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What’s up in the Biology
Department?
Biology faculty and staff continue our momentum with
multiple projects this year. In addition to investing in our
courses, we also work toward enhancing the “biology
experience” for students at Southwestern. Read more for
just a “peek” into some of the things that are happening:

Creation of Genes and Molecules Mini-Course: Dr. Maria Todd and Ms. Southwick
have been working diligently to develop our new mini-course for the Spring Sequence.
They were funded by a Cullen Course Development Grant to align the lectures and labs
for this new venture. This course will focus on DNA and The Central Dogma.
New Course Offerings for Spring Semester: Dr. Rebecca Sheller will offer a new
lecture course, Molecular Neurobiology (Cell/Molecular Concentration), that will examine
the cellular and molecular mechanisms behind neurological function. Dr. Ben Pierce will
also offer a new course, Heredity and Evolution (Population Concentration) that explores
the principles of heredity, chromosome genetics, and genetics of evolutionary processes.
Continued Research with Undergraduates: Following a successful summer program,
the Biology Faculty continue to engage students in collaborative research efforts, several
of which are now being presented in multiple forums (see pg. 4).
Renovations of Research Spaces: Members of the Department frequently discuss and
work on plans for renovations of research space, particularly expanding the Cell Culture
Laboratory and creating new researcher space for our new faculty, Dr. Pierce.
Lab Safety and Hazardous Waste Training and Implementation: Along with the
rest of the University, The Biology Department has been working effectively to update all
of our chemical inventories and implement standard procedures.
Evaluation of the Capstone and Undergraduate Research Experiences in Biology:
The Biology Department hopes to increase the flexibility of the capstone in Biology to
possibly include internships or intensive work in upper-level classes in addition to
traditional research experiences. Within the Division of Natural Sciences, we are also
working on tools to evaluate the undergraduate research experience.
Brainstorming about Future Grants: We are
always looking for opportunities (National Science
Foundation, Howard Hughes Medical Institute)
that might provide funding for our department
goals. Successful grant writing takes years.
Development of New Methods Courses: To
replace Molecular Genetics, the Department will
offer two new methods courses next Fall. These
mini-methods courses, one in Cell and Molecular
Biology and the other in Ecology and Evolutionary
Biology, will focus on the scientific process
through analysis of the primary literature and an
emphasis on scientific writing.
Continued support for “Biology Community”:
The Department continues to expend time and
Questions?
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resources to create conducive learning
experiences for our students, either through our
Feel free to ask a
Seminar Series (pg. 8), production of BioScope,
Biology Faculty
or in cooperation with βββ (pgs. 2-3).

Need βββ Info? βββ is looking for Biology
Students to be involved in campus
activities. Talk to Greg Hagemann
Goals
1) To promote biological understanding and appreciation.
2) To provide activities and experiences in biology.
3) To expose students to numerous avenues in the
biological field.

Each Fall, Tri-Beta
inducts eligible
applicants who
have completed the
introductory
Biology course as
well as 1 upperlevel Biology
course, and who
have a 3.0 Biology
GPA and a 2.5
overall. Students
who do not meet
these requirements,
but who have an
interest in Biology
are inducted as
Associate Members.
Primary faculty
sponsor: Dr. Maria
Cuevas. Strongly
endorsed by all
faculty of the Biology
Department.

Officers:
President – Greg Hagemann
(hagemang@southwestern.edu)

Vice President – Josephine Thinwa
(thinwaj@southwestern.edu)

Secretary – Adriana Hernandez
(hernanda@southwestern.edu)

Treasurer – Brian Boswell

(boswellb@southwestern.edu)

Pre-Med Chair – Bhavik Kumar
(kumarb@southwestern.edu)

Volunteer Coordinator – Laura Chatfield
(chatfiel@southwestern.edu)

Historian – Leslie McDonald

(mcdonall@southwestern.edu)

Applications available. Contact any of the
officers with any questions you have about
the organization and how to become a
2
member!
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Nov 10 6:45 p.m. – Meeting: Dr. Kerry Bruns speaks about the premedical advisory committee
Dec 02 – Trip to see the Austin Ice Bats - more info to follow!!
Feb 09 – Tri-Beta sponsors Seminar Series speaker Ellen Richie – Asst Dean of Biomedical Sciences, MD
Anderson, Smithville

Mar 02 – Tri-Beta sponsors Seminar Series speaker Dr. Kerry Bruns to speak about radioactive markers in
biological research
*Remember Nov 07-18 we’re cosponsoring a food drive with Psi Chi and Pi Mu Epsilon. Drop boxes available in
FJS and all around campus.*

More events to come!!

Tri-Beta sat down with Dr. Bruns to discuss his role as head of the premedical
advisory committee and his upcoming lecture on radioactive tracers in
biological research. Here’s what we found out.
•

What is the premedical advisory committee?
–

•

The premedical advisory committee is a group of interdepartmental faculty which evaluates
medical school applicants on an individual basis. It collectively decides whether to recommend
applicants based on a variety of factors.

Why apply through the committee? What are its advantages?
–

There are several reasons why applying through the committee is a good idea. First of all, the
applicant presents the committee with a packet of information including GPA, MCAT scores, and
recommendation letters. This packet is evaluated by the committee which then sends it in its
entirety to the TMDSAS, making the whole process a lot simpler for everyone involved.
Applying through the committee also allows applicants to be evaluated based on factors other
than just their GPA and MCAT scores. Professors you’ve gotten to know have the opportunity
to tell med schools about the type of person you are, not just how you did in a class. Those

interested in med school should attend the meeting on 10 Nov to find out more!!

•

What place do radioactive materials have in biological research?
–

•

Radioactive materials are an integral part of biological research today and are used quite
frequently. Their roots as a tool for biological research can be traced as far back as the
discovery of photosynthesis dark reactions. They are useful in determining intermediate
molecular species in biological processes.

Aren’t radioactive materials dangerous to work with?
–

While these materials are quite dangerous, they can be safely handled in a laboratory setting by
following certain precautions set forth by the Nuclear Regulatory Commission. In fact, their use
is quite common and they have proven to be safe if handled properly.

*Learn more when Dr. Bruns speaks on radioactive tracers in biological on Thu 02

Mar @ 1200.
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BIOSCOPE TRIVIA: Guess which
Biology Prof doesn’t like bugs?

Isn’t it true?

Coming up: Dr. Burks and Junior Biology Major
and Paideia Scholar Brandon Boland head off
for a research trip to Uruguay to study
applesnails in their native habitat. Look for
more in the next issue.

Students and Faculty interested in
submitting announcements, items for
focus, profiles or highlights (i.e.
Magnifications) to BioScope should email
Dr. Burks (burksr).
Next Issue: Spring 2006

BIOSCOPE FOCUS: SU Faculty & Students:
•
Kudos to Senior Kristen Meerbrey for
presenting her collaborative research with
Dr. Maria Todd as a poster at the Lost
Pines Conference in October.
•
Congratulations to Senior Biology Major
and Honors Candidate Matt Barnes for
successfully submitting a graduate
fellowship application to the National
Science Foundation. Keep your fingers
crossed until next Spring!
•
The Biology Department applauds our
undergraduate research students for
presenting in the weekly Biology Seminar
Series: Josephine Thinwa, Sheeba
Varughese and Ian Bothwell.
•
Josephine and Ian will also present their
research conducted with Dr. Martín
Gonzalez at the Texas and Missouri
Branch Meeting of the American Society
for Microbiology.
•
The Biology Department would like to
recognize the work of Biologists Jay
Gupta and Tracey Einem in planning the
Intercultural Experience Symposium. This
shows that you can study abroad as a
science major. Look into it!
•
The American Biology Teacher recently
accepted an article by Dr. Romi Burks
and Larry Boles about how to teach
evolution and phylogeny using chocolate.
•
Dr. Pierce and his Baylor student's
research on amphibian call surveys will be
featured on the Texas Parks and Wildlife
television show to air the week of
December 4th through 11th on various
PBS stations in Texas.
•
Congratulations to Junior Tracey Einem
for receiving full travel funding from the
MERCK Foundation to present her
collaborative research with Dr. Maria
Cuevas and Dr. Maha Zewail Foote at
the annual meeting of the American
Association for the Advancement of
Science (AAAS) next February in St.
Louis, MO.
•
Dr. Sheller will be attending the Society
for Neuroscience meeting in Washington,
D. C. in mid-November.
•
In September, Dr. Pierce gave an
invited, campus-wide address at Kean
University in New Jersey entitled "Marvels
of the Human Genome" as a part of Kean
University 's Quality First Initiatives
4
Speaker Series.

Learn something new •
from
BioScope
Magnifications:
MOLECULE - Tryptophan

•

MOLECULAR PATHWAY –
Simplified Melatonin synthesis
from Tryptophan with Serotonin
as the intermediate.

http://www.chem4kids.com/files/aminoacids/art/tryptophan.gif

ECOSYSTEM –Deciduous Hard
and Soft Wood Forests – Home
of the Turkey
Range of turkeys
•

For more biological information about
wild turkeys, visit the
National Wild Turkey Federation at
http://www.nwtf.org/all_about_turkeys/
or The University of Michigan at
http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu

ORGANISM – Wild Turkeys
(Meleagris gallopavo) are among the
most widely distributed game bird
species in North America with ranges
throughout most of the eastern United
States, and in pockets in the West.

www.gssm.k12.sc.us/.../ galliforme/turkey.htm

•

From “How Stuff Works”: Turkey contains the makings of a natural sedative in it, an amino
acid called tryptophan. Tryptophan is an essential amino acid, which tells you that the body
cannot synthesize it. We have to get tryptophan and other essential amino acids from food.
Tryptophan helps the body produce the B-vitamin niacin. This vitamin, subsequently, helps
the body produce serotonin, which is neurotransmitter that acts as a calming agent in the
brain and plays a role in sleep. Therefore, one might have heard that if you eat a lot of turkey,
you will sleep better. The assumption is that your body would produce more serotonin and you
would feel calm and want a nap. However, scientists suggest that the tryptophan in turkey
probably won't trigger the body to produce more serotonin because tryptophan works best on
an empty stomach. Few people eat just turkey. Therefore, tryptophan in a Thanksgiving
dinner has to compete with all the other amino acids that the body is trying to use. Thus,
unfortunately, only part of the tryptophan in your dinner may make it to your brain to help
produce serotonin. However, there might be a way to take advantage of the tryptophan in 5
turkey. If you have trouble getting to sleep one night while there is still leftover turkey, then you
could have a late snack of turkey. Nutritionists suggest that might be the right amount of
tryptophan on an empty stomach to help produce some serotonin.

Speak Up! Get Involved in Research:
Frog Call Surveys
Amphibians (frogs, toad, and salamanders)
are experiencing dramatic, world-wide
declines, prompting efforts to better
understand and monitor these animals. Dr.
Pierce is looking for students to help with
research on frog call surveys, a method used
to monitor frogs and toads. During the
spring semester, Pierce and student
researchers will be conducting weekly call
surveys, in which observers follow randomly
selected routes near Georgetown, recording
what species of frogs and toads are calling
at selected stops along the route. Students
participating in this research would need to
devote one night a week to conducting the
surveys and approximately one hour per
week in a lab meeting. For more
information, contact Dr. Pierce
(pierceb@southwestern.edu).

Don’t be slow…
Get involved in snail research now…
Dr. Burks is currently recruiting 1-2
students to continue work on life history
traits of invasive applesnails, Pomacea
canaliculata. The focus of the research is
pretty open-ended and has the long-term
potential for international collaborations.
Contact Junior Brandon Boland
(bolandb@southwestern.edu) or Senior
Matt Barnes (barnes2@southwestern.edu)
about what it is like to work in the Burks
lab on applesnails. Contact Dr. Burks if
you are interested in exploring the
possibilities.
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Going to “catch-up” over Thanksgiving Break?
Make some time for a good book.
You might even find some biology.
Read on for recommendations:

Dr. Burks: Clive Cussler writes series about heroes that could be described as the “James
Bonds” of aquatic systems. In this tale, Kurt Austin, leader of the National Underwater
and Marine Agency's Special Assignments Team, battles international evildoers. Several
parallel plots occur: a mysterious aviator has been found frozen in a massive glacier, a
mutant seaweed is threatening to choke the world's oceans, and a giant submarine is
roaming the thermal vents of the deep sea area known as the Lost City;

Also, if you liked The Da Vinci Code, then check out
this older novel by Dan Brown. The premise is
international intrigue but the source of mystery
reveals itself in arctic biology.

Dr.Pierce: Seven Daughters of Eve by Bryan Sykes - Sykes is a medical
geneticist who can write for the layperson. Excellent account of how
mitchondrial DNA sequences are used to unravel human ancestry.
Or check out Prey by Michael Crichton - Another great work by Crichton
and one of my favorites. Highly suspenseful book that combines
nanotechnology, computer science, and biotechnology. You will learn a lot
about nanotechnology from this entertaining work of fiction.
Dr.Todd: With the movie release
of The Lion, The Witch and The
Wardrobe, I’ve been drawn back
to chronicles and trilogies for
leisure reading. I’d recommend
The 7 Chronicles of Narnia (or
anything by C. S. Lewis) as well
as the The Lord of the Rings
trilogy (Tolkien) if you haven’t
read it already.

Ms. Southwick: An old
one but still a great read
is "The Double Helix" by
James Watson about the
discovery of the
structure of DNA.

Dr. Sheller: Dr. Cuevas recommended this book to me and I just found it inspiring, so
much that I have recommended it to both my Paideia groups. The Alchemist is the
magical story of Santiago, an Andalusian shepherd boy who yearns to travel in search of
a worldly treasure as extravagant as any ever found. From his home in Spain he journeys
to the markets of Tangiers and across the Egyptian desert to a fateful encounter with
the alchemist.

BioScope aims to heighten communication and engagement between biology students
and faculty. If you have ideas for activities that can bring Biologists together, please forward
them to Biology Chair, Dr. Rebecca Sheller (shellerr@southwestern.edu).
Also, if you haven’t signed up on the Biology list-serve (su-biology), please do so ASAP
as faculty often post Announcements about
outside research and career opportunities.
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Biology in everyday life…
Only a number of days
until Break! Looking for
Biology-related
holiday gifts???
Check out:
www.giantmicrobes.com
(lovable stuffed bacteria,
protists and fungi!)
Or www.wildscape.com
(earrings made by an
aquatic insect)

All BIO STUDENTS should make
a very strong effort to attend
The Biology Seminar Series
12:00 THURSDAYS in Room 151:

CHECK OUT THE SPRING LINE-UP: BRING YOUR
LUNCH OR ALL BIOLOGY MAJORS ARE INVITED
TO LUNCH (FREE!) WITH SPEAKERS AFTER TALKS!
Dr. Jamboor K. Vishwanatha
Associate Dean and Professor
University of North Texas Health Sciences Center at Fort Worth
Molecular events involved in progression of cancer.
Dr. Ellen Richie
Professor, Department of Carcinogenesis, UT MD Anderson Cancer Center, Smithville
Elucidation of the mechanisms of lymphomagenesis
Dr. Kerry Bruns. Professor of Chemistry. Southwestern Universit.
Radioactive tracers in biological research.
Dr. Steve Alexander. Associate Professor of Physics, Southwestern University
Protein receptor Docking studies.
Dr. Terry Miller, Immunologist/Allergist, Private Practice
Immunology of Asthma and Coronary Artery Disease.

8

