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 So you land a job 
working with one 
of the country’s top 
luminaries. What 
comes next? After 
you pick your jaw 
up off the floor and 

get comfortable making watercooler 
chitchat with one of your idols, you start 
to learn—from watching, and from lis-
tening. That’s what happened to the six 
women profiled here. We’ll let them tell 
you the rest.

The First Lady’s 
Right Hand?  
That’d be Kristin 
Jones (here with 
FLOTUS at the 
White House)

Michelle Obama taught me…

…That I Belonged 
in the Room

“As one of the few people in the residence 
with the President and First Lady before 
official events, I’d find a thousand things 
to do rather than brief them about the 
heads of state or delegation they’d soon be 
meeting downstairs at a private reception: 
I’m naturally shy, and I was nervous. The 
stakes are high! The First Lady realized 

What I 
Learned 
on the 
Job…

…alongside First Lady 
Michelle Obama, Tina Fey, 

and more. Six protégées  
share their secrets!  

As told to Lisa Liebman

what I was doing. She started beckoning 
me over and making me brief them. When 
people tried to interrupt, she would tell 
them to stop. She would look at me and say, 
‘Kristin, continue.’ She always said, ‘You 
belong in the places you’re finding your-
self, because you got yourself here. So if 
you’re hesitating because you don’t feel like 
you belong here, that’s you limiting your-
self; that’s not reality. That’s a feeling; that 
feeling is not a fact.’ ” —Kristin Jones, 30, 
special assistant and director of special 
projects for First Lady Michelle Obama
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All About Work

Designers Mary-Kate and Ashley Olsen taught me…

…That I’m Only as Good as My Team

Former Twitter CEO Dick Costolo taught me…

…to Raise My Hand!
“In 2012, when Twitter acquired Vine, the company was looking for a lead engineer to build the 
app’s Android version. Even though I’d risen up through Twitter’s engineering ranks, it didn’t 
occur to me to apply. I thought there were more qualified people for the job. Dick, whom I’d 
worked under, called me into his office. He went over all my experience and wanted to know why 
I wasn’t throwing my hat into the ring. His pep talk gave me the confidence to nominate myself—
and I got the gig. Today I do the same thing with my team. Sometimes that push is all you need.”  
—Sara Haider, 29, lead staff engineer at Periscope 

“I was fresh out of design school when I started at Elizabeth and James as an intern, later 
an assistant designer. Mary-Kate and Ashley had launched the company only a year ear-
lier. But as busy as they were, they took time to sit with me my first week. They were curious 
about me. I told them about my life, how travel influenced me. I saw how valuable their 
personal interactions were to team building. Now I do the same thing with my employees 
at Tanya Taylor. I even take it beyond the studio—we’ve taken trapeze lessons and done 
karaoke. That relationship building helps my team feel comfortable sharing their opinions 
back at the office.” —Tanya Taylor, 30, fashion designer; in her New York City office, above

Makeup artist François 
Nars taught me…

…to Use My 
Nervous 
Energy

“Even though I’ve done makeup 
for celebrities like Jennifer Lopez 

and Kirsten Dunst, I still get 
nervous for a big shoot with a 

new photographer, actress,  
or singer. When I was François’ 

assistant, he told me, ‘If you  
want to work with the best, you 
have to be the best.’ He taught 

me to channel my nerves  
into preparation, to come on set 

having done my research  
and having a point of view. So 

that’s what I do. Being prepared 
gives me the confidence  

to walk into any situation feeling 
ready—it ultimately  

helps me do my best work.”  
—Lena Koro, fashion  

and celebrity makeup artist

Astrophysicist Neil deGrasse  
Tyson taught me…

…to Weigh the Pros 
and Cons

“While I was working at the Hayden 
Planetarium, where Neil is the director, a 

major astronomy research institution offered 
me a job in public outreach, a shift away from 

academia. Neil had faced a similar decision 
once. He laid out the pros and cons of the two 

worlds to me and suggested I think about 
them in relation to my long-term goals. 

Analyzing both sides of the coin led me to my 
decision: continue teaching and researching. 

I’ve never regretted it.” —Emily Rice, 35, 
professor at the City University of New York

Tina Fey taught me…

…to Learn 
From the 
Assistants

“I was a marble-mouthed 23-year-
old in a room of 12 loud writers in 

the 30 Rock writers’ room. 
Oftentimes, I or another more 

junior writer would quietly pitch an 
idea, and Tina would say, ‘Wait, say 

that again.’ She made sure that 
everyone could be heard, even the 

more green, timid writers. Those 
moments drove home the point 

that all voices are important. 
Recently, when I was running the 

Mindy Project writers’ room,  
an assistant sitting in the corner 
taking notes said, ‘I have an idea  

for a story.’ Of course I let her 
speak, because that was me, eight 

years ago. She suggested a plot 
twist involving Mindy’s character, 

which I brought to Mindy. I took  
all the credit for it—no, I didn’t! But  

it was a really good idea.” 
—Tracey Wigfield, 32, co–executive 

producer of The Mindy Project;  
with Fey, below


