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W ith everything going on in the world today, opportunity knocks 
for the Virginia Tech College of Science.

In today’s society, science is being challenged. The faculty, 
staff, alumni and students of the Virginia Tech College of Sci-

ence see this as an opportunity dropped right at our doorstep.
We’re going to meet this challenge with the best tool we have – scientific literacy.
The College has the responsibility to do this as a built-in part of our mission. 

Many people don’t know that nearly every undergraduate student who completes 
his or her work at Virginia Tech takes at least one class in the College of Science. 
Being a trained statistician, I am compelled to back that claim up with a specific 
number: 98.4 percent of all undergraduate students take a class in the College.

Therein lies our opportunity. We need to give all students the knowledge and 
tools they need throughout life to look at the evidence before them, to assess 
information for themselves, to tap into their understanding of the scientific 
method, and apply the “prove it” skepticism that strong scientists bring to their 
work. A student who comes through our college, for instance, should be able 
to see a story forwarded on social media, question it, look into it, and decide 
whether it’s true. Questioning and challenging “facts” is critical to science, and 
to our democracy.

Every day, we demonstrate the value of focusing on research that can have an 
impact on the society we live in. In the pages that follow, you’ll see that Virginia 
Tech scientists are using the state, the country, and the world as our research lab-
oratory – from remote parts of the Appalachian Mountains to the coast of Virgin-
ia to the Southern Ocean of Antarctica.

This research demonstrates the value of students getting out from behind desks 
and computers, getting out of the classroom and working side-by-side with our na-
tionally renowned faculty to find solutions to society’s greatest problems.

This is one way the College of Science is upholding Virginia Tech’s foundational 
motto, Ut Prosim. We are serving society by giving Virginia Tech students both 
broad knowledge of fundamental science and encouraging them to gain a deeper 
understanding of the career where they can make the greatest impact.

It’s no stretch to say there’s a lot of work ahead of us, and it’ll be worth the effort 
to meet this opportunity head on. That’s why we appreciate the on-going support 
of our College of Science family, as we continue to reimagine science and educa-
tion in our daily lives.

 
Sally C. Morton
Dean, College of Science
Follow Sally on Twitter at @sallycmorton
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WHAT’S 
INSIDE

Opportunities 
bloom
Gifts from the estate of Luther 
and Alice Hamlett are helping the 
Academy of Integrated Science to 
spur student research endeavours 
across multiple fields.

OUR RESEARCH THEMES

INTEGRATED SCIENCE Evolving science education to 
prepare students for the 21st-century workforce and help 
them become generators of knowledge; supporting the 
basic scientific disciplines essential to discovery; and 
advancing the frontiers of scientific knowledge to address 
our most pressing challenges. 

DATA AND DECISION SCIENCES, INCLUDING THE ADAP-
TIVE BRAIN Applying quantitative and qualitative method-
ologies to the sciences, engineering, healthcare, business, 
and industry to promote evidence-based decisions; and 
understand the process of decision-making in all human 
endeavors, both clinically and behaviorally. 

GLOBAL CHANGE Studying global systems and how they 
affect all aspects of life, how they are impacted by human 
behavior, and how they can be employed to promote 
well-being; and considering human and environmental 
interactions that range from earth resource challenges to 
infectious disease. 

MATERIALS FOR HEALTH, INFORMATION, AND ENERGY 
Mastering the use of advanced materials, including 
polymers, biomaterials, bio-inspired materials, and 
geo-inspired materials, for health and medicine, the 
processing and energy generation and storage.

MATERIALS

24 / Jonathan Link 
says a Virginia Tech-
built neutrino detector 
may help keep rogue 
nations in check 

26 / Amanda Morris’ 
lab hits on way to 
mimic how plants 
energize / Tim Long 
develops material 
that can take burn, 
chill of space / 
Nanoscience research 
leads students to 
sustainability 

GLOBAL CHANGE

20 / Sarah Stamps 
leads undergraduate 
research expedition 
to Virginia coast

22 / Brian Romans 
heads to Antarctica 
to study ice sheets / 
Dana Hawley shows 
how imperfect im-
mune systems drive 
disease / Michelle 
Stocker looks at head 
burrowing animals

DATA & THE BRAIN

14 / The Virginia Tech 
Autism Clinic is taking 
its services on the road

16 / Alumna supports 
Statistics research 
/ Playing pong, with 
no hands / Fireworks 
are fun, unless you 
have PTSD / CMDA 
is growing fast / 
Economics plans 
summer research 
program /Georgia 
Hodes focuses on 
depression 

INTEGRATED 
SCIENCE

08 / Six National 
Science Foundation 
CAREER Award win-
ners talk funding, why 
they love science, and 
their dream project

12 / Celebrating 
our students with 
scholarships / Triple 
major Arianna Krinnos 
wins scholarships  / 
Popular Mechanics 
celebrates Academy 
of Integrated Science

02 / COVER STORY

06 /  SUMMERS IN NEUROSCIENCE

The School of Neuroscience is expanding 
its summer research program.

07 / BY THE NUMBERS

We break down the numbers of Virginia 
Tech's first Giving Day, March 20.

ALL AROUND SCIENCE

24 / Three new department leaders talk about science, the future, and their summer book pick

26 / Hall of Distinction honors six / Our Women in the Sciences goes to Arlington / Alumna Mary Nolen 
Blackwood honored / Pi Day / Craig Tollin visits Jeopardy / And more…

Geosciences 
graduate student 
Josh Robert Jones 
adjusts a GPS 
device after he and 
other researchers 
installed the device 
on a roof to track 
land subsidence. 
See Page 20.
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OPPORTUNITIES 

Luther and Alice Hamlett Scholarships help grow Academy 
of Integrated Science student research endeavours

BLOOM 
Camille Schrier, who graduated 
with degrees in Systems Biology and 
Biochemistry, can talk about the 
circadian clock.

She can talk about the “simple mathematical” computer model she 
constructed to help her research mentor evaluate one particular core 
gene critical to regulating circadian rhythm.

She can explain that the hands-on teaching methods embraced in 
the Academy of Integrated Science, part of the College of Science, 
led to an active learning role that she never imagined when she en-
tered Virginia Tech.

“I’ve had the opportunity to see how things evolve from lab work 
into important discoveries,” Schrier said this spring, standing in a lab 
full of tubes, bottles, and high-tech DNA sensor equipment, inside 

Camille Schrier 
(foreground) works 
in the lab of Shihoko 
Kojima, an assistant 
professor of Biological 
Sciences in the 
College of Science. 
Shrier graduated in 
May with degrees in 
Systems Biology and 
Biochemistry.
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Steger Hall. “I’m not sure I would have pursued that, without that requirement, 
without that push.”

One thing Schrier couldn’t explain was much about the people who funded 
her work, whose contributions to Virginia Tech helped shape the Academy of 
Integrated Science. In fact, she finished her Virginia Tech education on two Lu-
ther and Alice Hamlett Scholarships. At a scholarship ceremony in November 
2017, she wondered about the Hamletts.

Luther Hamlett earned his bachelor’s degree in biology from Virginia Tech 
in 1945. His wife Alice passed away in 2009, and Luther passed away in 2016. 
The Hamletts’ determination was to give back to the College of Science in ways 
that would enable research and collaboration between faculty and students.

If you talk to Schrier or look at what the Academy of Integrated Science has 
done, mission accomplished.

“The innovative AIS programs have a strong emphasis on undergraduate re-
search,” said Michel Pleimling, director of the Academy of Integrated Science 
and a professor in the Department of Physics. “Every Nanoscience and Systems 

Biology major is required to do research as part of their 
degree requirements. Thanks to the Hamlett gift, the 
Academy is in the fortunate position to financially sup-
port faculty-student teams that propose innovative and 
cutting-edge research projects.”

Shihoko Kojima, an assistant professor in the Depart-
ment of Biological Sciences and an affiliate member of 
the Systems Biology program, leads the research that 
Camille is involved in.

“Being involved as directly as she is in the work,” Koji-
ma said, “it teaches you a lot about the patience you have 
to have in doing research. It also teaches you the value 
of data.”

The Academy of Integrated Science carries a for-
ward-looking approach to undergraduate education. 
Though the three degrees offered – Computational 
Modeling and Data Analytics, Systems Biology and 
Nanoscience – may sound like post-graduate courses, 
students step into these transdisciplinary, experiential 
programs on day one of their first year.

Faculty and researchers in many of the foundation-
al departments of the College of Science – Chemistry, 
Biology, Geosciences, Mathematics, Physics, Statistics 
– serve dual roles as instructors at the Academy. It’s 
essentially a learning lab, built from the disciplinary 
strengths already found in the eight core departments 
of the College of Science, aimed at developing students 
tailored to address issues critical to society.

$84,000
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Tech – that was evident to everyone who knew them,” said 
Sally C. Morton, dean of the College of Science. “I think 
they’d be proud to know the extent to which their gener-
osity has inspired tomorrow’s scientists and will lead to 
new discoveries.”

Back in Steger Hall, in the lab at the Biocomplexity In-
stitute, Kojima and Schrier talk about their research into 
a gene involved in circadian rhythms, and its ties to sleep 
patterns, and the health problems that can ensue when a 
person’s “clock” is off the mark.

“We may be close to finding out the importance of the 11th 
gene in regulating that clock,” Kojima said.

She will carry on that work without Schrier, who never 
envisioned her path in research in the lab when she entered 
Virginia Tech as a first-year student, but she’s been inspired 
by the work.

As for Schrier, she is moving on to Virginia Common-
wealth University, where she’ll pursue a doctor of pharma-
cy degree. And more students will follow in her place with 
the Academy of Integrated Science, carrying out research 
alongside faculty that will enrich not only their own lives, 
academically, but those whose health will see brighter days, 
all thanks to the gifts of one proud Hokie couple. 

Luther and Alice Hamlett 
in an undated photo. 
Image courtesy of family.

F. Marc Michel 

Lara Anderson

The Hamletts extended their support 
throughout the Academy, to programs 
both broad and deep. The scholarships 
that Schrier received were endowed, 
and in just one year they help provide 
scholarships to more than two dozen 
students. As this magazine was going 
to press, Pleimling and his team with-
in the Academy just held their April 
dinner where students were awarded 
scholarships.

Based on the Hamlett's dedication to 
faculty research, the Luther and Alice 
Hamlett Junior Faculty Fellowships in 
the College of Science were launched 
posthumously to bolster the work of as-
sistant and associate professors. 

Lara Anderson, assistant professor in 
Physics, and F. Marc Michel, assistant 
professor of Geosciences, were named 
recipients of those fellowships. Ander-
son has already become known as an 
outstanding teacher, including a Favor-
ite Faculty award from Virginia Tech’s 
Division of Student Affairs. She’s won 
numerous National Science Founda-
tion awards for her research on string 
theory and funneled that knowledge to 
undergraduates by mentoring them in 
four different research projects.

Michel serves in the Nanoscience 
program in the Academy of Integrated 
Science and recently received a Nation-
al Science Foundation CAREER Award 
for research into how the smallest min-
erals crystallize from their originating 
solution. Like Anderson, he brings that 
knowledge directly to undergraduates, 
having guided 16 students on research 
projects in five years at Virginia Tech.

All of which goes back to one couple’s 
contribution.

“Dr. Hamlett and his wife, Alice, 
had a love of learning – and of Virginia 

36$84,000
F. Marc Michel 

Lara Anderson

AMOUNT OF 
HAMLETT 
SCHOLARSHIP 
MONEY FOR

STUDENTS 
IN  
APRIL 
2018
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Neuroscience expands 
summer research, eyes 
study abroad program

The fast-growing School of Neuroscience has be-
come a star attraction not only in the College of 
Science, but the university as a whole, all in a mere 
three years after its founding. 

The school is expanding its 2018 summer research pro-
gram that allows undergraduate students to work alongside 
faculty in laboratory settings in Blacksburg and Roanoke. 
And for 2019, the school is eyeing a study abroad experi-
ence that will bring students to the Steger Center in Riva 
San Vitale, Switzerland, for a three-week experience that 
includes excursions to surrounding countries including 
Germany and Italy. 

“In only its third year of existence, the School of Neuro-
science has grown to more than 600 students,” said Harald 
Sontheimer, the I.D. Wilson Chair and professor of neu-
roscience, and executive director of the School of Neuro-
science, adding that the school prides itself on a hands-on 
minds-on education. 

More than 90 students are currently enrolled in indepen-
dent research. 

This summer, the school’s Undergraduate Summer Re-
search Program again will allow students to work full-time 
for 10 weeks in neuroscience laboratories on campus and 
at the Virginia Tech Carilion Research Center in Roa-
noke. Launched last year with seed funds from the estate 
of James and Lillian Gay and the Washington, D.C.-based 
law firm of EngelNovitt PLLC, each student is provided a 
$3,500 scholarship. 

James Gay was a Virginia Tech alumnus, earning a bach-
elor’s degree in  biology  in 1935. He died in 2015 and was 
posthumously inducted into the college’s Hall of Distinc-

tion in 2016. EngelNovitt is led by 
John Engel, a longtime supporter 
of the College of Science, and a 
member of the college’s Round-
table Advisory Board. Addition-
al support for the 2018 summer 
experience will come from the 
School of Neuroscience Under-
graduate Fellowship Fund.  

Among the participants in the 
2017 summer session was Madi-
son O’Donnell, of Forest, Virgin-
ia, and a then-senior. “Being able 

to spend 40-plus hours in the lab every week gave me the 
opportunity to be taught many lab techniques by my mentors 
and gain experiences that I would not have gotten anywhere 
else,” she said.

Kristin Phillips is a collegiate professor of neuroscience 
and associate director of undergraduate programs for the 
School of Neuroscience. “Without our donors, such as James 
and Lillian Gay and EngelNovitt, we would not be in a posi-
tion to provide such an engaging and valuable opportunity 
for our undergraduates,” Phillips said. “These gifts are ded-
icated to promoting scientific excellence in the next genera-
tion of scientists and thus support our undergraduates.”

Phillips is now leading 2019 efforts to bring neurosci-
ence and pre-med students to Switzerland to explore 
Global Perspectives in Medicine and Neuroscience. Stu-
dents will examine the cultural differences in diagnosis, 
clinical treatment, and societal views of neurological dis-
orders such as psychiatric illnesses and Alzheimer's dis-
ease, with excursions to Germany and Italy. Sontheimer is 
co-leading the project. 

“It will be a one-of-a-kind program at Virginia Tech,” 
Phillips said. James Gay

During summer 2017, undergraduate students Erica Johnson (foreground) 
and Alexa Figueroa Baiges (middle) carried out research work in a 
neuroscience laboratory overseen by Christopher Thompson, an assistant 
professor of neurobiology and behavior.
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On March 20, Hokies gave back 
to the College of Science

Virginia Tech hosted its first Giving Day on March 20. For 
24 hours, beginning at noon March 20 and lasting until 
noon the next day, Hokies were asked to donate any 
amount of money they so chose be it online or by phone. 
A monetary goal was not the intent, but increasing alumni 
participating was the chief target. Across Virginia Tech, 
4,800 individuals gave $1.6 million in gifts. 

Below we break up the statistics and numbers for the 
College of Science, and hear from Hokie alumni who gave 
challenges to their fellow Virginia Tech graduates.

BY THE NUMBERS:  

GIVING 
DAY 2018

 
TOTAL RAISED   

3

COLLEGE OF SCIENCE GIFTS 
LEADERBOARD
It was a friendly competition but our departments and the 

college competed for the most gifts by individual donors. 

The Top 5 were:

Geosciences Department Annual Fund: 148
Economics Department Annual Fund: 118
Biological Sciences Department Annual Fund: 79
Statistics Department Annual Fund: 69
College of Science Annual Fund: 60

COLLEGE OF SCIENCE AMOUNTS 
RAISED LEADERBOARD
Although emphasis was put on the number of gifts versus 

amount raised, Science alumni and friends were indeed 

generous to the college and departments. The Top 5 were:

Geosciences Department Annual Fund: $12,660
College of Science Annual Fund: $11,160
Biological Sciences Department Annual Fund: $7,838
Economics Department Annual Fund: $6,373
Statistics Department Annual Fund: $5,620

35 
NUMBER OF STATES WHERE 

SCIENCE DONATIONS 
ORIGINATED

“I wanted to give back to the 
department which has given 
me so much, everything from 
the importance of writing 
and communication to the 
role of notation, presenting 
your ideas, and much, much 
more.” – Sudipta Sarangi, head 

of the Department of Economics, and two-time alumnus of 
Virginia Tech, masters (’97) and Ph.D. (’00), both Economics. 
Sarangi pledged $500 plus $1 for every person that gave to the 
Economics department, and an additional $500 if the number of 
donors surpassed 50. The final number of donors was 118. 

“Our participation during 
Giving Day is a concrete 
demonstration of the 
team spirit we have in 
the College of Science. 
These gifts will have a 
meaningful impact on our 
students and our College. 
Thank you all for your 
enthusiasm and support.” 

– Science Dean Sally C. Morton

“Giving back represents a constancy of spirit, to 
recognize the importance of Virginia Tech as part of  
who I am.”  
– Jerry Hulick (Political Science, ’73, under the former College of 
Arts & Sciences), and a member of both the College of Science 
and College of Liberal Arts & Human Sciences Roundtable Advisory 
Boards. Hulick offered several challenges, including donating 
$2,500 each for the highest number of donors and dollars raised 
for a department or program.

“The College of 
Science and its 
predecessor, the 
College of Arts 
and Sciences, 
have enriched 
my life. For me 
the question is 
not why would one want to support College 
of Science, but why not? It’s inspiring, and, 
undoubtedly, it’s endorphin producing. I 
want to share this experience with others by 
encouraging them to get involved.” 

– Pat Caldwell (Mathematics, ’71). Caldwell generously 
donated $10,000 to the College of Science annual 
fund after her challenge of at least 293 donors for the 
college was met (the total in fact, was 617). 

Science came in third across the  
university as part of the Vice President 
Leaderboard Challenge. 

441
NUMBER OF INDIVIDUAL 

DONATIONS FROM VIRGINIA 
RESIDENTS

293 
TOTAL GIFTS GOAL 

617 
TOTAL GIFTS GIVEN

MATH ALERT! BOTH THESE NUMBERS ARE PRIME!  
WE LOVE PRIME NUMBERS! 

$81,499
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Six assistant professors from the College 
of Science won the National Science 
Foundation’s CAREER grant in 2017 
and 2018. These awards are the NSF’s 

most prestigious award, given to creative junior 
faculty who excel at being both teachers and 
scholars and are considered to be academic lead-
ers of the future. Awardees are given a five-year 
federal grant to sponsor research and education 
activities. The amount of the award varies de-
pending on the project.

“The is the first time the College of Science has 
won three CAREER Awards two years in a row,” 
said Randy Heflin, associate dean for research 
and graduate studies. Winners came from the 
departments of Biological Sciences, Chemistry 
(two), Geosciences, Mathematics, and Statistics. 
Three of the winners have dual appointments 
in the College’s Academy of Integrated Science, 
and a third is an affiliated faculty member of the 
School of Neuroscience.

We asked each of the winners about their 
project and what fuels their love of science. 

Six Science 
faculty win NSF 
CAREER awards

JULIANNE CHUNG

Department of Mathematics, and Computational Modeling 
and Data Analytics 

Award amount: $400,000

Project goal: Advance mathematical theory and create new 
tools to cut the costs and time scientists spend from their initial 
observations to making informed decisions.

Why this project? In many scientific applications such as 
astronomy, geophysics, bioinformatics, and optics, data are being 
generated at ever-increasing rates. I will develop new mathematical 
and statistical tools to extract relevant information from these 
large data sets. These methods exploit tools from numerical linear 
algebra, statistics, and scientific computing to address what is often 
the largest impediment to obtaining images in real-time.

What’s next? One highlight of a research career is participating in 
workshops and conferences.  This summer I look forward to various 
meetings where I can network with researchers in different fields 
and learn about new research projects.

Why science? In college, I was a math major and did well in my 
classes, but I never considered graduate school. It wasn’t until I 
did an undergraduate honors research project during my senior 
year with an amazing mentor, Dr. James Nagy, that I decided to 
continue in a PhD program. …One of my greatest joys is seeing 
my developed methods being used to solve critical problems in 
medicine, science, and engineering.

Dream research project? As a dance and movement studies 
minor in college, I loved to perform and choreograph modern 
dance pieces. I always found that mathematics and dance have 
so much in common, although they seem to be at different ends 
of the spectrum. It would be a dream project of mine to develop 
a contemporary dance piece that incorporates the beauty and 
technicality of my mathematics research.

0 9 INTEGRATED SCIENCE



GUOLIANG ‘GREG’ LIU  
Department of Chemistry

Award amount: $585,000

Project goal: Use extremely thin nanofibers 
to cover windows in buildings and cars 
in a multi-prong effort to cut energy 
consumption in buildings and automobiles, 
and reduce often bright, blinding glare.

Why this project? On a beautiful sunny 
summer day, I get in my car, which has 
a crazily high temperature inside. I 
immediately turn on the air conditioner, but 
the car won’t cool down until I have driven 
more than a mile or two. That bothers me. 
On a regular day, no matter in the summer 
or in the winter, I walk into a building and 
see either the air conditioner or the heater 
running constantly. That bothers me. Not 
because of the uncomfortableness of the 
first mile of driving, nor because of the loud 
air conditioner or heaters, but because of 
the amount of energy that is consumed by 
heating or cooling.

What’s next? We will try to use polymers, 
nanoparticles, and other materials to 
develop the next-generation speakers in 

cell phones, laptops, tablets, and home 
theaters, which could then consume only a 
fraction of the energy that they need today. 
We also are developing porous carbon fibers 
that are lightweight, flexible, and strong 
and can be potentially used in batteries, 
supercapacitors, and fuel cells.

Why science? The curiosity of science 
and the urge to solving daily-life problems 
inspired me to select science as a career.

Dream research project? I haven't figured 
that out yet. If I have figured out my dream 
research project, I am probably working 
on it now.

NICK MAYHALL 
Department of Chemistry

Award amount: $575,000

Project goal: Exploit certain aspects of a molecule’s structure to enable more accurate 
approximations for quantum chemistry simulations. 

Why this project? I decided to pursue this particular project because of how different 
it is from existing approaches. The underlying physical concepts in this project connect 
old foundational ideas in our field (many-body expansions) to more current ideas (tensor 
decompositions) and I'm really excited to see how these conceptual frameworks will 
coexist, or not.

What's next? We have already demonstrated that the main ideas in this project hold 
promise. Now, the next steps are to further develop the software and theory so that they 
can be applied to interesting problems in chemistry, biochemistry, and materials. 

Why science? I never really considered any other career. It’s really just a lot of fun to work 
on things which might offer the rare opportunity to think about something that hasn’t 
been thought of before.

Dream research project. To suggest a theory which receives ridicule by the field but is 
ultimately determined to be correct. Everyone loves those kinds of stories.

LEAH JOHNSON 
Department of Statistics, and  
Computational Modeling and Data Analytics 

Award amount: $700,000

Project goal: Improving mathematical and statistical 
models for vector-borne diseases, such as dengue and 
huanglongbing (HLB), commonly known as citrus greening.

Why this project? I've been working on models for 
vector-borne diseases for a few years now, focusing on 
improving how we include environmental factors, such as 
temperature, into mechanistic models of disease spread. 
This project will allow me to take this effort further: to 
improve current models, incorporate more detail and data, 
and better quantify uncertainty in transmission. I’m focusing 
on infections such as dengue in humans and HLB in trees 
because these systems are data-rich so we can test the 
models we develop against observations of transmission.

What’s next? Part of the excitement of the CAREER projects 
is that you get to spend time thinking about the really novel 
and interesting questions in your field. Moving forward 
I'd like to keep thinking about the big picture question 
of how the environment impacts transmission of vector-
borne diseases, but expand into other kinds infections. I’m 
especially curious about tick-borne infections.

Why science? I was originally captivated by the stars — I 
wanted to be an astronaut! I was inspired to pursue 
science reading about Stephen Hawking’s theories on 
how the universe works. Since I loved math, too, physics 
seemed a natural fit. But when I was in graduate school I 
discovered that I could use the physics and math I knew 
to understand how diseases spread how animals behave. I 
fell in love with biology.

Dream research project? I’ve previously studied 
albatross behavior. I’d be really keen to study diseases 
in albatrosses and someday have the opportunity to 
actually travel to the Antarctic region to see them up 
close. And I would love to participate in something such 
as the Homeward Bound Project, a leadership in science 
initiative for women.
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F. MARC MICHEL 
Department of Geosciences, and Nanoscience

KENDRA SEWALL 
Department of Biological Sciences, and School of Neuroscience

2018

Award amount: $560,000

Project goal: Advance innovative research on how 
the smallest minerals, known as nanoparticles, 
crystallize in nature.

Why this project? It has the potential to shed 
new light on a process that we thought was fully 
understood. This process, known as crystallization, 
is not only responsible for forming the minerals in 
rocks, but also bones, pharmaceuticals, snowflakes, 
and much more. The project builds directly on my 
prior experience and expertise in environmental 
nanoscience. 

What’s next? Our primary goal is to better 
understand how natural nanoparticles made of 
aluminum, silicon, and oxygen – the three most 
abundant elements in Earth’s crust – form in nature. 
This requires that we are able to first create artificial 
versions of these materials in the laboratory. Once 
synthesized, we can then use different tools to 
investigate their characteristics and behavior.

Why science? I never aspired to become a scientist 
or professor. Soon after finishing my bachelor of arts 
in geology with a minor in art and art history, I was 
hired as a hydrogeologist at a small environmental 
consulting company near Boston. I left the company 
about four years later intent on pursuing an applied 
master’s degree in order to become licensed and 
eventually open my own consulting company. That 
plan changed within just the first few months of 
graduate school when my eyes were opened to 
basic science research, particularly in the area of 
nanoscience. … I am fascinated by how science and 
technology can create solutions to many different 
problems that impact humans and the environment.

Dream research project? Two of the most important 
issues facing humanity are limited access to clean 
water and sustainable energy. My dream is to do 
research that contributes to solving both these 
problems. An important component of many possible 
solutions, and one that I believe my group can 
contribute to will be development of new materials 
for next-generation water treatment and energy-
producing technologies.

Award amount: $830,000

Project goal: Understand how social interactions support or 
impair brain function and cognition.

Why this project? I have two young children and when I was 
making decisions about childcare I thought about the quality of 
social interactions they would have in different daycare settings. I 
decided to look into the neuroscience research on the importance 
of social experiences and was surprised to find that we don’t 
know much about how the quality of social interaction influences 
the brain and cognition. My lab studies how early life conditions 
influence learning and brain function in songbirds because they 
learn their vocalizations in a way similar to how humans learn 
speech. I realized that our research could fill this important gap.

What’s next? My research interests are relevant to social issues 
so outreach is important to me. This summer my lab will be 
working with local teachers as part of a research experience for 
teachers funded by the CAREER award.

Why science? My father had polio 
when he was very young and soon 
after I left home for college, he 
developed symptoms of post-
polio syndrome. I found a journal 
article on post-polio syndrome 
and, though the knowledge of what 
was happening to my father didn’t 
change the outcome, it gave me a 
new understanding of what he was 
experiencing. From that point since, 
science has been a way for me to 
more fully understand the world.

Dream research project? 
I love sailing and grew up in Maine, so my dream research project 
would be to run a long-term study of wild bird populations on an 
island in Maine. Ideally, I’d find a collaborator with a similar long-
term study on an island in the Caribbean, and I’d spend a few 
months each winter monitoring birds down there!
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Triple major Arianna 
Krinos wins Goldwater, 
Astronaut scholarships

The 8th annual College of Science 
Celebration of Excellence brought 
together faculty, staff, and students for 
a night of celebration and giving of schol-
arships, the latter funded by the College 
of Science Roundtable Advisory Board. 
Students also had the chance to sit and 
eat dinner with scholarship sponsors. 

Two special scholarships were awarded 
during the evening. Haley Meade, a junior 
from Pound, Virginia, pursuing a major 
in Biochemistry and a minor in Chemis-
try, was awarded the Dean’s Roundtable 
Endowed Scholarship. Carl Wepking, a 
Blacksburg-based doctoral student in 
Biological Sciences, was awarded the 
Roundtable Make a Difference Scholar-
ship for Graduate Study.

Of the evening, Science Dean Sally C. 
Morton said, “One of the privileges of 
serving as dean of the College of Science 
is meeting inspiring, hard-working stu-
dents who share a passion for excellence 
in science, learning, discovery, and are 
intent on making our world a better 
place, and honoring the faculty who 
serve as their mentors.” 

CELEBRATION OF EXCELLENCE 
HONORS STUDENTS WITH 
SCHOLARSHIPS

Arianna Krinos is a rising senior triple majoring in Bi-
ological Sciences and Computational Modeling and 
Data Analytics in the College of Science, and Comput-

er Science in the College of Engineering. Her academic goals 
practically define what it means to be a Virginia Tech student 
dedicated to inclusive, collaborative science and a commit-
ment to service. 

Others have taken notice. This past March, she was named 
as a 2018 Goldwater Scholar, and in fall 2017, the Astronaut 
Scholarship Foundation awarded Krinos a $10,000 scholar-
ship. Krinos is the first and only student at Virginia Tech to 
ever receive the latter scholarship.

Krinos’ undergraduate research focuses on the point where 
biological sciences and computer science meet and how scien-
tists can describe and predict changes in freshwater ecosys-
tems through the use of computer models and quantitative 
tools such as bioinformatics and data analytics. Krinos became 
involved in the research during her sophomore year under 

Department of 
Chemistry head Jim 
Tanko (far left) and 
Science Dean Sally 
C. Morton (center, 
background) celebrate 
the night’s success. 
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POPULAR MECHANICS 
GIVES ACADEMY A 
NATIONAL SPOTLIGHT 

Popular Mechanics magazine, the 
stalwart engineering and science 
magazine published since 1902, gave 
our Academy of Integrated Science a 
spotlight in its November 2017 issue, in 
a feature titled “Today’s Best Colleges 
for Tomorrow’s World.” Under the banner, 
“The Future of Science Classrooms,” the 
Academy was celebrated for “providing 
hands-on classes drawing from multiple 
departments to develop collaborative 
and critical-thinking skills with research 
experience. If technology employers 
could create the perfect college graduate 
in a lab, this is the skill set they would 
choose.” The Computational Modeling 
and Data Analytics (CMDA) program, with 
its blend of Mathematics, Statistics, and 
Computer Science, was singled out. Dean 
Sally C. Morton, at her Oct. 27 State of 
the College address, held the magazine 
up, declared, “Popular Mechanics is my 
new favorite magazine!” 

Cayelan Carey, an assistant professor in 
Biological Sciences. 

“We seek to understand combined 
effects of climate and land use change 
on lake water quality, including tem-
perature profiles, phytoplankton distri-
butions, and nutrient dynamics, along-
side other factors,” Krinos said. “I was 
pretty overwhelmed when I heard I 
had won the Goldwater Scholarship — 
this particular scholarship has been a 
dream of mine for quite some time, be-
cause it represents promise specifically 
as a graduate student and researcher. 
It's a great feeling to have affirmation 
that the committee feels that I show po-
tential in the area I feel called to invest 
my career in.”

Alongside her work with Carey, 
Krinos has engaged in other research 
opportunities, including a Research 
Experience for Undergraduates at the 
University of North Florida, and work 
in the lab of Professor Lisa Belden, 
also of Biological Sciences. For Belden, 
Krinos uses her computational model-
ing to connect the likely role of fungal 

pathogens in the decline of global am-
phibian populations.

Krinos is spending this summer in-
terning with the National Oceanic and 
Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) 
as a Hollings Scholar at the Geophysical 
Fluid Dynamics Laboratory (GFDL) in 
Princeton, New Jersey. “I will be work-
ing on a marine resource modeling 
project using statistically downscaled 
data from global climate models to 
study an ecologically and economically 
important marine species,” she said. 

And after? Krinos plans on pursuing 
a doctorate in limnology or oceanogra-
phy with an emphasis on biology and 
computers. “I am drawn to the inte-
grated aquatic sciences because of how 
easily many different fields of science 
are applied to aquatic ecosystems,” Kri-
nos said. Upon acquiring her degrees, 
Krinos intends to pursue a career in 
research that will make an impact on 
environmental management and bi-
ological understanding, and also will 
allow her to apply computational and 
analytical skills to ecology. 

1 2 1 32018 INTEGRATED SCIENCE



 DATA & THE BRAIN

1 4



 DATA & THE BRAIN

nonprofit Malone Family Foundation, as 
part of its atypical development initiative 
program. She used the funds to purchase a 
2004 Itasca by Winnebago Spirit RV, con-
vert it, and hire a rural outreach coordina-
tor, Jen Pollard Scott, to lead the day-to-day 
work with rural communities. Scott, who 
has a master of public health degree from 
Tulane University, formerly was assistant 
director of the Center for Accessibility Ser-
vices at Radford University.

Scarpa, Scott, and others from across Vir-
ginia Tech, and several graduate students 
will offer therapy sessions for families and 
children who have autism spectrum dis-
order, which is a group of developmental 
disorders that impacts a person’s ability to 
communicate and function socially in many 
areas of life. In the United States, one in 66 
children has an autism spectrum disorder, 
according to the Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention.

“We really want to build on the strengths 
of the community,” she said. “These com-
munities are very family oriented and have 
strong social ties. We want to be able to be 
part of that, but also provide them with the 
empowerment and the ability to use those 
strengths to their advantage.”  

W hen the Virginia Tech Autism Clinic 
unveiled its long-planned mobile clinic 
in the form of a renovated recreational 
vehicle complete with a Virginia Tech 

design wrap to a group of gathered media in early Febru-
ary, Angela Scarpa said, “I cried the first time I saw it.”

Scarpa – director of the Virginia Tech Autism Clinic 
and the Autism Research Center – has a personal under-
standing of why a mobile clinic is needed. In hundreds 
of towns and communities throughout rural Southwest 
Virginia (and countless thousands across the nation) 
parents seeking accessible clinical care for their chil-
dren with autism are left wanting. And unheard.

Scarpa knows this well. Her journey began as one 
of those parents. In 2005, Scarpa founded the Virginia 
Tech Autism Clinic in Blacksburg as a result of her own 
struggles to find autism services for her son.

“I felt almost responsible for all [parents] in the area 
going through the same thing,” said Scarpa, who is a 
licensed child psychologist, and an associate professor 
with the Department of Psychology. “Appalachia is one 
of the most underserved regions in the country. A lot of 
the families have nowhere to turn.”

She founded the center to promote autism-related re-
search across disciplines. But even the Blacksburg clinic 
is too far for many families who live in rural Southwest 
Virginia to travel for services. With that, Scarpa decided 
to take Virginia Tech’s expertise to them. The mission: 
“We want to empower families with autism.”

Last year, Scarpa received a $99,784 grant from the 

Angela Scarpa, left, and Jen Pollard Scott

Autism Clinic takes 
its services to rural 
Virginia by RV
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Fireworks on nights other than the Fourth of 
July or New Year’s Eve equals fun and cele-
bration for most people, especially children. 
But for veterans with Post Traumatic Stress 

Disorder (PTSD), the shock of noise and light may trig-
ger a deeply learned expectation of danger. 

Virginia Tech scientists have found that people with 
PTSD have an increased learning response to surpris-
ing events, such as the whizz and pop of fireworks. 
While most everyone reacts to surprise, people with 
PTSD tend to pay even more attention to the unex-
pected. The study was published in January 2018.

“Disproportionate reactions to unexpected stimuli 
in the environment are a core symptom of PTSD,” said 
Pearl Chiu, an associate professor with dual appoint-
ments at the Virginia Tech Carilion Research Insti-
tute (VTCRI) and the Department of Psychology, and 
who served as lead author on the study. “These results 
point to a specific disruption in learning that helps to 
explain why these reactions occur.”

Joining Chiu on the study were, among others, Va-
nessa Brown, first author on the paper and a graduate 
student in the Department of Psychology, and Brooks 
King-Casas, also an associate professor at the VTCRI 
and associate professor of psychology. The team used 
functional MRI to scan the brains of 74 veterans, all 

Researchers 
find heightened 
attention to 
surprise in veterans 
with PTSD

Pearl Chiu

LOOK, MA! NO HANDS! 
NEUROSCIENCE STUDENTS PLAY 
PONG USING BRAIN ACTIVITY 

While the rest of the country was immersed in March Madness 
basketball tournaments, students in course instructor Chelsea 
McCoy’s School of Neuroscience 2036 class took part in a 
different sport — the classic Atari game, Pong. But no knobs 
were to be found. Students played each other by moving pixel-
created paddles to bounce a ball using only their brain activity, 
captured through Cognionics dry electrode EEG headsets. The 
brain-computer interface came courtesy of faculty members 
Ian Kimbrough and Sujith Vijayan, working with master students 
Naresh Nagabushan and Abhinuv Nitin Pitale from the College of 
Engineering’s Department of Electrical and Computer Engineering. 
Vijayan said the process of controlling the game paddles is part of 
the growing technology that allows amputees to control and move 
next-generation prosthetics. Kimbrough, Vijayan, and McCoy plan 
to bring the setup back next year for Neuroscience students in the 
class. Maybe one day, Galaxia can be played, no hands. 

Matthew Emanuel, 
now a rising senior 
from Woodbridge, 
Virginia, is fitted 
with an EEG 
headset to play 
Pong, using 
only his brain 
activity. Emanuel 
is majoring in 
experimental 
neuroscience.
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GIFT FROM ALUMNA TO 
SUPPORT STATISTICS 
GRADUATE FELLOWSHIPS

Annie Sauer

Tessa Anwyll

The Department of Statistics in fall 2018 will officially 
launch its inaugural Jean D. Gibbons Graduate Fellows in 
Statistics. Its first recipients are Annie Sauer, who earned 
a bachelor’s in applied mathematics in May from Auburn 
University, and Tessa Anwyll, who earned a bachelor’s degree 
in Mathematics in 2014 and a master’s in mathematical 
education in 2015, both from Virginia Tech. Sauer will pursue 
a master’s degree, with a research focus in the application 
of statistics to health problems. Anwyll’s undergraduate 
research was in mathematics education, in two projects: 
evaluation of student learning in college linear algebra; and 
study of pre-service elementary school teacher’s knowledge 
of fractions. Jean Dickinson Gibbons, who earned a doctoral 
degree in statistics from Virginia Tech in 1962, has been a 
longtime supporter of the Department of Statistics. The de-
partment’s graduate program was named in recognition of a 
generous gift made by Gibbons in 2014. Gibbons’ own career 
focused on education, with faculty positions at the University 
of Pennsylvania and the University of Alabama. 

of whom had experienced trauma while serving in Af-
ghanistan or Iraq. 

Some of the study participants were diagnosed with 
PTSD, while others were not. In the functional MRI, 
participants played a gambling game, in which they 
learned to associate certain choices with monetary 
gains or losses.

The researchers found that people with PTSD had 
significantly more activity in the parts of their brains 
associated with how much attention they paid to sur-
prising events when the learning task threw an unex-
pected curve ball their way. “Fireworks unexpectedly 
going off after a person has exchanged fire in the field 
can trigger an over-estimation of danger,” King-Casas 
said. “Particularly for individuals with PTSD, unex-
pected surprising events — noise or otherwise — could 
be a matter of life or death.”

Both the behavioral and neural findings show that 
people with PTSD pay more attention to surprise 
while learning, added Brown. “This disrupted learning 
increases with more severe PTSD,” Brown said. “Now 
that we understand how attention to surprise plays a 
role in PTSD, we may be able to refine our assessment 
tools or develop new interventions that target specific 
learning disruptions in people with PTSD or other psy-
chiatric disorders.”  
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Two compounds found in red wine, dark 
chocolate, coffee, grapes, and blueberries 
can be used to treat depression, according 

to a study published earlier this year by Georgia 
Hodes of the School of Neuroscience.

The finding does not mean that people who suffer 
from depression should gorge bars of dark choco-
late or red wine as self-treatment. The amounts of 
the compounds — dihydrocaffeic acid (commonly 
referred to as DHCA) and malvidin-3'-O-glucoside 
(common name, Mal-gluc) — are too small in the 
foods and drink, making the effect nil through any 
acceptable human diet. 

Rather, the study used the compounds them-
selves combined and administered in lab exper-
iments on mice via drinking water. The study has 
not been attempted on people yet and would need 

Compounds found 
in red wine, dark 
chocolate can treat 
depression. 

BIG 
DATA

The College of Science’s Computational Modeling 
and Data Analytics (CMDA) program — part of the 
Academy of Integrated Science — is taking off. Big 
time. In a few short years the number of majors 
has shot past 400. The program is also bringing 
new life to the Old Security Building on campus, 
with lab/meeting space for students. Mark Em-
bree, director of the CMDA program and a profes-
sor in the Department of Mathetmatics, says the 
locale is busy most weeknights after dinner time. 
(It is shared with the Department of Statistics’ 
Statistical Applications & Innovations Group, or 
SAIG — think “sage,” like the spice — which has 
undergraduate researchers helping faculty crunch 
data in research projects.) “I have the pleasure 
of mentoring scores of Science students who are 
passionate about solving important problems 
across many domains,” Embree said. “As an alum 
of Virginia Tech, I’m especially excited to work with 
this impressive new generation of Hokies. These 
young scientists want to make a difference, and 
are in high demand in today’s workforce.” 

Our Computational 
Modeling and Data 
Analytics program 
had found its groove

The Department of Economics is teaming with 
Peru’s Universidad de Piura for a new under-
graduate summer research exchange program 
that focuses on how behavioral economics can 
inform public policy-making on such topics as 
environment, health, technology, and education. 
The 23-day-long program from July 2 to 25 will 
be run on the Virginia Tech end by Department 
Head Sudipta Sarangi, Professor Sheryl Ball, 
and Assistant Professor Alec Smith. It entails 
pairing 10 students from Virginia Tech with 10 
students from the University of Peru for an online 
session in week one, a session in Blacksburg at 
the Department of Economics’ experimental lab 
during week two, and travel to Piura and Lima 
for 10 days of policy workshops then field ex-
periments with local communities. (Any student 
at Virginia Tech is welcome on the venture. With 
scholarships, the total cost will be $1,700 plus 
tuition per student.) This is the first such pro-
gram for the department. “In an economics lab 
experiment, students participate in incentivized 
experiments where they learn according to the 
decisions they make. This is a great way to test 
out theories and policies in a very controlled 
environment,” Sarangi said. In Peru, Virginia Tech 
students will board with Peruvian families. Much 
of the research exchange program’s design came 
from Marcos Agurto, director of the Lima School 
of Economics in Peru. Sarangi calls it “serendip-
ity.” Two years ago, Agurto was visiting his wife, 
who was working on her Ph.D. with Virginia Tech’s 
Department of Statistics. Agurto asked for some 
office space in Sarangi’s department’s location 
at Pamplin Hall. The two began talking. “Really, 
one coffee too many led to this program,” 
Sarangi said. 

ECONOMICS LAUNCHES NEW 
STUDY ABROAD UNDERGRADUATE 
RESEARCH PROGRAM WITH PERU

Peru's Universidad de Piura
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to be tested for safety and efficacy in humans 
and then go to clinical trial, according to Hodes, 
the study’s co-author, an assistant professor of 
neuroscience. 

“Our hope is that we can develop a new 
treatment for depression that directly modifies 
physiological targets we know are altered in 
depressive patients and by animal models,” said 
Hodes. “All current treatments for depression 
were discovered by chance. They were testing 
them for other purposes and found out that 
they made people feel better. Here we are cre-
ating a new treatment that is based on what we 
know goes wrong in humans and animal mod-
els in both the brain and the body.”

“This is a new way of thinking about treat-
ing depression,” Hodes said. “The compound 
we developed works by targeting inflammation 
in the body and plasticity in the brain. We took 
this approach because these are factors that 
we know are altered by depression in humans. 
This is one of the first compounds that was de-
veloped to directly alter identified molecular 
mechanisms of depression.”

She added: “One of the things I think is real-
ly important about this study was that we used 
two different animal models of depression, one 

415Number of CMDA majors

CMDA GRADUATES 
NOW WORK FOR:

Georgia Hodes

in males and one in females, and the compound was 
equally effective in both sexes. Most studies still do not 
include females even though there is a higher incidence 
of depression in women than men.”

Hodes contributed to the work while she was a 
post-doctoral researcher at the Friedman Brain Insti-
tute at Mount Sinai in New York. 

Amazon
Capital One
General Dynamics
GE Aviation
Los Alamos National Laboratory 
MITRE Corp.
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College spring break typically means students heading 
off for sun and fun, or home to see family and friends. 
For Sean Malloy, a Department of Physics major who 
just graduated, the weeklong break this past March 

was a chance to take part in climate change research on the Vir-
ginia coast. 

The Hampton Roads area, like much of the Virginia coast, is 
experiencing highly unusual sea level rises, as shown by data col-
lected by state and federal environmental scientists. But data is 
missing in part of the town of Hampton itself. D. Sarah Stamps, 
an assistant professor in the Department of Geosciences, want-
ed to remedy that gap. Hence, Stamps launched a “spring break 
camp” she called CODE-GEO — that’s short for Collecting Ob-
servations for Data Analysis and Encoding in the Geosciences 
— in an effort to get undergraduate students to install new GPS 
stations that can detect land subsidence.

Malloy, who has been working in undergraduate research 
with Stamps in geosciences, was quick to sign-up. “Her passion 
for her work, her success in her field and her motivation have in-
spired me in every aspect of 
my life,” Malloy said. “I learn 
in hands-on environments 
rather than classroom learn-
ing. The CODE-GEO camp 
was almost like a laboratory 
classroom, where you can see 
the processes and apply them 
immediately to understanding 
complex concepts."

Stamps reached out to Zack 
Easton, an associate professor 
in Virginia Tech’s Depart-
ment of Biological Systems 
Engineering, and Bill Moore, 
professor at the historically 
black college Hampton Uni-
versity on the coast. (The 
latter came at the encourage-

Spring break 
offers research 
opportunity for 
students 

ment of Gary Glesener, a fellow faculty member 
and diversity advocate in Geosciences.) 

Stamps and her team installed GPS units at 
Hampton University and the National Institute 
of Aerospace in Hampton. The team imme-
diately started tracking data. The expedition 
team included Stamps, Malloy, undergraduate 
student Antonio De Cecco of the Virginia Tech 
Department of Biological Systems Engineer-
ing, Virginia Tech Geosciences graduate stu-
dent Josh Robert Jones, and two undergradu-
ate students from Hampton University, Kendra 
Dorsey and Janelle Layton. 

The student team made a research poster of 
their findings and presented it at an Institute 
for Creative Technology and Applied Sciences’ 
(ICTAS) Undergraduate Research Experience 
session at the Experiential Learning Confer-
ence. (ICTAS provided funding for the expedi-
tion.)

“There is a great growth opportunity in con-
ducting an undergraduate research program 
that uses GPS positioning observations to ad-
dress societal issues like  land subsidence and 
sea-level rise,” Stamps said. “Both Hampton 
University and Virginia Tech can now expand 
their programs using CODE-GEO as a model 
for future project development.” 

From left, D. Sarah Stamps, Janelle Layton, 
Kendra Dorsey, and Sean Malloy, on the roof 
of Hampton University’s Turner Hall. 
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than other significant ice sheets. Ongoing monitoring and the seeking of new data 
from drilling efforts in this location by climate scientists, glaciologists, and ocean-
ographers were long seen as vital. Measurements from the past several decades of 
ice sheet change could be a missing part of the picture.

Aboard the JOIDES Resolution, Romans — an associate professor with the De-
partment of Geosciences — and his collaborators recovered a total 1.2 kilometers 
(equal to seven-tenths of a mile) of sediment core from five different sites along the 
Antarctic continental margin in the Ross Sea. The archived material contains an 
astounding record of environmental change from roughly 17 million years ago to 
near the present day. 

Preliminary analysis conducted during the expedition suggests significant 
changes in the size and extent of the West Antarctic Ice Sheet, Romans said after 
his return in early March. These observations and more to come will be used to 
reconstruct models of environmental conditions, including ocean temperature, 
chemistry, and circulation.

“The end of the expedition is really just the beginning of the research in a way,” 
Romans said. 

Brian Romans 
voyages to 
Antarctica to study 
ice sheet melt history

Right: Brian Romans 
on the deck of 
the JOIDES, near 
the coast of West 
Antarctica.

Below: A photo of 
the low sun, taken 
on the JOIDES. 

Geosciences Associate Profes-
sor  Brian Romans  began his 
2018 quite unlike most people. 

On Jan. 5, leaving from New Zealand, he 
set sail on the International Ocean Dis-
covery Program, Expedition 374 for the 
Southern Ocean, just off the west coast 
of Antarctica. There, he and other sci-
entists drilled into the ocean floor in an 
attempt to better understand how polar 
ice sheets respond to climate change.

“Earth scientists have shown that 
regions near the poles  — the Arctic 
and Antarctic — are highly sensitive to 
changes in global climate," Romans said. 
"This so-called ‘polar amplification’ 
phenomenon can result in warming of 
both the atmosphere and the oceans, 
which can, in turn, affect the stability 
of ice sheets. One of the most critical 
questions in climate science is if the 
well-documented melting of land ice 
could accelerate, leading to even more 
rapid melting and, ultimately, collapse 
of an ice sheet.”

One of the largest continental ice 
sheets on Earth, the West Antarctic Ice 
Sheet, is experiencing more warming 
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New research revealed by scientists within the Department of 
Biological Sciences and published in the journal Science shows 
that in the case of a common backyard bird, imperfect immu-

nity to a dangerous pathogen that causes “bird pink eye” actually makes 
the pathogen stronger and more dangerous for its next victim. That’s bad 
news for wild birds who must rely on their natural immune systems to 
protect them from pathogen attacks. 

An increase in the severity of finch pink eye in recent years alerted Dana 
Hawley, an associate professor of Biological Sciences and her collaborators 
to a potential link between bird immunity and pathogen virulence. 

“Our results are not just important for finches,” Hawley said. “Many 
human pathogens and other animal pathogens also cause only incomplete 
protection against reinfection. Thus, the potential is there for the host im-
mune response to favor more harmful strains in many types of hosts, but 
in this case, imperfection can be deadly.”

Lab experiments showed that stronger or more virulent strains have a 
leg up for several reasons. One of the most surprising was that virulent 
strains generate more complete memory responses in finches, leaving 
weaker strains with few hosts to infect. In contrast, weaker strains pro-
duce only partial immune memory, leaving the door open for more viru-
lent strains to invade.

Results from that experiment were then modeled to reveal how a 
pathogen might move through an entire population of finches. The model 
showed that pathogen strains that came to dominate in an experimental 
population with incomplete immunity were almost twice as harmful as 
those that dominate in the absence of immunity. Thus, incomplete immu-
nity is likely what’s driving the evolution of more harmful strains.

“This is really groundbreaking since, most of what we know about 
host-pathogen co-evolution is in the context of interventions like vaccina-
tions,” said Ariel Leon, a doctoral student in Hawley’s lab and co-author 
on the paper. 

Imperfect 
immune system 
can drive deadly 
pathogen strains

MICHELLE STOCKER SEEKS 
STORY BEHIND ANIMALS THAT 
USE HEADS TO BURROW

Geosciences Assistant Professor Michelle Stocker 
is using a National Science Foundation grant to map 
the repeated evolution of similar head shapes among 
animals that use their heads to dig into the ground. 
During the mutli-university study, Stocker and her team 
will examine what developmental and biomechanical 
properties led to a body shape designed for burrowing.

“The main goal of the project is to examine how and 
why we get the repeated evolution of similar head 
shapes in very distantly related animals from more 
than 400 million years ago to today,” Stocker said. 
“How and why convergence of body shape occurs is a 
fundamental evolutionary puzzle. We’re looking at how 
anatomy, development, relationships and ancestry, and 
biomechanics interplay to result in these shapes.”

Among the hundreds of different species to be studied 
will be lizards, snakes, and caecilians that are alive, as 
well as fossils of extinct animals called microsaurs that 
have a similar shape. Stocker will use three-dimensional 
data from CT scans as well as bone material properties 
to study the anatomy and biomechanics of the skulls of 
these animals.

“Some species we’ll include have not had their skeletal 
morphology documented fully because the skeletons of 
living animals aren’t always examined when we have the 
ability to look at their color and the number of scales 
and types of teeth they have,” Stocker said.

“The final goal of the project really is to test predictions 
of ecomorphology — this animal looks like X so it must 
have done Y, without actually seeing it do any such thing 
— by quantifying the shapes,” Stocker said. 

Michelle Stocker

Associate 
Professor Dana 
Hawley and 
doctor student 
Ariel Leon inside 
Hawley's lab at 
Derring Hall. 
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D epartment of Physics research-
ers recently successfully car-
ried out an experiment that 
placed a high-tech box full of 

what looks like greenish luminescent plas-
tic Rubix cubes stacked atop one anoth-
er outside a reactor at Dominion Power’s 
North Anna Nuclear Generating Station in 
Mineral, Virginia.

The box is designed to detect subatomic 
particles known as neutrinos produced by 
the reactor, which can be used to track the 
amount of plutonium produced in the reactor 
core. The long-term plan for future box pro-
totypes is worldwide: Imagine a new, fool-
proof tool for how the United Nations tracks 
rogue nations that seek nuclear power. 

“Our deployment at North Anna was a 
great success,” said Jona-
than Link, a professor and 
head of the department’s 
Center for Neutrino Phys-
ics, in March. “We have 
detected neutrinos, and 
we are working on refining 
our analysis now.”

The Virginia Tech team 
calls the box “tamper 
proof” and says, if success-
ful, it can all but eliminate 
instances of falsified paper-
work or uneasy inspection 
visits. It is plutonium — the 
key ingredient in nuclear 
weapons —  that U.N. reg-
ulators seek to track in all 
nations that are party to the 
Nuclear Non-proliferation 
Treaty, but particularly in 

Jonathan Link stands at the North Anna Nuclear Generating 
Station. Behind him is a trailer holding an experimental 
neutrino detector designed and built at Virginia Tech.

nations seen as volatile. 
The box is an early prototype —  roughly a 

two-foot cube, with an active volume weighing 
175 pounds — but Link said with enough data 
collected during several months of testing at 
North Anna, it could soon justify larger detec-
tors operated by the International Atomic En-
ergy Agency at facilities around the world.

“If they want a nuclear reactor, we can let 
them build it and detect its activity with a 
minimal impact on its operations,” Link said, 
adding that nuclear energy is an important 
part of a new worldwide low-carbon future 
that requires careful oversight. 

Physics team eyes 
experimental 
neutrino detector 
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In her lab at Davidson Hall, Amanda Morris and her 
student researchers are trying to mimic the ways 
plants use sunlight to convert carbon dioxide to 

storable food. Their aim is to create a chemical spark 
via photosynthetic cells that can create and store 
energy. Green, sustainable energy. 

“I want to take sunlight and convert carbon dioxide 
into something useful,” Morris said. “What plants do, 
I want to try to do in a beaker. Carbon dioxide is one 
of the largest waste products of the energy industry 
and our newly reported catalysts have the potential to 
convert this waste stream into a commercially-viable 
feedstock. Additionally, it addresses the environmental 
concerns of carbon dioxide emissions.”

Morris and her students are making strides to do 
just that as they build new metal organic frameworks 
capable of the conversion of carbon dioxide to use-
ful chemical feedstocks. The framework is actually a 
three-dimensional, crystalline powder that can oxidize 
water and use the electrons produced to reduce carbon 
dioxide to methane or higher order alcohols. The new 
material even has been named "VPI-100" in honor of 
Virginia Tech.

Amanda Morris’ 
lab pushes 
breakthroughs in 
mimicking how 
plants energize 

 Associate Professor 
Amanda Morris and 

doctoral student Jie Zhu 
look over a metal-cyclam-

based zirconium metal–
organic framework. The 
purple chemical, which, 

looks like coarse powder, 
could bring a new leap 

in the mission to convert 
carbon dioxide into 

storable energy, thereby 
mimicking how plants eat.

Jie Zhu, who graduated this past May as a doctoral student 
in chemistry, looks at metal–organic framework developed in 
the lab of Amanda Morris. 

Work in the field has  challenged scientists 
who cannot predict framework stability at 
high temperatures and in different solutions. 
However, work by  Morris, chemistry doctoral 
student Jie Zhu, and chemistry undergraduate 
researcher Ann Marie May bring the field one 
step closer to meeting this challenge.  

“The coolest part of this project is that this 
could be a pioneering work in this type of 
framework that may lead to more exciting dis-
coveries,” said Zhu, who graduated in May and 
is now a post-doctoral scholar at the Universi-
ty of California San Diego. "For the next step 
... this material can be used with other mate-
rials (such as a hydrogel) to work as a hybrid 
multi-functional system for flow chemistry, 
which is widely used in industry.” 

Last year, Morris renewed a three-year U.S. 
Department of Energy grant she received in 2014 
for this work. The renewal came in at $540,000, 
on top of the original $450,000. The work de-
scribed here was published in the Journal of 
American Chemical Society, the premier journal 

for the chemistry field, in December. 
The material not only has clear 

implications for the energy sector, 
there’s a potential medical use as well, 
including the treatment of high blood 
pressure and biomedical imaging. 

If the future of the crystalline pow-
der is multi-prong, the futures of the 
students in Morris’ lab are limitless. 
“Since starting my research, I have 
found that no feeling can equate to sit-
ting at a lab bench and working on new, 
innovative technologies,” said May, a 
junior from Newport News, Virginia. 
“Research has given me the opportuni-
ty to put theory into practice, while also 
expressing my creativity through prob-
lem solving. Now, I have a better per-
spective of my future, including gradu-
ate school and career aspirations.” 
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Four teams of Virginia Tech undergraduates 
were recognized earlier this year as winners 
of the 2018 Nanotechnology Entrepreneur-
ship Challenge (NTEC). The contest is hosted 
by NanoEarth — Virginia Tech’s National 
Science Foundation-funded National Center 
for Earth and Environmental Nanotechnology 
— and the Apex Systems Center for Innovation 
and Entrepreneurship, with additional support 
from the Economical and Sustainable Materi-
als Strategic Growth Area.

The NTEC program encourages diverse, 
student-led teams to apply nanotechnolo-
gy-based ideas to sustainability challenges in 
areas such as public health, agriculture, clean 
water, and renewable energy. Winning teams 
receive seed funds to help develop their idea, 
as well as business development assistance 
and mentorship. 

“Nano-enabled products are currently worth 
approximately $2 trillion per year on the global 
market,” said Mike Hochella, a professor in the 
Department of Geosciences and NanoEarth 
site director. “It is exhilarating for the students 
to know that they can actually think about 
participating in such a massive and important 
market.”

Among the four winning teams was EcoBullet, 
environmentally friendly alternatives to tradi-
tional munitions used in military and civilian 
applications (lead casing remains have been 
an environmental issue). Heading the project 
were Nanoscience and Physics double major 
Nicholas Smith, who graduated in May, and 
Nanoscience major Brendan Ryan, a rising 
senior, with faculty advisor Randy Heflin, a 
professor of Physics and associate dean for 
research in the College of Science. 

STUDENTS FIND WAYS TO USE 
NANOTECHNOLOGY FOR GOODResearchers from the College of 

Science and the College of En-
gineering have created a novel 

way to 3-D print the type of high-tem-
perature polymeric materials common-
ly used to insulate spacecraft and satel-
lites from extreme cold and heat, up to 
nearly 700 degrees Fahrenheit.

Team creates 3-D 
printed polymer for 
spacecraft, electronics

Previously, the multi-layered poly-
imide — known as Kapton — could be 
made only in sheets, and used as a wrap 
because of the material’s complicated 
molecular structure. If you don’t recog-
nize the name, you know the material 
by sight. Kapton is the “gold foil” used 
as outer wrapping of spacecraft.

Professor Timothy Long 
of Chemistry and Associ-
ate Professor Christopher 
Williams of Mechanical 
Engineering, along with 
respective labs of gradu-
ate students and post-doc-
torate researchers, now 
have a high-performance 
polymer that could the-
oretically be used in any 
shape, size, or structure. 
The same material can be 
found in cell phones and 
televisions.

“We chose a fairly ubiq-
uitous high-temperature 
and high-strength polymer 
because we wanted to en-

able a rapid impact on existing technol-
ogies,” Long said. 

One improvement: Under post-doc-
toral researcher Jana Herzberger, the 
team has discovered that commercially 
available polyamic acids can be readily 
converted to a printable composition 
upon treatment with a photo-active 
base. “We can now prepare a printable 
composition without the need for com-
plex synthetic steps,” Long said. “The 
process is significantly more ‘green,’ 
meaning less environmentally harmful 
reagents are needed and fewer solvent 
intensive steps are required.”

Long has said a priority in his lab is 
to create greener, that is, more-earth 
friendly materials. 

Graduate student Justin 
Sirrine (foreground) 
and Professor Timothy 
Long inside a lab 
at Macromolecules 
Innovation Institute (MII), 
part of the Institute for 
Critical Technology and 
Applied Science. Long is 
director of MII. 
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New leaders 
take helm 
of three 
departments 

The College of Science depart-
ments of Chemistry, Mathe-
matics, and Psychology are 

each naming new department chairs 
starting in August. 

In Chemistry, Professor Alan Esker 
will take the helm from Jim Tanko, 
who began his tenure as department 
chair in 2010. Esker, who joined Vir-
ginia Tech in 1999, has focused his re-
search on polymer dynamics. 

Eric de Sturler, a professor in math-
ematics and an affiliated member of 
the Computational Modeling and Data 
Analytics program within the Acad-
emy of Integrated Science, will take 
lead of Mathematics from Peter Has-
kell. De Sturler joined Virginia Tech 
in 2006. Haskell began his tenure as 
chair in 2007. 

In the Department of Psychology, 
Professor Roseanne J. Foti will take the 
department chair position after Bob Ste-
phens. Foti focuses her research on lead-
ership perceptions, both from the per-
spective of self and followers. Stephens 
began his tenure as chair in 2006. 

“I am confident that our new depart-
ment chairs will build upon the suc-
cesses of their predecessors as they join 
an excellent group of leaders who head 
our College of Science departments,” 
said Sally C. Morton, dean of the Col-
lege of Science. 

We asked each of the new depart-
ment leaders about their plans and why 
they love science. 

Alan Esker 
Department of Chemistry 

What excites you about taking over as department chair? The 
privilege of working with the exceptional faculty, staff, students, 
and alumni that are Virginia Tech Chemistry, and the opportunity 
to continue evolving our teaching, research, and service missions. 

Why science? It may be a fifth-grade science class evaluation 
that said my performance was 20 points below par. I liked golf, I thought that was great; my parents 
disagreed. Fortunately, I found subsequent topics in the class more interesting to become “most 
improved.” If the question is chemistry, I did not decide on an undergraduate major until my junior 
year when I took thermodynamics. The merging of mathematics, physics, and chemistry was and 
remains to this day something I find truly beautiful.

Who is your mentor and why? My Ph.D. advisor, Professor Hyuk Yu at the University of Wisconsin.  
He was my undergraduate thermodynamics professor and one of the sharpest people I have ever 
known.  Even though I was a transfer student, he gave me the opportunity to do undergraduate 
research in his lab, groveled to his colleagues on the graduate admissions committee to allow me 
to stay at Wisconsin as a Ph.D. student, encouraged me to do a post-doc in Germany and a second 
stint at the National Institute of Standards and Technology, and sent me the advertisement for the 
position at Virginia Tech with an emphatic, “Apply there!” I would not be where I am without him.

What book(s) will you be reading this summer, and why? Focusing on the classics — “The Cat 
in the Hat”, “Green Eggs and Ham”, etc. My children are both under the age of four and love their 
books.

Roseanne J. Foti 
Department of Psychology 

What excites you about taking over as department chair?  
Becoming the first female department chair in the history of 
the Department of Psychology. Female role models have been 
important to my development as a scientist. I am excited to 
continue to be a role model for others.

Why science? During my junior year of high school, one night at the dinner table, I announced my 
decision to become a music major. That decision was met with a resounding “No!” by my par-
ents. (I would learn later that my parents were concerned I would not attend college and become a 
keyboard player in a rock band!) I had always been interested in psychology, and at the beginning of 
my senior year of college discovered the field of industrial and organizational psychology... I wanted 
to learn more about this field, so I persuaded the other 14 undergraduates in my capstone senior 
seminar that they too would benefit from a semester long course. During that semester, I learned 
what I desired in a career: understanding as well as application of knowledge, variety, and change.

Who is your mentor and why? Susan P. Leuk during my undergraduate education and Robert G. 
Lord during my Ph.D. Both individuals encouraged my interest in interdisciplinary research questions 
to answer the important how and why questions.

What book will you be reading this summer, and why? I hope to read "Autumn", written by Ali 
Smith. This book has been hailed as the first great Brexit novel. It’s an integration of time, history, 
and art to respond to a tumultuous moment.

ALL AROUND SCIENCE
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The College of Science  inducted 
six new members into its Hall of 
Distinction in November 2017, 

bringing the total number of honored 
alumni and friends of the college to 36. 
At the fifth annual induction ceremony, 
Dean Sally C. Morton said the honorees 
“are the backbone of our mission in 
educating science leaders of tomorrow.”

The honorees for 2017 were: 

College inducts 
six into Hall of 
Distinction

1. Henry Butler, master’s and Ph.D. degrees, 
economics, 1979 and 1982. As dean of the 
Antonin Scalia Law School at George 
Mason University, Butler helped secure 
tremendous philanthropic support, 
including a $30 million gift that resulted 
in renaming the law school for Scalia. 
Additionally, he secured more than  
$34 million to support the George Mason 
Law and Economics Center. 

2. Lay Nam Chang, founding dean, College of 
Science. Chang spearheaded the split of 
the former College of Arts and Scienc-
es into the College of Science and the 
College of Liberal Arts and Human Sci-
ences, taking the helm of the former in 
2003. Under his leadership, the college 
launched the Academy of Integrated 
Science and the School of Neuroscience. 
Chang also helped secure more than 
$80 million in philanthropic support for 
the College.

3. Joseph Teyu Chou, master’s and Ph.D. 
degrees, economics, 1994 and 1996. Chou 
is chairman of Taipei Financial Center 
Corp. (Taipei 101). Chou previously 
served as its chief executive, leading 
the company to a record year in 2015 
with best-ever operational perfor-
mance and highest ever merchandise 
sales. He has consulted for corpora-
tions and government agencies. He 
also has served as a director of Taiwan 
Financial Holding Corp.

4. Blanton Godfrey, bachelor’s degree, 
physics, 1963. Godfrey is the Joseph D. 
Moore Distinguished University Profes-
sor of Textiles and Apparel Technology 
and Management at North Carolina 
State. He also worked at AT&T Bell 
Laboratories, served as chairman and 
chief executive of Juran Institute Inc., 
and co-founded National Demonstra-
tion Project on Quality Improvement in 
Health Care.

5. Mayer Levy, bachelor’s degree, biology, 
1955. The second of four generations 
of Hokies, Levy ran a private dentistry 
practice for decades and served as an 
adjunct faculty member of Virginia 
Commonwealth University’s School of 
Dentistry. He has served on the College 
of Science Dean’s Roundtable Advisory 
Board, the Alumni Association’s board 
of directors, and is a charter member of 
the Highty-Tighties. 

6. Roger H. Moore, bachelor’s degree, gen-
eral science, 1964. Moore has served as 
president of AT&T Canada in Toronto, 
president of Northern Telecom (now 
Nortel Networks Corp.) in Japan, and 
president and chief executive of Illu-
minet Holdings Inc. For Virginia Tech, 
he serves on the College of Science 
Dean’s Roundtable Advisory Board, and 
is a member of the Legacy Society.
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Eric de Sturler
 Department of Mathematics  

What excites you about taking over 
as department chair? I see several 
exciting opportunities. The first is to 
help groups and individual faculty 
members to be more effective in 
research and teaching. The second is 
to define jointly with the faculty what 
are the most important directions in 
which the Mathematics department 
should grow. Third, I would like to grow 
the graduate program and increase 
postdoctoral research opportunities. 
This means we need to increase our 
external research funding.

Why science? I have always been 
fascinated with the problem-solv-
ing ability of mathematics with 
computers, and I have degrees in 
mathematics and computer science. 
Computers bring mathematics to 
life. The ability of mathematics to de-
scribe problems from disparate fields 
in similar ways and use the same 
methods for solving them continues 
to fascinate me.  

Who is your mentor? I do not have a 
single mentor, but I have been lucky 
to learn from many people over the 
years. As a “new chair,” I will have two 
“old chairs” to ask for advice. I also 
have several good collaborators that 
are or have been chair and are happy 
to give advice – “Run for the hills!”

What book will you be reading this 
summer? I do hope to read a book  
this summer!   

ALL AROUND SCIENCE
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CRAIG TOLLIN FULFILLS LIFE-
LONG DREAM ON 'JEOPARDY!'

Craig Tollin grew up watching “Jeopardy!” with his 
family. He’d compete with them as a child to see 
who could call out the questions to the provided 
answers first. In 2017, Tollin, a lab instructor with the 
Academy of Integrated Science, got to compete for 
real, appearing on two episodes and winning a total 
of $24,000. He always wanted to compete on the 
show, and took the timed, 50-question online test 
audition every year for more than a decade. He was 
finally invited to an in-person audition in April 2016 
and this past July was called to be on the show. The 
show taped in August and aired in December. “Right 
after I was done with my second show, I thought a lot 
about my big regret, which was not betting enough in 
Final Jeopardy," said Tollin, a two-time Virginia Tech 
Department of Biochemistry alumnus. "But now, so 
many months later, I think about how lucky I was to 
get to play Jeopardy twice, and I feel a little wistful 
that I'll never get to do it again.” 

DEAN’S ROUNDTABLE ADVISORY 
BOARD

The College of Science Roundtable Advisory 
Board comprises college alumni and friends that 
have helped guide the college since its founding 
in 2003. Here, roundtable members pose 
with Dean Sally C. Morton on the stairs of the 
Holtzman Alumni Center in fall 2017. 

VIRGINIA TECH HONORS 
MARY NOLEN BLACKWOOD 

Mary Nolen Blackwood (1973, 
Psychology), a longtime supporter 
of Virginia Tech and a member of the 
Dean’s Roundtable Advisory Board, 
was honored in May 2018 with 
Virginia Tech’s Alumni Distinguished 
Service Award. Co-owner, with her 
husband, Willis, of commercial real 
estate firm Blackwood Development 
Co., Blackwood has also served 
on the Virginia Tech Foundation 
Board, the Ut Prosim Society, and 
the Legacy Society. The Blackwoods 
have endowed scholarships for 
students, funding for faculty, and 
more across the university, from the 
Department of Psychology to the 
Pamplin College of Business. 
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PI DAY KICKS OFF  
APPRECIATION WEEK 

College of Science Appreciation Week kicked off 
March 14 — Pi Day (Get it? 3/14, or 3.14?) and that 
meant free pies for students. Members of the College 
of Science Dean’s Leadership Council gave away more 
than 2,000 pies outside McBryde Hall and inside the 
lobby of Derring Hall. Later in the week, the college 
hosted Donuts with the Dean and a Breakzone Social 
gathering at Squires Student Center.  

WOMEN IN STEM  
DISCUSS SEXISM  
IN WORKPLACE

The College of Science hosted 
a panel discussion “Why So 
Few? Women in Science, Technol-
ogy, Engineering, and Mathematics 
(STEM)” in Arlington, Virginia, in 
February 2018, with Science Dean 
Sally C. Morton moderating. On the 
panel were four Virginia Tech alum-
nae, including  College of Science 
graduate Dee Dee Helfenstein 
(’86, Psychology), now senior vice 
president at Booz Allen Hamilton. 
Discussion was lively as it moved 
from overt workplace sexism to the 
need for women in STEM to mentor 
young prodigies. 

ALUMNA WANTS TO MIX BUSINESS WITH SCIENCE

Small business expert and bestselling author Melinda F. Emerson is a Virginia Tech graduate 
and long-time member of the College of Science Roundtable Advisory Board. Recognized 
internationally as an expert on business development and social media marketing, Emerson’s 
latest book, “Fix Your Business”, was released in February 2018 and helps business owners 
address problem areas using a step-by-step turnaround system to build a thriving business. 
Her first book, “Become Your Own Boss” in 12 Months, was released in 2010, with a second 
edition published in 2015. Emerson took a quick break from her national book tour and 
recently visited Blacksburg. She shared the following advice afterward: “It’s one thing to 
do amazing scientific research, but I want the next generation of scientists to be business-
minded. It's important for Virginia Tech Science graduates and researchers to become 
entrepreneurs and business leaders who understand the commercial applications for their 
work as much as the hard science.” Follow Emerson on Twitter at @SmallBizLady. 
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FRANK AYLWARD WINS 
ALFRED P. SLOAN FELLOW

Frank O. Aylward, an assistant professor in 
Biological Sciences, was selected as a 2018 
Alfred P. Sloan Research Fellow in Ocean 
Sciences. Recipients of 2018 Sloan Research 
Fellows, announced in February, received an 
award of $65,000. He is an affiliate faculty 
member of the systems biology program in 
the Academy of Integrated Science. 

ALUMNA JENNIFER MCQUISTON 
SPEAKS AT VASEM EVENT

Three-time Hokie alumna Jennifer McQuiston 
was among more than 100 experts gathered 
at the Virginia Academy of Science, Engi-
neering, and Medicine (VASEM) fall 2017 
conference in Washington, D.C. The topic: 
Emerging infections, drug-resistant superbugs, 
and bioterrorism. McQuiston spoke about her 
work as deputy director of the CDC’s Division 
of High Consequence Pathogens and Pathol-
ogy at the National Center for Emerging and 
Zoonotic Infectious Diseases. Organizing the 
event were Virginia Tech faculty Patricia Dove 
and X.J. Meng.

BLACK ALUMNI REUNION 
DRAWS HUNDREDS TO CAMPUS

Hundreds of African-American alumni visited 
Virginia Tech on April 13-14 for the biannual 
Black Alumni Reunion. Among the guests the 
College of Science had the pleasure of wel-
coming back to Blacksburg were (left to right, 
above) Ellis Savage (’80, Education), Angela 
Wright-Savage (’85, Biological Sciences), 
Melanie P. Hurley (’81, Biological Sciences), 
and Dr. Sylvia S. Swilley (’72, Biological Sci-
ences.) Wright-Savage is employed by Nature 
Pass. Hurley is a program manager at the U.S. 
Department of Energy. Swilley is a physician in 
Los Angeles.

COLLEGE OF SCIENCE HEADS 
ECLIPSE VIEWING

On Aug 21, thousands of members of the 
Hokie community gathered behind Holtzman 
Alumni Center to watch the solar eclipse that 
fixated much of the nation. At the viewing, 
Virginia Tech scientists explained the solar 
event and helped scores of people view the 
eclipse through various devices. Afterward, 
the College collected more than 250 eclipse 
glasses for the nonprofit Astronomers Without 
Borders for use by school children in Asia and 
South America during a 2019 solar event.

ROBERT BODNAR AWARDED 
THOMAS JEFFERSON MEDAL

C.C. Garvin Professor of Geochemistry Robert 
J. Bodnar was awarded the Thomas Jefferson 
Medal for Outstanding Contributions to Natural 
Science by the Virginia Museum of Natural 
History. Bodnar also was elected a Fellow of 
the Geochemical Society for his work on fluid 
and melt inclusion studies, and documenting 
the roles of fluids and melts in the Earth and 
meteorites. Bodnar is a University Distin-
guished Professor and serves as the director 
of the Steger Center for International Scholar-
ship in Riva San Vitale, Switzerland. 

STERLING NESBITT WINS 
YOUNG SCIENTIST AWARD

The Geological Society of America hon-
ored Sterling Nesbitt of the Department of 
Geosciences with its Young Scientist Award, 
the 2017 Donath Medal. The Young Scientist 
Award honors scientists aged 35 or younger 
who have contributed to geologic knowledge 
with original research that advances the 
earth sciences. 
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Chemistry Celebration  / Oct. 19-20, 2018

A weekend of events for all Department of Chemistry alumni and 
their families. Join us as we celebrate the history of the chemistry 
department with tours of labs and the renovated Davidson Hall, 
hear talks from faculty, see lab demonstrations, and more.

Virginia Tech Science Festival / Oct. 27, 2018

The College of Science again will help host the Virginia Tech Science 
Festival as it returns for the fifth time to bring families and budding 
young scientists closer to all things geology, fossils, stars, medicine, 
chemistry, neuroscience, insects, and probably a snake … or two. 
The event has gained a strong reputation as one of Virginia Tech’s 
largest annual educational community events. 

College of Science Tailgate / Nov. 3, 2018

Join the College of Science and several hundred of our 
closest friends for our annual pregame football celebration 
when the Hokies play Boston College. We’ll have food, drinks, 
entertainment, fun science booths for families and children, 
games, plus a visit by none other than the Hokie Bird! Location: 
Holtzman Alumni Center lawn. Time: TBD. 

Opening of Sandy Hall / Fall 2018

The School of Neuroscience will move its main offices to Sandy 
Hall, just off the Drillfield, in fall 2018. We will be holding a ribbon 
cutting as we celebrate this new space that will serve as the 
center of operations for one of Virginia Tech’s fastest growing 
programs. Date and time to be determined. 

VISIT. 
RECONNECT. 
DISCOVER. 

For more information,  
including details about these 
and other events, visit  
science.vt.edu/magazine.   

Stay connected!
Visit us at science.vt.edu

   /VirginiaTechScience
  @VT_Science 
  @VT_Science

Or contact Katie Lafon, alumni 
relations director for the College 
of Science, at kapatter@vt.edu or 
540-231-8706.

Come see the College of Science 
in action. Save these dates!
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YOU CAN HELP.

Hire our graduates
Embark on research with our faculty
Donate to support discoveries and education

CONTACT WADE STOKES 

540-231-4033  |  lwstokes@vt.edu 
science.vt.edu/magazine

DISCOVER,  
CREATE,  
INSPIRE, AND 
INFORM. 
WITH US.

We have so many great things underway here in the 
College of Science: a new School of Neuroscience, 
an Academy of Integrated Science that gives 
undergraduates a chance to see how scientific 
disciplines come together in a hands-on environment, 
and groundbreaking work in fundamental sciences that 
makes understanding our communities and the worlds 
around them possible. We’re doing all of this here in 
Blacksburg, in Roanoke, in the National Capital Region, 
and all over the world. 


