
Wendy Pline-Srnic (M.S. ’99) was a Cunningham Scholar in PPWS and received her master’s degree 
under the supervision of the late Kriton Hatzios, with a focus on herbicide efficacy in weed management 
in Liberty-Link and Roundup-Ready soybeans. She continued her education at North Carolina State 
University, where she received her Ph.D. in crop and weed science on the physiological and morphological 
basis for reproductive sensitivity to glyphosate in glyphosate-resistant cotton. As a doctoral student, Wendy 
was awarded the 2003 Weed Science Society Outstanding Graduate Student Award. 

Wendy is currently the senior research manager for Pioneer Hi-Bred’s Northeast Business Unit, overseeing 
scientists and research activities (inbreds, hybrid development, testing, and advancement). She previously 
served as research team leader on European projects for Plantechno in Italy, and before that was research team leader for 
greenhouse testing of crops and agrichemicals for Syngenta in the United Kingdom. 

Wendy was an invited speaker at the national meeting of the American Chemical Society, honoring former Virginia Tech 
award winner, Dr. Kriton Hatzios.

Alumni Spotlight

Greetings Alumni, Students, Friends, and Colleagues:
Welcome to the 2010 newsletter for the Department of Plant Pathology, Physiology and Weed 
Science. As I write this letter, I have just started my fifth year as department head and have 
enjoyed surveying how far we have come in the past four years. 

Our student numbers have stayed strong — even as other programs around the country have 
had recruiting difficulties — and we hired five faculty members to expand our departmental 
expertise. Our sponsored research funding grew by 118 percent since 2006, and we continue 
to serve the Commonwealth of Virginia through a wide variety of on- and off-campus programs. 
This year we are recruiting a new faculty position in invasive weed ecology and look forward to 
welcoming an excellent group of entering graduate students this fall.

August 2009 marked the inaugural “Agricultural Research and Extension Center (AREC) and 
Ag-Industry Tour” for graduate students. Due to its success, we plan to offer the tour annually. 
Second-year graduate students toured research projects at three ARECs (Tidewater, Hampton 
Roads, and Eastern Shore) and visited several agricultural industries, including a cotton gin, peanut sheller, nursery, golf 
course, and fresh tomato processor. The opportunity to see first-hand the impact of our research programs on agriculture in the 
Commonwealth was a valuable and enlightening experience for our students. An article with photos from the tour is featured in 
this newsletter. 

This has been a year of transition for the college and department. Fall 2009 saw the introduction of a new dean for the College of 
Agriculture and Life Sciences, Alan Grant, and the departure of the Experiment Station Director and Associate Dean for Research 
(and former PPWS department head) Craig Nessler. 2010 also brings several retirements to PPWS. Faculty members Scott Hagood, 
Pat Phipps, Erik Stromberg, and Sue Tolin officially retired in June. The department is very fortunate that all four retirees plan to 
remain actively engaged in departmental activities in other capacities in the upcoming year.

We invite you to view the many other accomplishments and activities from the past year that are documented in this newsletter 
and on our website. Please visit us when you are in the area and update us with your news and comments.

Elizabeth Grabau, department head

P lant  Pa tho logy,  Phys io logy  and  Weed  Sc ience

  

www.ppws.vt.edu

Elizabeth Grabau, department 
head

Note: Please update your information at the Alumni Association website at  
www.alumni.vt.edu/gateway (select “View and Update Your Profile”).
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Wendy Pline-Srnic
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Recent Faculty Hires 

Maria Balota joined PPWS 
as an assistant professor 
of crop physiology at 
the Tidewater AREC in 
September 2008. She 
received her doctoral 
degree in plant physiology 
from the University of 
Bucharest, Romania. 
Previously, she was a 
postdoctoral scholar with 
Texas A&M University 
in Amarillo. The main 

focus of her research is how plants respond to 
their environment and to weather extremes. She 
uses gas exchange, temperature, and various other 
physiological and morphological characteristics 
of the leaves and canopy to determine how plants 
adapt to unfavorable conditions such as drought and 
extreme temperatures. Balota’s Extension activities 
include leadership of the multistate project, Peanut 
Variety and Quality Evaluation, in collaboration with 
the peanut breeding program at the North Carolina 
State University, and development of peanut variety 
guidelines.

Maria Balota Guillaume Pilot

Several PPWS faculty members have been actively involved 
in the interdepartmental molecular plant sciences (MPS) 
graduate program since its inception in 2004. This program 
was designed by faculty in the colleges of Agriculture 
and Life Sciences, Natural Resources, and Science to 
provide incoming graduate students with a broad range 
of opportunities for interdisciplinary research in the plant 
sciences. 

Students join the MPS program because they see that an 
interdisciplinary approach to plant sciences provides the 
in-depth understanding of plant physiology and pathology 
necessary to create a new generation of crop plants — 
plants with increased productivity and disease resistance to 
feed the ever-growing world population. 

To expand opportunities in interdisciplinary education 
for the MPS program, the first MPS mini-symposium was 
held in Jan 2010. Associate Professor Boris Vinatzer led 
the organization for this symposium, and graduate student 
Shuangchun (Jeremy) Yan designed the MPS logo, as seen on 
the T-shirts in the photo at right.

More than 100 MPS students, faculty members, and visitors 
from other institutions spent an exciting day attending talks 
by world-renowned speakers, a graduate student paper 
competition, poster session, and dinner. Speakers were 
Richard Sayre (Donald Danforth Plant Science Center, 

Faculty Organize First MPS Mini-Symposium
St. Louis, Mo.), Jean Greenberg (University of Chicago), 
and Luca Comai (University of California, Davis). The 
speakers updated participants on the latest research in 
gene engineering plants for improved nutritional values, 
prolonged shelf life, and increased disease resistance, and 
also discussed research performed at Virginia Tech. 

MPS faculty and students are looking forward to organizing 
and hosting the mini-symposium annually. Dennis Dean, 
director of the Virginia Tech Life Science Institute, provided 
the funding for this event. More information on the MPS 
program and the mini-symposium can be found online at 
www.molplantsci.org.vt.edu.

Award winners: left to right, Reza Sohrabi, Best Graduate Student 
Poster Award (Biological Sciences, Virginia Tech); Martha Vaughan, 
Best Graduate Student Oral Presentation Award (Biological 
Sciences, Virginia Tech); Changhe Zhao, Best Postdoc Poster 
Award (Horticulture, Virginia Tech); and Samantha Mainiero, Best 
Undergraduate Poster Award (James Madison University). 

Guillaume Pilot joined PPWS as 
an assistant professor in August 
2009. Guillaume received 
his Ph.D. at the University of 
Montpellier in France. He worked 
on amino acid export during 10 
years in postdoctoral training in 
both Germany and the United 
States. He is now broadening his 
research interests, using genetics, 
systems biology, and physiology 
to elucidate the molecular 
mechanism coordinating amino 
acid metabolism and amino acid transport between the 
organs of the plant. The outcomes of his research will be 
used to manipulate allocation of reduced nitrogen in crops, 
for example, to increase protein content in soybean seeds.
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Faculty 
Shawn Askew, associate professor, was 
awarded the PPWS 2010 Allan H. Kates 
Award in recognition of outstanding 
service in Extension.

Mary Ann Hansen, instructor, was an 
invited speaker for the University of 
Wisconsin Plant Pathology Department’s 
Centennial Celebration in November 2009. Hansen is an 

alumna of the University of Wisconsin-
Madison. She presented a retrospective 
on the field of diagnostics, with special 
emphasis on the important changes 
that have occurred over the 25 years 
since she began her career in the 
Virginia Tech Plant Disease Clinic in 
1984. Seminar information is available 
at http://centennial.plantpath.wisc.
edu/seminars/.

Chuan Hong, professor, was the 
plant pathologist on a multistate and 
multidisciplinary team developing 
the Green Industry Knowledge 
Center (www.waternut.org/new/
KnowledgeCenter.html), which received 
both the 2009 Educational Aids Blue 
Ribbon Award from the American 
Society of Agricultural and Biological 
Engineers and the 2009 Extension 

Materials Award – Website Category 
from the American Society for 
Horticultural Science.

Pat Phipps, retired professor and 
Extension plant pathologist at the 
Tidewater AREC, was elected a Fellow 
of the American Phytopathological 
Society. The award was formally 
presented at the 2009 APS annual 
meeting. 

Alumni
Anne E. Dorrance (Ph.D. ’95), associate professor at Ohio 
State University, received the American Phytopathological 
Society’s 2009 Excellence in Extension Award (www.apsnet.
org/media/press/09awardees.asp). 

Venkat Parkunan (Ph.D. ‘08), postdoctoral associate at the 
Southern Piedmont and Hampton Roads ARECs; Ping Kong, 
research scientist; and Professor Chuan Hong were awarded 
first place for submissions to the American Phytopathological 
Society’s 2009 Art in Phytopathology Contest. Their two 
submissions tied for first place. The society has printed the two 
images on its official postcards. 

Matthew Goddard, Knoxville, Tenn. (Ph.D. ’09), 
“Physiological and Environmental Basis of Turfgrass and 
Weed Response to Mesotrione Formulations.”

Sherry Hildreth, Bowling Green, Ky. (Ph.D. ’09), 
“Investigation of Protein–Protein Interactions Among Nicotine 
Biosynthetic Enzymes and Characterization of a Nicotine 
Transporter.”

Theses and Dissertations

Jennifer Jester, Cosby, Mo. (M.S. ’09), “Assessing Drift 
and Lateral Mobility of Flazasulfuron and Trifloxysulfuron 
Sodium.”

Beneeta Patel, Mufulira, Zambia (M.S. ’09), “Characterization 
of Mobile mRNA From Host to Dodder (Cuscuta spp.).”

Adam Wimer, Onancock, Va. (M.S. ’09), “The Spatial and 
Temporal Distribution and Management of Tomato Bacterial 
Wilt on Virginia’s Eastern Shore.”

Awards, Scholarships, and Recognition

One of the winning images: various real-world shapes 
photographed from the zoospore growth of Phytophthora 
megasperma at extreme pH stress conditions (Photograph by 
Venkat Parkunan, Ping Kong, and Chuan Hong).

Shawn Askew

continued on page 4

Wendy Pline-Srnic (M.S. ’99), senior research manager for 
Pioneer Hi-Bred, was awarded the College of Agriculture 
and Life Sciences 2009 Outstanding Departmental Recent 
Alumni Award. She received her Ph.D. in crop and weed 
science from North Carolina State University in 2002. 

Zhenbiao Yang (Ph.D. ’90), professor at the Center for Plant 
Cell Biology and Department of Botany and Plant Science 
at the University of California, Riverside, was awarded the 
College of Agriculture and Life Sciences 2009 Outstanding 
Alumni Award.

Chuan Hong

Pat Phipps

Mary Ann Hansen
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Nicole Juba was awarded the PPWS 
2010 Arthur J. Webber Award for 
Outstanding Graduate Student 
in recognition of her unselfish 
contributions for the good of fellow 
students and the department as a 
whole, while maintaining superior 
standards in her own studies and 
research.

Megan LeBlanc was awarded a Virginia Tech EIGER Project 
fellowship in August 2009. 

Shelley Moore was selected for a Virginia Tech Multicultural 
Academic Opportunities Program Fellowship. Moore also 
received a Travel Fund Award from the graduate school to 
attend the 21st International Conference for Arabidopsis 
Research in Yokohama, Japan.

Angela Post placed second and Matt Cutulle placed third 
in the Northeastern Weed Science Society Graduate 
Student Presentation Competition, held in January 2010 in 

Cambridge, Mass.

Shuangchun (Jeremy) Yan was 
co-recipient of the Virginia 
Tech 2010 Johnson Memorial 
Scholarship Award.

David Schmale, assistant professor, 
was awarded the Virginia Tech 
2010 Sporn Award. Students 
nominate faculty members for this 
teaching award and also participate 
in selecting the winner. Upon 
receiving this award, Schmale was 
inducted into the Virginia Tech 
Academy of Teaching Excellence. 
His course, Mysterious Mushrooms, 
Malicious Molds, provides an 

introduction to the historical and practical significance 
of fungi. One nominating student described Schmale as 
“absolutely captivating, catchy, and memorable.” Another 
said, “It is not an easy course, but [the] class is exciting 
and his enthusiasm makes you want to do well.” And one 
expressed a recurring theme among nominators: “…they’ll 
never want to miss a class.” This fall, Schmale will also teach 
part of a new course, Microbial Forensics and Biosecurity, 
led by Boris Vinatzer, associate professor. Schmale was also 
elected Councilor of the Potomac Division of the American 
Phytopathological Society at the its 2010 annual meeting.

Boris Vinatzer, associate professor, 
was awarded the PPWS 2010 R.G. 
Henderson Award for Outstanding 
Faculty. This award recognizes 
outstanding performance in research, 
teaching, and service. 

Staff
Bhadra Gunesekera, laboratory 
specialist senior, was awarded the 
PPWS 2010 JoAnne N. Ridpath 
Award for Outstanding Staff Award. 
This award recognizes superior 
service and excellence. 

Students
Bimal (Sajeewa) Amaradosa was 
awarded the Virginia Tech Crop and 
Soil Environmental Sciences 2009 
Louis and Ginger Brooking Sod 
Scholarship Award.

Wei Hao and Holly Hills were the 
recipients of the 2009 and 2010 
Bruce W. Perry Scholarships, respectively.

Ryan Anderson was awarded first place in the Student 
Paper Competition at the 2009 American Phytopathological 
Society-Potomac Division meeting in Gettysburg, Pa. At 
the 2010 Potomac Division meeting, Leigh Ann Harrison 

tied for the second-place award and 
Matt Cutulle received an honorable 
mention in the Graduate Student 
Paper Competition. 

Leigh Ann Harrison and Lynn Rallos 
were each awarded a Virginia Crop 
Production Association Graduate 
Scholarship.

Awards, Scholarships, and Recognition
continued from page 3

David Schmale

Boris Vinatzer

David McCall (previous 
Ridpath Award winner) 
and Bhadra Gunesekera.

Chris Dardick, vice 
president of the American 
Phytopathological Society-
Potomac Division, and 
Ryan Anderson with his 
first-place award.

Virginia Crop Production 
Association host Buck Tharpe 
with Leigh Ann Harrison.

Verlyn Stromberg 
presents the Webber 
Award to Nicole Juba.

Shuangchun (Jeremy) Yan accepts 
the award from Dennis Dean, 
director of the Fralin Life Science 
Institute.
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First AREC/Ag-Industry Tour a Success
PPWS graduate students and faculty members enjoyed a 
unique experience last summer: a three-day tour of Virginia’s 
agriculture-related industries and three Virginia Tech ARECs. 
Students received graduate-course credit for participation 
in the tour and were exposed to the department’s diverse 
applied research activities and the multitude of crops grown 
in the state and their associated pest problems. The group 
embraced the chance to leave the lab and step into the field, 
broadening their perspective of research in agriculture. 

Graduate student Nicole Juba’s statement represents many of 
the participants’ reactions to the experience: “As a researcher 
on the molecular side of applied agriculture, it was nice to 
see what a working farm and processing plant look like.” 

Tour participants met with county Extension agents and 
AREC faculty at the Tidewater, Hampton Roads, and Eastern 
Shore ARECs, where faculty members led the students and 
participating campus faculty through their field-trials while 
highlighting locally important disease and weed problems. 
For some students, the course provided their first opportunity 
to meet and learn from AREC faculty members, who included 
Jeff Derr, Chuan Hong, Pat Phipps, Steve Rideout, and Henry 
Wilson. 

The students found that seeing pathogen and weed problems 
— not in a textbook or a lab, but in a field or nursery — was 
very compelling and relevant. They observed a wide variety 
of problematic pests, from tomato spotted wilt virus to yellow 
nutsedge to Sclerotinia blight. Some AREC-located graduate 

APS-Potomac Division Meeting
Approximately 77 plant pathologists attended the 2010 American Phytopathological 
Society-Potomac Division meeting in Ocean City, Md., in March. Virginia Tech faculty 
members were well-represented on the Potomac Division’s executive committee, with 
Secretary-Treasurer Boris Vinatzer, Vice President Mary Ann Hansen, and Immediate 
Past President David Schmale, in attendance. Prior to the formal part of the meeting, 25 
members participated in an eco-tour of Assateague Island National Seashore led by a lively 
National Park Service guide. 

Two symposia — one on pathogen-derived resistance and one on genomics and diagnostics 
— in addition to two contributed paper sessions were held. Of the 10 students who 
participated in the graduate student paper competition, two of the winners were PPWS 
graduate students: Leigh Ann Harrison received one of two second-place awards, and 
Matthew Cutulle received one of two honorable mentions. 

Jon Eisenback, professor, nematologist, and photomicroscopist-extraordinaire, kept the group laughing heartily at the 
annual banquet with his informative, entertaining talk on the history of photography.

students, such as Leigh Ann Harrison, also participated in the 
educational event by showing the group their field-trials and 
explaining the significance of their research. 

Private tours of industry facilities (Wakefield Peanut Company, 
Commonwealth Cotton Gin, and Pacific Tomato Packing 
Facility), an ornamental nursery (Bennett’s Creek Nursery), 
and a golf club (Bayville Golf Club) enhanced the group’s 
experience. The students learned how the cotton industry 
has changed over the last two decades and were delighted 
to see the fast-paced efficiency in the tomato-packing house. 
Participants were amazed by the immense care and funding 
needed to maintain a high-quality golf course. It was eye-
opening to many to learn how farm bills have drastically 
affected the peanut industry in Virginia and to learn about the 
precise care given to ornamental plants at each growth stage 
at a nursery. 

The department expresses its appreciation to all the industry 
personnel who took the time to show the group their 
facilities. We also extend our appreciation to the tour’s 
sponsors: the Virginia Association of Vegetable and Potato 
Growers and the Virginia Irish Potato Board. 

Because of the success of the 2009 tour and the overall 
enthusiastic feedback from the participants, PPWS 
will organize future tours, which will be supported by 
an endowment fund donated by retired Professor Erik 
Stromberg, which will include other AREC locations, industry 
facilities, and commercial agricultural production operations. 

Jon Eisenback entertains the 
audience at the APS-Potomac 
Division meeting with his larger-
than-life photograph of the 
stem and bulb nematode.

Faculty and Classified Staff Updates
The following faculty and staff members are commended for their years of service to the university: Patsy Neice (35 years), 
Mary Ann Hansen (25 years), Jim Westwood (15 years), and John McDowell (10 years).

Two new postdocs and one new research associate have joined the department: Shannon Alford (Westwood Lab), Lecong 
Zhou (Grene Lab), and Réjane Pratelli (Pilot Lab). 
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AREC Tour
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PAMDB.org: Bacterial Identification Website
DNA sequencing is revolutionizing plant pathogen identification. Simple molecular tests allow precise 
identification of almost any unknown pathogen strain by comparing a small number of DNA sequences 
with sequences of other strains previously characterized. However, it is essential to have easy access to 
a database containing valid sequence information from a large number of pathogens. The PAMDB.org 
website houses such a database. 

This project was developed for identification of bacterial plant pathogens under the leadership of Boris 
Vinatzer, associate professor. A paper (cited below) describing the database was recently published. 

Almeida et al. Phytopathology 100:208-15

PAMDB logo designed 
by graduate student 
Shuangchun (Jeremy)
Yan. 

Weed Science Students Attend Turfgrass Conference in Chile 
Graduate students Matt Goddard and Jen Jester, along with Associate Professor Shawn Askew, attended the International 
Turfgrass Society Conference in Santiago, Chile, in August 2009. The students presented posters and Askew gave a 
presentation entitled, “Relative Mobility of Transition-Assisting Herbicides.”

Left to right: Julie Keating, Matt Goddard, Jen Jester, and Whitney and Shawn Askew pose with Moai statues while visiting Easter Island 
during the conference.


