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Speaker Biographies 
C. Megan Urry, President of the American Astronomical 
Society, is the Israel Munson Professor of Physics and Astronomy at Yale 
University and Director of the Yale Center for Astronomy and 
Astrophysics. She served as the first female chair of the Yale Physics 
Department from 2007 to 2013. Professor Urry received her Ph.D. in 
Physics and Astronomy from the Johns Hopkins University in 1984 and 
her B.S. in Physics and Mathematics from Tufts University in 1977. In 
the 1990s, she was a senior scientist at the Space Telescope Science 
Institute, which runs the Hubble Space Telescope for NASA. After 
moving to Yale, Professor Urry introduced innovative teaching 
techniques in her physics classes, which led to measureable improvement 

in student understanding. She is also well known for her efforts to increase the participation of 
women in the physical sciences. Professor Urry has published over 200 refereed research articles 
on super-massive black holes, earning recognition as a Thomson Reuters “Highly Cited Author," 
and she writes for the public as well, most recently for CNN.com. Professor Urry is a Fellow of 
the American Academy of Arts and Sciences, the American Association for the Advancement of 
Science, the American Physical Society, and Association for Women in Science; and received an 
honorary doctorate from Tufts University and the 2010 Women in Space Science Award from 
the Adler Planetarium. 
 

 Jessica Kirkpatrick is the Director of Data Science for the 
education start-up InstaEDU (a Chegg Service)—the world’s top online 
tutoring service, connecting students with tutors from top universities. 
Jessica joined InstaEDU after quickly rising through the ranks at 
Microsoft and Yammer as a data scientist. Before making her transition 
to the private sector in 2012, Jessica earned a Ph.D. in Astrophysics 
from UC Berkeley, where she studied some of the most distant and 
brightest known objects in the universe, quasars, and worked with large 
and complex data sets. While at Berkeley, she was also the lead 
coordinator for the Society for Women in the Physical Sciences, 
overseeing all of the organization’s activities from large public events to 

an extensive peer-to-peer mentoring network. Today, instead of spending her days finding 
patterns in the structure of the universe, she spends them finding patterns in the behaviors 
of people, in order to make technology work better for us all. In addition to her work in private 
industry, Jessica continues to give back to the astrophysics community. She is the blogger-in-chief 
for Women-in-Astronomy, and a contributor to Astrobetter, Women 2.0, and Lady Paragons. 
She is also a member of the American Astronomical Society's Committee on the Status 
of Women in Astronomy and runs workshops on overcoming the Impostor Syndrome.  
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Makenzie Lystrup is the Acting Director of Business 
Development for Civil Space and Technology at Ball Aerospace, where 
she works to advance the public-private partnerships that drive US 
success in the space sciences. Makenzie has experience in nearly every 
aspect of the astronomical science ecosystem, having earned a Ph.D. in 
astrophysics and an NSF Astronomy and Astrophysics Postdoctoral 
Fellowship as a young researcher, worked as a legislative staffer in 
Congress as an American Association for the Advancement of Science 
(AAAS) Science & Technology Policy Fellow, and now working as a 
leader in the aerospace industry. Prior to joining Ball Aerospace in 
January 2013, Makenzie earned her Ph.D. in astrophysics from 

University College London, where she studied the atmospheres of Jupiter, Saturn and Uranus 
using many of the largest ground-based telescopes in the world. She earned numerous accolades 
as a graduate student, including the Association for Women in Science Predoctoral Award. Prior 
to earning her Ph.D. she received a Bachelor of Science in physics from Portland State 
University, where she was a NASA Space Grant Scholar for Oregon. Makenzie also continues to 
serve the scientific community, and is currently Vice Chair of one of the Commercial Spaceflight 
Federation’s scientific advisory committees, Chair of the American Astronomical Society’s 
Division for Planetary Sciences policy committee, and a member of the Society’s Committee on 
Astronomy and Public Policy. 
 

Dara Norman is a research astronomer at the National Optical 
Astronomy Observatory, where she studies the behavior of supermassive 
black holes at the centers of galaxies. Dr. Norman hopes to shed light on 
how these Active Galactic Nuclei, as their known, evolve, influence their 
environments, and how they can be used to understand the structure of 
the universe at large. In addition to her research position, Dr. Norman is 
a Diversity Co-Advocate at NOAO, working to create and advance 
efforts at the observatory and within its parent organization to bring 
more under-represented minorities and women into positions 
throughout the “astronomy enterprise”—from research science to 
engineering to instrument building to leadership and administration.  

She is an active member of the American Astronomical Society’s Committee on the Status of 
Minorities and is Co-Chair of the Astronomy section of the National Society of Black Physicists. 
After earning a B.S. in Earth, Atmospheric and Planetary Science from MIT and a Ph.D. in 
Astronomy from the University of Washington, she received a prestigious National Science 
Foundation Astronomy and Astrophysics Postdoctoral Fellowship. In 2012, she was recognized 
for her exemplary scholarship and service with a Distinguished Alumni Timeless Award from the 
University of Washington. Dr. Norman is currently a Howard Advance-IT Visiting Faculty 
Fellow at Howard University in Washington, DC.  
 


