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First Colloquium: Friday, 9 September 2011, 2:00 pm in CR 5125 
 

“TAG You're It: Basic Science for Understanding Algal Biofuels Pathways” 
 

Sabeeha Merchant, Ph.D. 
Department of Chemistry & Biochemistry, University of California, Los Angeles 

 

 
Say Goodbye to Bios 

After 26 years in print, we are shutting 
down Bios, the semesterly newsletter of the 
Department of Biology. Paper is dead. The 
content of Bios shall appear in the 
resurrected weekly, Biosphere, which will 
be distributed electronically. We thank the 
quarter century of contributors and editors 
for their work on Bios, especially Dr. Jim 
Dole, who founded the newsletter and was 
its longest-serving editor. 
 
Biologists Earn Awards 

At the end of last academic year, a Biology 
student, Lauren Michaels, won the 
university’s Outstanding Graduating Senior 
Award. 
 Biology students won two of the awards 
given by the College of Science and 
Mathematics: 
• Robert Haughton won the Heald 
Outstanding Graduating Senior Award. 
• Christopher Bowman-Prideaux won the 
Hugo & Irma Oppenheimer Award. 
  The Department of Biology gave out six 
awards: 
• Nikita Tripuraneni was recognized as 
the Outstanding Graduating Senior.  
• Lena Coleman won the Bennett-Bickford 
Award for promise as a teacher. 

• Dion Giovannone won the Outstanding 
Biology Graduate Student Award. 
• Maggie Johnson won the Outstanding 
Graduate Research Award. 
• Gregory Avellis won the Outstanding 
Graduate Teaching Award. 
• Sam Amirshahi won the Hugo and Irma 
Oppenheimer Award. 
 Biology faculty also won awards: 
• Dr. Paul Wilson won the university’s 
Outstanding Faculty Award. 
• Dr. Terri Richardson won a university-
wide Distinguished Counseling Award. 
• Dr. Mary-Patricia Stein won the college’s 
Teaching Award. 
• Dr. James Hogue won the college’s Part-
Time Teaching Award. 
• Dr. Mark Steele won the college’s Early 
Career Research Award. 
 Congratulations to all! 
 
Tropical Semester: Spring 2012 

This spring a group of students and faculty 
will go to Ecuador. The semester package 
is 16 units and fulfills many Biology major 
requirements. Students will study a 
diversity of biomes and conduct several 
research projects that will be presented at 
the end of the semester. For more 
information, contact Dr. Fritz Hertel. 
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New Geneticist, Cheryl 

Van Buskirk1 

This fall, Dr. Cheryl Van 
Buskirk joins the faculty of the 
Department of Biology. She 
will teach Genetics (BIOL 360) 
in the fall, and non-majors 
Introductory Biology 
(BIOL100) both semesters. Dr. 
Van Buskirk grew up in 
Alberta, Canada and received 
her B.S. in Biochemistry at the 
University of Calgary. As an undergraduate she 
worked with Dr. James McGhee on the early 
stages of organogenesis using the nematode 
(worm) Caenorhabditis elegans. She says, “I 
became fascinated by questions in 
developmental biology.” 
 Dr. Van Buskirk pursued her graduate work 
at Princeton University with Dr. Trudi 
Schüpbach, studying one of the earliest events 
in the development of the fruit fly Drosophila 
melanogaster—the establishment of dorsal-
ventral asymmetry within the oocyte—a 
process that is initiated by signaling between 
germline and somatic cells via the epidermal 
growth factor (EGF) receptor. 
 Her interest in EGF signaling led her to 
California, and back to worms, for postdoctoral 
studies with Dr. Paul Sternberg at Caltech. 
 While studying the role of EGF signaling 
during organogenesis, she observed an 
unexpected effect of certain EGF splice 
variants on behavior. “I saw that animals over-
expressing certain EGF isoforms weren't eating 
or moving, and at first I thought they were sick. 
But I soon realized they were quite healthy, and 
that this ‘growth factor’ was actually putting the 
worms to sleep!” Equally unexpected was the 
observation by another group of researchers 
that a similar phenomenon occurs in mammals, 
pointing to a deeply conserved quiescence 
program regulated by EGF. 
 It is now becoming increasingly clear that 
signaling molecules used during development 

                                                        

1 Three new assistant professors are starting this 
semester. Biosphere will feature biographical 
sketches of the other two in coming issues. 

are re-used later in life to 
regulate nervous system 
function. 
 Dr. Van Buskirk’s 
research program is partly 
aimed at understanding the 
mechanisms that allow a 
relatively small repertoire 
of signals to perform a 
wide array of functions; 
regulated alternate splicing 
may be one such 
mechanism. Other projects 

include analyzing the effects of environmental 
stressors on behavior. The model organism C. 
elegans lends itself well to the study of 
neurobiology, as it is simple enough (with only 
302 neurons) to be amenable to detailed 
analysis, yet sufficiently complex to display 
behaviors such as chemotaxis, learning, and 
sleep. 
 At CSUN, students in the Van Buskirk lab 
can perform genome-wide screens for novel 
“sleep genes,” and use molecular-genetic 
techniques to dissect behavior at the neuron 
level. By the spring semester, Dr. Van Buskirk 
hopes to have students join her research lab. 
“I'm looking for students who find sleep … well 
... stimulating!” 
 
 New Publications 

American Journal of Botany has published 
“Rarity as a life-history correlate in Dudleya” by 
Ann Dorsey and Dr. Paul Wilson.  
 Grad students Jackie Allen (Waier) and 
Brooke Van Kummer, and Dr. Randy Cohen 
had their paper “Dopamine as an anorectic 
neuromodulator in the cockroach Rhyparobia 
maderae” accepted for publication in the 
Journal of Experimental Biology. 
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