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A GLOBAL PROBLEM Europe’s problems with migrants, like these on the Greek island of Lesbos, get publicity, but Syria’s neighbors are in direr straits.

When I was in college, I struggled to
figure out what I wanted to do with
my life. Politics? Academia? F.B.I.?
Military? Journalism? Every time I
came close to choosing, I’d start to
feel claustrophobic. It was then that
I made myself a two-part promise:
I’d go only into a field I could easily
exit, and I would stay in it only as
long as it brought me joy.

After starting as an advertising

copywriter, I took executive posi-
tions in law, marketing, entertain-
ment, mobile communications and
financial services. Today, I make
my living as a writer and a public
speaker.

The scariness of repeatedly walk-
ing that metaphorical career high
wire without a net has been bal-

anced by the opportunities each
move gave me to acquire a new pro-
fessional vocabulary, new skills and
new relationships.

There is little doubt that I’ve
paid a price because of my career
moves. Veterans in law, marketing
or finance will nearly always earn
more than relative newcomers. I
wondered, at first, if my staccato
career outlook would cause my wife
and children to pay a price for my
hopscotch approach to professional
life. But now in hindsight, the career
path I’ve taken looks very different

to me. Sure, I have a learning curve
in each new endeavor, but the time
needed to master the field grows
shorter and shorter.

As I change careers, I am able
to bring experiences and perspec-

tive that allow me to add insights
that others long in that field may
not have. My judgment tends to be
trusted by new colleagues and cli-
ents who might not otherwise value
the advice of a newbie.

And when leaving a career track,
I haven’t burned my profession-
al relationships, so I get to call on
former colleagues and service pro-
viders who can also cheer me on or
help me spot what I’m missing in
my new life.

I’ll admit that a few choices were
less interesting, challenging or lu-
crative than expected. But even if I
left those careers after a few years,
in each case, I’m also wiser for the
experience.
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Talking Points
Online Course, on Learning
The world’s most popular online
course is a general introduction to
the art of learning, taught jointly by
an educator and a neuroscientist.
Learning How To Learn, created
by Barbara Oakley, an electrical
engineer, and Terry Sejnowski, a
neuroscientist, has been ranked
as the leading class by enrollment
in a survey of the 50 largest online
courses. With 1,192,697 students
enrolled since being created last
year, it is offered by the University
of California through Coursera. The
completion rate has been above 20
percent, said Dr. Sejnowski, roughly
twice the average for most MOOCs.
He said the course is now attracting
about 2,000 new students a day from
200 countries.

Lyme, Dengue and Zika
Tropical diseases are marching
northward as climate change lets
mosquitoes and ticks expand their
ranges. The list of bug-borne illness-
es seems to get longer every year:
Lyme, West Nile, Chagas, dengue,
chikungunya — and now Zika, the
first case of which turned up recently
in Puerto Rico. Some factors in the
spread are, for now, unstoppable, sci-
entists say: hotter weather, cheaper
airfares and more crowded cities in
tropical countries, acting as nurser-
ies for each disease. Other factors
can be manipulated: insects can be
killed; vaccines can be developed;
and screens, air-conditioning and
bug spray can play big roles.

Low Road in 2015 Searches
Google released the top search terms
of the year, showing that Americans
who went online were less interested
in being uplifted than being distract-
ed. Lamar Odom, the former bas-

ketball player who
was hospitalized
in October in Las
Vegas after being
found unconscious
in a brothel, was the
highest on the list of
the year’s trending
searches. Mr. Odom

was followed by two movies, “Juras-
sic World” and “American Sniper.”
Paris, scene of terrorist attacks, was
the sixth term on the list.

Start Your Drones
After the stores in a Los Angeles
shopping mall had closed, six young
drone racers gathered in a subter-
ranean parking garage to hone their
aviation skills. Using remote-control
joysticks, they navigated small
X-shaped drones around pylons and
beneath shopping carts, each vying
for the lead. The pilots are in the
forefront of the nascent but grow-
ing sport of drone racing, which, in
just over a year, has spiraled from
scattered handfuls of hobbyists to
a promising new competition. Race
organizers are hailing the potential
for televised races and significant
financial purses.

Balance, insights and
freedom in a hopscotch
approach to jobs.

Nearly 60 million people around
the world have been displaced from
their homes because of war, con-
flict or persecution, a level not seen
since World War II. And Syrian peo-
ple accounted for roughly 11 million
of them.

After more than four years of civil
war, the Syrians face a plight that
is far from over. And many people
may be moved to find the most ef-
fective ways to help.

Donors who want to help face
questions familiar to aid organiza-
tions: How does one most effective-
ly deploy limited sums of money to
help the most people? Where is the
need most dire?

While many refugees are try-
ing to migrate to Europe, Syria’s
neighboring countries are under
the greatest strain since they have
the largest numbers of refugees. In
Lebanon, Syrian refugees account
for a quarter to a third of the popula-
tion, according to the International
Rescue Committee.

Jordan has 630,000 registered
refugees, which, the group says,
would be the equivalent of the Unit-
ed States’ absorbing the population
of Britain.

“To help the greatest number of
refugees, you need first to under-
stand where those refugees are lo-
cated, and second, to support the
organizations addressing refugee
needs on the ground,” said Katheri-
na M. Rosqueta, founding executive
director of the Center for High Im-
pact Philanthropy at the University

of Pennsylvania.
Meeting refugees’ day-to-day

needs is vital, but aid workers also
urge donors to think about support-
ing charities trying to solve prob-
lems that will help families over the
longer term.

For instance, many refugees, half
of whom are under the age of 18,
are not permitted to work or go to
school in the countries where they
are living. That often tempts fam-
ilies to take dangerous journeys
abroad. Some organizations provide
schooling for children in the neigh-
boring countries, or help refugees
with legal advice and jobs.

And letting a charity decide how
to use donors’ dollars is also helpful
because needs often shift rapidly.

Several tools below provide guid-
ance on where to donate, as well as
a sampling of respected organiza-
tions to which donors can give di-
rectly:

■ Hope for Syria is a one-stop
shop, since it will evenly divide
donations among nine well-regard-
ed nonprofits — including Catholic
Relief Services, HIAS and Islamic
Relief USA. These groups focus on
several aspects of the crisis, includ-
ing helping those inside Syria and
making resettlements in the Unit-
ed States. “If you wanted to give to
one place where it meets all of the
points, that is the group,” said Sam
Worthington, chief executive of In-
terAction, an alliance of 195 Amer-
ican nongovernmental organiza-
tions working overseas.

■ InterAction, whose nonprofit
members must meet certain gover-
nance standards, also has a dedicat-
ed page on its website that lists sev-
eral of its members that are helping
Syrian refugees.

■ Charity Navigator has a list of its
top 19 charities involved in the Syri-
an crisis, which all have been grant-
ed at least three of four stars using

its rating system.
■ The International Rescue Com-

mittee is highly rated by charity
trackers. Roughly 2,000 of its work-
ers are providing aid to displaced
people inside Syria, as well as those
in neighboring countries and in
Greece. Beyond food and shelter,
they also provide health care and
protection services for women and
children, and programs to help de-
velop job skills. The group, which
aims to raise $33 million over the

next year for these programs, also
helps resettle refugees in 26 cities
around the United States.

■ Oxfam America is helping Syri-
ans in their home country — as well
as in Jordan and Lebanon — with
clean water, sanitation and other
vital items. They are also helping
families get information about their
rights, while connecting them to
medical and legal services. Individ-
uals can earmark donations for the
crises in the Middle East, though
the organization said it is often best
to give to its general fund.

■ Doctors Without Borders has
a limited presence in Syria, partic-
ularly after the abduction of some
staff members and the damage to a
medical facility last November that
killed seven people. But it still oper-
ates six medical facilities in north-
ern Syria and directly supports 150
health posts and field hospitals in
the country. The doctors also help
refugees in neighboring countries
including Lebanon, Jordan and
Iraq, and have operated search-
and-rescue ships in the Mediterra-
nean, which, to date, have rescued
more than 18,000 people attempting
the voyage to Europe.

■ Save the Children helps refu-
gees by providing emergency aid
and health care and rebuilding dam-
aged classrooms and supporting
schools, inside Syria and neighbor-
ing countries. The organization sup-
ports 55 schools in northern Syria,
as well as six health-care facilities
that provide medical services and
24-hour emergency care for preg-
nant women inside Syria.

Given the enormous number of
uprooted Syrians, the crisis has
dominated the headlines. But aid
workers said people might also con-
sider the millions of other refugees
who have been forced to escape
horrific conditions in other corners
of the world.
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Some research can help
donors find the most
effective charities.

Smart Giving in Refugee Crises
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My Career Choice: All of the Above

Things to Consider
The civil war in their country has
displaced about 11 million Syrians.
Here are some guidelines on help-
ing them.

1Knowwhere the refugees are.
Many displaced people are trying
to migrate to Europe, but Syria’s
neighboring countries are under

the greatest strain. In Lebanon, Syrian
refugees now account for a quarter to a
third of the population, according to the
International Rescue Committee. Jordan
has 630,000 registered refugees.

2 Filling long-term needs.
Many refugees are not permitted
to work or go to school. That
makes it impossible to rebuild

their lives and often tempts families to
take dangerous journeys abroad. Some
organizations provide schooling for chil-
dren in the neighboring countries or help
refugees with legal advice and job skills.

3 Let charities steer the use of
donations.
Instead of asking for your contri-
bution to buy food or blankets,

let charities decide how to use it. In an
ever-changing crisis, needs shift rapidly
from moment to moment.
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