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College that fall was 
another. The French 
school in Brussels had 
no real college advising. 
The best students were 
encouraged to apply to 
so-called preparatory 
schools, where they 
would suffer for two 
years while training for 
the entrance exams to the “grandes écoles,” the best 
French university programs. Every graduate was 
automatically eligible for a spot at one of the 
French public universities. Marcel signed up to at-
tend a university in Paris, but was much more inter-
ested in returning to the U.S. Advice on how to get 
into an American college was almost non-existent.  

“We had a few American friends who helped 
me figure out which tests to take, etc., but it was all 
very improvised. My teachers didn’t speak English, 
and anyway French universities really don’t care 
about recommendations, so they overstated my 
qualifications (‘one of the ten best students I’ve 
ever had!’) and had me translate their letters. I ar-
ranged to have at least one of my admission inter-
views in a bar... I could go on, but I don’t want to 
have my B.A. taken away.” Columbia was one of a 
handful of colleges that admitted Marcel, perhaps 
in part because he had very good test scores and 
perhaps in part because they thought more highly of 
the French educational system than he did.  

His first semester at Columbia, Marcel de-
cided to take classes in the areas that interested him 
when he was 12: astronomy, archeology, and judo. 
A couple of research experiences helped him de-
cide to major in astronomy, and an REU at the  
Arecibo Observatory in Puerto Rico made the pros-
pect of a life in astronomy both concrete and attrac-
tive. “I loved being at Arecibo. For one, it was only 
an hour or so (depending on how fast you drove) 
from my abuela’s home in Quebradillas. For an-
other, I really liked the research atmosphere and the 
astronomers there. I started being able to see myself 
living and working among these people, and I liked 
the idea.” He also started developing an interest in 
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“ For a long time I was an aspiring astronomer 
because it was different career choice and I 
liked that, even as I wondered if I could really 

make it my  profession. It’s only fairly recently that 
I’ve become comfortable with calling myself an 
astronomer.”

Marcel Agüeros, a born-and-bred New 
Yorker, is now back in his hometown as an NSF 
Astronomy and Astrophysics Postdoctoral Fellow 
at Columbia University (his alma mater), but his 
path from downtown to uptown Manhattan has 
been full of detours. The son of a Nuyorican father 
and French mother, Marcel went to French school 
first in Manhattan and then in Brussels, Belgium, 
where he moved in 1989, after his parents divorced. 
A good student in New York, Marcel found adjust-
ing to life in Brussels very difficult, and stayed 
back his junior year before escaping with a Bacca-
lauréat (the French high school degree) in 1992. 
“Ultimately I found the French educational system 
suffocating, and I just didn’t deal with the authori-
tarian side of my high school very well, to say the 
least. My experiences there had some rather unfore-
seen consequences. It took me a couple of years of 
college before I believed that any professor actually 
was interested in my opinion; in high school the 
emphasis was on thesis antithesis synthesis, and no 
one asked what you thought.”  

In 1992 there was no prom, no graduation 
ceremony, no yearbook—none of the fuss associ-
ated with senior year in an American high school. 
“It’s funny, actually. There’s now an alumni asso-
ciation that is planning a special reunion for the 
school’s 100th birthday next May. I guess Ameri-
canization is inevitable wherever you look!” Marcel 
has yet to decide whether he will attend the reun-
ion... “I’d like to see my biology teacher again. On 
the first day of my second junior year, she did the 
roll-call, and then asked if any of us were repeating 
the year. I dutifully raised my hand, and she said: 
‘Ah... Agüeros! but for you it will be as though this 
is the first time!’ I never did do very well in her 
class.” 

If graduating from high school in the summer 
of 1992 was a small miracle, entering Columbia 
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he moved to Seattle. The transition was not the 
smoothest, but Marcel was lucky to find a great 
adviser, mentor, and friend in Scott Anderson, who 
eventually headed his thesis committee. He also 
relied on fellow graduate students to help him 
through the tough times, and credits classmates 
Anil Seth and Kevin Covey (both now at the CfA) 
in particular with making graduate school life eas-
ier.

Marcel’s research as a graduate student fo-
cused on using correlations of the Sloan Digital Sky 
Survey (SDSS) with surveys at other wavelengths 
to characterize large numbers of “ordinary” objects, 
while simultaneously searching for rarer ones. His 
dissertation, titled “Candidate Isolated Neutron 
Stars and Other Stellar X-ray Sources from the 
ROSAT All-Sky and Sloan Digital Sky Surveys,” 
used SDSS and 2MASS, along with spectroscopy 
from the ARC 3.5-m telescope at Apache Point, 
New Mexico, to construct a catalog of X-ray-
emitting stars while looking for those much more 
elusive isolated neutron stars. “My thesis title is 
unwieldy but does describe what happens when one 
works with large surveys. Typically one is more 
excited about the needles, but still has to spend lots 
of time describing the haystack...”  

SDSS cannot identify isolated neutron stars 
directly, since these are typically much fainter than 
the survey’s 22 or 23 mag limit, but it can be used 
to identify more common X-ray emitters (including 
main sequence stars) and thereby produce, by 
elimination, a list of possible neutron star candi-
dates. Follow-up observations of these candidates 
are on-going, and Marcel is hopeful that these may 
turn out to be useful for constraining the neutron 
star equation of state. “There are only seven iso-
lated neutron stars currently known, and while in 
theory these objects represent one of our best op-
portunities to examine the neutron star EOS, in 
practice we really could use a few more to study.”  

While at the U.W., Marcel also worked on 
addressing the historic underrepresentation of 
women and minorities in astronomy. Along with 
two other then graduate students, Andrew West and 
Kevin Covey, he wrote a diversity plan for the de-
partment, and later submitted a proposal to the uni-
versity’s administration to fund a new program for 
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the end points of stellar evolution, and in particular 
in neutron stars, the area of research he has spent 
most of his time exploring. 

Back from Puerto Rico, Marcel got to know 
David Helfand, who has been his most important 
mentor ever since. “Joe Patterson, a great teacher, 
was my first Columbia adviser, and I didn’t really 
meet David until my senior year. Nothing in our 
early interactions suggested how important David’s 
friendship and advice would become to me, but as 
it turns out there hasn’t been a professional decision 
I’ve made over the last ten years where I haven’t 
consulted him. I’m incredibly grateful for every-
thing he’s done for me.”  

While majoring in astronomy, Marcel also 
completed the requirements to be certified to teach 
high school physics, which included a semester 
student-teaching at Frederick Douglass Academy in 
Harlem. “I love working with high school students, 
and I was planning to teach in the public school 
system for a couple of years after graduation, while 
I had the energy. Instead I went to England.” Mar-
cel had received the Euretta J. Kellett Fellowship, 
through which Columbia funds students for two 
years of study at either Cambridge or that other 
place. In the fall of 1996, Marcel moved to England 
to enter Emmanuel College, and was soon working 
on an M.Phil. at the Cavendish Laboratory under 
the supervision of Dave Green—a supervisor sug-
gested by David Helfand. “An M.Phil. is a research 
degree, and so I spent a year working with data 
taken with one of our observatory’s radio interfer-
ometers to measure the expansion of supernova 
remnant Cassiopeia A. It was a very useful experi-
ence for gauging my interest in obtaining a Ph.D., 
and I loved working with Dave, but when I was 
done I decided I wasn’t quite ready yet.”  

It took a few years of wandering (including six 
months in South Asia and a year in Paris) before 
Marcel decided to come back to the U.S. for a 
Ph.D. “David and I sat on a bench outside of the 
old Observatory in Cambridge and he listed the 
places he thought I’d be happy. The University of 
Washington was one of the places he mentioned, 
and if he hadn’t, there’s no way I would’ve thought 
of applying.” A visit in 1999 to the U.W. was 
enough to convince Marcel, and in the fall of 2000 
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tures to better meet student, faculty and staff needs. 
Take a glimpse at a few special programming ef-

forts, and get 
helpful hints 
about such 
things as the 
incentives, re-
sources, and 
constraints in-
volved with 
them.  

Chapter Eight: Summing Up: Diversity is at the 
Heart of Education 

Those who support the aims and principles of di-
versity, as well as those who decry them, agree that 
campuses face a variety of challenges in their ef-

(Continued from page 7) forts to make education a truly inclusive option. But 
are these threats worth it? Reviewing the lessons 
learned through 
the university’s 
experience and 
analysis, along 
with their gen-
eral suggestions 
about how to 
begin, expand, 
or alter your 
institution’s
diversity pro-
gram and poli-
cies, ultimately 
lend an urgency to transform our campuses into 
communities that welcome and support all our citi-
zens in the education enterprise. 

Diversity Blueprint… (cont’d)

Meet Marcel Agüeros… (cont’d)

entering freshmen, dubbed the Pre-Major in As-
tronomy Program (Pre-MAP). “Pre-MAP came out 
of discussions Kevin and I had about how we 
might move from talk about diversity to action. We 
were very pleased when our proposal was accepted, 
but we never expected it to become as big a part of 
the department’s life as it has.” Now in its second 
year, Pre-MAP is directed by Eric Agol and is run 
by a team of roughly a dozen graduate students.  

Underrepresented students are recruited into 
Pre-MAP the summer before they enter the U.W. 
Once on campus, they take an introductory astron-
omy course designed for science-interested stu-
dents along with the special Pre-MAP seminar. In 
the seminar, the students acquire basic computing 
skills required to work on research projects (e.g., 
IDL). They also practice data manipulation and 
visualization, reading scientific journals and sci-
ence writing, and are introduced to basic statistical 
analysis. A few weeks into the quarter, members of 
the department present available research projects. 
The students then work on their chosen research 
projects in small groups supervised by the seminar 
leader and the project scientist. “While it’s too 
early to say whether we'll meet our goal of eventu-

(Continued from page 18) ally doubling the number of underrepresented stu-
dents graduating from the U.W. with degrees in as-
tronomy, Pre-MAP has definitely been very success-
ful. Last year, for example, at the U.W.’s showcase 
for undergraduate research, only 11 of the 505 par-
ticipants were freshmen—and five of them were 
Pre-MAP students.” Similar programs have been 
shown to increase persistence within a major, stu-
dent performance, and academic self-esteem. 
[Editor’s note: To learn more about Pre-MAP, visit : 
http://www.astro.washington.edu/premap/] 

Having finished his Ph.D. and moved to New 
York, Marcel is looking forward to exploring new 
research directions, and to becoming re-acquainted 
with some of his old haunts. “Recently I was talking 
to Héctor Arce, a fellow NSF fellow who is at the 
Museum of Natural History, about helping out with 
one of his outreach projects—which happens to be 
with students at Frederick Douglass Academy! 
Needless to say, I signed up.” And why did he de-
cide on a return to New York, anyway? “When I 
was applying for post-docs, I came to an event at 
Columbia. Over wine and cheese afterwards, one of 
the astronomers asked me where I was going. I men-
tioned I might return to New York and he said 
‘Come back! All is forgiven!’ So here I am.” 


