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Passion Impels Her
Teen’s achievements in complex science research and other pursuits fueled by passion
By Cindy Ziervogel
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when she mentions the stereotypical “science dweeb” description that plagues her
field. Yet if anyone can dispel this unflattering title, it’s Neerja. This energetic, affable and articulate teen is happy whether
she’s conducting solitude work in a basement laboratory or hanging with the theater kids, another favorite pursuit of hers.
Neerja first found her niche for acting
in elementary school and has experience
with Hightower theater both on stage as
an actress and behind the scene as a stage
manager. She loves both roles. One year
at a theatre banquet, Neerja got a spoof
award for “Most likely to make a list out
of you,” recognizing her exceptional organizing skills. Yet, theater also gives her an
opportunity to express herself, to be animated and a completely different person
when assuming a role.
Neerja described an international theater festival she recently attended as the
one place where she could go and hug a
random stranger, then strike up a conversation, and 10 minutes later that person
would become her new best friend.
“There are two places I love to be: either
in a lab or onstage. Science is a medium
for me to explore the world around me.
Theatre is a medium for me to express
myself.”
In addition to having found her passions, Neerja believes in service and giving back. She’s been active in Girl Scouts
for many years and is now working on
her Gold Award project, a summer
exploratory science camp for young kids.
She plans to host an all-day workshop
called Step into Science for third, fourth
and fifth grade Girl Scouts. The girls will
perform fun experiments in recycling,
chemistry, biology, physics, earth science
and engineering.
Not only is Neerja known for her hard
work and dedication, but ideas seem to
just flow out of her.
“At our Girl Scout meetings we might
be brainstorming to help one of the girls
come up with a project idea or what to
put on a poster for one of our events. If
the room gets quiet or there is a lull, we
all look to Neerja who quickly generates
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“There are two places I love
to be: either in a lab or
onstage. Science is a
medium for me to explore
the world around me.
Theater is a medium for me
to express myself.”
fantastic ideas and then gets up to begin
putting them in place,” said Mary Hodges,
leader of GS troop 175.
Neerja has served as an inspiration and
a role model to a lot of students her own
age as well. Dr. John Ramon, Hightower
High School’s science teacher and science
fair coordinator, said that when students
approach him asking how they can do
well in science fairs, he always uses Neerja
as an example and tells them to interview
her.
“Nothing motivates student more than
their peers. The good thing is Neerja is
always able and willing to help others succeed. She embraces her role. When you
listen to her excitement and depth of
knowledge on her work as she presents
it, you might mistakenly think you are listening to a graduate student; when you
look at her poster, and how complicated
it seems, you will think that it was done
by a graduate student. Neerja is just a
junior in high school. That is what amazes
me.”
Neerja credits her family, particularly

her mom, Uma, and dad, Gopal, for being
her support and inspiration.
“They are in business, both entrepreneurs. My parents have no background
in science. They never pushed me; they
just expected me to do my best. The rest,
they figured I’d make the right choices.
They are the best support anyone could
ask for.”
Neerja is also proud of her older sister,
Supriya who is studying accounting and
finance at the University of Houston
Honors College. Neerja gives her older sister applause for teaching her at young age.
Like when Neerja showed an early interest
in math and science and Supriya taught
her exponents while she was still in
kindergarten.
Neerja’s 8-year-old brother, Raghav,
shows a fascination for space and astronomy. So now, Neerja is helping encourage
his interest.
When Neerja was Raghav’s age, she
declared she was going to be a doctor.
Years later, as a teen, she kept with the
theme and joined the Medical Academy,
a very selective magnet program at
Hightower High School. And, here too,
Neerja’s passion shines. She’s been on the
state executive board of Health
Occupations Students of America and has
interned at MD Anderson Cancer Center
where she observed surgeries, shadowed
doctors and learned about the medical
field.
Neerja may enter an M.D./Ph.D. program after college, although when it
comes to her career goal, she’s still experimenting with ideas. But she knows one
thing for sure, regardless which direction
she takes, service has always been and
will continue to be a priority.
“Each of us can do such amazing things
to change the world and we will.”

If you know of an outstanding Fort
Bend kid to highlight in an upcoming
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Zier vogel at CindyZier vogel@
comcast.net.
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