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Greetings, 
Alumni!

Dear Friends and Colleagues: 

Another enjoyable year has passed by quickly 
for the PRL, filled with success and change. This 
newsletter presents stories and photographs that 
capture many of the events from the year. Here, I 
will mention a few highlights.  

One of the most satisfying and happy situations 
this past year was that Sheng Yang He, upon 
entering an open national competition, was 
chosen as one of fifteen Howard Hughes 
Medical Institute and Gordon and Betty Moore 
Foundation (HHMI-GBMF) Investigators in Plant 
Biology. Sheng Yang is the first MSU researcher 
to be named an HHMI investigator, but given 
the excellence of plant science at MSU, I am 
certain that other MSU colleagues will join him 
in the near future. Indeed, we are also extremely 
proud that our PRL alumnus Mark Estelle (RA, 
Somerville, ’86) was also chosen as an HHMI-
GBMF investigator. Hearty cheers to Sheng Yang 
and Mark!!

But the awards and recognition do not stop with 
this. Both Sheng Yang He and Gregg Howe 
were elected this year as Fellows of the American 
Association for the Advancement of Science as 
was our PRL alum and MSU colleague, Tom 
Sharkey (Chair, Biochemistry and Molecular 
Biology).

Then there are the research leaders of tomorrow. 
This year’s Anton Lang awards went to Sankalpi 
Warnasooriya (graduate award) and Tony 
Schilmiller (postdoc award). Sankalpi is from the 
Montgomery Lab, and Tony is from the Last Lab. 
Congratulations to these fine young scientists.

And finally, in the “Excellence Breeds More 
Excellence” category, the winner of the Hans 
Kende Award for Best Dissertation in the Plant 
Sciences went to Eric Moellering (Benning Lab, 
BMB). You may recall that Eric was an Anton Lang 
Memorial Award winner in 2010!

In addition to awards and recognition, the 
year was marked by a genuinely bittersweet 
occurrence, the retirement of Karen Bird. After 
more than twenty years as PRL Editor, making 
her signature contributions to the writing of 
PRL manuscripts and grant applications, the 
Newsletters and countless other tasks, we sadly 
said good-bye to Karen. But at the same time, we 
rejoiced in the fact that she would now have more 
time to be with family and friends and to pursue 
interests for which there was no time in the past. 
Karen is active in Facebook and LinkedIn, so you 
can still communicate with her there. But don’t 
expect her to be sitting in front of her computer 
very often. She’s already traveled to both coasts 
(New York and Seattle) and has just returned from 
a trip to China with the South Shore Orchestra. So 
we congratulate Karen and wish her happy travels 
and a joyous retirement!

So, what to do without Karen? I am delighted to 
be able to tell you that Eileen Morey has taken 
over the position as PRL Editor. Eileen comes 
to us with extensive experience in the field, and 
we all look forward to working with her over the 
coming years.

We’re also happy to announce that Sarah 
Gilmour (RA, Thomashow Lab) has taken the 
reins of our PRL LinkedIn website. So please join 
us on LinkedIn.

And finally, we want to thank all of you that sent 
your news for this publication. It’s great to keep up 
with our alumni and learn where your work and life 
have taken you. Please continue to stay in touch 
and Have a Wonderful New Year!

    ~ Mike Thomashow

http://www.linkedin.com/home?trk=hb_home
http://www.linkedin.com/home?trk=hb_home
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PRL Faculty in the News
2011 AAAS Fellows 

PRL Director and University Distinguished Professor of molecular genetics, Michael     
Thomashow, is one of six MSU researchers named AAAS Fellows by the American As-
sociation for the Advancement of Science (AAAS) early last year. Mike was selected “for 
his contributions to the field of plant biology, focusing on the identification of stress response 
pathways involved in freezing and drought tolerance...His research led to the identification of 
the CBF response pathway, a stress pathway that is highly conserved in plants and has major 
roles in freezing and drought tolerance.”

2012 AAAS Fellows

This year, MSU set a record with nine researchers gaining national recognition by being named 
as Fellows by the American Academy for the Advancement of  Science in December. Two of 
those researchers are part of the Plant Research Laboratory: Sheng Yang He and Gregg 
Howe. A third is a PRL alumnus.

“[Sheng Yang ] He and associates have made a series of original discoveries of how bacterial 
virulence factors manipulate host innate immunity, jasmonate signaling, vesicle trafficking and 
stomatal functions in plants.”

Gregg Howe “aims to understand how plants respond to insect herbivory and other forms of 
wound stress. Howe uses tomato and Arabidopsis as experimental model systems to explain 
the mechanism of synthesis and action of the plant hormone jasmonate, 
and to study the molecular evolution of chemical traits that shape plant-
insect interactions.”

PRL alumnus and chairperson and professor of biochemistry and 
molecular biology at MSU, Thomas D. Sharkey, was also named 
a Fellow by AAAS this year. Sharkey’s work is focused on “the 
biochemistry and biophysics of gas exchange reactions between plants 
and the atmosphere.” Read the full MSU Press Release here.

❧  ❧  ❧
Michael Thomashow

Gregg Howe

Sheng Yang He

Thomas D. Sharkey❧  ❧  ❧

 Winter at the PRL
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PRL Faculty in the News (contd.)

The Howard Hughes Medical Institute (HHMI) and the Gordon and Betty Moore Foundation 
(GBMF) selected Sheng Yang He as one of 15 of the nation’s most innovative plant scien-
tists. The group was selected from a group of 239 applicants on the basis of individual scien-
tific excellence. The HHMI-GBMF Investigators will receive an initial five-year appointment to 
HHMI and the support necessary to move their research in creative, new directions. The ap-
pointment began in September 2011 and may be renewed for additional five-year terms, each 
contingent on a successful scientific review. HHMI-GBMF investigators will receive their full 
salary and benefits from HHMI. Research support will be provided by HHMI and GBMF.

Of the award, Sheng Yang says, “I am very grateful for the unique DOE/BES funding mecha-
nism, which made it possible to initiate and sustain our basic research into plant-microbe inter-
actions, and for the science-driven and collaborative environment in the PRL and the wonderful 
staff support.”

Another scientist named as a HHMI-GBMF Investigator was PRL alumnus Mark Estelle 
(RA, Somerville Lab, ‘86). Estelle is now a Distinguished Professor in Cell and Developmental 
Biology at the University of California, San Diego. Read more about Estelle on the UC Davis 
website.

Read the HHMI Research News announcement here.
Read the MSU News Bulletin Press Release here.
Read the State News announcement here.

Sheng Yang He

Mark Estelle

Plant and Soil 
Science 

Expansion

http://www.hhmi.org/annualreport2011/year-in-science/index.html
http://www.hhmi.org/annualreport2011/year-in-science/index.html
http://biology.ucsd.edu/faculty/estelle.html
http://biology.ucsd.edu/faculty/estelle.html
http://www.hhmi.org/news/plantscience20110616.html
http://news.msu.edu/story/10128/&keyword_search=aaas&keyword_action=all_words
http://www.statenews.com/index.php/article/2011/06/professor_named_among_nation039s_most_innovative_scientists
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Anton Lang Awards
The 2011 Anton Lang Award for Outstanding Research by 
a Graduate Student was presented to Sankalpi Warna-
sooriya (Montgomery Lab) in April. Tony Schilmiller (Last 
Lab) received the award for Postdoctoral Research As-
sociate. This is Tony’s second Anton Lang award; he won 
as a graduate student in Gregg Howe’s lab in 2005. 

Robert Zegarac (Research 
Instructional Equipment Technologist, 
Kramer Lab) Robert joined the 
Kramer Lab from Washington State 
University. He is involved in design of 
sophisticated lab equipment used for 
measuring photosynthetic processes in 
plants and in development, optimization 
and refinement of technical equipment. 

Cody Keilen (Greenhouse 
Coordinator) A 2008 MSU graduate, 
Cody was hired in November 2011 
as a Greenhouse Coordinator and 
also assists Jim Klug in the day to 
day operations of the greenhouses 
and growth chambers. Cody worked 
at the greenhouses during his time 
as a student at MSU.

Sankalpi Warnasooriya Tony Schilmiller

Kyaw Aung (GA, 
Hu Lab) received 
the Ernest A. 
Bessey Award 
for Outstanding 
Research in the 
department of 
Plant Biology.

Malia Dong 
(GA, Thomashow 
Lab) received the 
2011 Graduate 
Student Research 
Recognition Award 
(International 
Conference on 
Arabidopsis 
Research).

Student Award Winners

New PRL Staff

Sankalpi 
Warnasooriya 
(Research Assoc., 
Montgomery 
Lab) received the 
Genetics Society 
of America DeLill 
Nasser Award 
for Professional 
Development. 

Hans Kende Award for Best Dissertation
in the Plant Sciences

An endowment, established 
with contributions received 
in Hans Kende’s memory, is 
being used to fund an annual 
award for the best doctoral dis-
sertation in the plant sciences 
at MSU during the preceding 
two years. The awardee is in-
vited to return to MSU to pres-
ent a seminar during the Fall 
PRL/Plant Biology Seminar 
Series, and also receives a 
monetary award.

This year’s award went to 
Dr. Eric Moellering, from 
Christoph Benning’s Lab 
(Biochemistry and Molecu-
lar Biology). Eric delivered 
his seminar entitled “Non-
polar lipid bodies in plants 
and algae: Roles in stress 
adaptation, metabolism and 
storage” in early December. 
Eric continues his work at 
Synthetic Genomics, Inc. in 
LaJolla, CA.

Hans Kende Eric Moellering
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Karen Bird Retires

After more than 20 years of service to the Plant 
Research Laboratory and Michigan State University, 
PRL Editor Karen Bird retired in July. 

Dear PRL and Alumni,

Before I applied for 
a position at the 
DOE Plant Research 
Laboratory, I had a 
feeling that this was 
where I needed to 
be. I was hired in 
1990 as Karen Cline’s 
assistant, concerned 
with completing 
appointment forms, 
working on recruitment 
of graduate students 

(I got to know many of you in that capacity), and 
assembling material for the PRL’s various publications 
and announcements. It wasn’t long before I started 
offering editorial suggestions, and then being asked 
for editorial suggestions. By 1993, editing took up half 
my time and, in 1997, I was appointed full-time editor. 
Along the way, I very much appreciated the support of 
Karen Cline, Alice Martin and the faculty - especially 
Ken Keegstra, Hans Kende, Natasha Raikhel, Lee 
McIntosh and Peter Wolk. By the time I left last August, 
I was spending all my time doing what I most enjoyed: 
editing and preparing material for publication. Of 
course, if a task is enjoyable, it’s the people, first and 
foremost, who make it so. I enjoyed each of our faculty 
- top notch in their field and wonderful to work with. I 
sometimes wondered where I found the audacity to 
suggest “improvements” to the writing of such a stellar 
circle, but they were kind enough always to make me 
feel that I was being helpful. I can’t begin to express 
how much that meant to me over the twenty years I 
worked in the PRL.

Opportunities to work with students and postdocs, 
though less frequent, were always enjoyable. The PRL 
just seems to attract the most interesting, interested 
people to its training program. I am grateful to have 
been affiliated with it. 

One of my favorite tasks was rounding out the year 
with news from the alumni. As I recall, it was Ken 
Keegstra who suggested an annual alumni newsletter 
and encouraged me to get it going. Getting it started 
was the tricky part, but by the second year, alumni were 
writing in with their news, and we were off and running. 

I very much look forward to reading updates on you 
all in this newsletter and on the current PRL in the 
biweekly newsletter. I follow some of you on Facebook 
and others on LinkedIn. There are so many ways to 
stay connected with people these days, if you will just 
write in! 

In retirement, Tom and I are enjoying bicycling 
expeditions (along the Erie Canal last August), travel 
(toured China with the South Shore Orchestra in 
December and January), and seeing more of our 
family. It’s a wonderful life!

Eileen Morey Joins the PRL

Hello! Upon Karen 
Bird’s retirement 
in July, I was hired 
as the new PRL 
Editor. With MSU 
for over eighteen 
years, I came 
to the PRL from 
Enterprise Business 
Systems Projects 
Communications 
and Training unit, where I worked for three years editing 
coursework and developing, writing for and managing 
the EBSP website. Prior to that, I spent eight years as 
an editor in the Marketing Communications department 
of Housing and Food Services (now Residential and 
Hospitality Services). One of my favorite things about 
my new job here, besides the friendly faculty, students 
and staff I get to work with, is the easy and immediate 
access to the beautiful gardens behind the building. 
You’ll likely find me enjoying my lunch or a brief walk 
out there in the spring, summer and fall and snapping 
an occasional photo. I’m very happy to be here!
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Our Students ~ New Additions to the PRL in 2011

Allison Barbaglia (GA, CMB) Allison 
began doing research while still an 
undergraduate at Grand Valley State 
University, where she obtained her 
bachelor’s in Cell and Molecular Biology. 
She then obtained her master’s in 
Biology at Oakland University, where 

her research focused on genomics and bioinformatics, 
working with maize as a model system to study the 
impact of Helitrons in the maize genome. Her areas of 
interest are gene expression and regulation, molecular 
genetics, molecular biology of disease and nutrition and 
fitness (plant or human). 

Anna Hurlock (GA, BMB)  Anna’s lab 
career began the first semester of her 
freshman year at Purdue University, 
where she worked as a lab assistant. 
By the second semester, she was 
working alongside a postdoc fellow 
while beginning her undergrad research 

on the phenylpropanoid pathway in Arabidopsis. Anna 
obtained her bachelor’s in Biochemistry and wishes 
to continue research on plant biochemistry. She was 
attracted to MSU after hearing presentations given by 
Christoph Benning and Robert Last at the Second Banff 
Conference on Plant Metabolism.

Matthew Juergens (GA, PLB) 
Matthew obtained his bachelor’s in 
Biotechnology from Webster University 
in St. Louis, Missouri. He worked as 
a lab assistant in the Donald Danforth 
Plant Science Center and at Washington 

University in St. Louis under Dr. Joe Jez, where he was 
assigned his own research project and began a second 
project. Matthew is excited about studying biochemistry 
and physics of plant photosynthesis and the ways 
structures can be altered to allow plants to more 
efficiently produce useful carbon compounds, as well as 
the metabolism of the production of the plant cell wall 
where many compounds are stored that may be used in 
energy production.

Caitlin Thireault (GA, CMB) By 
the time she graduated from Oregon 
State University with her bachelor’s 
in BioResource Research, Caitlin 
already had three years of research 
experience, as well as a coauthorship 
of a publication, a thesis, several public 

poster presentatons and a public seminar of her thesis. 
Her experience is in plant pathogens, but she’d like to 
explore metabolomics or cancer biology.  

Li Zhang (GA, PLB) Li obtained 
her bachelor’s in Biotechnology and 
her master’s in Botany from Nanjing 
University in China. In her senior year 
at Nanjing, she joined the GATTACA 
lab, whose focus is plant genetics and 
evolution, especially the plant resistance 

system. Li decided to go abroad to pursue study in plant 
genetics, specifically evolution of plant development 
and plant genomes and interactions between plants and 
pathogens and/or environments. 

Charitable Contributions 
Please think of us when you decide on charitable donations this year. Contributions to the Hans Kende Memorial Fund, 
the Jan Zeevaart Endowment, and the Anton Lang Memorial Fund are gratefully accepted. There are two ways to donate:

1) Visit https://www.givingto.msu.edu/gift/ to make your contribution online. Simply begin typing the name of the fund 
in the Search for Fund box (Hans Kende, Jan Zeevaart or Anton Lang), and the fund will come up for you to select.  

2) OR you can mail your contribution to: University Development Office, Michigan State University, 300 Spartan Way, 
East Lansing, MI  48824-1005. Be sure to specify the fund to which you want to direct your donation. 

https://www.givingto.msu.edu/gift/
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Janet Paper (Walton Lab, PLB) “Secreted proteins from 
the plant pathogenic fungus Fusarium graminearum: 
Identification, role in disease, and biotechnological ap-
plications”

Aaron Schmitz (Osteryoung Lab, PLB) “In vivo analysis 
of Arabidopsis FtsZ isoforms”

Erin Slabaugh (Brandizzi Lab, BMB) “Characterization 
of a plant-specific membrane-tethered MYB transcription 
factor in Arabidopsis thaliana”

Francisco Uribe (He Lab, Biochemistry) “Study of the 
virulence protein AvrE in Pseudomonas syringae patho-
genesis”

Doctoral Dissertation Defenses

Kyaw Aung (Hu Lab, PLB) “Dissecting the peroxisomal and 
mitochondrial division machineries in Arabidopsis”

Lori Alice Imboden-Davison (He Lab, CMB) “Character-
ization of the ARF quanine nucleotide exchange factor MIN7 
and the RabE1 GTPases of Arabidopsis”

Jeongwoon Kim (Last Lab, PLB) “Genetic and genomics 
approaches to understanding the biosynthesis of specialized 
metabolites in trichomes of the cultivated tomato and its wild 
relatives”

Caleb Knepper (Day Lab, Genetics) “The role of NDR1 in 
pathogen defense and Arabidopsis physiology”

Jessica Koczan (Sundin Lab, PLB) “The role of biofilm 
formation in the systemic movement of Erwinia amy-
lovora in apple”

Guangtao Lu (He Lab): Guangxi University, China
Wei Ma (Thomashow Lab): Great Lakes Bioenergy   
 Research Center,  MSU
Christy Mecey (He Lab) Lyman Briggs College, MSU
Maria Novokreshchenova (Thomashow Lab): University  
 of Moscow, Russia

 New Postdocs in 2011

Andrea Busch (Montgomery Lab) 
University-entrance diploma (Abitur), 
Gymnasium Gr. Ilsede, Germany; Diploma 
in Biology, Technical University Carolo-
Wilhelmina Braunschweig, Germany. Andrea 
returned to MSU after earning her PhD in 
Biology & Biotechnology from the International 

Graduate School of Biosciences, Ruhr-University Bochum, 
Greifswald, Germany. Her thesis was entitled “Biosynthesis of 
phycoerythrobilin and its attachment of phycobiliproteins.” She 
was a visiting scholar here in 2006-07.

Xujun Chen (Visiting Scholar, He Lab) 
Xujun received a fellowship from the 
China Scholarship Council. She served 
as Associate Professor in the Department 
of Plant Pathology, China Agricultural 
University, Beijing. Xujun earned her BS 
in Biology and PhD in Biochemistry & 

Molecular Biology at Zhejiang  University, China.  

Nicholas Edward Fisher (Kramer Lab) 
BS, Biochemistry, University of Bristol, UK; 
PhD, Biochemistry, University of Cambridge, 
UK. He has held postoctoral positions at the 
University College London and, most recently, 
at the Liverpool School of Tropical Medicine in 
Liverpool, UK. 

Sung-Yong Hong (Walton Lab) BS, 
Food Technology, Korea University; MS, 
Food Microbiology, Korea University; PhD, 
Food Science and Environmental Toxicology, 
Michigan State University. His dissertation is 
titled “Analysis of transport and sub-cellular 
localization of aflatoxin biosynthetic enzymes, 
Ver-1 and Nor-1, using EGFP fusions in 

Aspergillus parasiticus.” He then held a postdoctoral position in 
the Department of Plant & Microbial Biology, UC Berkeley. 

(continued on next page)

Bagmi Pattanaik (Montgomery Lab): Sweden
Sankalpi Warnasooriya (Montgomery Lab): Donald   
 Danforth Plant Science Center, St. Louis, MO
Weiqing Zeng (He Lab) Dupont Corporation, Wilmington,  
 Delaware

 Postdocs Moving On
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Lori Imboden-Davison (He Lab) BS, 
Biology, Samford University, Birmingham, 
AL; MS, Cell and Molecular Biology, 
University of Arkansas, Fayetteville, 
Fayetteville, AR; PhD, Cell and Molecular 
Biology, Michigan State University.

Ya-Shiuan Lai (Visiting Scholar, Brandizzi Lab) BS, 
Molecular and Biochemistry, National Chaiyi University, 
Taiwan; MS, Life Science, National Central University, 
Taiwan. 

Ben F. Lucker, Jr (Kramer Lab) 
Ben earned his BS in Molecular 
Biology & Biochemistry and his PhD 
in Microbiology, Molecular Biology & 
Biochemistry at the University of Idaho. 
His dissertation was titled “Architectural 
Analysis of the Intraflagellar Transport 
Complex B in Chlamydomonas 
reinhardtii.”

Deepika Minhas (Kramer Lab) BS, 
Botany, University of Delhi, India; MS, 
Plant Molecular Biology, University of 
Delhi; PhD, Plant Molecular Biology, 
University of Delhi; Postdoctoral work 
at Rutgers University, New Jersey and 
University of Central Florida in Orlando. 

Sudhakar Natesan (He Lab) BS, Biochemistry, PSG 
College of Arts and Science, Coimbatore, Tamil Nadu; 
MS, Microbiology, Jamal Mohammed College, Trichy, 
Tamil Nadu; PhD, Microbiology-Botany, University of 
Madras, India. Natesan served as Assistant Professor 
in the Department of Microbiology, Sengunthar Arts 
and Science College in Tamil Nadu, India. Natesan is 
supported by an Indo-US Research Fellowship.

Janet Paper (Walton Lab) BA, Biology, 
William Jewell College, Liberty, MO; PhD, 
Plant Biology, Michigan State University.

Eliezer M. Schwarz (Kramer Lab) BA, 
Brandeis University, Waltham, MA; PhD, 
University of Illinois Urbana/Champaign.

Sarah Vigelius (Hu Lab) Diploma, 
Biology, Heinrich-Heine University, 
Dusseldorf, Germany; Grad student 
in biology, Heinrich-Heine University, 
Dusseldorf.

Sankalpi N. Warnasooriya 
(Montgomery Lab) BS, Plant 
Biotechnology, University of Colombo, 
Colombo, Sri Lanka; PhD, Genetics, 
Michigan State University. 

Shanjun Wei (Visiting Scholar, Brandizzi Lab) Shanjun 
earned her BS and MS at Huazhong Agricultural 
University in China, and her PhD at Huazhong University 
of Science & Technology in China. She has been a 
member of the faculty at Minzhu University, China. 
Shanjun is here with her family on a scholarship 
awarded by the China Scholarship Council.
 
Rene Hendrik Wink (Brandizzi Lab) Diploma, Biology, 
Heinrich-Heine University, Duesseldorf, Germany; PhD 
student, Heinrich-Heine University, Duesseldorf. 

 New Postdocs in 2011 (contd.)
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Patricia Apel-Birkhold (GA, Walton,1991-96) 
“The past few years have been exciting as I have 
transitioned from working in Indianapolis, IN with Dow 
AgroSciences to living in rural NW Ohio and working as 
an independent consultant. Consulting keeps me busy, 
however, I also find time to volunteer in the local schools 
and with several non-profit organizations. 
 
Our four children range in age from 13 to 7 and 
continue to keep us young. It is fun to teach them some 
scientific principles and watch them conduct their own 
experiments. I hope they continue to enjoy the sciences.
  
This past summer my husband Craig and I were 
fortunate to be able to travel to Europe where we visited 
Fabienne and Dirk Hamburger [also alumni].  We had 
not seen Fabienne and Dirk since leaving the PRL in 
1995.  It was a wonderful visit and a joy to see them 
again. We wish you all the best in 2012!”

 
Photo:  Craig Birkhold, Patricia Apel-Birkhold, Fabienne 
Hamburger, Dirk Hamburger, July 24, 2011, Allschwil, 
Switzerland. 

Robin Buell (RA, 
Somerville, 1992-93; now 
MSU Plant Biology Dept.) 
was awarded The College 
of Natural Science Alumni 
Association Board of 
Directors 2011 Meritorious 
Faculty Award. “This award 
is presented annually to a 
faculty member who has 
demonstrated excellence 

in the areas of teaching and 
research. Award recipients exemplify MSU’s commitment 
to the land-grant mission of research, teaching, and 
public service through their dedication to professional, 
community and/or MSU service.” Read the complete 
story on the CNS website. 

Clint Chapple (RA, 
Somerville, 1990-93) 
was selected as the 
Herbert Newby McCoy 
Award winner at Purdue 
University. This award 
is the most prestigious 
research honor bestowed 
by the school. Chapple is 
the department head and 
Distinguished Professor of 
Biochemistry. He received 
the honor due to “his 
pioneering efforts in the mapping of plant cell walls to 
make them better suited for forage, fiber and fuel.” Read 
the complete story on the Purdue University website. 

Yi-Qiang (Eric) Cheng 
(RA, 1993-99, Walton)
“Life has been very busy in 
recent years. Let me share 
a few good happenings. I 
was promoted to associate 
professor with tenure in 
2009; I scored my first NIH 
R01 grant in 2010 when 
I turned 42 - just about 
the average age of all first 
time R01 grantees. 2010 
was also a special year 
for my family as my wife Xiaoxia Cao  obtained her 
Ph.D. in Mass Communications from the University of 
Pennsylvania, a few months after our baby daughter 
Zoe Cheng arrived the world in May. Xiaoxia started her 
tenure-track assistant professorship at the University of 
Wisconsin-Milwaukee (same place I work) in January 
2011. So we are kinda stuck here in Milwaukee. Best 
wishes to PRL.” Read more about Yi-Qiang on the 
University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee website.

 Katrina Cornish (RA, 
1982-85, Zeevaart) 
“I am now at Ohio State 
University as the Endowed 
Chair and Ohio Research 
Scholar, Bioemergent 
Materials. I have a joint 
appointment in Horticulture 
/ Crop Science and Food, 
Agricultural and Biological 
Engineering. I also recently 
got both an Adjunct 
Professorship in the 
University of Akron, Dept 

News from PRL Alumni

http://ns.msu.edu/index.php/alumni/awards/meritorious-faculty-award/
http://ns.msu.edu/index.php/alumni/awards/meritorious-faculty-award/
http://www.purdue.edu/newsroom/purduetoday/general/2011/110526_McCoyChapple.html
http://www.purdue.edu/newsroom/purduetoday/general/2011/110526_McCoyChapple.html
http://www4.uwm.edu/letsci/biologicalsciences/facultystaff/cheng/index.cfm
http://www4.uwm.edu/letsci/biologicalsciences/facultystaff/cheng/index.cfm
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of Polymer Science, and a courtesy appointment in the 
Department of Chemistry at the Ohio State University.” 
Read more about Katrina on the Ohio State University 
website. 
 
Frans J. de Bruijn (Faculty, Genetics 1990-2000)
“I am still at the INRA/CNRS Laboratory of Plant-Microbe 
Interactions in Toulouse, France, but have taken a 
sabbatical from research to edit some books in areas 
of my interest. The first two are entitled “Handbook 
of Molecular Microbial Ecology: Metagenomics and 
Complementary Approaches” and “Metagenomics in 
Different Habitats.”  

In these volumes, I explore how metagenomics has 
transformed our understanding of the world of microbes. 
From the vents of the ocean floors to deep within the 
human gut, they leave no corner of the earth’s biosphere 
untouched. They represent such an overwhelming 
majority of life on earth that no other organism can lay 
claim to their total omnipresence as they maintain the 
living world around us. In these handbooks, I reveal 
how the field of microbiology has been transformed by 
the recent emergence of metagenomics, which allows 
microbiologists to study uncultured microbes or microbial 
communities directly from the environment. 

For example, now we know that the uncultured world 
is far greater than the culturable one and that the 
number of prokaryotic genomes ranges from 2000 to 
18,000 genomes in a single gram of soil. Metagenomics 
provides answers to questions such as “Who exactly is 
out there and what are they doing?” by analysing the 
megasequence data produced. Using this methodology, 
entire genomes have been assembled as the knowledge 
about new species improves and the invisible force 
of microbes which maintains our world becomes a 
little more visible. Together the handbooks offer the 
first comprehensive reference covering uncultured 
microorganisms in various habitats, which could not 
be analysed without metagenomic methodology.  They 
feature review articles, as well as a large number
of case studies based on original publications and 
written by international experts from 23 different 
countries. The handbooks were published by Wiley-
Blackwell in the summer of 2011.  

I recently visited MSU for the Jim Tiedje Symposium 
organized by the Microbiology Department and the 
Center for Microbial Ecology, where I met many old 
collegues, including PRL faculty members, and I
presented my books on this occcasion. I am presently 
working on a new book on the Molecular Microbial 
Ecology of the Rhizosphere.  

My daughters Waverly and Vanessa are living and 
working in South Korea and Minneapolis, respectively, 
and I was able to visit them recently. I would enjoy 
hearing from past and present PRL members and can be 
reached at debruijn@toulouse.inra.fr. Frans can also be 
found on LinkedIn.

Phil Filner (Faculty, 1965-
82) submitted an entry 
to the Life Improvement 
Project that involved 
rehabilitating a greenhouse 
at Northwestern High 
School in Baltimore, 
Maryland. Filner 
volunteered to work with 
the school on this project: 
“The project turned out to 
be a very enjoyable and 
enlightening voyage of discovery into volunteerism in 
Baltimore.” Although his entry did not win the contest, the 
greenhouse was completed with the help of generous 
donors. Last spring, Filner arranged for transplanting 
seedlings started in the greenhouse into raised beds in 
an inner courtyard of the school, where they were visible 
through windows in the library and in the main hall. The 
remainder of the seedlings, were given to students for 
their home gardens. View the YouTube video posted last 
August by the sponsor of the contest, IKEA. 

Arun Goyal (RA, 
Keegstra, 1993-94) 
A journey from Plant 
Biology to Green 
Energy and Disaster 
Management. 
“In the past couple of 
years, my life has been full 
of excitement because I 
have explored several new 
initiatives. In 2009, I started 
an algal biofuel company 
named “Indo-American Algae” for exploring the potential 
of using LEDs to grow green algae for biofuel production 
and carbon sequestration. In 2010, my group explored 
setting up municipal solid waste management, a biogas 
production system and the use of Compressed Natural 
Gas (CNG) in automotive dual fuel system in India. I 
continue to be involved in higher education by assisting 
several US universities in setting up joint degree 
programs in India, and I am in the planning process of 
establishing the first Corporate University in India.

News from PRL Alumni (contd.)
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In the past years, the world has witnessed several 
natural and man-made disasters, including but not 
limited to the earthquake and tsunami in Japan, a major 
flood in Pakistan and a recent earthquake in India. The 
occurrence of disaster-related deaths are on the rise, 
and during 2008, the Asian region accounted for almost 
99% of overall deaths, which is significantly higher than 
other regions of the world. The lack of preparedness 
for handling disasters attracted my attention. After 30 
years, I decided to partially relocate to India and joined 
hands with an Indian business group to start a disaster 
management organization. Currently, I am President and 
CEO of an India-based company named ADMIRE (A2Z 
Disaster Management & Innovative Response Education 
Ltd.). ADMIRE plans to provide “One Stop” training, 
support and services to citizens of India and other Asian 
countries.

At home, our family is based in several places (Duluth, 
Minneapolis, St. Paul, and New Delhi). Archna is 
professor at the Metropolitan State and St. Kathryn 
University in Twin Cities. Our son Amit (came to 
Cherry Lane-East Lansing at the age of 3 months) 
shall be completing medical school at the University 
of Minnesota, and our daughter Anjali (born in East 
Lansing) is completing her BS-Biology at the University 
of Minnesota. Anjali expects to start her medical school 
in the Fall 2012. In May and July 2011, our family visited 
East Lansing. I would like to thank the members of PRL 
and the Biochemistry department for warmly welcoming 
my family.”

Samuel P. Hazen (RA, 
Walton, 2002) earned an 
Early Career Research 
Award from the DOE Office 
of Science. 
Hazen was selected, along 
with 64 other scientists, 
from over 1100 applicants 
at U.S. universities and 
national laboratories. Read 
the article on the American 
Society of Plant Biologists 
website. 

• Read more about Sam on his website.
• Visit the Hazen lab site on Regulatory Genomics.

Kentaro Inoue (RA, Keegstra, 1999-2002)
“I was fortunate enough this year to secure two federal 
grants. One is a DOE renewal to keep studying the 
mechanism of thylakoid development by using signal 
peptidases. The other is a new grant from NSF 

that supports a study 
on chloroplast outer 
membrane proteins. Both 
projects evolved from the 
ones I worked on in Ken’s 
lab in ‘99-’02. Answering 
one question generates 
more questions and new 
tools! I also had the honor 
to be chosen as one of 
three finalists for an Excellence in Teaching Award in 
the College of Agricultural & Environmental Sciences 
(CAES) by the UC Davis student association. I started 
teaching a high-enrollment biochemistry class in spring 
‘10, and students from that class voted for me. Happy 
New Year!  Read more about Kentaro on the UC Davis 
website. 

James Kastenmayer (RA, Green, 2001-02)
“The years since I last wrote in have been pretty busy.  
I finished law school in 2007 and stayed at Finnegan 
Henderson, the law firm where I worked while going 
to school. In April of last year I accepted a position at 
MedImmune, the biologics division of AstraZeneca. I 
am one of several attorneys who provide intellectual 
property support for MedImmune’s pipeline from initial 
discoveries to marketed products. But the real reason 
I’ve been busy is that I now have two daughters. One 
is three and a half (born a week after I took the bar), 
and the other just turned two (we brought her home on 
Thanksgiving day two years ago).”

Hyder Ali Khoja (RA, 
Keegstra, 2004-06) 
“We are now residing 
in Vancouver, British 
Columbia, Canada. There 
are a lot of things to do in 
Vancouver! Aside from its 
natural beauty, Vancouver 
has a laid-back charm that 
makes it one of the most popular Canadian cities to visit. 
From museums to hiking trails, Vancouver has a wide 
range of activities and attractions for visitors. And we 
kind of like it. My son, who is now almost three years old, 
brings us lots of joy and pleasure in our lives. One of the 
main reasons for moving to Vancouver was to provide 
him with multicultural activities and pluralism within 
societies. We have many social and community settings, 
where he is having pleasant time.

Otherwise, I am currently working for a start-up company 
called Industrious Nature, Inc. (formerly First Sustainable 
Fish Farming Corporation) as a Sr. scientist. Industrious 

News from PRL Alumni (contd.)
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Maria 
Novokreshchenova 
(Visiting Scholar, 
Thomashow 2010-11)  
“Last year, I returned to 
Moscow State University 
and am continuing my 
work here. Katherina (my 
daughter) has returned to 
her school. She has a little 
problem with her Russian 
Language class, but she is 
fine in everything else.”

John Pitkin (RA, Walton, 
1992-97).  
“I have recently accepted a new position at Monsanto 
as the Agronomic Traits Pipeline Lead on the Wheat 
Technology Team. In this role, I have responsibilities 
for key agronomic traits in wheat including herbicide 
tolerance, insect control, and disease control. On the 
family front, Joan and I are officially “empty nesters” with 
Kevin (Sparrow Hospital, 1993) joining his sister Sarah 
at the University of Missouri. Sarah graduates in Spring 
2012, so we will see how long the nest remains empty.”
 
Erin Slabaugh (GA, 
Brandizzi, 2007-11)
“I am currently working as 
a postdoctoral researcher 
at North Carolina State 
University in Candace 
Haigler’s lab, where my 
research project is focused 
on trying to understand the 
structure and function of 
CELLULOSE SYNTHASE, 
a protein that is involved in 
synthesizing cellulose. This 
work will contribute to our 
understanding about how cell walls are made in plants 
and aid the development of biofuel production.”

Rita J. Varagona (RA, Raikhel 1989-93) Rita has 
transferred to a new job at Monsanto in May.  She is 
currently leading the Herbicide Tolerance trait platform 
in Biotechnology.  She is responsible for leading a 
team of scientists that are building our next generation 
transgenic crop plants with new and improved herbicide 
tolerance traits. She has also become a Fellow in the 
Monsanto technology organization.

Nature, Inc. is located in Vancouver, BC. The aim 
of this company is to develop an integrated farming 
system that utilizes pre-consumer organic waste as 
a primary feedstock for raising insects, annelids, fish 
and vegetables. This negative waste system recycles 
heat, water and nutrients using methods developed in 
permaculture, polyculture, vermiculture and aquaponics.

It’s always good to keep in touch with all professors, 
colleagues and friends at MSU. Our alumni newsletter 
is really bridging and brings us all together. Lastly, I wish 
you all a prosperous new year!

Ulrich Melcher (GA, 
Varner 1966-70) 
“Science-wise, this has 
been a fantastic year for 
me. Hypotheses and data 
that my colleagues and 
I have put forth in recent 
years are receiving interest 
and corroboration. We 
had proposed and have 
evidence that the number 
of viruses of plants in the 
world is many fold greater 
than those that are currently 
recognized.  Observations 

and calculations are telling us that some virus lineages 
are as old as the plant orders they infect. Viruses are 
not necessarily pathogens and must play significant 
roles in ecosystems. These latter two hypotheses have 
limited support at present, but are being considered 
further by us and others. Our work in these areas is 
hitting the journals these days. Some describe neat 
things discovered among prairie virus sequences; others 
summarize various fields of interest to us. 

Travel highlights of the year included Madrid, Barcelona, 
Montpellier (Plant VirusEcology Network), Sapporo 
(International Congress of Virology), Durant (Oklahoma 
Academy of Science) and Beltsville (BARD conference 
on virus detection by microarrays and Next Generation 
Sequencing).  

Lastly, I have recently received the Regents 
Distinguished Research Award from my university 
[Oklahoma State University].” Learn more about Ulrich 
by visiting his website.

News from PRL Alumni (contd.)
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Join the PRL Alumni Group on LinkedIn
Keep in touch with PRL alumni, past and future, on LinkedIn. It’s easy to join the group: Go to LinkedIn, join if you aren’t 
yet a member, and search among groups for PRL. Ask to join this group. Your request will be relayed to Sarah Gilmour, 
the group manager. She will approve membership for all members of the PRL family. If you have questions, email her 
at gilmour@msu.edu. Hope to see you there!

We look forward to receiving your comments and suggestions for improvements to the Alumni Newsletter, as well as 
your news for inclusion in future newsletters. Please send these via email to Editor Eileen Morey at moreye@msu.edu. 
In case you wish to write us, the street address for PRL has just been updated: Plant Biology Laboratories, 612 Wilson 
Road, (plus room number), East Lansing, MI  48824. Our phone number is 517-353-2270.

Elaine Bailey, Account Clerk  baileye3@msu.edu
Eunice Hoeve, Admin. Asst.  hoeve5@msu.edu
Eileen Morey, Editor   moreye@msu.edu

Plant Sciences: grad.msu.edu/plantscience/
Biochemistry & Mol. Biology: www.bmb.msu.edu/
Cell & Molecular Biology: cmb.msu.edu/
Crop & Soil Sciences: www.css.msu.edu/
Genetics: www.genetics.msu.edu/

PRL Faculty   

   

Visit us and stay in touch
Please visit us online: PRL website to keep abreast of current research in each of our labs. You are also invited to visit 
the websites of our affiliated departments/programs:

Microbiology & Molecular Genetics:
www.mmg.msu.edu/
Plant Biology: www.plantbiology.msu.edu/
Plant Pathology: www.plantpathology.msu.edu/

Zita Schneider, Acct. Clerk  schne197@msu.edu
Janet Taylor, Secretary   taylorja@msu.edu

PRL Office Staff - emails

Jianping Hu 

Peter WolkJonathan 
Walton 

Mike    
Thomashow 

Beronda 
Montgomery

David   
Kramer

Jeong-Kyu 
(Abe) Koo

Ken KeegstraGregg Howe Sheng Yang 
He

John 
Froehlich

Jin ChenFederica 
Brandizzi
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