What Kind of Person Becomes a Scientist??

Appendix 1—Information about the Scientists
1) Emilio Bruna PhD- University of Florida Department of Wildlife Ecology and Conservation
My name is Emilio Bruna and I'm an ecologist interested in how humans influence tropical rain forests and savannas. I've done most of my research in Brazil, which is where I met my wife Patricia - she's a biologist, too. We now live in Gainesville, where I'm a professor at the University of Florida. We have a rambunctious son named Diego, who just made his first trip to the Amazon and had a great time. 
I was born in Juarez, Mexico, but my father's job moved us around quite a bit (there were stints in Boston, Mexico City, and Venezuela). When I was ten my family moved to El Paso, Texas, where we stayed until my brother and I graduated from High School. Ever since I can remember I've had an interest in plants and animals, and as a Boy Scout I spent a lot of time backpacking and rock climbing throughout the southwest. So it was really no surprise that I majored in Ecology, Behavior and Evolution when I arrived for college at the University of California San Diego. 

It was there that I had my first serious exposure to Tropical Ecosystem. During my Junior year, I spent ten weeks in Costa Rica on a field course and was hooked. I finished my Bachelor's degree, and then started working on a Master's degree, studying the genetics and ecology of a group of lizards in the South Pacific. My field work was a blast - I lived on the tropical island of Rarotonga for a month, chasing lizards and swimming in a beautiful tropical lagoon. After that I went on to get a PhD at the University of California-Davis. My research there, which continues to this day, is on how species interactions like pollination, seed dispersal, and herbivory are altered by human activities like deforestation, and how these changes influence long-term trends in plant abundance. As a professor, I continue doing my research and help graduate students that are just getting started do research of their own. I also teach classes to undergraduates interested in the tropics. But mostly, I chase my son Diego around! When I'm not doing that I like to play soccer, go to movies with my wife, and practice my tenor saxophone (I'm not very good...). 
2) Michael Brewer PhD- PhD-East Carolina University Department of Biology My name is Michael Brewer, and I study the the evolution of arthropods, namely spiders and millipedes. I grew up in rural West Virginia as the son of a construction worker and a bank teller. My hometown has 1,500 people, no stoplights, and is quite isolated. We had to drive 30 minutes to the nearest McDonald’s and an hour to the closest movie theater! I played a lot of video games and, luckily, have always been interested in the natural world. I was a Boy Scout and loved fishing. At my middle school, students were required to complete a hunting and fishing safety class. While learning to identify plants and animals, I developed an interest in biodiversity. I first became enamored with spiders while observing the behavior of grass spiders on my parents’ downspouts. I would conduct experiments to determine what stimuli would cause the spiders to confuse a stick for prey and attack from their funnel web retreat.  

In high school and college, I tailored my studies towards biology with the intention of attending medical school. Because I am a first generation college graduate, I had no idea that I could make a career studying the animals that interest me. As early as my second year of college, I began to doubt my interest in treating patients and dealing with the general public. During my fourth semester, I began studying the evolutionary relationships between species of scorpions. During my undergraduate studies, I took courses on evolution, biodiversity, and genetics and became increasingly interested in using DNA to answer evolutionary questions. After completing my Bachelor’s and Master’s degrees working with scorpions, I began a Ph.D. program studying millipede evolution. I traveled all over the United States, Caribbean, and Europe collecting specimens and visiting museums to facilitate my research. During my Ph.D. I taught myself basic computer programming skills, a very useful skill in modern biological research. After finishing my Ph.D., I started my post-doc (similar to a residency that a medical doctor does) studying Hawaiian spiders, including the happy-face spider you have likely seen on U-Haul trucks! I started my job as a professor of biology at East Carolina University in August 2014 and continue studying the evolution and genomics of millipedes and spiders as well as starting new projects on birds, mammals, fish, beetles, moths, and more. 

My work has taken me around the World, exposed me to diverse ideas, introduced me to interesting people. Additionally, I get to teach young scientists about the topics that drew me to my current profession. My job is incredibly liberating, fulfilling, and exciting. I have parlayed my interest in nature and computers into a career combining the two, and I could not dream of doing anything else.

3) Ray Carthy PhD- Florida Cooperative Fish and Wildlife Research Unit and University of Florida Department of Wildlife Ecology and Conservation

My name is Ray Carthy, and I’m a Wildlife Biologist with the Federal Government. I’m also a professor at the University of Florida, where I study beaches and marshes and the rare species that live in them. It’s been quite a journey to get to where I am. I started early. I grew up in New York City, where some of my earliest memories involve taking things apart to see how they worked. That curiosity still drives my research today. (If you’re curious about things, you’d probably be a good scientist.) As a kid, I was spellbound by television nature programs and was especially fascinated by oceans and their creatures. The city didn’t provide many opportunities to indulge these interests, but supportive parents and inspirational teachers encouraged me to focus on becoming a scientist. 

I went to college and studied biology at Manhattan College, then got a Master’s degree in Ecology from Slippery Rock University. Both places left me somewhat land-locked in terms of my goal to study marine biology. A developing interest in reptiles and amphibians led me to a Research Fellowship at the Smithsonian Natural History Museum in Washington D.C. That 3-month Fellowship turned into a 7-year job, which got me working on reptiles, birds, mammals, worms, and fishes at the museum! While working there I also did fashion and wedding photography on weekends, and served as manager and player for a steel drum band. But what finally pointed me where I wanted to go was the opportunity to do volunteer work with The Ocean Conservancy. Four years of volunteering and then working as a consultant with them on sea turtle conservation led me to return to school (the University of Florida) and complete a Ph.D. on physiology and ecology of sea turtles. Now my everyday job is to study sea turtles, their interactions with the habitats they use, how human activities affect them, and what we can do to conserve them. In my spare time I enjoy playing with my 5 year old daughter and watching her curiosity develop as I involve her in my activities, from bird watching to racing sports cars. Being a scientist keeps life interesting because there are always more questions to be answered.

 

What have I learned in getting here? Be curious! Have a plan and keep a goal in sight, but don’t be afraid to take interesting detours that will help you learn and grow. Traveling to your goal should be as much fun as getting there, and it’s what you pack along the way that determines who you are and what you have when you arrive!

4) Carlene A. Chase PhD-University of Florida Department of Horticultural Sciences
One of the slogans of agricultural scientists in Florida is: We work for food! There are few greater rewards than eating the fruits of your labor. I chose Horticultural Sciences as a career because it gave me the opportunity to work with plants, which I have loved since I was a child. In my job, I do research and teach at the University of Florida. The research takes place inside in the laboratory and outdoors in the greenhouse and in crop fields. 

I grew up on the island of Trinidad in the Caribbean. I did folk dancing as a child, played field hockey as a teenager, and attended a great high school - St. Augustine Girls' High School. For a while, I thought I wanted to be an interpreter and I studied a lot of Spanish and French. Then a friend attending The University of the West Indies opened my eyes to the possibility of a career in agriculture. Switching from languages to science meant that I had to spend my first year at the university doing beginning science courses. That opened the door to enter the agriculture program at The University of the West Indies. Switching to agriculture has allowed me to travel and experience life in other countries, which is another great interest of mine. Don’t be afraid to change your mind and go after what you truly like!

I got fellowship to go to the University of Guelph (in Canada), where I earned a Master of Science in Horticultural Science. And later, the University of the Florida in Gainesville granted me a research assistantship to study for my PhD degree in the area of weed science. My dissertation research was on herbicide resistance in American black nightshade, a difficult to control weed in crops like tomatoes and bell peppers. Now I am working on ways to reduce the environmental footprint of weed science. In other words, I try to figure out ways that farmers can control weeds without doing too much damage to the environment. 
5) Thea Edwards and Brandon Moore (married couple)

Thea Edwards PhD-Sewanee University Department of Biology
It was early in the morning. The sun was rising, casting its rays through the dust of the African savannah, replacing the chill night air with a warm breeze. I was sitting in the back seat of the jeep as it bumped slowly along the dirt road. We came to a stop and the driver turned off his engine. We gazed out at the empty savannah. Straw colored grass and ant hills surrounded us. My heart thumped. What would we see – lions, a giraffe, gazelles? Just then, they turned, and emerging from the landscape, maybe 30 meters away, raised from their perfect camouflage, was a herd of at least 100 impala antelopes. The thrill was magical. They were there, but we couldn’t see them until we stopped and really looked. That’s what science is like for me. 
I was born in Africa and have always liked being outside: swimming, hiking, biking, camping, or just playing in my backyard. When I go to wild places, I take lots of photographs. In 7th grade I dissected a clam and found out it had body parts. They were there but I couldn’t see them until I really looked. It was the beginning of my love of biology. 
Today, I study pregnancy in what are called “live bearing” fishes. Most fishes lay eggs, but the live bearing species give birth to live young. I want to know how they do it. For one thing, the species I study has no uterus, so the babies develop in the ovary. I want to know how the babies can grow in the ovary and then be born at just the right time. I learned a lot about pregnancy from being pregnant myself. My son was born two weeks late and it got me wondering how babies know when to be born. No one has answered that question in the fish I study, so I’ll be the first one to find out!  
Brandon Moore PhD-Sewanee University Department of Biology

The salesman at the scuba diving shop seemed perplexed.  He was being asked for a 4XL-Tall wetsuit to fit a 6’8”, 310 pound former NFL offensive lineman. Even stranger was the reason for the wetsuit. It was needed to spend a summer studying the biology of a tiny, brightly colored reef fish that had the ability to change sex in response to alterations in its environment. In some ways this large, novice scientist was similar to the intriguing fish that held his fascination. Both animals were able to undergo dramatic changes in life roles in response to environmental changes. 

I spent fifteen years of my life playing football, but all things come to an end. Being in my twenties and at the end of a career with the New England Patriots, I still had a lot of life before me. What to do? I have chased dreams my whole life, often difficult dreams that require determination and dedication for success. Although much of my time had been dedicated to athletic achievement I also focused on my education. The wonders and mysteries of life have always intrigued me. Therefore, I decided to become a scientist. It has become my new place to strive, achieve, and succeed. Since that choice I have studied biological processes in a variety of animals from fish to alligators and made discoveries I could not have dreamed about in my former career.  Life is a series of changes, opportunities, and choices. A key is to recognize these changes, identify the opportunities, and make bold choices. Becoming a scientist was my right choice. 

6) Ariane Peralta PhD-East Carolina University Department of Biology
I am a scientist, a musician, and a foodie. Work hard. Play hard. This has been my mantra ever since I could remember. I’ve always been a music and a science nerd. I wasn’t ready to give up my musician life when I went to college so I decided to attend the University of Illinois. Here, I could major in biology AND keep playing music because of the active Champaign-Urbana music scene. A couple of weeks into my first semester of college, I became the bass player of the indie band The Beauty Shop. What I thought was going to be a local rock band that would play some gigs around town turned into much more. We were signed to a Scottish label, recorded two full-length albums, and toured around the UK several times. I did this all while being a full-time student. As an undergraduate, I was a biology and chemistry double major and worked as an research assistant for three and a half years. My summers were spent in town playing gigs and working in a lab. My summer field job collecting and processing soil cores in the flatlands of Illinois led to my love of ecology. As graduation was fast approaching, I refused to choose between science and music (again). I continued onto a Master’s Program in Ecology and Evolutionary Biology at the U of I. My research focused on climate change impacts on soil ecology. Specifically, I examined how elevated carbon dioxide impacted plant growth and ultimately soil organic matter inputs into agricultural soils. After earning my MS degree, I decided to take a year off of school to focus on touring, and I worked as a lab technician when we weren’t on the road. During the many long days in the car and waiting around at music venues, I found myself reading scientific articles to keep busy. I was at a crossroads. I made the decision to pursue science 100% of the time. I applied to a PhD Program in Ecology, Evolution, and Conservation Biology at the U of I. For my dissertation research, I studied how agricultural land use impacted wetland restoration outcomes related to microbially driven nitrogen removal. After returning to science full-time, I never looked back.

However, after defending my PhD, I spent time at Kellogg Biological Station, Michigan State University and Indiana University. While I was not still unsure what ‘real job’ I was going to pursue, my postdoc mentor encouraged me to apply for academic faculty positions. Since he was a musician too, we both saw many parallels between science and music. He urged me to think deeply about my brand of science. To my surprise, I landed a tenure-track gig in the Department of Biology at East Carolina University. I am an Applied Microbial Ecologist. How can we have it all – healthy ecosystems and sustainable food systems? I’m working on it.

7) PhD and DVM-East Carolina University Department of Comparative Medicine
I received a Bachelor of Art in Integrative Biology and a Ph.D. in Plant Developmental Genetics from University of California, Berkeley. After completing my Ph.D., I decided to switch field to become a veterinarian. I received a Doctor of Veterinary Medicine (DMV) from Western University of Health Sciences. Currently, I am an assistant professor at the Comparative Medicine department at ECU. In my free time, I love to garden, cook, travel, and play with my Jack Russell Terrier. On a particular night in October, I often transform into a creature depicted in this photo.

8) Christopher Balakrishnan PhD-East Carolina University Department of Biology
My name is Chris Balakrishnan, and I study the evolution of birds. Since I was young, I always enjoyed being outdoors, hiking and camping, and searching for animals. This was somewhat unexpected since I was born in New York City! But even in New York, I made frequent trips to zoos and local parks to learn more about animals and their behavior. I always wanted to go camping, and my parents didn’t do that, so I signed up for the Boy Scouts. That led to my first camping experiences and exposure to nature that I couldn’t get in the city. My middle and high school science teachers also gave me exposure to the outdoors and research. I have fond memories of looking for salamanders under logs, even in New York City.

Now that I’ve mentioned my parents, I should talk about them a bit. Both of my parents are medical doctors, and immigrated to the US from Sri Lanka, a country just south of India. They wanted me to become a doctor too. In the end though, I found I was more interested in doing research than working with human patients. Even though my dad is a doctor, he is a pathologist, and tries to diagnose disease based on lab work. He doesn’t like working with human patients either! So maybe the lab research I do now is not so different from what my dad does. While originally my parents were a bit disappointed that neither I nor my sister became doctors, they now are happy to see my success as a professor and they know it is a very good career. By the way, my sister is a math and science teacher. 

Even though I was interested in research, I didn’t really realize that being an evolutionary biologist was a possible career until the very end of college. Before my senior year I took a field course, Tropical Field Ecology, that changed everything. I realized not only that I could have a career that would take me on travel to exotic places (like Cameroon, Australia, Panama), but also one that combined field research with modern genetic research. This combination of adventures in the field, lab research, and teaching biology is what I spend my days doing, and it is quite fun! I am also married to Jessica Girard.  She is a veterinarian (in the picture with me). She graduated from Willamette University with a Bachelor of Science in Biology and continued her education in biology at Northern Arizona University, where she received a Masters of Science. Then she decided to become a veterinarian, earning a Doctorate of Veterinary Medicine from the University of Wisconsin-Madison. We have two dogs—Busy and Gilbert, and a fish tank. 
