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A century ago, the last passenger pigeon, 
Martha, passed away at the Cincinnati Zoo.
Passenger pigeons once crowded the skies in the tens 
of millions. Today, their sudden extinction serves as an 
alarming reminder of human impact on the environment.
 Passenger pigeon specimens are an important histori-
cal resource for the Zoology department, as the speci-
mens allow for continuing scientific research on a crea-
ture that no longer exists. Housed in the UW Zoological 
Museum, the specimens include a pigeon with a tag 
dated back to May 9, 1877, a time when the vast flocks 
could still be seen passing overhead. Passenger pigeons 
laid only one egg per year and those large flocks were 
essential to their breeding. In this issue, we highlight two 
courses that introduce students to the wonders of birds—
those that exist in Wisconsin today, as well as those from 
the past (see page 3).
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Dear alumni and friends,

Many exciting things have happened in 
the Zoology department since our last 
issue of Zoology Now.
 Two of our ecologists, Ellen  
Damschen and John Orrock, have 
recently been promoted to Associate 
Professor with tenure. They both have 
busy, burgeoning labs, with field sites 
scattered across the country, includ-
ing in Wisconsin, Missouri, California, 
Georgia, and the Carolinas. In addition, 
we are delighted to announce that our 
recent search for an evolutionary biolo-
gist was successful. Prashant Sharma, 
currently at the American Museum of 

Natural History in New York City,  
will be joining us next year as a new 
Assistant Professor. Prashant’s research 
focuses on the intersection between 
embryonic development and evolution. 
You’ll hear more about Prashant and his 
exciting work in an upcoming edition of 
Zoology Now.
 In addition to our outstanding 
researchers, we in Zoology are  
passionate about teaching, including 
key undergraduate courses that serve 
the UW campus. Seth Blair, one of our 
developmental biologists, was awarded 
a Distinguished Teaching Award last 
spring for his extraordinary contribu-
tions to Zoology 151–152 (Introduc-
tory Biology) and to our neuroscience 
curriculum. You’ll learn more about 
him, and about my own combination 
of teaching and research, in our faculty 
feature in this issue.
 Our Zoological Museum houses a 
rare collection of preserved specimens  
of passenger pigeons. This and other 
work continues to highlight the excel-
lence of our Museum. Laura Halverson, 
our Museum Head Curator, recently 

received a large National Science  
Foundation grant, along with other 
natural history museum directors on the 
UW campus, to continue the Museum’s 
mission.
 In addition to our faculty, students, 
and research staff, our administrative 
staff continue to excel. Our Payroll 
and Benefits Specialist, Carol Cooley, 
received a well-deserved Classified Staff 
Excellence Award for her outstanding 
service to all in the department.
 None of what we do would be pos-
sible without your generous ongoing 
support. Thanks for everything that you 
do to help our department thrive.
 As always, remember that we love 
to hear what you are doing and will 
continue to share your comments. Please 
send your updates (and photos!) to 
newsletter@zoology.wisc.edu.

Sincerely,

Jeff Hardin
Professor and Chair
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Ornithology
Are birds really dinosaurs? Why do 
birds sing? Are feathers unique to birds? 
These are just a few of the questions 
often asked by students on the first day 
in Ornithology (Zoology 520). The 
answers, they soon learn, are deceptively 
complicated—and incomplete. Birds are 
extremely complex organisms and,  
despite intensive study, remain highly 

enigmatic and poorly understood.
 Students taking Ornithology receive 
a comprehensive introduction to bird 
biology with emphasis on evolution, 
ecology, and behavior. Topics covered 
include the origin and evolution of 
birds, anatomy and physiology, feather 
structure, flight mechanics, migration, 
communication, and reproductive  

strategies. Ornithology is challenging, 
enrollment pressure is high, and classes 
are always full. After all, who wouldn’t 
want to learn about how spectral  
interference patterns produce the  
brilliant iridescence of hummingbird 
feathers? And for the record, yes, birds 
really ARE dinosaurs.

Undergraduate Bird Studies Take Flight

Birds of Southern Wisconsin
Birds of Southern Wisconsin (Zoology 521) is a field-based 
class where students and TAs visit Madison parks or natural 
areas to identify all the birds they see. The group also takes 
field trips to places like Necedah National Wildlife Refuge 
and Horicon Marsh. Students learn to use field marks and 
vocalizations to learn about the skill and art of bird identifi-
cation. By the end of the semester, students have learned to 
identify 240 species of birds by sight, and 143 of those by 
their song or call. Students report that after completing the 
course, they can go anwhere in Wisconsin and identify the 
birds they see.

Staff Member Honored
In December 
2013, the Zoolo-
gy Department’s 
Carol Cooley  
was awarded a 
Classified Staff 
Excellence Award 
by the College  
of Letters &  

Science. Carol specializes in han-
dling the payroll and benefits for 
Zoology’s staff, students, faculty, 
and researchers, as well as the re-
cruiting and hiring. Congrats, Carol!

Students in UW–Madison’s College 
of Letters & Science are bright, cre-
ative and hard-working. But they face 
challenges as they prepare for life after 
graduation. Competition for jobs is 
fierce, and young Badgers need to 
articulate what they have learned, in and 
out of the classroom.
 To help them learn how, Dean John 
Karl Scholz launched the Letters & 
Science Career Initiative (LSCI), a new, 
coordinated approach to serving stu-
dents across L&S departments and pro-
grams. The initiative will spark students’ 
imaginations about career possibilities, 

help them find majors that align with 
their passions, connect them with strong 
alumni networks, and coach them to talk 
about the lessons and skills they learned 
at UW–Madison.
 You can help. Dean Scholz is look-
ing for alumni, friends and parents who 
can share valuable insights about the job 
market, internships, career development, 
and more. To get involved, visit go.wisc.
edu/lsci or email the LSCI team at 
careerinitiative@ls.wisc.edu.
 You can also read more about the 
LSCI in this year’s L&S Annual Report 
at go.wisc.edu/annualreport.

Charting a Path
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Students brave the early morning cold and look to 
identify various migratory birds at the Goose Pond 
sanctuary in Arlington, WI.

Teaching assistants April Sansom and Rebecca Kirby help students 
Katie Petzel (class of 2014) and Anwesha Chaudhuri (class of 2015) 
identify the birds they spotted.
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On research
My group studies how embryos develop, 
how cells move, and what allows them 
to stay attached to one another (cell-cell 
adhesion). The intricate cellular chore-
ography that occurs during development 
is remarkable. Our work sheds light 
on common birth defects such as spina 
bifida, and has implications for cancer 
research as well.
 We study the developing embryos 
of roundworms (C. elegans). These little 
worms are simple (they have about  
1,000 cells), they’re reproducible (each 
develops in exactly the same way), and 
they’re transparent. In addition, they 
can be genetically engineered to produce 
“glow worms” that express fluorescent 
proteins that we study. Worms are what 
researchers call a “model organism.”  
C. elegans embryos use many of the same 
proteins humans embryos use, and their 
cells carry out many of the same move-
ments.

On teaching
Seeing students catch their first glimmer 
of understanding of how cells work or 
how embryos develop is an irreplaceable 
experience. If they develop a lifelong 
fascination with biology, then I feel  
I’ve been successful in the classroom 
[Hardin received a Distinguished  
Teaching Award in 2011]. I am the  
only science professor at UW–Madison 
who is also a member of the Religious 
Studies program. In my experience, 
many students think that they must 
choose between science and religion, 
especially when it comes to evolutionary 
biology. I decided to try an experiment 
in which both science and religious  
perspectives—as they relate to evolu-
tion—are covered in the same course 
(Zoo 400 Conversations in Evolution 
and Religion). Student feedback was 
very gratifying, and suggests that this is a 
significant area of need on our campus.

On change
I was one of the first professors on 
campus to use a technology-equipped 
classroom. I had to wheel a computer 
on a cart through the snow! Nowadays 
computer-aided technology is much 
easier. We would like to change the way 
we teach, based on modern educational 
research, but our classrooms are built for 
one-of-a-kind instruction: the traditional 
lecture. 

On service
Service does take time, but I don’t view 
it as a burden. When you come to UW–
Madison as a faculty member, you’re 
told that your professional activity works 
like a three-legged stool: (1) research, 
(2) teaching, and (3) service. It’s part of 
the long tradition behind the Wisconsin 
Idea as well; it’s a way to “pay it for-
ward,” given the great privilege of being 
a faculty member.

On developmental biology
As an undergraduate, I started out 
interested in neurobiology, cell biol-
ogy, or both. But at the last minute I 
decided to take a developmental biology 
course, and that changed everything. 
The field had rich history and a specific 
way of viewing biological change, and 
was clearly poised to explode through 
the application of new molecular and ge-
netic techniques. The lab work was great 
fun. My interests only grew during grad 
school at UC-Berkeley in an excellent 
lab run by the well-known molecular 
biologist Gunther Stent.

On fruit flies
How are different cell types formed dur-
ing development? What are the relative 
roles played by signaling between cells, 
and by cell lineage (that is, patterns of 
cell division and descent)? And how do 
cells know when to stop dividing and 
growing? These are some lovely ex-
amples emerging in fly studies, espe-
cially in the developing wing, which is a 
deceptively simple structure. Most of my 
work has concentrated on how signal-
ing and lineage combine to control cell 
types and cell growth, and to discover 
new molecules or pathways that regulate 
these processes.
  
 

Why the fruit fly? It has a very fast 
generation time and is easy to rear and 
manipulate genetically. Many of the 
molecular processes that we first found 
in flies turn out to be shared in humans, 
and play important roles not only in 
fetal development, but in pathologies 
like cancers and genetic diseases. We 
can provide the basis for therapeutic 
interventions.

On teaching
The students, of course, are great, and 
half the battle is not wrecking that; 
delivering that has become a huge body 
of biological knowledge while keeping 
everyone curious and enthusiastic.

FACULTY SPOTLIGHT

Jeff Hardin
FACULTY SPOTLIGHT

Seth Blair

Seth Blair arrived at UW–Madison in 1989. He serves as  
Director of Introductory Biology 151/153-152, and received a 

Distinguished Teaching Award in 2012–2013. Here,  
Dr. Blair shares his thoughts on teaching, lab work, and  

the ideal organism for his research: the fruit fly.

Jeff Hardin arrived at UW–Madison in 1991, and has  
been teaching, mentoring, researching, and serving the  

university in a wide variety of ways ever since—as depart-
ment chair, director of Biocore, a frequent member of NIH 

and NSF review panels, and more.

Seth Blair and his favorite experimental organism, Drosophila melanogaster.

B
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Above: C. elegans embryo stained to detect a protein at  
cell borders (green) and a cytoskeletal protein (F-actin; red). 
Right: C. elegans embryo stained to detect two different  
proteins at cell borders (red, green) and DNA (blue).
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Alumni Give Back to Science
Zoology is grateful to the alumni-initiated UW Foundation Hans Ris and Walter 
Plaut Endowment Fund. In honor of Dr. Ris and Dr. Plaut and with the generous 
support of Zoology graduate alumni, Donna and Gustavo Maroni, the fund provided 
additional support for an NIH-funded confocal microscope, which is an invaluable 
aid to research for both faculty and students. Ris, a world-renowned cell biologist and 
pioneer microscopist, led the UW’s Integrated Microscopy Resource Center (IMRC) 
from 1964 to 1984. An annual lecture has also been established in his honor.

Alumni Updates

Steve Prust (B.S., ’71) 
“After 37 years in education (25 of 
them at international schools) teach-
ing everything from general bio to 
anthropology to anatomy and physiol-
ogy to IB and AP levels of biology all 
over the world, it is good to be home 
and to reconnect with UW–Madison.”

Steven Lloyd (B.S., ’85), is  
co-founder and CEO of Zoologix, 
Inc., a molecular diagnostic lab for 
animals that’s celebrating ten years 
performing infectious-disease testing 
by Polymerase Chain Reaction and 
related methodologies for academic 
institutions, veterinarians, animal 
facilities, government agencies, and 
zoos around the world.

John J. Stern (M.D., B.A.,’74) 
“I am Clinical Professor of Medicine 
at the University of Pennsylvania, 
Perelman School of Medicine, in  
the Division of Infectious Diseases. 
Still thinking and doing molecular 
biology, but now in humans!”

All about the Emlen Award
The John T. Emlen Award for  
Outstanding Graduate Work in  
Zoology Fund was established on 
November 14, 1994, by Professor John 
T. and Mrs. Virginia M. Emlen. It 
provides summer research scholarships 
for outstanding graduate students in the 
Zoology Department and sponsors an 
annual Invited Emlen Lectureship.
 John T. Emlen, 1908–1997, was a 
Zoology professor from 1946 to 1974 
who produced groundbreaking works 
on gorillas and penguin navigation in the 
Antarctic. He was a pioneer in two areas: 
animal behavior and ecology of species. 
He was also a noted ornithologist.
 Those who knew him, including 
former student and Zoology alum Dr. 
Ralph Olsen who introduced the lecture 
last year, describe him as a wonderful 
naturalist, teacher, and gentle man.
 This year’s Invited Emlen Lecture 
speaker is Emeritus Professor Rosemary 

Grant of Princeton University, renowned 
for her work with Peter Grant on  
“Darwin’s Finches” on the island of 
Daphne, of the Galapagos Islands. She 
and her husband have conducted the 
longest known continuous evolutionary 
study for more than 30 years.

Adventures in the Field
Rose Graves, a 3rd year Ph.D. student, 
used a Graduate Student Travel Award 
to help fund fieldwork gathering data on 
bird and wildflower communities in the 
French Broad River Basin, a five-county 
region in the Appalachian Mountains of 
western North Carolina. Her disserta-
tion focuses on the seasonal dynamics 
and spatial interactions of biodiversity-
based ecosystem services (the benefits 
nature provides to people).

 “Problem solving in the field is part of 
being an ecologist. A lot of the time field-
work can be dirty, uncomfortable, and 
less predictable than other types of data 
collection but the rewards are worth it,” 
said Graves, reflecting on her many field 
experiences. “Over the years, I’ve run 
into more than my fair share of bears and 
angry moose, dodged lightning, forded 
waist-high streams, and been stranded 
alone in an 18-foot pontoon boat and 
rescued by two friendly kayakers.”

Highlighting Excellence: Zoology Student and Staff Awards

Zoology over the Airwaves
Junior Maia Gumnit used a Zoology Undergraduate  
Research Award to conduct research in Dr. John Orrock’s 
lab this summer. The neurobiology major’s work examined 
how natural animal byproducts, in this case snail slime, 
trigger defensive responses in plants.
 Maia’s interests reach far beyond the lab desk and 
bench. Once a week she hosts an hour-long radio show for 
WSUM, UW’s student-run campus radio station, and hopes 
one day to combine her interests in radio and science. Maia 
believes that hard-cutting, scientific research should not 
stay buried in academic journals, but instead ought to be 
brought to the public in a relevant, interesting and  
engaging way.Emeritus Professor Hans Ris Maia Gumnit conducts summer research.

One of Rose Graves’ field sites in western North Carolina.
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A Love of Knowledge
Now share the wonderful by making a 
gift  to UW–Madison’s Annual Campaign. 
Your support makes it possible for us 
to continue to provide exceptional 
educational opportunities for our 
future scientists and to ensure that the 
Department of Zoology maintains its 
stature as one of the nation’s preeminent 
zoology programs.

YOU 
SHARE

Give Today
sharethewonderful.org



Stay in Touch
We’d like to  

hear from you!  

Please send any news that  
we can include in future  

newsletters to: 
UW–Madison Department of Zoology 

250 North Mills Street
Madison, WI 53706 
Attn: Peggy Nowicki

newsletter@zoology.wisc.edu

Please update your address  
in the alumni directory  

online at uwalumni.com/directory;  
call (888) WIS-ALUM (947-2586);  

or email changes to  
alumnichanges@uwalumni.com.

L.E. Noland Zoology Building 
250 North Mills Street 
Madison, WI 53706 USA
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Cool Science Photo
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While conducting an underwater marine 

debris survey, Zoology Graduate Student 

Amy Uhrin captured this photo of an 

oyster toadfish while SCUBA diving in 

Cape Lookout National Seashore, North 

Carolina. Male oyster toadfish produce a 

foghorn-like sound to attract females.  

The sound is produced through rapid 

contractions of the sonic muscle against 

the swim bladder. The sonic muscle of 

oyster toadfish is among the fastest  

contracting vertebrate muscles! Uhrin’s 

photo was selected as one of the 10  

winners in the 2014 UW campus-wide 

Cool Science Photo Contest.


