
Tell us about your background. How did 
you first become interested in conservation 
ecology?

Like so many people, as a kid I was 
fascinated by nature and was fortu-
nate to attend a summer science camp 
where I learned the power of science 
to understand our natural world. I also 
became aware of the many negative 
impacts that humans have on the 
environment and how conservation 
ecology was one (of many) paths 
to combine science with action to 
protect and restore biodiversity. After 
that, I sought out every opportunity 
I could to learn and gain experience, 
but I think it wasn’t until I joined 
conservation ecology and physiology 
labs during my graduate degrees (led 
by Drs. Rebecca Lewison and Nann 
Fangue, respectively) that I began to 
fully understand and appreciate the 
many facets of the field. The science 
must be rigorous, but other aspects 
like partnering with conservation man-
agers and communicating the value 
of our world’s biodiversity and our 

stewardship of it are just as critical to 
affect real-world positive change.

What is your lab working on currently? 

○Research in my lab integrates meas-
ures at the molecular, organismal and 
population levels, and projects broad-
ly fit into one or more focal areas: 
biological responses to global change, 
ecological adaptation, and metrics for 
conservation management. We have 
projects studying the physiological 
and evolutionary mechanisms under-
lying plasticity and local adaptation 
in body size-temperature relation-
ships, and how these shape biological 
responses to ocean warming. We have 

also created genome resources for 
non-model species that are allowing 
us to ask research questions that 
weren’t possible to study before, such 
as the molecular drivers of navigation 
and migration in sea turtles and gene 
families underlying ecological special-
ization. Conducting this integrative 
work across biological levels requires 
a combination of multi-disciplinary 
approaches, such as growth experi-
ments, respirometry, high-throughput 
sequencing and remote sensed envi-
ronmental data. 

Another important aspect of our 
work is collaboration with scien-
tific agencies and NGO partners,                      
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particularly for projects that aim to 
develop metrics that inform conser-
vation management. For example, we 
have developed a network of scientific 
and NGO collaborators throughout 
South America for a range-wide con-
servation genomics study of Golden 
Dorado, a highly prized recreational 
fishery freshwater species threatened 
by habitat fragmentation.

What does a typical day look like for you?

This is a very exciting time because 
many projects that we launched when 
I started the lab in 2018 are now reach-
ing the stage where the results are 
coming together to tell us their stories 
and guide us to next steps. So right 
now, a lot of my time is spent sup-
porting my team with analyzing data, 
writing up papers and brainstorming 
grants for the next research questions. 
While it’s more computer time than 
I’ve had previously, it’s been so fun 
and rewarding to see the products of 
years of work in the field and lab take 
shape!

What do you most enjoy about your work?

○The diversity of projects, perspectives
and people I get to work with is hands
down my favorite part. When I was
considering career paths after gradu-
ate school, I was pretty skeptical that
academia was right for me, however
the freedom to work on projects that
I feel passionate about and to choose
collaborators that I truly enjoy work-
ing with is fantastic. Being in a depart-
ment of environmental conservation
where expertise ranges from ecology
to renewable energy and green build-
ing design, I feel very privileged to be
a part of a community that shares my
values of bridging fundamental and
applied interdisciplinary work, and
which exposes me to perspectives
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“There is not one
right path, and 

in my experience 
it can often be the 
‘detours’ that give 
diverse perspectives 
and insight that are 
needed for solving 
complex scientific 
and conservation 
challenges”

very different from my own so that I 
can keep learning and improving as a 
researcher and educator.

What is your lab hoping to work on in the 
future?

It’s hard to know what opportunities 
are around the corner, especially in 
fields like genomics where things are 
changing so quickly. I think projects 
will generally fall under the same focal 
umbrellas, but we will be able to take 
them to new depths and evaluate 
similarities and differences across 
systems. For example, we are just 
beginning to understand the genom-
ic and epigenomic drivers of animal 
migration, and as we gain more tools 
and data for wild species, we’ll be able 
to understand if the same or unique 
genes and/or evolutionary processes 
underlie complex behavioral pheno-
types across taxa.

My research group also spends a lot 
of time and effort thinking about how 
to advance diversity and inclusion in 
STEM and society, and we have been 
engaged in a number of efforts at the 
local and national scale to this end. 
But, we still have a LOT more work to 
do, and I definitely envision my efforts 
continuing to increase in this realm in 
coming years.

What advice would you give to aspiring 
scientists in this area?

Firstly, there is not one right path, and 
in my experience it can often be the 
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‘detours’ that give diverse perspectives 
and insight that are needed for solving 
complex scientific and conservation 
challenges.

Secondly, a huge part of conservation 
is about people, and being able to 
communicate and work with people 
with different viewpoints and priori-
ties is critical for your science to have 
an impact. This doesn’t mean you 
have to become an expert in ‘all the 
things’ (unless you want to!), but it’s 
absolutely not a waste of time to get 
some training in and/or build collab-
orations with experts in the social 
sciences, science communication, 
education, and so on.
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