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Welcome From the Chair

Much of this enthusiasm and spirit of interrogation is growing out of the seeds of research. This semester we have seen a continuation of an increasing trend of student participation in independent research, with near record numbers of undergraduate researchers. Over 40 students are enrolled in Biology research courses, 14 of them doing Honors research. Many undergraduate students are electing to engage in research from the very early stages of their education and amid the exigency of a demanding curriculum. These efforts are paying off in more ways that can be counted. Student performance is up as are student publications in scientific journals, as documented in the Undergraduate News section of this newsletter. One such student is John Contompasis, UVM Class of 2009, whose Honors Thesis is now eternalized in the pages of The Journal of Molecular Biology, a prestigious scientific journal that fifty years ago launched the birth of a new discipline that has given us the structure of DNA, the functional features of viruses and proteins, and the brave new world of recombinant DNA. Students and their faculty mentors alike are invigorated by the intense research activity. Undergraduate and graduate students partner in their quest for the unknown and develop a synergy that transpires the research project into true collegial camaraderie. The story in this newsletter of Professor Schall’s laboratory is one that is repeated throughout the hallways of Marsh Life Science.

In this issue we highlight the research of Bryan Ballif, Assistant Professor of Biology. Dr. Ballif is widely known among our students as an exceptional teacher, a detailed-oriented advisor, and an expert biochemist with an uncanny ability to turn novices into productive researchers (see UVM undergraduate research story for an example). This is the same Dr. Ballif that is known campus-wide as one of the go-to experts for proteomics and one of the most sought-after collaborators. As Co-Director of the Vermont Genetics Network (VGN) Proteomics Facility, Dr. Ballif has assisted countless colleagues throughout UVM (including yours truly) obtain the preliminary data that is the sine qua non of research grant proposals. Already three funded grants at UVM from NIH and NSF bear Dr. Ballif’s name as Co-investigator or Senior Personnel, with four more currently in review. Dr. Ballif also counts among his collaborators leading scientists from top-rated research institutions such as Harvard University and the University of Michigan, domestically, and the University of Montreal and the French National Institute for Blood Transfusion, internationally. The diversity of topics of his research collaborations is breathtaking, from the taxonomy and phylogenetics of insect social behavior to the identification of novel blood group antigens. Aside from the numerous collaborations, Dr. Ballif’s own groundbreaking research on cell signaling and brain development has graced the pages of the highest impact journals in science such as Science, Cell, Current Biology and the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, to name a few. Dr. Ballif also has been instrumental in promoting proteomics statewide by developing and delivering outreach modules to VGN baccalaureate partner institutions. The Department of Biology and UVM are fortunate to have young investigators like Dr. Ballif who are the catalysts of our ongoing transformation into a culture that embraces and excels in collaborative and transdisciplinary research.

I cannot conclude this statement without, once again, congratulating Judith Van Houten, University Distinguished Professor, on her most recent honor – her election as a 2010 Fellow of the American Association for the Advancement of Science (AAAS). This election is an honor bestowed upon members by their peers and it speaks to Professor Van Houten’s profound contributions to science and technology. 

To our current students, alumni, and friends we hope you enjoy reading your newsletter. We love to hear from you and we look forward to sharing your success stories. 

Jim Vigoreaux

Jim.Vigoreaux@uvm.edu

