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Throughout my personal, educational and professional development, I have pursued opportunities to 

merge science with mentorship and education. As a child, I was fascinated with the natural world, 

particularly animals, and eagerly learned all I could about them. As I progressed in school, my passion for 

nature matured into a deep concern for conservation and management of invasive species. This has 

culminated in a pursuit to share this passion with others, to inspire future biologists and to engage the 

general public actively with the natural world around them. Just as the Switzer Foundation has created a 

network of effective individuals working towards environmental improvement, I have and will continue 

to cultivate science literacy and environmental responsibility in the individuals in my community.  

Growing up in the Coachella Valley of California’s Colorado Desert has played a pivotal role in the 

formation of my personal values. My single mother often took me on day trips to visit Joshua Tree 

National Park to view enormous rock formations, strange trees and spectacular landscapes. These 

experiences fostered my persistent love of nature, particularly for California’s desert biomes. My 

enthusiasm for the natural world in my personal life has shaped my goals professionally towards 

opportunities to share this enthusiasm with others. This initially arose in my work as a veterinary 

technician, and has strengthened through my experiences in graduate school. 

My career path began with volunteer work at the local animal hospital in the eighth grade. I spent my 

Saturdays cleaning cages and water bowls, taking temperatures and shadowing the veterinarian and his 

technicians. A year later, I was hired there into my first part-time job. I continued work in animal 

hospitals through high school, during and after college, gaining an extensive knowledge base and skill set 

in veterinary medicine. As lead veterinary technician under Dr. Chi-yen Chen at Arc Animal Hospital, I 

was responsible for recruiting and training new volunteers and veterinary technicians. In this role, I took 

pride in the progress of my trainees as they developed skills in laboratory tests, monitoring of ill and 

anesthetized patients and medication administration. I watched with delight as volunteers advanced to 

employees, and as the first employee I hired and trained was admitted into veterinary school.  

My interest in science and fascination with animals motivated me to enroll in a zoology program as an 

undergraduate at California State Polytechnic University in Pomona, CA. There I excelled academically, 

even enrolling in graduate-level courses in ecology and statistics, and grew as a leader in my role as vice 

president of the Zoology student club. My education was bolstered by the hands-on “learn by doing” 

philosophy employed by my instructors and by the experience of being immersed in a graduate research 

lab. Under the guidance of Dr. David Moriarty, I conducted my first independent research project at the 

Voorhis Ecological Reserve managed by the university. My goal was to determine if avian community 

and endangered bird surveys could be influenced by environmental variability (i.e. local weather 

conditions), and indeed they do! These results are relevant to surveys in rapidly disappearing California 

coastal sage scrub habitats, and all habitats in which avian surveys are used to make environmental 

management decisions. I was awarded an Ernest Prete Jr. Foundation Environmental Science Research 

Student Fellowship to support this research, and delivered presentations at the annual meetings of the 

Southern California Academy of Sciences and the Ecological Society of America. 

During the course of my research, I was shocked to realize my field site was dominated by exotic invasive 

species. The hillsides of bright yellow flowers I enjoyed each spring were actually invasive mustards 

aggressively displacing the native flora. Exotic invaders are over-represented in California vegetation; an 

alarming trend given the state’s status as a biodiversity hotspot. While I continued my research, I couldn’t 

help but wonder about the impact of the invasive plants in my field site. Invasive mustards have since 

becom my dissertation research focus; one species in particular, Brassica tournefortii, is a major threat to 

plant and animal communities surrounding my childhood home. This species causes declines in native 

plants and insects. By improving ecological understanding of this species in these sensitive habitats, I will 

enhance management strategies throughout California and the southwest U.S.  

My research centers on interactions between Brassica tournefortii, an invasive herbivorous stinkbug 

Bagrada hilaris, and a native perennial shrub Atriplex canescens. While Bagrada hilaris preferentially 
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feeds on Brassicas, it also feeds on Atriplex canescens. In 2010, high rainfall contributed to high densities 

of Brassica tournefortii, large populations of Bagrada hilaris, and subsequently high rates of Bagrada 

hilaris herbivory on Atriplex canescens. High rates of Atriplex canescens mortality were observed in 

following years. It is an essential foundation species in arid habitats throughout North America, threats to 

Atriplex canescens may negatively impact many other native plants and animals. To prevent such 

negative effects, my research aims to determine abiotic and biotic conditions which promote Bagrada 

hilaris switching from feeding on Brassica tournefortii to Atriplex canescens, as well as conditions which 

promote Atriplex canescens mortality.  

Over the course of my dissertation research with my major advisors, Dr. Matt Daugherty and Dr. Rick 

Redak, I have benefited from the assistance of several enthusiastic undergraduate students. These students 

begin by earning course credit for small independent research projects that they conduct with my 

guidance and mentorship. I regularly lead discussion groups with my students on primary literature 

relevant to the studies they conduct. Following completion of a study, I guide each student through the 

analysis of data, interpretation of results, and drafting a research paper. Recently, two of my students have 

earned undergraduate fellowships from UCR for the work they have conducted under my supervision. I 

have found mentorship of these students to be one of the most rewarding aspects of graduate school – I 

have played a role in young scientists developing and realizing their own unique skills, goals and vast 

potential. 

To date, I have shared the results of my ongoing studies at several regional and international scientific 

conferences. This May, three of my undergraduate assistants and I will each be presenting data at the 

annual meeting of the Southern California Academy of Sciences. They are each working independently 

on complementary studies under my guidance to assess the interactions among Brassica tournefortii, 

Bagrada hilaris, and native plants and animals. Presently, I am in the process of co-organizing a 

symposium for the 2015 annual meeting of the Entomological Society of America with a colleague at 

Auburn University, C. Scott Clem. This timely symposium will bring together student and faculty 

researchers involved in the burgeoning field of native and invasive plant interactions with insect 

herbivores, pollinators and predators. Upon completion of each project within my dissertation research, I 

anticipate publication in peer-reviewed journals with broad audiences in both ecological and 

entomological fields. Moreover, as a provision of my Natalie Hopkins Award from the California Native 

Plant Society, I will be contributing an article to the society’s periodical, Fremontia, which reaches an 

academically and professionally diverse readership. 

In addition to mentoring several promising young scientists, I regularly participate in several outreach and 

public science education activities. The Entomology Outreach Program is a graduate student-run program 

that provides educational events and activities for local schools and community programs throughout 

Riverside County. I have regularly participated in such outreach events with my peers by speaking about 

my research, insects, and higher education, and providing children in urban communities the opportunity 

to touch and hold live insects. These programs enrich classroom learning environments, provide children 

with diverse role models and introduce unique career opportunities.  

Beyond my involvement with the Entomology Outreach Program, I serve as volunteer coach for the 

Riverside STEM Academy middle school Entomology team, training them for the national Science 

Olympiad competition. Last year I had four students, I introduced 30 insect orders and 100 insect 

families, taught my students to identify them and the natural history of each group. My efforts and my 

students hard work paid off: they earned first place in the regional competition! This year, I have 8 

students training for their competition on March 7.  

Recently, I have pursued opportunities to gain leadership experience with the Riverside Metropolitan 

Museum. Under the guidance of James Bryant, Curator of Natural History, I have taken a leadership role 

in the digital citizen science project “Seeking All Southern California Stinkbugs” hosted on iNaturalist. In 

addition to documenting the diversity of the stinkbug family Pentatomidae, this endeavor aims to engage 
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the public with the natural world around them. Stinkbugs are an ideal taxon for this goal: they are 

ubiquitous in parks, home gardens and open spaces throughout the region, they are relatively large and 

conspicuous, and some are economically important invasive species (e.g. Bagrada hilaris!). Within this 

project, I curate natural history and identification content in an online “field guide,” which can even be 

accessed within the associated smartphone apps (iNaturalist and Riverside NatureSpotter). Most 

importantly, I actively promote awareness and participation in this citizen science project by sharing my 

own stinkbug research with others in the community and demonstrating use of the Riverside 

NatureSpotter app. The data generated by participants documenting stinkbugs in the region serves an 

important educational purpose for the public, as well as providing an invaluable dataset for stinkbug 

researchers. In particular, this project enables rapid detection of novel pests such as the brown 

marmorated stinkbug, Halyomorpha halys, in new locations. Thus far, it has been detected only in Los 

Angeles County; if it appears in Riverside, our citizen scientists will be well-equipped to recognize and 

report it! 

In collaboration with Teresa Woodard, Education Curator, I have recently begun development of insect-

oriented science education events at the Ameal Moore Nature Center. These events will introduce 

children and families to the vast diversity of insects through short demonstrations, hands-on activities and 

nature walks. These events will also serve to introduce new participants to “Seeking All Southern 

California Stinkbugs” as described above, and “Riverside Citizen Science,” which aims to document all 

of the biodiversity present in the city of Riverside.  

My career goals are driven by the joy I receive as a mentor and teacher, and role models like Dr. Holly 

Menninger, Director of Public Science for Your Wild Life at North Carolina State University and Lila 

Higgins, Manager of Citizen Science at the Los Angeles Natural History Museum. I aim to serve society 

and the environment as director of a similar outreach and science education program. I intend to achieve 

three primary goals in this position. First, I will develop citizen science programs that directly engage the 

public in inquiry and exploration; particularly by building collaborations between the public and scientific 

researchers. Second, I will build science outreach programs to inspire the next generation of scientists and 

improve science comprehension among the general public. Lastly, I will establish internship programs 

pairing high school and college aged students with more advanced researchers to gain hands-on research 

experience. Ultimately, these endeavors will culminate in a community with greater science literacy, more 

effective science education for K-12 students, and increased retention of underrepresented groups in 

STEM fields.  

Receipt of a Switzer Network Fellowship will be invaluable in supporting my growth through the 

remainder of my graduate degree, and supporting my career development. While I have been fortunate to 

receive support for my graduate education, I previously accumulated significant student loan debt for my 

undergraduate degree. Relief of some financial burdens associated with higher education will permit me 

greater freedom to pursue volunteer opportunities with prominent institutions (i.e. Los Angeles Natural 

History Museums) and to cultivate my skills as both a leader and science educator. Further, membership 

in the Switzer Fellowship Network will provide an invaluable wealth of resources in the form of 

mentorship from and collaboration with other fellows, and networking opportunities with colleagues 

already engaged in the fields of citizen science, outreach and education. I look forward to becoming a 

productive member of this prestigious group, and to effecting positive environmental change for future 

generations. 


