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Veronika Jercic	The Earth has its atmosphere and you have different layers of the atmosphere. Similarly, the Sun also has its atmosphere, and we divide it basically into three, let's say three major layers.
	So we have the surface, which is the Photosphere, then comes the layer above it, which we call the Chromosphere, and the layer above it, which we call actually, Corona. So when I say Corona, I think about different things than I think most people do.
Speaker 2:	You're listening to Further Together the ORAU podcast. Join Michael Holtz and his guests for conversations about all things ORAU. They'll talk about ORAU storied history, our impact on an ever-changing world, our innovative scientific and technical solutions for our customers, and our commitment to the communities where we do business. Welcome to Further Together, the ORAU podcast.
Michael Holtz:	Welcome to Further together the ORAU podcast. As ever, it is me, your host, Michael Holtz from the Communications and Marketing Department at ORAU. And one of my favorite things to do on this podcast is talk to NASA Postdoctoral Program fellows, and I have one of those interviews today.
	I am excited to be talking to Veronika Jercic, who is a fellow at NASA in the postdoctoral research program. Veronika, welcome to Further Together. I'm so glad to have you here.
Veronika Jercic	Hi, Michael. Thank you for having me. It's good to be here.
Michael Holtz:	I'm so glad to have you. If you would, just from a baseline perspective, who are you and where are you in your fellowship, those sorts of things?
Veronika Jercic	Okay. So as you already mentioned, my name is Veronika. I started my second year of my NPP in October, so basically a month and a half ago. I come from Croatia. Usually, I think it's a small country and a lot of people don't know about it, but from my experience so far, people actually know of Croatia, either due to tourism or due to soccer.
Michael Holtz:	Okay.
Veronika Jercic	Yeah, so it's a small country on the Mediterranean coast in Europe. And yeah, actually due to NPP, this is basically my first time in the US.
Michael Holtz:	Okay.
Veronika Jercic	Before that, yeah, I didn't have the chance to come to US, so really happy for it.
Michael Holtz:	Gotcha. And where are you located? Which directorate are you part of?
Veronika Jercic	So I am part of NASA Goddard Space Flight Center, Greenbelt, yeah,
Michael Holtz:	Gotcha. In Maryland.
Veronika Jercic	Yeah, exactly.
Michael Holtz:	What's your research focus?
Veronika Jercic	So my research is on structures in the solar atmosphere, which are called prominences or also known as filaments. And I like to think about them as clouds on the Sun.
Michael Holtz:	Okay.
Veronika Jercic	Yeah.
Michael Holtz:	Why is this research important? I'm a lay person, I'm not a scientist. Why is this research important to me?
Veronika Jercic	Fair enough. So to give a bit of a background on why I call them or why are they like clouds in the Sun? So basically the Earth has its atmosphere and you have different layers of the atmosphere. Similarly, the Sun also has its atmosphere and we divide it basically into three, let's say three major layers.
	So we have the surface, which is the Photosphere, then comes the layer above it, which we call the Chromosphere, and the layer above it, which we call actually, Corona. So when I say Corona, I think about different things than I think most people do.
Michael Holtz:	Sure.
Veronika Jercic	So these clouds are located in the Corona. They are predominantly there, but they actually stretch through all of the layers. And unlike the clouds on Earth, they are much denser, so they're very heavy clouds and colder than the Corona in which they are situated.
	And now they are structures which are found very often on the Sun. But what's interesting about them is that sometimes they can erupt, and in which case they expel this huge mass of particles and energy into the interplanetary space. And this has direct consequences to Earth and to our very technologically reliable society today.
Michael Holtz:	So this is where solar flares come from and those sorts of things?
Veronika Jercic	Yeah. So you hear a lot on the news about solar flares, solar storms, and when we talk about solar flares, we talk about radiation. So-
Michael Holtz:	Okay.
Veronika Jercic	... yeah, energy in the form of radiation. When you have these prominences erupting, you don't only have radiation, you actually have mass, so these particles coming from the Sun, so it's extra so to say.
Michael Holtz:	Okay, I gotcha.
Veronika Jercic	Yeah. So unlike the radiation, which comes to the earth very quickly, so light speed, these particles, they travel with a certain speed of hundreds of thousands of kilometers per second. So it takes them a bit to get to earth.
Michael Holtz:	I gotcha. Okay.
Veronika Jercic	Yeah, yeah.
Michael Holtz:	But they still have an impact on-
Veronika Jercic	Yeah. So for example, and quite a recent thing, these particles, they can, one of the pretty effects of them is that they cause Northern Lights.
Michael Holtz:	Okay.
Veronika Jercic	Yeah. So when you think prominences, you can think, "Oh, Northern Lights."
Michael Holtz:	Okay.
Veronika Jercic	If this particles are directed towards Earth and the conditions are favorable, you get Northern Lights. So for example, a week or two ago, we had this strong ejection of material from the Sun, and the Northern Lights came as south as well, D.C. actually. So people in D.C. were able to see the Northern Lights.
Michael Holtz:	I remember seeing great pictures from friends in the upper US.
Veronika Jercic	Yeah, yeah. If you had a good camera, you could definitely catch it. Yeah.
Michael Holtz:	Absolutely. Absolutely. So Veronika, have you always been interested in science, in working for NASA? How did your, I guess, educational trajectory evolve?
Veronika Jercic	Well, I guess I would say that I always had a curious mind, and I was interested more in subjects like maths and physics, but I never even dreamt of coming to NASA. Didn't even think it's a possibility.
	So I come from a very small place in Croatia. It's a village, and yeah, I don't know, things went step-by-step. So basically my masters, so what I studied at my university in Croatia was seismology and physics of solid earth. So I studied earthquakes.
	And during my masters I decided I want to go abroad and I want to see what is it like outside of Croatia. So I applied for an internship, and this internship was at a university in Austria, but basically it was related to relating the Sun and its effects on Earth.
	So my topic of research was closer to Earth, basically how the Sun influences the Earth. And I spent eight months on that internship in Austria. And during that internship I learned about a possibility of doing a PhD in Belgium.
	And this PhD was really related to these prominences, to these structures and studying their dynamics, but more specifically how they oscillate. And because I studied earthquakes and earthquakes are basically oscillations just in the Earth's crust, these are oscillations on the Sun.
	So yeah, due to this internship and due to my studies, I was a good candidate for this PhD and I applied and I got the position. So I spent four years in Belgium, and I wanted to continue my research. I realized that I enjoy doing research, but even more traveling and meeting people and discussing about these things.
	And so I decided to apply for a NASA Postdoctoral Program. Exactly, because there was a topic on prominences. And honestly, when I was applying, I was like, "This is just a learning experience. I mean, I will never get this." So I was pretty chill. I was pretty relaxed.
	I had an interview with my current supervisor, and we discussed about potential topics and we discussed the project. And so I applied and believe it or not, I got the position.
Michael Holtz:	Here you are.
Veronika Jercic	Here I am. Yeah.
Michael Holtz:	That's amazing. I love it. I guess from an obstacle perspective that you've faced, I mean, I know you come from a small village in Croatia. You've done research in, your education in Belgium. Are there other obstacles that you've had to face to get to where you are today?
Veronika Jercic	I think it depends how you put it. I guess there were obstacles. I think you shouldn't be afraid of trying new things because for me, coming from a small village, the step of going abroad was a bit scary.
Michael Holtz:	Sure.
Veronika Jercic	"I'm going to a place where I don't know anyone. I've never been outside of my country. I don't speak the language," but I was always, "Let's try and see where it gets me despite the fear of going into the unknown a bit." And so that was one of the obstacles that I'm happy I at least tried and dared, and then things got me to where I am now.
	I would say that's the biggest obstacle. I mean, I could go further back and because I come from a small village, the opportunities for education are a bit less because you're limited-
Michael Holtz:	Sure.
Veronika Jercic	... which school you can choose. So for example, when I came to the university, I had a lot to catch up with people who came from bigger cities, who had education more specific, for example, for natural sciences, because my background was a bit broader.
Michael Holtz:	Okay.
Veronika Jercic	So that was also an obstacle. But again, if you're persistent, yeah, it's all possible.
Michael Holtz:	Doesn't sound many like you ever faced imposter syndrome? "I can't do this." It sounds more like, "I'm going to do this because why the heck not, right?"
Veronika Jercic	Well, it's funny that you say that. Well, to me, this is a compliment, so thank you.
Michael Holtz:	You're welcome.
Veronika Jercic	But this is also something I personally struggle with, but it's a struggle with myself so it's not something I show. And it's not something that I will say to someone, "Oh, this is not going to work out."
	So I'm talking about past events, and so-
Michael Holtz:	Sure.
Veronika Jercic	... I can say, "I managed to do this and this." But when I think about the future, then it's a bit more difficult. But that's why I say you should at least try things-
Michael Holtz:	I gotcha.
Veronika Jercic	... and see where it gets you.
Michael Holtz:	But it does sound like in the effort to try-
Veronika Jercic	Yeah, yeah.
Michael Holtz:	... it gives you a little more confidence to be able to say, "Well, we're just going to go for it and see what happens."
Veronika Jercic	Yeah, exactly. It's a bit of a balance between what you're afraid to do and what you think you cannot, but actually still having the will to try and do it and then, okay, let's see.
Michael Holtz:	Right. It sounds like you have a great supervisor.
Veronika Jercic	Yes. Yeah. I was very happy to have, so my supervisor is Therese Kucera.
Michael Holtz:	Okay.
Veronika Jercic	And I didn't know her before coming here, so that was also a bit of, "Where am I going and who will I be working with?"
	So I knew her papers, I knew her work, and I knew she is a good scientist, but that's not the only thing you need to be a good supervisor and a good mentor.
Michael Holtz:	Sure.
Veronika Jercic	And before, up until this moment, I was very lucky with my supervisors, and I found myself a bit privileged because I also hear stories about people who didn't have good supervisors, but in my case, I was quite lucky.
	And when you meet somebody it takes a bit of getting used to each other and understanding each other better. But now after a year, I can say I'm quite comfortable and I think she is with me. So it's been going good.
Michael Holtz:	Excellent. And it sounds like you had good mentors prior to your current supervisor as well?
Veronika Jercic	Yeah, definitely. I mean, if I didn't have them, I'm not sure I would be here. So it means a lot, the guidance I got from my... Well, even professors at the university to my closer mentors during my internship in Austria, they really motivated me and showed me how science and doing research can be a very interesting and a fun thing.
	To when I started my PhD, when I felt like, "Oh, I don't know. What am I doing? Where am I going?" My supervisor, Professor Rony Keppens, he also helped me a lot and guided me, but all of them also gave me the freedom to also explore a bit on my own, to make my own mistakes and to learn from them, which I think is also important to know that balance.
Michael Holtz:	Absolutely.
Veronika Jercic	Yeah, definitely.
Michael Holtz:	Have you on the flip side, have you had the opportunity to mentor scientists yourself at this point?
Veronika Jercic	So that's one thing, I think, I'm a bit lacking still. So during my PhD I did teaching, but that's teaching in a sense of classes where I have multiple students, but teaching in a sense of mentoring a PhD student or a master's student, so that I haven't done yet, but I hope to do so.
Michael Holtz:	Sure, absolutely. I know we talked a little bit about obstacles. Is there a particular success that you would point to Veronika?
Veronika Jercic	A particular success. I don't know. For me, every step was at that time when I did that step was like, "Oh my God, I never thought I would be here." I mean, now I'm at this step where I'm an MVP and it's my second year and it's going good, and I'm in the US and it's-
Michael Holtz:	This is-
Veronika Jercic	... good.
Michael Holtz:	... success, right?
Veronika Jercic	Yes.
Michael Holtz:	Awesome.
Veronika Jercic	Yeah, so I cannot really point out everything. It's a buildup. Every-
Michael Holtz:	I gotcha.
Veronika Jercic	... step was a success on its own, I guess,
Michael Holtz:	And leads to the next one and leads to-
Veronika Jercic	Yeah.
Michael Holtz:	I gotcha. For a young scientist who might be listening to this program, what advice would you give to them about whether it's applying for the NPP or just following in your footsteps generally?
Veronika Jercic	Yeah, I think it's what I already said in a sense that you shouldn't be afraid to try new things, even though you might think, "Oh, this is too much, or maybe I'm not good enough for this."
	Don't let these thoughts scare you. Really should always try and don't be afraid to try new things, for sure. Going into the unknown can turn out to be a good thing.
Michael Holtz:	Awesome. I have no doubt that you love being part of the NASA NPP Program. Why would you recommend it for other folks who might be interested in applying?
Veronika Jercic	Well, you definitely learn a lot because the point is that you challenge yourself. I mean, every time you start a PhD or you start your next postdoc, you want your project to be well, bigger or better in any kind of sense than your previous ones.
	So it challenges you to learn something new. And it's the same with NPP. It also gave me the opportunity to meet a lot of new people. And one of the things that, for example, I think I was a bit lacking during my PhD, was it allowed me to create a network and to try different things, to study different things than, for example, just prominences.
Michael Holtz:	Okay.
Veronika Jercic	So in that sense, I also broadened my own fields of research, which I find really nice. I really love to collaborate with people and not just be with my head in my own problems, but talk to people about other problems.
Michael Holtz:	Right, right.
Veronika Jercic	And also, it allows you to travel. So I like going to conferences and to discuss about my work and to hear what other people think about it, because this is how you make your own work better, you get feedback on it. So I really appreciate that, the opportunity to travel and to meet other people. This is really a positive side of NPP.
Michael Holtz:	Awesome. Last question for you, Veronika. What brings you joy?
Veronika Jercic	Oh, what brings me joy? That's a difficult one. But I guess, a lot of things. As I already said, I like to travel. I wouldn't be here-
Michael Holtz:	Right, right.
Veronika Jercic	... if I didn't. My friends and family, and the more I travel, the more people I meet. So thinking about it now, one goes well with the other.
Michael Holtz:	Sure, absolutely.
Veronika Jercic	I was very lucky to always stumble on really good and nice people. So just hanging out with my friends, it really brings me joy. I have a pet-
Michael Holtz:	Okay.
Veronika Jercic	... so that's my cat. I actually like to spend time with animals as well, not just with people. So I volunteer in a local shelter.
Michael Holtz:	Oh, very nice.
Veronika Jercic	So that also brings me joy, I have to say.
Michael Holtz:	I can imagine. Absolutely.
Veronika Jercic	Yeah, yeah. And also being in the nature.
Michael Holtz:	Okay.
Veronika Jercic	And so this is one part of the US I still need to explore a bit more the national parks in the US-
Michael Holtz:	Sure.
Veronika Jercic	... and this is also what I'm looking forward to. So yeah, it's not a simple thing to answer, but-
Michael Holtz:	That's okay.
Veronika Jercic	... I guess, these are the kind of things that bring me joy. That I'm enjoying being with people and animals.
Michael Holtz:	That sounds great. Veronika, thank you so much for spending this time with me. I really appreciate it.
Veronika Jercic	Of course.
Michael Holtz:	Getting to know more about you, about your science and how you got here has really been a pleasure. So thank you for the time.
Veronika Jercic	Yeah, no, thank you, Michael. It was really nice chatting with you, and thank you for being interested and asking all these questions. So yeah-
Michael Holtz:	Absolutely.
Veronika Jercic	... I really appreciate it.
Speaker 2:	Thank you for listening to Further Together the ORAU podcast. To learn more about any of the topics discussed by our experts, visit www.orau.org. You can also find us on Facebook, Twitter, and LinkedIn at ORAU and on Instagram @orautogether.
	If you like Further Together the ORAU podcast, we would appreciate you giving us a review on your favorite podcast platform. Your reviews will help more people find the podcast.
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