1

2nd Messenger
B i o l o g y A l u m n i N e ws l e t t e r

Winter 2015

“Dehiscence Splendor near Coyote Ponds”
by Dean Neuberger

Feburary 2015

Alumni Working at CDC to Control TB
By Deanna Tollefson '10

Contents
Alumni Working at CDC

Introducing Jay Demas

Eric Cole - New Grant

New AAA in Biology

GeoPhysical Union Conference

Emeritus Update: Kathie Fishbeck

Kathy Vadnais and
Students Trying to Improve
Science ACT Scores
Alumni News

I first encountered public health at St. Olaf,
when I worked on TB-related field research
during my Biology in South India semester.
After graduating, I earned my Masters of
Public Health (MPH) degree and have
been working for two years as a public
health scientist at the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention (CDC) where I
support global TB control. In my job, I
provide support to national TB programs in
high-burden TB countries, specifically
support to strengthen TB surveillance, so
countries can better ensure treatment to
all with TB disease and prevent
transmission.
When I accepted this job, its description sounded very vague. I
quickly learned this was because of its extremely varied and
ever-evolving assignments. I get to be in the mud -developing, implementing, and analyzing studies related to
global TB -- but I also get to contribute from above,
collaborating with global partners to document and
communicate the problems and debates, share innovations
and lessons learned, and present solutions.
More specifically, I have the chance to engage countries in
programmatic research and evaluations related to TB
surveillance. Together, we ask questions like, “What does this TB
epidemic look like and why?” and we do projects to
investigate things like, “How well do we find, diagnose, and
treat TB cases?” (continued, page 3)

Introducing Jay Demas
By Jay Demas
Assistant Professor of Biology and Physics

While I still feel like the new kid on the block, I am in my fifth year of teaching
at St. Olaf as a joint appointee in the Biology and Physics Departments. I
studied physics at Columbia University as an undergraduate and then went
on to get a PhD in neuroscience at Washington University in St. Louis. I
arrived at St. Olaf after postdoctoal fellowships at Cold Spring Harbor
Laboratory in New York and The Scripps Research Institute in California. I have
taught a number of courses in biology and neuroscience including, cell biology,
developmental neurobiology, cellular/molecular neuroscience, and the Peruvian
medical experience. My research heavily involves students and revolves around
understanding how behaviorally relevant sensory information is processed and
encoded be neural circuits in the retina. Our basic strategy is to record the nerve
impulses that retinal cells send to the brain while simultaneously projecting visual
stimuli onto the retina. By controlling the sensory input to the retina and measuring its
neural output, we are able to detect how visual information is transformed and
relayed to the brain. We combine this physiological approach with pharmacological
and molecular genetic tools to perturb neural circuits. I live in Northfield with my wife,
St. Olaf Biology and Chemistry professor Laura Listenberger, and our two daughters.
We love the community of scholars and students that we have joined on the hill and
also the opportunity to explore the culture and natural beauty that Northfield, the
Twin Cities, and Minnesota offer.

Professors to Develop Workshops
By Eric Cole
Professor of Biology, Grace A. Whittier
Endowed Chair in Science

Eric Cole was a member of a five-member, national team that
wrote a successful NSF IUSE grant to support development of a series
of laboratory-teaching workshops over the next four years. These
workshops will be aimed at training college and university professors
of Cell Biology in the use of a ciliated protozoan, Tetrahymena
thermophila, as a model organism for the laboratory classroom. Dr.
Cole will be developing workshops on microscopy and wholeorganism behaviors. Other workshops willl focus on Molecular
Genetics, Protein Biochemistry (with assistance from Dr. Douglas
Beussman, Professor of Chemistry, St. Olaf College), and Bioinformatics. The team constitutes members of the "Ciliate Genomics
Consortium", (http://faculty.jsd.claremont.edu/ewiley/) and includes
research-professors from Claremont-McKenna College, Washington
University at St. Louis, Missouri State, and Bradley University.
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As an example, I am currently finishing a nation-wide study in Kenya where I worked with the
National TB Program to investigate the level of, and reasons for, initial default and
underreporting of diagnosed TB cases. The National TB program hopes to use the results to
improve TB surveillance, and thereby help increase access to life-saving treatment and prevent
transmission.
I also collaborate with countries to improve their TB programs by fostering wider use of data.
Health data in high burden TB countries are often incomplete, which makes them hard to use for
decision-making; because health data aren’t regularly used, they remain incomplete. As part of
my job, I get to address this issue by collaborating with partners in high-burdened TB countries to
design and implement simple tools and processes that can help people on the ground – those
who record and report TB data – see meaning in the data they spend so much time collecting.
We try to empower staff to use their TB data to generate information that is useful to them about
the local epidemic and the program response -- not just send data blindly up the chain.
I’m finding a career in the global health field is a lot like being at St. Olaf: it demands
interdisciplinary thought and cross-cultural collaboration; it values service leadership and our
shared humanity; and it provides plenty of travel opportunities! Although my job doesn’t have a
biology focus, I rely upon my biology foundation to understand and interpret problems and
engage in research and analysis. I’m still just beginning my career, and I’m not sure where my
path will take me next – but whatever the case, I am humbled by and grateful to all my mentors
and colleagues, from St. Olaf to now, who have helped me pursue my vocation.

New AAA In Biology

Tory, our past Academic Administrative Assistant, left at the end of
2014 so she can stay at home and spend more time with her family
and will be "exploring new projects." We wish her the best of luck
and happiness. Thank you Tory for your 10 years with St.Olaf!

Hello Everyone! My name is Joy Broin the new AAA in Biology. I
recently moved to town with my husband, Adam, and I’m excited
to be working at St. Olaf. I'm excited to help the Biology
depatment run smoothly. Please let me know if I can ever help you
with anything! Don’t forget that your department wants to keep
updated on your life and adventures.
Get to know Joy: I love dancing, singing, community theater,
skiing, board games, and California wine (we lived in wine country
for the last three years).
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Oles at American Geophysical Union Conference
Photos by John Schade and John Wood

Professors Charles Umbanhowar, Kyle Whittinghill, and John
Schade(currently on leave) attended the American Geophysical Union
conference and presented posters on their current research. Megan
Behnke, a junior chemistry and theater major, also attended the
conference to present research she is working on with professors
Whittinghill and Shade. Megan's poster focused on work she completed
last summer supported by CURI and the Polaris Project. Prior to the
conference Behnke was selected as the winner of the American
Geophysical Union's David E. Lumley Scholarship (pictured below with
her award). Three alumni were spotted at the conference: Nathan
Mueller, Seth Spawn, and Erin Seybold. Erin Seybold was awarded one
of AGU's Biogeosciences Section's Outstanding Student Paper Award for
her oral presentation.

Pictured above: Alumni Seth Spawn (left)
and current student Megan Behnke (right)

Pictured above: Associate Professor
of Biology and Environmental Studies
John Schade
Pictured left: Megan Behnke with
her David E. Lumpley Scholarship

Emeritus Update: Kathie Fishbeck
I retired from St. Olaf in 2000 and remained in Northfield until 2004 at which time I moved to Manitowoc,
WI (where I had grown up) to help with the care of an elderly parent and cheer on the Green Bay
Packers.
Since moving back, I have become involved in a wide array of volunteer activities including the
Unitarian Universalist Church, the local Friends of the Farmers Market, the Domestic Violence Center, the
Lakeshore Peacemakers, and the County Democratic Party – yes there are still a few Democrats in WI!
Though I continue to thoroughly enjoy retirement, I do miss formal contact with students and colleagues.
I have remained on the Biology Department email list so I stay abreast of some of the activities going on
in Regents Hall, but I’m continually amazed at how many new names and faces keep appearing. The
faculty who were actually teaching while I taught in the department before moving across campus to
take on various administrative responsibilities (and who are still teaching full time) include Professors
Cole, Giannini, Shea, Swift, Umbanhowar, Van Wylen, and Walter. I still enjoy working with plants and
take care of the lawn and gardens adjacent to my home located on a creek which flows through the
back yard.
If anyone is traveling through this part of the country – I live right on the way to Door County, WI, I’d love
to have you stop and visit. We have plenty of room for guests! I used to teach plant physiology, plant
morphology, the plant portion of organismal biology course, and supermarket botany during the interim.
Research involved studies with tissue culture of legumes including alfalfa and soybeans.
Want to update your information? Go to https://my.stolaf.edu/alumni-directory
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Kathy Vadnais and Students Trying to Improve Science ACT Scores
Kathryn Vadnais is a Visiting Master Teacher working for St. Olaf College as a part of
the HHMI science grant. She taught Human Biology 123 this fall and is doing biology
curriculum research through the education department this spring. Her research is
focused on increasing high school students’ experiences with numerical(quantitative)
data and understanding it. The sought for result is to increase high school students’
ACT science scores.
Four St Olaf students will team with Kathy to construct the project. Each student is a science or science
education major and will gain real and practical experience from their research. Students will set the
semester time-line, action plan, and content to research. Later they’ll work on developing lessons
(experiments) and piloting the lessons in Central High School classrooms. The team will gather data
and feedback from the high school students and teachers so they can make revisions and put
together the product. The final product will be a set of learning-cycle style experiments that generate
quantitative data for critical thinking. They'll share their results when they do a St. Olaf College poster
session at the end of the semester.
Alongside the project Kathy is supervising with St. Olaf students she developed a project for gaining
perspective and knowledge about Minnesota high schools outside the Twin Cities. This spring Kathy will
visit high schools throughout the state. She realized that “for many years I have met teachers from all
over the state at NSTA conferences, but I never get to see where they work.” She has 25 years
experience working in large urban schools in California, Arizona, and the Twin Cities, but wants to
experience rural and small town high schools. She will observe biology teachers and listen to them
about their work in their local settings. Her visits will particularly focus on the unique strengths and
activities of each school she visits. The visits are not teacher or school evaluations, but opportunities to
share and explore and gain perspective. After this year’s sabbatical at St. Olaf College Kathy returns
to her biology classroom at Saint Paul Central High School.

Alumni News
Linda Whitaker ('75)
In April 2014 I retired from the Israel Nature and Parks Authority after 20 years of work as a
conservation biologist there.This was an early retirement (I'm now 61) in order to pursue interests in
archaeology. I am now a senior research fellow at the German Archaeological Institute (DEIHL) on
the Mount of Olives, working on archaeobotany and landscape archaeology of the site Tall Zira'a
and the Gadara Region Project in Jordan. I was in Jordan during May to collect archaeobotanical
samples. I am also working on Tel es-Safi (biblical Gath), as part of a team based at Bar Ilan
University.

Brooke Wiegel ('13)
I just got settled in and started my MS in Marine Biology at the University of North Carolina Wilmington.
I love it here so far! I am studying the symbioses between sponges and microbes, and I am examining
how environmental disturbance in the intertidal zone relates to the specificity of the symbiont
community.
Email bioalumnews@stolaf.edu and let us know what you are (or aren't!) doing with your biology
degree. We will include it in the next alumni newsletter. Pictures are great too!
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