Trafficking-Prevention-Month/
https://www.un.org/en/observances/braille-day
https://events.berkeley.edu/events/event/275939-disability-management-understanding-the-process
https://www.dodea.edu/news/observance-calendar/martin-luther-king-jr-day#:~:text=Americans%20celebrated%20the%20first%20official,the%20Martin%20Luther%20King%2C%20Jr.
https://www.un.org/en/observances/education-day#:~:text=Education%20is%20a%20human%20right,education%20for%20peace%20and%20development.
https://events.berkeley.edu/live/events/283197-us-versus-them-how-to-reduce-polarization-in
https://www.ushmm.org/remember/international-holocaust-remembrance-day
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/international/us/lunar-new-year-2025-traditions-foods-and-festivities-around-the-world-heres-all-about-it/articleshow/116809414.cms?from=mdr
https://grad.berkeley.edu/event/undocugrads-new-year-mood-board/
https://events.berkeley.edu/Library/event/251225-centering-philippine-and-filipinx-american
https://blackhistorymonth.gov/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/National_Freedom_Day
https://events.berkeley.edu/BAMPFA/event/273743-film-screening-plastic-people
https://www.un.org/en/observances/women-and-girls-in-science-day
https://www.un.org/en/observances/social-justice-day
https://events.berkeley.edu/events/event/273956-mother-language-day-celebration
https://events.berkeley.edu/events/event/273779-film-screening-the-battle-for-laikipia
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1f5neW1otxAHzn_ckZhikphkcTcfnRPJR-P8zdo0bWQk/edit?usp=sharing



