
Toby R. Ault 
Associate Professor 
Earth & Atmo. Sci. 
Cornell University 

Ithaca, NY 
14853 

 
 
6 September 2020 
 
Dear EAS community, 
 
Last month, Dept. Chair Geoff Abers formed the Diversity Equity Inclusion and Anti-Racism 
(DEIAR) planning committee in EAS. I was very honored that Geoff asked me to chair this 
committee, although I fully acknowledge that as a tenured white male professor I am not a 
person whose identity has been underrepresented in academia. Nevertheless, I am deeply 
committed to doing what I can to make sure the first phase of this important initiative is 
successful. And, like all of you, I am also highly motivated to make sure our department is ranked 
as one of the top Earth & Atmospheric science programs in the country. As most of you probably 
know, I believe that these two goals complement each other: in the future, the strongest 
departments will be diverse. 
 
Natalie Mahowald and Matt Pritchard are also serving on this committee; Carolyn Headlam has 
been helping us orient ourselves in the landscape of new and existing resources and initiatives 
across campus. We are working on the logistics and details of partnering IDEEAS as well as with 
non-faculty members in our EAS community (including students, alumni, staff and post-docs). 
 
Although we have not yet had our first official committee meeting, my primary objectives at this 
point are to listen, to be transparent, and to communicate progress. To that end, the paragraphs 
below summarize my own thinking about what the DEIAR first steps should be, as well as some 
initial progress we have made.  
 
Inventory. Right now, I believe the most important task is to develop an understanding of 
existing initiatives that might be useful in formulating a broader, long-term strategy for DEIAR. 
Carolyn and I have begun this list, but I would highly appreciate your help. I know everyone is 
redefining what it means to be “exceptionally busy” right now, so I am not asking for much of 
your time. I've put together a very brief (two-question) survey that we hope you will complete to 
give us a better picture of what resources are already available.   
[DEAIR EAS: Quick Survey on Inventory] 
 
Partnering with IDEEAS. We are committed to listening to IDEEAS and learning from the 
work they have already done. I plan to attend the IDEEAS general meetings as often as possible, 
and I look forward to continuing to work with the IDEEAS Mentorship Action Team on our 
graduate student SEA (shared expectation agreements) pilot program this year as well as other 
mentorship initiatives. 
 

 
 
 

Toby R. Ault 
Assistant Professor 

Dept. of Earth and Atmospheric Sciences 
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1113 Bradfield Hall

January 9th, 2015 
 
Dear review committee, 
 
I am writing with my enthusiastic support of Mr. Sloan Coats’ postdoctoral application to the 
NOAA Climate & Global Change (C&GC) UCAR Visiting Scientist Program. As a close 
collaborator of Mr. Coats I can comment directly on several of his professional attributes that 
afford him considerable scientific potential during the coming years and decades. I can also 
endorse his eminent qualifications for postdoctoral research. Mr. Coats stands out as being one of 
a just a very small handful of graduate students nationwide that exhibit his level of maturity, 
productivity, and creativity. As such, I have no doubt that he is on a trajectory to conduct high 
quality postdoctoral research that will garner him national and international recognition. I am 
also certain that he will excel in his long-term career goals of being a professor or professional 
researcher. 
 
First, Mr. Coats has mastered a wide range of skills required to make meaningful and important 
inferences about climate change and low frequency variability using disparate types of data. 
These skills go beyond just writing code, which everyone at his level can do, because he has 
been working with output from paleoclimate model simulations as well as paleoclimate data. 
Each of these types of data requires special care in analyzing and processing because there are 
subtleties embedded within the published datasets that limit their interpretability in ways that are 
not always obvious to non-experts. For example, Mr. Coats has worked on understanding the 
stability of teleconnections between the tropical Pacific and hydroclimate in the US Southwest. 
A naïve approach to this problem might assume that those teleconnections are reasonably stable 
over some sufficiently long period of time in a given climate model simulation. However, Mr. 
Coats’ results show just the opposite: the teleconnection strengths vary not only between models, 
but also between centuries of long control simulations in each individual model. These features 
of the data are extremely important to document, as Mr. Coats has done, and cast doubt on a 
number of existing interpretations of the role of the tropics in modulating drought in North 
America on long timescales. In two or three years time, I would be surprised if Mr. Coats’ papers 
on these subjects were not very widely cited. Moreover, his capacity to design, implement, and 
interpret such an analysis as a young graduate student provides strong evidence of his core 
research potential. 
 
Second, Mr. Coats exhibits a high level of maturity in his approach to science. In our 
collaborations, he has remained consistently curious, energetic, and humble yet confident in the 
most robust aspects of his results. This latter part can be particularly challenging for graduate 
students, as they sometimes will give in to the criticisms or reviews of more senior collaborators 
to the detriment of their own underlying work. As a recent example of his intellectual tenacity, 
Mr. Coats published a paper stating that climate models tend to successfully simulate the 
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February 10, 2014 
 
Xiaolu Li 
1245 Ray Place 
Falcon Heights,  
MN 55108 
 
Dear Ms. Xiaolu Li, 
 
Congratulations on your acceptance into the Atmospheric Sciences Graduate Program at 
Cornell University.  You are a highly qualified PhD candidate with a promising future in 
academia. I am excited by the possibility of working with you, and I hope you will choose 
to join us here at Cornell in the fall. 
 
To follow up on the offer letter you have received from Dr. Wilks, below you will find some 
specific details of what your graduate studies would look like here under my supervision. If 
you would like, we can discuss them further over the phone.  
 
Summer support. In addition to the 9mo stipend and salary described in your official 
acceptance letter from Dr. Wilks, there will be several other options for securing summer 
funding. These include: (1) project-specific research on funded grants; (2) summer grants 
from my lab for projects you yourself propose to do; (3) “teaching exchange grants” 
whereby your summer salary would be covered if you elected to serve as a paid TA for a 
course; (4) “research exchange grants,” which, like the teaching exchange grants, will cover 
summer salary if you bring in your own research support for the rest of the year; (5) off 
campus internships; and (6) other forms of summer salary that you secure. As I hope is 
clear from this list, if you need summer funding it will be available.  
 
Research Reporting. I expect you to collate and submit research reports on a regular basis. 
Given the academic calendar, this will probably mean submitting one at the end of each 
semester, as well as one at the end of the summer for a total of three per year.  I will use 
these to provide you feedback and guidance on your work, as well as for my own reporting 
and accountability for any grants that require similar types of reporting activities from the 
funded PIs. 
 
Coursework. You will be given ample opportunity to enroll in coursework that is 
interesting to you and suits your academic and professional goals. In addition to those 
elections, I will strongly urge you to take Atmospheric Dynamics (Dr. Chen) or Synoptic 
Meteorology II (Dr. Colucchi), Statistical methods in the Atmospheric Sciences (Dr. Wilks), 
Climate Modeling (Dr. Mahowald), and Tropical Meteorology (Ault). It will also be 
important for you, as it is for all students, to invest time and energy in writing, as this skill 
is critical in academic and non-academic careers alike. 
 
Travel. Funding is available for you to travel to one or two conferences per year. Additional 
support is available for two extended collaborative visits to the National Center for 



Mentorship. Mentorship is essential for the recruitment and retention of underserved and 
underrepresented identities in STEM at all levels (undergrads, grads, postdocs, staff, and faculty). 
Recently, I spoke with almost all faculty who are taking on new graduate students about what 
mentorship means to them and what we should be doing as a department to facilitate more of it. 
Everyone I spoke to values mentorship, but many of us are struggling to figure out how to find 
resources to do it well. I plan to continue these one-on-one conversations in the coming weeks. 
One interesting idea that came out of this dialogue so far is that informal mentorship 
already occurs in EAS between all career stages comprising our department (e.g., from 
undergrads mentoring freshmen to emeritus faculty mentoring senior faculty and everything in 
between). 
 
AGU Bridge Program. Matt and I are planning to re-submit a proposal to the AGU Bridge 
Program (along with, I am sure, almost every other science department in the country). To be as 
competitive as possible, we welcome any ideas you may have about how to frame our graduate 
program and our commitments. 
 
Action & Accountability. While we are still in the preliminary phase of collecting information, 
listening, and identifying relevant resources, we must pivot within the next few months to start 
codifying our goals and commitments into a more formal plan of action. I do not have a strong 
opinion about what this plan of action should be; it could be part of our strategic plan or it could 
be something else entirely. It will, of course, require faculty consensus and it should reflect the 
attitudes and beliefs of our EAS community. However, given the many different perspectives 
comprising our department––as well as the myriad efforts already underway––it is important that 
our plan of action be inclusive. 
 
Listening. Although I have listed it last here, my primary goal for the next few months is to just 
listen to what others have to say about DEIAR. This, I admit, can be challenging for me because, 
as an instructor, I am a professional "speaker." So, as with everything else, I welcome any 
feedback you can provide on how to be a better listener––especially in the era of Zoom! 
 
Sincerely, 

 
Toby R. Ault 
Assoc. Professor  
Earth & Atmo. Sci 
Cornell University 
Ithaca, NY 
 
 


