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CONVERSATIONS

Some Inspiration for Future Professors
A recently published book by Anna Garry explores the experiences and  
accomplishments of 23 women professors.

A s the outreach officer for the National Center for 
Competence in Research Molecular Ultrafast Science 

and Technology at ETH Zürich, Switzerland, Anna Garry 
has had occasion to talk to many exceptional women in 
academia, and she felt that their stories warranted a wider 

audience. To this end, Garry published 
a book, “Inspiring Conversations with 
Women Professors: The Many Routes to 
Career Success,” earlier this year. 

In the following lightly edited inter-
view excerpts from Garry’s book, she 
shines a light on the achievements and 
unique career experiences of three 
women professors: OSA Fellow Ursula 
Keller, OSA member Rachel Grange and 
2019 OSA Ambassador Clara Saraceno. 

Ursula Keller
ETH Zürich, Switzerland

Ursula Keller has been a tenured professor of physics at 
ETH Zürich since 1993, where she researches ultrafast 
laser science. Keller was awarded the European Inventor 
Award in 2018, and she has cofounded two companies. 
Keller also leads diversity efforts at ETH as the founder 
of the ETH Women Professors Forum (WPF).

Q. How would you describe your experience as a 
tenured professor?

I underestimated what it would be like to be the first 
tenured female physics professor. I had a very good inter-
national network of colleagues at Bell Labs and in the 
photonics network in Europe. However, without realizing 
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it, I was not integrated into my department at ETH. The 
recognition that there was a problem came only when I 
got pregnant. My colleagues’ response was not positive, 
and they delayed my promotion to full professorship. It 
took three years for my male colleagues and four and a 
half years for me.

It is only in the last few years that I feel integrated 
into Switzerland. This came as a result of becoming the 
Director of NCCR MUST (2010) and with the creation of 
the ETH Women Professors Forum in 2012. Until then I 
had felt pretty isolated. 

Q. Did you face challenges in your career?
One challenge came during the time we had small chil-
dren (and this can apply equally for fathers involved in 
parenting), because it is easy to lose contact then with 
your local community. At this point, you need a spon-
sor who keeps you engaged. Also, given that women are 
in a minority, they can often receive many invitations 
and become overcommitted, to the detriment of their 
research work.

Q. What advice would you give to others thinking  
of becoming a professor?
I did not have a carefully planned trajectory toward 
academia. Though my CV looks well managed, I was 
simply taking advantage of the best, and most interesting, 
opportunities that came my way, leaving the next steps 
open. There is no formula for success, but you can find 
your way.

Being a professor brings so many benefits to life, and 
these outweigh any challenges you might have to deal 
with. I can only recommend it!

Rachel Grange
ETH Zürich, Switzerland

Rachel Grange is an assistant professor of photonics. In 
her research, she focuses on material investigations at the 
nanoscale, developing imaging devices to study the pho-
tonic properties of unusual structures. 

Q. How do you make an academic career work?
I have a very supportive husband and partner. We are a 
real team and very organized at home. I have achieved 
what I wanted and I am very lucky to have made it, but 
I know that I also did this myself. You have to take on 
board all your choices and take responsibility for them. 
I love teaching and think it is a wonderful part of a profes-
sor’s life.

Q. How have you and your husband handled the 
common dual-career problem?
With a dual career, often one of the people has to suffer, 
and it is hard to make compromises. When I chose my 
first postdoc it would not have been possible to go to the 
United States, so I had to compromise. Often those who go 
the United States come back to Europe and get an assistant 
professor position more easily. This is the traditional route.

I am aware that I am older, that I have taken more time 
with my career and made a less direct route to becoming a 

“ There is no formula for 
success, but you can find your 
way. 

” —Ursula Keller

“ You have to take on board 
all your choices and take 
responsibility for them. 

”—Rachel Grange
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professor, but this does not bother me. My goal is to get a 
full professorship and a permanent position, but I will not 
fall apart if it does not happen. 

Q. Any challenges in the community?
There are sometimes attitudes toward women that can be 
discouraging and could maybe kill ambition. I try to say 
something now if I hear any of these kinds of comments, 
for the sake of young women researchers. I also experi-
ence that, as a female professor, more women come to my 
group and classes.

I think that the demands on scientists for mobility 
experience should be more flexible. I do not agree that 
people should be expected to go to the United States for 
two years. This is an impossible goal if you have a family. 
You should be able to count all your collaborations and 
shorter visits as mobility. We need excellence in research, 
but age limits and mobility criteria do not need to be so 
tightly defined.

Clara Saraceno 
Ruhr Universität Bochum, Germany

Born in Argentina, Clara Saraceno studied optics in both 
France and Switzerland, with a short stint at the laser 
company Coherent in the United States in between her 
degrees. Now, Saraceno teaches photonics and ultrafast 
science and researches terahertz light sources. 

Q. How would you describe your time at Coherent?
The best part of the time was that, as low-paid trainees, 
we were given really exciting projects, which were not 
risky if they failed. We did not have commercial dead-
lines, so we could have fun with experimentation. I found 
my own personal drive there. It was such a nice, free envi-
ronment—I enjoyed working with the uncertainty and 
wanted to explore.

Q. What made you decide to go for the  
academic path?
I always thought I had the option to move to industry, 
but I thought I would give the professorship route a shot. 
At the end of my Ph.D., I was offered a really nice job a 
Trumpf Lasers in Germany, but I decided to keep my 
options open by doing a postdoc.

Then, I applied for a Sofia Kovalevskaja award, which 
gives young international researchers funding to set up 
their own groups in Germany. Our first son arrived at the 
same time as I received the Sofia Kovalevskaja award. Our 
second was born in Bochum, where I was appointed as a 
W2 tenure-track professor. The move to Bochum was also 

facilitated by concrete dual-career support from the uni-
versity, with my husband receiving a postdoc position for 
two years. The support for parents with young children at 
Ruhr Bochum is brilliant. 

I am still not convinced that I am cut out to be a pro-
fessor; I think that they call this “imposter syndrome.” I 
enjoy what I am doing very much and I enjoy the flu-
idity of the job. I think my main advice for an aspiring 
professor is that you need to seek out for yourself job 
opportunities, and you need to try for them even when 
you are uncertain of all the outcomes.

Insights and recommendations
In the process of interviewing 23 impressive profes-
sors, Garry found that each woman navigated a different 
route to success. Still, Garry identified three commonali-
ties: an unstoppable internal drive, an openness to new 
opportunities and resilience in the face of challenges, 
and a supportive network. She also found that women 
professors tend to face gender-specific challenges to their 
careers, such as the dual-career problem and unconscious 
bias. To conclude her book, Garry collected insights and 
recommendations from her interviewees on how to pur-
sue a professorship, a job that many women in the book 
described as “the best in the world.” OPN

Excerpts reprinted from Anna M. Garry, “Inspiring 
Conversations with Women Professors: The Many Routes to 
Career Success,” Chapter 1, “Twenty-three conversations with 
…,” copyright 2019, with permission from Elsevier.

“ You need to seek out for 
yourself job opportunities, and 
you need to try for them even 
when you are uncertain of all  
the outcomes. 

” —Clara Saraceno 


