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David M. Rubenstein Fellows

Our student fellowship programs stand at the heart of the
Center for Public Leadership’s mission to develop principled,
effective public leaders capable of solving the world’s most
pressing problems. Our student fellows hail from across the
globe with wide-ranging backgrounds, bringing to CPL their
expertise, motivation, and passion.
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Emma Garcia-Canga

Emma is a joint Master in Public Administration in International Development and Master in
Business Administration candidate at Harvard. Prior to graduate school, Emma worked as
a consultant at the Bridgespan Group, a global advisory firm that supports mission-driven
nonprofits, philanthropists, and impact investors in scaling their impact. In that role, she
focused on advancing market-based solutions for social and economic mobility through
the firm’s impact investing practice, as well as supporting worker rights and public health
organizations in growing their operations. Moving forward, Emma’s professional interests
lie at the intersection of public policy and finance, with a focus on advancing stakeholder-
centered economies on a global scale. She is particularly interested in leveraging public-
private partnerships, strengthening social infrastructure, and expanding access to quality
employment. Emma holds a BA in Political Science from Yale University and is a David M.
Rubenstein Fellow. She has dual citizenship in Argentina and the United States.
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Leon Jacob

Leon is a communications officer in the United States Marine Corps, stationed in
Okinawa, Japan. He currently serves as second-in-command of a communication
company of some 150 Marines, managing daily operations, personnel administration,
equipment maintenance, and unit training. Previously, he led two consecutive platoons
of roughly 40 Marines each, providing communication support for exercises and
operations in the Indo-Pacific region. At Harvard Kennedy School, Leon aims to
develop policy research, evaluation, and advocacy skillsets. He intends to serve in
public leadership roles focused on economic justice or animal welfare. Leon graduated
from the University of Texas in 2020 with degrees in computer science and philosophy.

Nik Karaffa

Prior to matriculating, Nik worked as a senior technical program manager for
Microsoft in the Cloud+Al Division. At Microsoft, he led cloud geo-expansion

and hardware capacity expansion initiatives, enabling Microsoft to scale to meet
growing customer demands. Concurrently, Nik played a crucial role in bringing
next-generation hardware technologies, like graphics processing units, into the
Microsoft Azure fleet, enabling customers to take advantage of cutting-edge

Al capabilities. Prior to his tenure at Microsoft, Nik served in the U.S. Army as an
armor officer, where he was consistently rated in the top 15% of officers across
roles of increasing responsibility. Nik is passionate about efforts to modernize the
technology of the public sector to raise the capabilities of public institutions like
schools, courts, or public safety organizations. He graduated with honors from
Marquette University in 2016 with a degree in mathematics.
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Djike Sarah Vic Mbiaba

Sarah began her career as an investment banker at Goldman Sachs in London,
advising corporate clients on strategic transactions across Europe. She most
recently worked as a strategy consultant at Oliver Wyman in Dubai, where she
specialized in financial services, advising government institutions and private
companies across the Middle East on sector-wide transformations, public policy
design, and growth strategies. Originally from Cameroon, Sarah holds a Bachelor’s
degree in Economics from Paris Nanterre University and a Master in Management
and an MSc in Corporate Finance and Banking from EDHEC Business School.

Her academic and professional experiences have fueled a strong commitment to
expanding access to capital and financial services in underserved markets, particularly
across Francophone sub-Saharan Africa. Beyond her professional work, Sarah co-
founded a mentorship program supporting Cameroonian graduate students in France
as they navigate academic and professional pathways, helping them maximize their
potential through long-term guidance and community building. Sarah is passionate
about fostering economic empowerment through entrepreneurship, investment, and
financial inclusion. Her long-term ambition is to catalyze development in Cameroon
by increasing access to funding for individuals and businesses and by supporting

the creation of enabling financial infrastructure through public-private sector
collaboration. In her free time, Sarah enjoys long-distance running and hopes to
complete the Boston Marathon during her time at Harvard.

Johnny Nguyen

Johnny most recently served as a consultant at McKinsey & Company, where

he worked across the public, private, and nonprofit sectors to expand access

to economic opportunity. He advised government agencies on modernizing
public systems and partnered with national nonprofits to increase college access
initiatives for underserved students. As an Economic Inclusion Fellow, he helped
operationalize the firm’s US$2 billion economic opportunity commitment,
developing data-driven tools and strategies to expand pathways in jobs, skilling,
and education. Born to Vietnamese immigrants who ran a 99-cent store in the
border town of Calexico and raised in San Diego, Johnny’s lived experience shaped
his deep commitment to workforce development and economic mobility. He
graduated from UC Berkeley with degrees in sociology and business. Post-HKS,
Johnny hopes to lead cross-sector efforts that address job displacement and
expand economic mobility for low-wage and immigrant workers.
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Nicholas Obletz

Nick is a joint Master in Business Administration/Master in Public Policy candidate at
Harvard Business School and Harvard Kennedy School, respectively. He commissioned
as a naval officer via Officer Candidate School and served nearly seven years on
active duty. He completed three overseas deployments, including as an outstation
commander in a diplomatically sensitive area of U.S. Central Command. He also
served as the officer in charge of the Navy Parachute Team, leading more than 75
high-risk demonstration jumps into nationally televised events such as the American
Football Conference Championship Game, the Army-Navy Game, and the 80th
Commemoration of D-Day in Normandy. Before joining the military, Nick worked on
product management and growth at the endurance tech startup, Stryd, in Boulder,
Colorado. Nick earned his BA with honors in Political Science and History from
Stanford University. While at Stanford, he interned at the White House National
Economic Council, where he focused on technology and economic policy. His senior
thesis, advised by Pulitzer Prize-winning historian David M. Kennedy, explored the
effective mixed-use management of U.S. public lands in the Western United States. He
is married to Kristine, a Navy Dive/Undersea Medical Officer and orthopedic surgery
resident.

Sitara Pal

Sitara is a David M. Rubenstein fellow at Harvard Kennedy School and Harvard
Business School. She is committed to addressing root causes of inequality, fueled in
part by her upbringing across contrasting environments in the United States, India,
and Switzerland. Sitara previously worked as a project manager at Dalberg Advisors,
where she developed strategic solutions to pressing global problems. Her projects
focused on the intersection of gender and Dalberg’s U.S.-based Justice, Equity &
Economic Mobility (JEM) practice, in which she served as a fellow. Sitara developed
expertise in reproductive rights, building a detailed model of the impacts of two
disruptions—the fall of Roe v. Wade and the rise of tele-medication abortion—on
abortion patients and brick-and-mortar providers. More recently, she evaluated the
effectiveness of a national travel fund and abortion patient navigation program.
Sitara also served as deputy chief of staff for Dalberg Americas, implementing
growth strategies and financial targets that balance impact and sustainability

and launching internal mentorship and inclusion initiatives. She was recognized
with a firm-wide award for outstanding visual communication. Sitara graduated
from Duke University with a BS in Economics, a certificate in Philosophy, Politics &
Economics (PPE), and a minor in African & African American Studies.
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Emma Pan

Emma is a software engineer at Microsoft, working on Seeing Al, a free assistive
app made with and for people with visual impairments. She wears many hats

on this team, developing new experimental features, conducting user research
interviews, and managing the technical documentation for Seeing Al’s certification
as a medical device. Outside work, she is passionate about promoting inclusivity in
systems and serves as an advisory board member for the Cambridge Commission
for People with Disabilities. She has expanded her professional ethics and

public service practice as a FASPE (Fellowships at Auschwitz for the Study of
Professional Ethics) Fellow in 2023 and a Civic Digital Fellow in 2021. As an
undergraduate at Olin College of Engineering, Emma co-founded PInT, a public
interest technology clinic and fellowship program. At Harvard, she will develop her
strategies and skills, preparing to lead initiatives that align innovations in digital
technology with the public interest.

Sonia Pearson

Sonia is pursuing a joint Master in Business Administration and Master in Public
Administration at Harvard Business School and Harvard Kennedy School, respectively.
She most recently worked at Devoted Health, a Medicare Advantage company, where
she led a team responsible for driving company-wide Al adoption. Prior to her role on the
product team, she worked on the implementation and operationalization of regulation
and new technology across departments. This hands-on experience working at the
intersection of health care policy, technology, and business operations solidified her
interest in health care innovation. Sonia received her undergraduate degree from the
University of Pennsylvania, where she was a Benjamin Franklin Scholar. She majored in
cognitive science and philosophy, with minors in both religious studies and English. This
interdisciplinary background provided her with a unigue lens for examining complex,
fundamental systems. Sonia is passionate about federally funded health insurance,
national health outcomes, and the role that Al will play in drastically improving both. At
Harvard, she plans to deepen her understanding of the incentives and levers that exist

in the U.S. health care system today. Sonia is particularly interested in exploring how
technological innovation can create new pathways for improving health care accessibility,
efficiency, and quality for underserved populations.
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Nithya (Elsa) Ramesh

Elsa is pursuing a Master in Business Administration/Master in Public Policy joint
degree at Harvard Business School and Harvard Kennedy School, respectively.
Elsa is passionate about addressing climate inequity in Africa, inspired by

her upbringing during South Africa’s energy and water crises. She earned a
BBA from the University of Michigan, double minoring in Social Work and
Education to understand how the private and social sectors can collaborate for
environmental and social change. Now, an MPP from HKS will help Elsa better
engage public leaders to advance climate action across Africa.

Justin Schmerler

Justin most recently worked as a health care private equity investor at Avista
Healthcare Partners. Prior to his time in private equity, Justin worked as an
investment banker focused on health care mergers and acquisitions. He is
passionate about public health issues, exploring ways that technology can
improve health care affordability and access, and social impact investing.
Justin holds a BA in International Development Studies from the University
of California, Los Angeles.
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Tamara Smith

Most recently, Tamara worked as a Clean Energy project developer at Bechtel
Enterprises, developing utility-scale solar around the United States, focusing on the
Midcontinent Independent System Operator and Electric Reliability Council of Texas
energy markets. Prior to this, Tamara served as a management information analyst
for Bechtel Infrastructure, working with the Chief Financial Officer and the broader
Infrastructure Leadership Team. Tamara began her academic career at the University
of Liverpool, achieving First Class Honors in Civil Engineering. Tamara then
completed an MPhil in Nuclear Energy at the University of Cambridge in 2021. It is
through her academic endeavors that Tamara discovered a passion for clean energy
and the reduction of carbon emissions. Tamara is a long-standing advocate for STEM
education and equity, with extensive experience volunteering and collaborating

on STEM initiatives across the United States and the United Kingdom. Her work
focuses on improving accessibility within STEM industries for underrepresented
communities, particularly across lines of race, gender, and socioeconomic
background. Through her time at Harvard, Tamara aims to focus on the intersection
of business and policy as it pertains to the clean energy industry, with a particular
emphasis on nuclear energy as a solution to the growing global energy needs.

Alexandra Thomas

Alex is passionate about strengthening public health insurance in the United
States and bridging public policy and private sector innovation to expand health
care access for vulnerable populations. Alex most recently served as a strategy
and operations manager at Paytient, a growth-stage health care startup. There,
she helped lead Paytient’s buildout of the Medicare Prescription Payment Plan,
a national program introduced under the Inflation Reduction Act to help seniors
on Medicare manage their prescription drug costs. Prior to Paytient, Alex worked
at Verily, Alphabet’s health care subsidiary, which offered a suite of digital health
products designed to advance value-based care and support chronic disease
management. In this role, Alex helped inform strategy and investment decisions,
led business planning efforts, and evaluated new partnerships with payers and
providers. She holds a degree in chemical engineering from Columbia University.
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Anisha Vavilala

Anisha was most recently a consultant at the Boston Consulting Group (BCG),
where she advised clients in several industries, including the public sector

(federal and state), social impact, and retail. Her projects ranged from shaping

an affordable housing strategy for a major U.S. city government to designing
performance improvement initiatives for a regional food bank to developing cost
and negotiation strategies for a national retailer. In 2023, Anisha had an externship
with BCG at the International Rescue Committee’s Strategy and Delivery Unit.
There, she worked across climate, emergency response, and research and
innovation teams to help navigate a global nonprofit funding crisis and prioritize
life-saving interventions for scale in 2025. Anisha holds dual degrees from the
University of Pennsylvania’s Huntsman Program, with a BS in Economics from

the Wharton School and a BA in International Studies from the College of Arts
and Sciences. At Harvard, Anisha aims to deepen her expertise in international
development, public-private sector collaboration, and poverty alleviation to better
serve vulnerable communities worldwide.

Hanna Watkins

Hanna is a Rubenstein Fellow and joint Master in Public Policy/Master in
Business Administration candidate at Harvard Kennedy School and Harvard
Business School, respectively. She was most recently a health care investor

at General Atlantic, where she focused on scaling value-based care models
and other tech-enabled health care businesses. Prior to that, she worked in
health care investment banking at J.P. Morgan in New York City. Hanna’s work
has centered on expanding access, improving affordability, and driving better
outcomes in health care—particularly for Medicare and Medicaid populations—
through innovative business models. She hopes to build an organization that
delivers high-quality, cost-effective care in overlooked areas such as end-
of-life care, women’s health, and behavioral health, using integrated, data-
driven models rooted in whole-person care. Originally from Manhattan Beach,
California, Hanna earned her BA in Economics from the University of Chicago,
where she graduated summa cum laude and Phi Beta Kappa. She was also

an All-American and team captain on the women’s varsity soccer team. She
currently serves on the Junior Board of the Lower Eastside Girls Club and is a
Young Professional Member of the Council on Foreign Relations.
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Jingke (Angela) Yang

Angela was most recently an investor and adviser at BDT&MSD Partners,
where she executed transactions in industrials, media, real estate, and sports.
She served on the investment committee of the BDTCatalyst impact initiative,
where she worked on capital deployments related to ocean health and
regenerative farming. Angela was a founding member of and currently serves
as the chairperson of the USIT Foundation Giving Pledge, a philanthropic
effort informed by rigorous, quantitative diligence. She has led 150+ donors
and students to direct half a million dollars to high-impact recidivism and
environmental interventions. Over the last four years, Angela has served a
diverse community of youth in Astoria, Queens, in weekly faith-based contexts.
She is passionate about constructing public- and privately-funded incentives
and frameworks to create thriving communities, particularly in the contexts of
crime control, economic mobility, and urban infrastructure. She graduated from
the University of Texas at Austin in 2021.
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