
 
 

 
 

 
  

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
  

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 

 
 
 

 

  

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

  

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

Bama Biology
  Newsletter of the Department of Biological Sciences 

Volume 1  No. 1 

NOTE FROM THE CHAIR 

Welcome to the inaugural edition of 
Bama Biology News. The mission of this 
newsletter is to celebrate the activities 
and achievements of our Department.  We 
are excited to share Biological Sciences 
2016 with all of you. 

As I write this, I am excited to begin my 
third year as Chair of the Department 

of Biological Sciences. No Department 
remains the same from year to year.  If 
your last contact with the Department 
was 20 years ago, or even 10 years 
ago, you might have a difficult time 
recognizing us today!  Over the past 
5-6 years, numerous long time faculty 
members have retired (see p. 6) while 
others have departed for positions 
elsewhere.  To balance those departures, 
we’ve welcomed several terrific new 
Assistant Professors who are also 
mentioned on p. 6.  Additionally, you’ll 

Dr. Janis O’Donnell, Chair of Biological Sciences at UA, has been an active reseacher in 
the neuroscience field and a professor of genetics for the past 27 years. 

be learning more about new Assistant 
Professor Kevin Kocot in this issue. Future 
issues will introduce you to other new 
faculty members. 

It gives me pause to consider that most of 
those who have joined our Department 
over the past 5 years or so are pursuing 
their research questions and teaching 

their classes using technologies that did 
not exist when I was a new Assistant 
Professor.  It is an exciting time to be a 
biologist! 

Another striking feature of our faculty is 
this: In an era in which we still struggle 
with gender inequities in the STEM 
disciplines, UA Biological Sciences is an 
amazing model of equity done right. Of 
our 32 tenured and tenure track faculty, 
16 of us have two X chromosomes! We did 

not set out to hire “one of these” and “one 
of those”. In true biological style, we grew 
organically by hiring the best scientists 
and teachers we could find over a period 
extending back more than two decades, 
through the leadership of past chairs, 
Drs. Patricia Sobecky, Harriett Smith-
Somerville, Martha Powell and Bill Darden. 

The Department has changed more 
than its faculty.  Our undergraduate 
majors have grown from approximately 
500 students 10-12 years ago to more 
than 1400 today. Our faculty offices 
and research and teaching labs are 
now spread amongst 7 buildings; 6 on 
campus and one at the Dauphin Island 
Sea Lab.  Some of these buildings were 
not even in blueprint form 10 years ago, 
such as Shelby Hall and the Science and 
Engineering Building, which are located 
in the new Northern Science Quad.  We 
feel confident that you would be proud 
of and impressed with the changes to The 
Capstone.  You are always welcome back, 
but in the meantime, take a virtual tour: 
http://bit.ly/2cUN6Py 

In coming editions of the newsletter we 
will share with you exciting plans for our 
academic programs, the Tanglewood 
Biologic Station, UA Arborteum, and other 
developments.  We would also love to 
feature some of our alumni, so please get 
in touch: bscacademics@ua.edu. 

mailto:bscacademics@ua.edu
http://bit.ly/2cUN6Py
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NEW FACULTY 
SPOTLIGHT 

Dr. Kevin Kocot 
This past summer, Dr. Kocot participated in a NSF-supported cruise 
onboard the RV-Atlantis. Early-career researchers were provided expe
rience planning a large-scale expedition. They also learned how deep 
submergence assets like the human-occupied vehicle Alvin (pictured) 
can be used to study the deep sea. During the cruise, scientists studied 
deep-sea hydrocarbon seeps and coral-covered canyons off Massachu
setts and shared their findings with the general public using cutting-
edge acoustic modem and telepresence technology. 

BIOGRAPHY 

Kevin Kocot earned his B.S. in 
Biology at Illinois State University, 
his Ph.D. in Molecular Biology 
at Auburn University, and 
has worked as a postdoctoral 
researcher at Auburn 
University and The University 
of Queensland in Brisbane, 
Australia. Kevin has been 
awarded an NSF Dissertation 
Improvement Grant, three 
prestigious awards from Auburn 
University (the Harry Merriwether 
Fellowship, the College of 
Science and Mathematics 
Deans Research Award, and the 
Graduate School Distinguished 
Dissertation Award), an NSF 
International Postdoctoral 
Research Fellowship, and an 
Australian Research Council 
Discovery Early Career Research 
Award. 

KEVIN KOCOT is a new Assistant 
Professor in the Department of Biological 
Sciences and an Assistant Curator of 
Invertebrates in the Alabama Museum of 
Natural History. 

We are enjoying getting to know Kevin 
and thought you would, too, so we asked 
him a few questions. 

Kevin, what motivated you to pursue a 
career in science? 

I’ve always been interested in science and 
biology, but what really motivated me 
to pursue a career in science was having 
a very charismatic high school biology 
teacher. In her course, I was fascinated 
by the complexity of life and how our 
understanding of biological diversity 
and the mechanisms underlying it are 
still far from complete. In particular, I was 
excited to learn about interesting “new” 
organisms that are continually being 
discovered, such as extremophiles that 
live in water at temperatures near boiling 
and microbes that can “eat” oil spills. 

Would you describe the path that led you 
to your current research area? 

As a sophomore at Illinois State University 
I took Dr. William Perry’s Invertebrate 
Zoology course. Dr. Perry was an 
incredibly enthusiastic and charismatic 
teacher who taught my class about the 
fantastic diversity of animals without 
backbones and how there is still a 
great deal to be learned about even 
the basic biology and diversity of many 
invertebrate groups. This inspired me to 
pursue a career studying these interesting 
but often overlooked animals. In 2007 I 
joined the lab of Dr. Ken Halanych, a world 
expert on the subject of invertebrate 
phylogenetics at Auburn University, and 
trained in invertebrate systematics and 
evolutionary genomics. 

What about your area of research excites 
you the most? 

The most exciting aspect of my research is 
the opportunity to make new discoveries. 
The animals I focus on, a little-known 
group of worm-shaped molluscs, are 
relatively diverse and are often abundant 
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but there are few researchers studying them. Practically 
wherever I go I find “new” species that don’t yet have a name. 
In my work, I’ve had the opportunity to travel to the tropics, 
Antarctica, Iceland, and the bottom of the ocean in a human-
occupied submersible. In all of these places I’ve found new 
species – including one entirely new order of mollusc. However, 
I’ve also found new species right off the dock at a major marine 
lab with a long history of invertebrate zoology research, which 
goes to show how much we still have to learn about the diversity 
of this and likely many other groups. 

What are the most challenging aspects of your research? 

The most challenging aspect of my research is staying on top 
of a rapidly growing and changing field. New approaches, 
software, and technologies are constantly becoming available 
that transform the field of genomics. Even though I try to read 
a lot, I find my folder of “papers to read” growing faster than I 
can keep up with it! Securing funding is also a challenge that 
all researchers face – because of limited funds and a lot of high 
quality research being conducted, proposals ranked “Excellent” 
are sometimes still not funded. 

What advice would you offer to students? 

The best advice I can give to students in virtually any field is to 
learn a computer coding language. I had virtually no coding 
skills before taking a bioinformatics course in graduate school. 
Learning even just a few basic shell commands did wonders for 
improving my problem-solving skills. Moreover, knowing how to 

NEW FACULTY 
SPOTLIGHT 

Dr. Kevin Kocot 
has identified a new species of aplacopho
ran mollusc during his Alvin dive.  It is an 
unusual group of worm-shaped molluscs 
that lack a shell but instead are covered by 
microscopic spines. 

code provides one with an arsenal of tools that can be used to 
automate a number of otherwise very mundane tasks. 

So far, what do you like most about your job at UA? 

My favorite part about my new job at UA is my amazing 
colleagues! Anyone who’s ever started a new job knows that 
learning the ropes can be challenging and working as an 
assistant professor with diverse research, teaching, and service 
duties is certainly no exception. My colleagues have been 
incredibly nice and helpful as I have been getting established 
and asking lots of questions. I’ve also really enjoyed teaching 
an enthusiastic group of students and had have no trouble 
recruiting some excellent undergraduate researchers. I’m looking 
forward to a very productive fall semester working with them. 

What are the biggest challenges of your job? 

One of the biggest challenges of my job is being an effective 
teacher that both communicates well and makes the material 
engaging. I had some truly amazing teachers when I was a 
student and their enthusiasm had a big impact on me. As a 
new assistant professor, I feel like I have some big shoes to fill! 
Fortunately, UA has a number of workshops and initiatives for 
new professors to continue to develop their teaching skills. I’m 
taking advantage of these resources in hopes of inspiring the 
next generation of biology students. 

Thank for you the interview, Kevin! I have a feeling you will 
be the charistmatic teacher and talented researcher who will 
encourage a new generation of future biologists. 
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GRADUATE 
STUDENT RESEARCH 
SPOTLIGHT 

Jason Jackson 
Jason drains the nectar from a bumble bee 
by squeezing its honey stomach before 
weighing so he can determine the bee’s 
mass and how much nectar it was carrying. 

A BUZZ-WORTHY 
SCHOLAR 

Jason Jackson, a 4th year PhD student 
in the lab of Dr. Jeff Lozier, studies 
native pollinator evolution. Jason’s 
research focuses on bumble bees that 
live in mountainous regions of the 
western United States. Bumble bees are 
important native pollinators, providing 
pollination services for plants in natural 
ecosystems and in agriculture. Mountain 
environments provide particularly 
good settings in which to investigate 
factors that generate and maintain 
biodiversity because of extensive 
variation in environmental characteristics 
that are important for bees, including 
temperature, precipitation, and air 
density. Jason is utilizing sophisticated 
DNA sequencing technologies to 
understand how genetic variation across 
bumble bee genomes is affected by 
environmental changes associated with 
differences in latitude and elevation. 
Understanding how bees adapt to local 
environmental conditions may help 
us develop conservation strategies 
or develop new methods to improve 
domestication of native pollinators for 

use in different geographic regions. In 
addition, it’s nice to do research in the 
mountains and escape the Alabama heat! 
Jason’s work has in part been funded 
by the Edward O. Wilson Biodiversity 
Fellowship. This fellowship, initiated by the 
generosity of E.O. Wilson, helped Jason 
pay for his field work travel and focus on 
research during the summer months. 
Jason is an author on one publication 
resulting from his research in the scientific 
journal Ecology and Evolution, and has 
several more papers underway. 

The Edward O. Wilson Biodiversity 
Fellowship: Dr. Wilson, an Alabama 
native and UA graduate, is an expert 
on evolution and species diversity at 
Harvard University.  He established 
this endowment to support students 
conducting field research in the area of 
biodiversity. 

GIVING OPPORTUNITY 

Biology Dept. Gift Fund: 
This fund provides flexibility and 
is used to support student research, 
conference travel and equipment 

repair. 

To make a tax-deductible 
donation: 

GIVE ONLINE: 
www.onlinegiving.ua.edu 
under “where would you like gift 
directed”-OTHER 
under “account”- code 30139 
in text box type Biology Gift Fund 

SEND A CHECK: 
to Univ. AL; with fund name and 
acct. number 30139 on check and 
send to: 
Shawn Winters 
Box 870344 
UA 
Tuscaloosa, AL 35487 

Thank you for your contributions! 
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UPCOMING EVENTS 

You are Invited: 

ANNUAL DARDEN LECTURE
 
Dr. Graham Hattful 


Thursday, October 20 

7 p.m.
 

1013 North Lawn Hall
 
Reception will follow
 

BIOLOGICAL SCIENCES
 
STUDENT RESEARCH
 

COLLOQUIUM
 
Friday,  October 21 


3-5:30 p.m. 

Smith Hall
 

ALUMNI TAILGATE
 
The University of Alabama 


versus 

Texas A & M


 Saturday, October 22
 
3 hours before kickoff 


in the SEC quad
 

A GUT FEELING ABOUT 
PARKINSON’S DISEASE 

Sam Stanley, a Dayton, Ohio, native, is 
trying to determine if microorganisms 
that live inside the intestine can cause 
dopamine neurons to die, which is a 
characteristic of Parkinson’s Disease.  In 
his project, “Investigation of Dopamine 
Neuron Degeneration as a Consequence 
of Microbiome-Derived Bacteria,” Sam is 
examining bacterial strains relevant to the 
microbiome – the collection of bacteria in 
our bodies. 

Sam was awarded a summer fellowship 
by the Parkinson’s Disease Foundation/ 
American Parkinsons Disease Association. 
He has worked as an undergraduate 
researcher for Dr. Kim Caldwell since his 
freshman year. The PDF award was part of 
a $300,000 fellowship program for early-
career researchers across the country. 
Sam received $4,000 over 10 weeks 
to continue his research at UA.  “The 
fellowship was an honor and through the 

UNDERGRADUATE 

STUDENT RESEARCH 

SPOTLIGHT 

Sam Stanley
Sam sterilizes a platinum wire in prepara
tion to transfer genetically engineered 
nematodes containing DNA associated 
with human Parkinson’s patients from one 
petri dish to another for analysis. 

PDF/APDA and departmental support, 
I was able to continue work in the lab 
over the summer,” Sam said. “It’s been 
a remarkable experience, and working 
in the Caldwell Lab has made college a 
much more well-rounded experience.” 

“My project involves taking bacteria that 
have been associated with Parkinson’s 
disease and checking for changes in 
neuron health using a common soil 
nematode.  If the nematode ends up with 
changes in its dopamine neurons when 
exposed to gut microbes, then we have 
an idea that these human microbes might 
be detrimental to human health.” 

Sam is a senior microbiology major who 
is also enrolled in the STEM Path to the 
MBA Program through the Culverhouse 
College of Commerce.  Next year he will 
be completing an MBA at UA before 
applying to graduate school for dual MD/ 
PhD degrees. 
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T H ELAU N 18v EARS IMT Y AO F• I College of Arts & Sciences 
Department of Biological Sciences 

P. 0 . Box 870344 
The University of Alabama 
Tuscaloosa, AL 35487-0344 

DEPARTMENTAL NEWS
	
NEW IS NEWS 
Several new faculty have joined our ranks 
in the past two years. Please help us 
welcome: 

Carla Atkinson 

Community and ecosystem ecology, 
freshwater ecology, conservation biology 

Stanislava Chtarbanova-Rudloff 
Drosophila innate immunity and aging 

Paige Ferguson 

Ecological modeling, natural resource 
conservation and management, decision 
analysis, population ecology, landscape 
ecology 

Janna Fierst 

Evolutionary genetics, evolutionary 
theory, comparative genomics, 
bioinformatics 

Asma Hatoum-Aslan 

Molecular biology of small RNA pathways 
that impact bacterial pathogenesis 

Kevin M. Kocot 

Invertebrate systematics and evolutionary 
genomics 

Daryl Lam 

Phylogenomics and systematic 
assessments of microscopic and 
macroscopic algae 

Jason Pienaar 

Evolutionary ecology, macroevolutionary 
modeling, phylogenetic comparative 
method development, population and 
quantitative genetics, fig wasp and 
tardigrade population biology 

BEST OF NEWS 
Congratulations to Jon Benstead and 
Phillip Harris for receiving promotion to Full 
Professor. 

BEST WISHES 
Best wishes to the faculty members who 
have retired over the past several years: 
Art Benke, Perry Churchill, Hank Heath, Paul 
LeBlanc,  Margaret Johnson, Jane Rasco, 
Gary Sloan, Harriett Smith-Sommerville, 
Milt Ward, Amy Ward, and Graduate School 
Dean and fellow biologist, Dave Francko. 
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