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      Michelle Legaspi Hutchings (Chemist & Managing Director) 

 

 

 

Michelle Legaspi Hutchings is the Managing Director of the Vagelos Integrated 

Program in Energy Research (VIPER) at the University of Pennsylvania. The 

VIPER program is a dual-degree undergraduate program in science and 

engineering focused on preparing students to advance energy science and 

technology. Michelle has a BS in Chemistry from the University of Florida in 

Gainesville, Florida and a PhD in Chemistry from Yale University in New Haven, 

Connecticut.   

Her science journey began 

at a young age. She is the 

daughter of Benjamin and 

Jesusa Legaspi, and she has a 

younger brother, Jon Kyle 

Legaspi. Michelle was 

inspired to major in 

chemistry in college by her 
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chemistry teacher in high 

school. Michelle attended 

James S. Rickards High School 

in Tallahassee, Florida and 

graduated in 2006. Michelle 

enjoyed learning about how 

our understanding of chemistry 

can explain the world around 

us. Her parents and mentors 

were broadly supportive of 

studying STEM in college. In 

2006, she enrolled at the 

University of Florida in 

Gainesville, Florida. For 

Michelle, college was a time to 

figure out who she was, what 

her interests were, and how she 

wanted to balance her time between academics, friendship, and extracurricular 

leadership. She succeeded in finding a good balance; she had good grades, and her 

friends from her first year have become lifelong friends. She took large leadership 

roles developing a summer camp 

for kids whose parents have cancer 

- Camp Kesem. While in college, 

she also worked as an intern and 

Biological Science Aide at the US 

Department of Agriculture 

(USDA), studying how plants use 

chemicals to protect themselves from being eaten by insects.  She graduated with a 

BS in Chemistry from the University of Florida in 2010. She then took a gap year 

and worked for the Student Conservation Association in Hawley, Massachusetts, 

building hiking trails and teaching environmental education. Then in 2011, she 

went to graduate school at Yale University. 
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As a graduate student, 

she worked in the laboratory 

of Provost Scott Strobel and 

studied the ability of a group 

of endophytes 

(microorganisms that live 

inside plant tissues) to kill or 

inhibit pathogens using toxic 

gases, with possible 

applications in biofumigation. 

She was also involved in 

running the Rainforest Expedition and Laboratory class, which was a student-

directed, inquiry-based learning course that brought undergraduate students down 

to the Amazon Rainforest in Ecuador to collect plant samples and study the unique 

endophytes living inside them. She received her PhD in Chemistry in 2016 from 

Yale University.  

WORK AFTER GRADUATE SCHOOL 

Michelle did not have a hard time looking for a job after receiving her PhD. She 

secured a full-time position before she completed her graduate degree. In her fifth 

year of graduate school, she conducted many informational interviews with people 

she was interested in working with. She met the STEM Program Manager of Yale 

Young Global Scholars, a residential summer program for high school students 

from all around the world. He invited her to apply to be a graduate student 

instructor in the program. When she was being trained for the position, she noted 

some pain points the organization had and offered to help solve these problems. 

This helped put her on their radar when a full-time position opened. Michelle 

secured an offer and spoke with her faculty adviser about finishing her dissertation 

and defense in the next few months. She transitioned to her new job right after she 

defended her dissertation.  
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In 2016, Michelle joined the 

team at Yale Young Global 

Scholars. Michelle held 

numerous roles as the Global 

Scholars Fellow, STEM Program 

Manager, and Associate Director 

of Academic Affairs. Michelle 

supervised a team of six in 

developing and running 10 two-

week residential summer 

sessions for over 2000 students. 

She spearheaded their efforts in data management as the program grew from 600 to 

over 2000 students. She revamped their systems for large-scale data management, 

including establishing automated processes for managing ~ 13,000 seminar 

assignments based on ~39,000 preferences, establishing a centralized staff resource 

website, and creating a database for summer program operations. Michelle also led 

the pilot program for establishing the humanities sessions (Literature, Philosophy, 

and Culture) and re-envisioning their existing sessions (Innovations in Science and 

Technology and Solving Global Challenges). 

In 2020, she transitioned to a new job as the Managing Director of the Vagelos 

Integrated Program in Energy Research (VIPER) at the University of 

Pennsylvania. As Managing Director, she handles all aspects of program 

operations, including recruitment, admissions, academic advising, curriculum 
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development, event management, and alumni engagement. The job requires her to 

wear a lot of different hats! Michelle loves working with students who are talented, 

motivated, and driven to use their science and engineering skills to make a positive 

impact on the world.  

In the five years she has been with the VIPER program, she has transformed nearly 

all aspects of the program, and it has grown significantly under her leadership. She 

spearheaded the launch of their First Year Program Community, where all VIPER 

first-year students live together in the same dorm. She worked with engaged 

current and former students to launch the VIPER Student and Alumni Boards. 

These boards run academic and social events throughout the year. One of the major 

events these groups have organized is VIPER Day, where ~20 alumni come back 

to campus for an amazing day of events with the students. Michelle and her group 

regularly hit and exceed their targets for admission. She created and managed an 

asynchronous leadership course for credit that all VIPER students take. They have 

also launched collaborative events with other energy centers and institutes on-

campus to position VIPER as a leading energy organization.  

WORK-LIFE BALANCE 

Michelle and her husband, Greg Hutchings, have two wonderful young kids. It is 

important to her that she spends quality time with 

family and is an engaged parent, and she makes the 

time to both advance her career aspirations and be 

present with her family. She makes time for events 

with her family while ensuring that all work 

responsibilities are met. 

Michelle also runs 

an Etsy shop and is 

currently working on 

becoming a Certified 

Professional Coach, 

to better equip herself with the tools to help high 

achievers pursue their goals while managing 

stress, anxiety, and burnout. She dedicates time to 
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both during her free time when she is not with family. If family is visiting, she 

makes sure she takes some time off so she can maximize the time with them.  

MENTORING WOMEN SCIENTISTS 

Michelle serves as the primary advisor for all VIPER students, mentoring both 

young men and women in science. She is particularly passionate about supporting 

women scientists. Michelle had been a high-achieving undergraduate student, but 

when she started her journey at the prestigious Yale University, she found herself 

struggling with impostor syndrome -- comparing herself to other impressive 

students and impossible standards. As she mentored more young women and 

learned about the different ways that men and women are socialized, she 

recognized these tendencies in other young women and underrepresented groups. 

She now finds deep fulfillment in helping them challenge their self-doubt and 

adopt more empowering mindsets. 

ADVICE FOR NEW GRADUATES 

Michelle’s advice to new graduates is that they should realize that starting a new 

chapter in life can often be exciting and scary at the same time. It’s okay to be 

uncertain. Trust in your ability to figure things out! 

HOW CAN WE GET GIRLS INTERESTED IN SCIENCE? 

According to Michelle, girls receive a lot of social messaging about what is 

expected from them in terms of their roles in the household and as mothers and 

wives if they step into those roles, and there are fewer representatives of women 

leaders or scientists. To truly encourage young girls to go into science, we need 

two things: 1) to convey in our formal and informal messages to young girls that 

they can be capable scientists and 2) to equip girls with the confidence that they 

can pursue their interests in science even if others don’t think they can do it. 
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HER SCIENCE JOURNEY 

 

2006 – Graduated from James S. Rickards High School in Tallahassee, 

Florida 

 

         -Enrolled at University of Florida in Gainesville, Florida 

 

2006-2010 - Worked for Camp Kesem, a summer camp for kids whose 

parents have cancer 

 

2007-2010 - Worked as an Intern and Biological Science Aide at the US 

Department of Agriculture (USDA) 

 

2010 - Received her BS Chemistry from the University of Florida 

 

2010-2011 – Worked for the Student Conservation Association in 

Massachusetts 

 

2016- Graduated from Yale University with a PhD in Chemistry 

 

2016- Started working at Yale Young Global Scholars and held various 

roles as the Global Scholars Fellow, STEM Program Manager, and 

Associate Director of Academic Affairs 

 

2020- Started working as Managing Director of the Vagelos Integrated 

Program in Energy Research (VIPER) at the University of Pennsylvania. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


