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I            hope you enjoy this inaugural newsletter from the College of Science at Northeastern. We 
are excited about the opportunities that the creation of our College provides for the future, 

and we are grateful to our current and former students, parents, faculty and other supporters 
for the legacy on which we will build. 

Let me tell you a little about myself and 
why I came to Northeastern last fall. I’m a 
Scotsman by birth (yes I have a kilt but it 
doesn’t fi t any more), but I am a US citizen 
and have been in the US since 1978, 
after I earned my PhD in physics from the 
University of Cambridge. 

I have worked at IBM Research, Bell Labs, the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign 
and, most recently, as Director of the Advanced Photon Source, the nation’s largest scien-
tifi c user facility. In my research, I have studied the atomic structure inside nanomaterials 
using electron microscopes. 

I also love teaching, especially explaining science to non-scientists – check me out at 
tinyurl.com/3wq47km.

What attracted me to Northeastern is largely what attracts our bright young students – 
the unique experiential environment, outstanding faculty and staff, and prime location with 
great opportunities for partnering with other institutions. 

Amongst this list, I think experiential education is Northeastern’s real drawing card. 
Over my career, I have worked with many interns and summer students, but the time 

and commitment that co-op offers allows for a much deeper working relationship between 
student and employer. And the ability of our students to mix work experience with the cur-
riculum leads to a better education, wiser career choices, and a killer resume. Our students 
get to fi nd out which career they have a passion for, and I fi rmly believe that you’ll be much 
more effective if you do what you love.

Of course, I was greatly attracted by the opportunity to lead the new College of Science. 
The College provides a focus for the activities of our Departments of Chemistry, Physics, 
Mathematics, Biology, Earth/Environmental Science and Psychology, and our interdisciplin-
ary programs. 

Thanks to the support of University leadership, the College has an outstanding opportunity 
to recruit a signifi cant number of new faculty in the coming years, replacing retirements and 
expanding in key areas. This year alone we hope to recruit 10 new faculty within the College. 

A high priority for me is strengthening our graduate program, which in turn will strengthen 
our undergraduates with new research opportunities. The College is engaged in strategic 
planning (“Experience Northeastern 2015” http://tinyurl.com/3o7ec2s) to ensure that we 
make choices in recruiting that bring us to the top level, relying on partnership with other 
colleges and institutions to leverage our strengths. 

As we move forward, we will focus on integrating research, education and experiential 
learning. The world is changing and I believe Northeastern has an exciting opportunity to be 
an academic leader by building from our unique strengths.

There are also some important changes “under the hood” of the College that will facili-
tate our success. The University is moving to a distributed model for operations that gives 
the deans more accountability and opportunity to invest resources. This is a smart move, 
fostering a more entrepreneurial environment that facilitates innovation. It also compensates 
for any “stovepiping” that comes from restructuring the College of Arts and Science since it 
encourages collaboration between deans. 

I am also happy to be staffi ng up my offi ce with some excellent people – in particular I’d 
like to single out Lori Lennon, Communications Coordinator, who produced this newsletter. 
Please let Lori know if you have any feedback on the newsletter (l.lennon@neu.edu). 

I hope you enjoy reading The Husky Science Monitor, and that you will engage with us 
as we work to secure our vision for the next decade at Northeastern. Feel free to contact me 
at COSDean@neu.edu.

The ability of our students to mix work experience 
with the curriculum leads to a better education, 
wiser career choices, and a killer resume.

J. Murray Gibson
Founding Dean, The College of Science, Northeastern University

Message from the Dean



Northeastern University graduate student Meredith Doellman along with 
her advisors, Professors Geoff Trussell and Steve Vollmer and John 
Grahame – a collaborator from the University of Leeds in the UK – have 
found that a marine periwinkle snail species – also known as Littorina 
saxatilis – may have defi ed the simple textbook classifi cations of speciation 
by mixing both allopatric and sympatric speciation as it has evolved.

A snail discovery is 
promising to shake up the age-old 
concept of species formation. 

Sympatric Speciation
It is widely believed that new species most 
often arise when two populations become 
geographically isolated and diverge over time 
– a process known as allopatric speciation.

Another, and far less common, form of 
speciation is sympatric speciation. In this 
case, natural selection promotes divergence 
within a population that eventually leads 
to the creation of new species. Examples 
of sympatric speciation are rare, but they 
garner special attention from scientists 
because of their novelty.

Challenging the Traditional Model
Until now, sympatric speciation was believed 
to only occur in species that inhabited the 
same geographic location in or around the 
same stretch of time.

The paper, published in the Proceedings 
of the Royal Society of London, Biological 

Essentially, high crab predation has caused 
the emergence of a thicker-shelled form of 
this species, which is less vulnerable to crab 
predation, and this species has evolved 
multiple times across Europe.

By analyzing DNA sequences from snails 
on both sides of the Atlantic, researchers 
were able to show that periwinkle snail types, 
which give live birth to baby snails, appar-
ently originated not once, but twice in the 
past 640,000 years from their egg-laying 
relatives L. arcana and L. compressa.

Transatlantic Species
Both periwinkle lineages now co-exist on 
both sides of the Atlantic in a patchwork 
infl uenced by different colonization histories. 
The study even shows periwinkle snails that 
birth their young may be hybridizing with 
their egg-laying species.

“This study will not change how scien-
tists view sympatric speciation, but it will 
change how they view speciation in this 
classic system,” Vollmer said.

This American-European study emerged 
as part of the NSF Research Coordination 
Network, “Coordinating Research on the 
North Atlantic” (CORONA) led by Dr. Cliff 
Cunnigham of Duke University.

Series, raises new questions about this 
classic model system of sympatric specia-
tion by showing that L. saxatilis and its peri-
winkle relatives have a much more complex 
evolutionary history than previously thought.

Researchers discovered that what was 
once thought to be one snail species may 
actually be different snail species inhabiting 
rocky shorelines on both sides of the North 
Atlantic. “The species L. saxatilis defi nitely 
needs to be redefi ned – it is probably two 
species,” said Trussell. “This also means 
that within this group there is evidence for 
multiple, repeated examples of sympatric 
speciation.”

Evolution in Action
This snail was found to have split into multi-
ple morphological types (or species) in mul-
tiple locations in Europe, presumably due to 
differences in the intensity of crab predation. 

From left to right: Prof. Geoff Trussell, 
Director of the Marine Science Center, 
Meredith Doellman, and Prof. Steve Vollmer
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Spinal cord injuries are devastating, but fi sh 
may be the key to fi nding a cure.

Research shows adult fi sh that sustain 
a spinal cord injury have the miraculous 
ability to both regenerate the spinal cord and 
recover function – meaning they can per-
form tasks they were able to do prior to 
the injury.

For the past four years, Northeastern 
University Biology Department Chair Günther 
Zupanc and his research associate, 
Ruxandra Sîrbulescu, have been studying 
this stunning recovery in fi sh.

Their research was recently published in 
the journal Brain Research Reviews.

Zupanc’s team is examining how fi sh are 
able to regenerate the spinal cord, in hopes 
of ultimately fi nding a way to replicate this 
process in humans. “To cure spinal cord 
injury would be amazing and incredible for 
people who are suffering,” Zupanc said.

According to the Christopher & Dana 
Reeve Foundation, almost 1.3 million people 
live with spinal cord injuries in the U.S. The 
average cost for victims of spinal cord injury 
ranges from $230,000 to $780,000 in the 
fi rst year alone. “In each case of spinal cord 
injury, it’s devastating to the individual, fami-
lies and society,” said Zupanc. “The ultimate 
goal is to cure spinal cord injury.”

The fi rst observation of a fi sh’s ability 
to recover from spinal cord injury was 
performed as early as 1920 on goldfi sh. 
However, the behavioral observations were 
not complemented with any examination 
of structural changes.

The research of Zupanc and Sîrbulescu 
dives deep into the structural basis of this 
amazing capability of fi sh, and observes 
the step-by-step regeneration process of 
the spinal cord.

According to Zupanc, after removal 
of part of the spinal cord, the injured fi sh 
sees a full recovery in as little as six to 
eight weeks.

“We are learning how fi sh have the 
potential to recover after these injuries,” 
said Zupanc. “Humans share with fi sh part 
of this potential. However, this ability has 
become silent over evolutionary times. The 
trick will be to unravel the hidden potential 
of humans, and fi sh may show us how to 
do that.”

The discovery of spinal cord regenera-
tion in fi sh is only the fi rst step of a study 
that could ultimately lead the way to making 
life-altering spinal cord injuries a thing of 
the past.

Fish 
May 

Change 
the 

Way 
We 

Look 
at 

Spinal 
Cord 

Injuries
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Lauren Moore
Biomedical Physics

“   Regardless of how diffi cult my course load can 
be from time to time, I am very grateful to my 
biomedical physics curriculum for challenging 
me to dig a little deeper, think from a different 
perspective, and be a little better everyday.”

Ryan Sweeney
Physics
“ Physics is a disci-
pline that progresses 
every day with new 
discoveries that 
expand our under-
standing of the 
Universe. Physicists 
at Northeastern, 
both faculty and 
students, are on the 
cutting edge of many 
research domains 
and are contributing 
to rewriting physics 
as we know it.”

Alyssa Pandolfi 
Earth and Environmental 
Science

“ The Environmental Science Department at North-
eastern is more like a family than an academic 
department. The professors, faculty, and students 
all know each other really well and are eager to help 
each other learn, discuss career plans, or just have a 
friendly conversation in the department lounge.”

Steven Criscione
Biology
“ After I graduate in 
May, I look forward 
to pursuing a Ph.D. 
in cell biology at 
Brown University. 
I am thankful for 
my Northeastern 
University experience, 
which has provided 
me with the research 
opportunities and 
mentorship I needed 
to ensure my success 
in graduate school.”

Janis Lai
Mathematics
“ The Department 
of Mathematics at 
Northeastern offers 
me fl exibility and 
opportunities to 
explore different 
sides of me… It gives 
me room to develop 
my personality 
and fi nd out where 
my future lies.”

Jacquelyn Sikora
Biochemistry
“ The mentorship I 
have received by the 
Biochemistry program 
has given me valuable 
skills which allowed 
me to develop as a 
scientist and realize 
my dreams. I have 
been afforded great 
opportunities to meet 
and share my work with 
scientists in my fi eld.”

Rhiannon Thomas
Chemistry

“ As a Chemistry major, I feel such a sense of 
community within the Department. Not only do 
we have a close student group, but the profes-
sors are also really invested in their students.”

Emily Wiecek
Behavioral Neuroscience
“ Behavioral neuroscience 
was the perfect 
complement of biology 
and psychology 
coursework; I learned 
how to formulate 
questions about the 
brain and behavior 
in my psychology 
classes, and my biology 
coursework provided 
knowledge to help 
answer those questions 
with current science.”

Caroline Malcolm
Environmental Studies

“ Northeastern is lucky to have such a diverse 
and engaging department, and I feel that the 
knowledge and skills I have gained through 
coursework and hands-on fi eld experiences 
as an Environmental Studies major and Envi-
ronmental Geology minor have prepared me 
for many opportunities post-graduation.”

Christa Hoskin
Applied Physics

Dan Paulus
Psychology
“ The Psychology 
Department has been 
like a family to me, 
from the personable 
and helpful staff in 
the offi ce, to the 
knowledgeable 
faculty members 
and advisers who 
have always had 
their doors open.”

Chelsea DeSantis
Linguistics  

“ I love being an Applied Physics major at 
Northeastern. I have experienced great teach-
ers, great classes, and I love being a member 
of the Society of Physics Students.”

“ The Linguistics Program at Northeastern 
is a small, intimate program with a passionate 
set of faculty and committed students. This 
dynamic makes it easy to get to know your 
professors and classmates really well.”
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Did You Know…
Scientists Have 
a Spooky Side
Did you know at the Interdisciplinary 
Affective Science Laboratory at Northeastern 
University, psychological science about 
emotion coexists with a desire to give 
back to the community? Each Halloween, 
Dr. Lisa Feldman Barrett and members 
of the Interdisciplinary Affective Science 
Laboratory get in touch with their spooky 
side for a good cause. This past October, 
the lab used the science of emotion to 
terrify 425 boys and ghouls at their annual 
haunted house for the Boston Food Bank. 
In addition to cultivating fear and fun, 
this event also raised $2,500 to feed 
hungry people in an around the Boston 
area – proving that fear is not always 
a negative emotion.

You Can’t Move 
the Same Way Twice
Did you know the human being is incapable 
of executing the exact same movement 
more than once due to our inherent motor 
variability and redundancy? For example, 
quantitative analysis of throwing a dart 
reveals that every movement is different, 
even in highly skilled performers. Prof. 
Dagmar Sternad and her research group 
analyzed sensorimotor performance and 
have developed an analysis to decompose 
observed variability to extract noise in the 
sensorimotor system.

Physicists Rock!
Did you know that physicists can get 
involved in the entertainment industry? 
Northeastern University Physics Department 
Chair Prof. Paul Champion recently orga-
nized a large international conference on a 
research topic that draws upon the use of 
lasers. Nobel Laureate Charles Townes, who 
helped invent the laser, spoke at the confer-
ence. To celebrate the event, Champion 
found a company that goes on tour with 
many of today’s hottest rock groups and 
asked them to put on a laser light show the 
scientists would remember. It turned out 
that the company, Lightwave International, 
was founded and run by physicists! The 
show was amazing!

Chemists Help Keep 
Our Country Safe
Did you know that chemists play a role 
in Homeland Security? Whenever you 
are screened at an airport, residues are 
analyzed by a technique called mass spec-
trometry, which detects minute quantities of 
narcotics, explosives and other materials. 
Some of those techniques were developed 
right here at Northeastern University. 
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In a way, the East Point of Nahant has 
come full circle.

Northeastern University’s Marine Sci-
ence Center (MSC) sits atop East Point in 
Nahant. From this spot, you can experience 
breathtaking views of the ocean and the 
Boston skyline. 

But the view is only part of what makes 
this location special. “Some of the seminal 
marine ecology research… was done right 
here on East Point, so this place has had a 
really long history of marine biology,” said 
Joseph Ayers, a biology professor at North-
eastern University.

The Marine Science Center is located 
a short distance from the former summer 
cottage of Harvard professor Louis Agassiz, 
the founder of American marine biology 
in the mid-19th century. Agassiz is hailed 
as a pioneer of marine science education 
and promoted the formation of seaside 
laboratories.  

Moreover, MSC Director Geoff Trussell 
notes that, “modern experimental ecology 

Research and Discovery Only Part 
of the Marine Science Center’s Story

Shadowing doctors, dressing wounds and 
administering antibiotics on co-op at a public 
health clinic in Cusco, Peru, inspired North-
eastern University student Shane Smith to 
consider a new challenge: medical school.

“I would recommend international co-op 
to any student who’s not sure what fi eld he 
wants to go into,” says Smith, a fourth-year 
biochemistry major. “Immersing myself in a 
new culture and language made me realize 
that I can do anything.”

Smith worked closely with doctors and 
low-income patients at Belempampa Health 
Center, in Cusco. He dressed the wounds 
of a 19-year-old patient who contracted 
a fl esh-eating disease from a sand fl y; gave 
informational presentations on diseases, 
such as tuberculosis; and organized mater-
nity rooms for obstetricians. One doctor 
even taught him how to stitch a wound.

The experiential learning opportunity 
sparked his desire to give back by helping 
patients get well.

As Smith puts it, “I’m one of those 
people who worry about how others are 

being treated. Being able to help other 
people at the clinic was just another step 
in growing up.”

He wants to make volunteering in 
Central America a routine part of his life, 
and he’s not wasting any time.

Smith plans to do part of his next co-op 
in Costa Rica and Guatemala, where he fi g-
ures he’ll have a chance to work in a larger, 
more technologically advanced hospital – 
an experience more akin to his fi rst co-op 
at Brigham and Women’s Hospital in Boston, 
where Smith analyzed blood samples from 
heart attack survivors.

He says that working and living in 
Peru prepared him for whatever a doctor 
or patient or local might ask of him.

“I learned that I can adapt really well 
to my surroundings,” says Smith, who notes 
that his Spanish-speaking skills improved 
greatly during his co-op in Cusco. “Being 
completely immersed in something is the 
only way to learn.”

After Peru, It’s Can-Do
By: Jason Kornwitz, Northeastern News

got its start in Nahant with the classic work 
of Bruce Menge and Jane Lubchenco.” 

Dr. Lubchenco is a member of the 
National Academy and currently serves 
as the head of the National Oceanic and 
Atmospheric Administration.

But that’s not where it all began. 
If you go back even further – the 1600s 

– the town of Nahant was a maritime commu-
nity. The town’s small population was made 
up of people who were devoted to fi shing. 
At that time, settlers were given home sites, 
but only if they spent time fi shing.

In the early to mid-1800s, Boston’s 
elite would spend their summers in a hotel 
that stood on the MSC property. Some of 
Nahant’s popular residents included Louis 
Agassiz and other Harvard faculty. 

During WWII, the MSC site was used 
by the military for the construction of defen-
sive fortifi cations for Boston Harbor. The 
fortifi cations consisted of a 5-inch cannon 
bunker, a larger 16-inch coastal defense 
cannon bunker, an associated plotting room 

and triangulation towers that still stand 
today. A Magnetic Loop station to detect 
submarines was housed in two smaller 
bunkers near the tip of East Point. 

In 1954, a Nike missile launcher site was 
constructed where an area known as Lodge 
Park now stands. 

In 1967, the property came up as a 
GSA surplus. It was then that Northeastern 
University acquired the land. 

When what was then known as the 
Marine Science Institute opened, Dr. Nathan 
“Doc” Riser became the Center’s fi rst direc-
tor. He held that position until his retirement 
in 1985. 

Even after his retirement, Riser spent 
most of his time on the shores of East Point 
conducting research. “He was a classical 
taxonomist,” said Ayers. “He did descriptive 
biology. His classic posture was down on 
his knees in the mud. He was just a really 
wonderful man.”

The MSC was his second home until 
his passing.
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Today, the MSC continues to be a 
world recognized center for marine science 
research and education. 

The bunkers used during wartime are 
now fi lled with sea creatures and fossils that 
are used to educate children of all ages in 
the Nahant community and beyond. 

In addition to community outreach, 
the MSC also features lectures and unfor-
gettable school visits. 

Just last month, the Center hosted 
the 25th Annual Riser Lecture, given by 
Dr. Emmett Duffy of the Virginia Institute 
of Marine Science, which discussed the 
challenges and opportunities of biological 
diversity as the central organizing concept 
in marine conservation and management. 
“This distinguished lecture, as well as the 
continued effort of the MSC community to 
become a top coastal research center, are 
all motivated by Doc Riser’s legacy,” said 
Trussell. “We would make him proud.”

The Center’s rich history and cutting-
edge research has made it an important part 
of Northeastern’s framework, and its link to 
the community is helping build relationships 
with some of the future’s brightest minds. 

Source for Nahant History: http://www.
nahant.org/community/about.shtml
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Marine Science Center, 
1967

Old Nike Missile 
Launcher Site on 
East Point, Nahant

Dr. Nathan “Doc” Riser, 
First director of the 
Marine Science Center

Back in 1976, David Ouellette was looking 
for a co-op through Northeastern. In fact, 
the opportunities available through co-op 
are what attracted the chemistry major to 
the University. 

Paving a Career Path
Ouellette found a co-op at Chemtan Com-
pany, Inc., located near his home in Exeter, 
NH. He took the job because it not only 
allowed him to explore the fi eld of chemistry, it 
gave him a chance to fi gure out what career 
path he would like to take after graduation. 

Chemtan is an international leader 
in developing, producing and marketing 
chemicals for the leather tanning industry.

The company was started back in 1948 
by a group of fi ve employee-partners who 
decided to leave American Cyanamid. They 
believed investment in products based on 
new chemistries developed during and after 
World War II would play a major role in 
leather making. 

His Journey to the Top
Ouellette’s time at Chemtan would not end 
after his co-op. 

In 1978, Ouellette graduated from 
Northeastern and accepted a laboratory 
technician position at the company. 

After several years of developing skills in 
the laboratory, Ouellette became Chemtan’s 
R&D director. In 2009, he was named 
president – a title he shares with two other 
Northeastern alumni, John Mitchell, COE ’68 
and Stephen O’Connor, COE ’60.

Northeastern Memories
Looking back on his days at Northeastern, 
Ouellette remembers Dr. Phillip LeQuesne 
(his favorite professor), the Blizzard of 1978, 
Punter’s Pub and spending hours in the 
chemistry lab. “I would leave my dorm room 
at 8 a.m. and return at 5 p.m. every day. 
My roommates referred to me as the factory 
worker.”

Today, in addi        -
tion to his leader ship 
role at Chemtan, 
David Ouellette is 
married and has 
three children.

From Co-Op To President: 
Ouellette’s Journey to the Top

Fueling a Passion
Ouellette enjoyed organic chemistry and his 
co-op assignment gave him an opportunity 
to work in an area of chemistry he really felt 
passionate about. “Chemtan… provided 
me with a chance to understand how things 
were put together or used by our customers,” 
said Ouellette. “I received a comprehensive 
training approach. I felt I was really part of 
the company.”
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Women in Science: 
 Overcoming Struggles to Find Success
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Where’s the Disconnect?
According to University statistics, women 
applicants seeking graduate degrees in the 
sciences here at Northeastern are equal – 
if not exceeding – the number of men apply-
ing for the same degree, but over the years, 
there are two graduate programs that have 
consistently seen a larger number of male 
applicants – mathematics and physics. 

These stats highlight the challenges 
that many women are up against while pur-
suing their passion for physics and science. 

Susan Ghiassian is a graduate student 
studying biological networks associated 
with rare diseases at Northeastern’s Center 
for Complex Network Research (CCNR). 
Before coming to study here at Northeast-
ern, Ghiassian received a bachelor’s degree 
in physics in her native country of Iran. 

“It’s very competitive,” said Ghiassian. 
“I feel that I have to work twice as hard to 
prove myself to others.”

Confi dence is Key
Being a physicist, Sabrina Rabello spent 
her years in academia surrounded by men. 
In fact, Rabello said many of the challenges 
she faced during her years in school were 
not the subjects she studied, but her sur-
roundings. “I liked physics, I liked math,” 
she said. “But the social environment (at 
school) was a little unbalanced… I like that 
there are more women around me now. 
Sometimes I felt I had to hide the fact that 
I was woman, but I don’t have the same 
issues today that I had fi ve years ago.”

Rabello earned her undergraduate 
degree in physics at the Federal Institute of 
Technology in Switzerland, got her PhD in 
applied mathematics and theoretical phys-
ics at the Imperial College in London and is 
now working on her postdoc at the CCNR 
studying biological networks. 

“I think with time, you start gaining con-
fi dence in what you achieve, the work that 
you produce,” she said.

Finding Support 
in Role Models
Just like any other area of life, fi nding peers 
and mentors to help guide you through your 
career is key. This idea is applied very often 
to women in science, simply because of the 
gender imbalance. 

Ghiassian said working in a male-
dominated area, such as physics, can be 
challenging at times, and dealing with the 
competitive nature of the fi eld can be over-
whelming, but working with women, like 
Rabello, has helped create an environment 
where she can grow and thrive. 

“It is always good to fi nd other peers, 
role models, women who inspire you,” 
said Rabello.

Leveling the Playing Field
Murray Gibson, Dean of the College of 
Science at Northeastern University, recog-
nizes this diffi cult challenge. Being a physicist 
himself, he sees and understands the 
challenges that women pursuing careers 
in science face. 

Women have pushed to make strides in science, and 

we are seeing examples of their achievements every day. 

But just like everything we do, success does not come 

without challenges – and being a woman in science 

is no exception. 

In an article published in Physics Today, 
Gibson addressed this very issue. He said 
underrepresented groups – not just women 
– face an invisible barrier that creates 
a hierarchy of sorts in disciplines such 
as physics. 

As the founding Dean of the College 
of Science, Gibson wants to increase the 
diversity of the scientifi c and engineering 
workforce by having the College take a 
leadership role in educating women and 
minorities.

This begins by recruiting and retaining 
faculty role models, Gibson explains. 
“Northeastern is fortunate to have a National 
Science Foundation ADVANCE grant that 
focuses on faculty recruiting.”

So what is ADVANCE? Sara Wadia 
Fascetti (College of Engineering), Director 
of the program explains: “Northeastern 
ADVANCE seeks to advance women in 
interdisciplinary and international networks 
through recruitment, activities to retain and 
advance faculty, and the engagement of 
leadership in every aspect of ADVANCE.”

The College of Science is determined 
to have a better representation of women 
in science. Just recently the College spon-
sored the International Women in Physics 
conference held in South Africa.

Adding Another 
Layer to Science
The pursuit of discovery and the ability 
to solve complex problems are what inspire 
Rabello and Ghiassian – not the competi-
tion. And that drive could very well be the 
ingredient needed to reach the next level 
of innovation. 

“If I am working on a problem, I like to 
work on it because I am inspired,” Rabello 
said. “I’m not thinking that ‘I have to do this 
otherwise someone is going to publish this.’ 
I just don’t see myself developing that kind 
of side.”

It is safe to say there are challenges, 
but the truth is, Rabello and Ghiassian are 
passionate about science, and the confi -
dence that both women have learned to 
embrace has helped them realize that sci-
ence is not just a man’s sport anymore.



Chemistry professor Michael Pollastri and 
his team of 12 post-doctoral, graduate and 
undergraduate students are combining their 
science skills and idealism to bring attention 
– and solutions – to diseases neglected by 
Big Pharma research.

Neglected tropical diseases, such as 
sleeping sickness and Chagas disease, 
affect the poorest parts of the world, where 
unsafe water, poor sanitation and limited 
access to basic health care are common. 
The diseases are typically transmitted by 
insects and can result in debilitation or death.

Pollastri says these diseases are 
neglected by the pharmaceutical industry 
because they would not be able to recoup 
or profi t from the billions of dollars spent on 
drug research and development.

“It is not necessarily that the problems 
of creating a drug for these neglected dis-
eases are intrinsically more diffi cult, it’s that 
there hasn’t been a concerted effort from 
industry to do so,” said Pollastri, who spe-
cializes in medicinal chemistry and chemical 
technology.

Since receiving funding from the National 
Institutes of Health in the spring of 2009, 
Pollastri has focused on research that will 
expedite the drug-discovery process for 
neglected diseases. 

The effort supports Northeastern’s 
commitment to use-inspired research, with 
a focus on global challenges in health, secu-
rity and sustainability.

“There are very few people working 
in this area, and I felt we could make a big 
impact,” he said.

Pollastri and his research team collabo-
rate with leading experts from across the 
globe, including England, Spain, Switzer-
land and the United States, whose focus 
is on African trypanosomiasis, or sleeping 
sickness, and other neglected diseases.

In his lab at Northeastern, he and his 
team repurpose existing small molecular 
compounds being used by big companies 
and modify them to try to inhibit the para-
sites associated with the diseases. They 
then ship them all over the world to be 
tested by their research collaborators.

After testing the molecules, the experts 
upload the data to a shared database, 
which provides Pollastri and his team with 
the information necessary for the next phase 
of development.

“This is how a drug company works. 
Except normally, chemists and biologists 
are in adjacent labs and ours are all over the 
world,” Pollastri said.

They quickly found that one compound, 
which is used by a leading pharmaceutical 
company for cancer treatment, was incred-
ibly potent at killing parasites related to 
sleeping sickness in culture tests and in 
animals.

“This is not the norm,” Pollastri explained. 
“Drug discovery normally takes a very 
long time.”

Pollastri left a leading pharmaceutical 
company to pursue this research. He was 
attracted to Northeastern because he was 
impressed with the undergraduate students 
who complete co-ops in the industry. 
“When they come back to the lab, they know 
the language of industrial drug discovery, 
they know how to run experiments,” he said.

Said Murray Gibson, Dean of the 
College of Science: “Thanks to innovative 
approaches to repurposing drug develop-
ment, Mike hopes to leverage the massive 
economic engine that has led to blockbuster 
drugs and combat neglected diseases.”

Pollastri’s research was conducted 
through the Center for Drug Discovery at 
Northeastern, which is committed to fi nding 
novel medications and developing new 
approaches and technologies aimed at 
improving the discovery of new therapeu-
tic drugs.

Calling Attention to Neglected Diseases
By: Kara Shemin
Northeastern News



Q: What is Out of Character about? 

A: The goal of this book is to try and help 
people understand why you, me, celebrities, 
politicians – any of us – act in ways that 
surprise us... Act in ways that we say are 
out of character. I think what the research is 
showing us is that our character, our morals, 
aren’t inherently stable. 

Where we are on this scale of what we 
call “virtue and vice” is always in fl ux, and 
depending upon what is going on in the 
environment around us, it can give one side 
or another a little advantage. So any of us 
can occupy different ends of that spectrum. 
(The book) describes why that is the case. 

(Out of Character) is kind of an 
intuitive force between work that we’ve 
been doing in my lab for the past decade 
and other people’s labs as well, and it’s 
meant to be publicly accessible – that is, 
for people who aren’t scientists or psy-
chologists. They can kind of digest and be 
exposed to material in an interesting and 
hopefully entertaining way.

Character Goes Under the 
Microscope in DeSteno’s Book
Northeastern University Psychology professor David DeSteno and 
co-author Piercarlo Valdesolo are taking a long, hard look at the idea of 
character in their book, Out of Character: Surprising Truths about the Liar, 
Cheat, Sinner (and Saint) Lurking in All of Us, released on May 3, 2011. 

In the book, DeSteno argues that character might not be as stable as 
people think. The studies in this book challenge the idea that character 
is developed from a young age by hypothesizing that character is largely 
developed by forces outside of our control. 

DeSteno sat down with us to talk about his book and some of the 
surprising outcomes discovered in his lab. 

Q: What inspired you to write this book?

A: A lot of the work we’ve been doing 
over the past 10 years, we’ve had good 
luck in getting press coverage. We’ve 
had fi ve stories in the Science Times and 
repeated things in Newsweek. So people 
were really interested in this, and every time 
a story came out, I would get a call from 
some book agent, saying, “Want to write a 
book?” and I would say “No.” 

But we fi nally got to a point where 
I think we had enough different studies on 
enough different topics that we sat back 
and looked at it and thought, “We have 
studies on jealousy, on gratitude and fair-
ness, on trust, compassion and prejudice.” 

And as we sat back, we kind of looked 
at it and said, “You know, we can see how 
all these fi t together” – in terms of short-
term and long-term tradeoffs – and how 
they’re all kind of grouped around the idea 
of what does it mean to be a social being 
and what’s our character.

We were always surprised about how 
variable it was, and so we thought now it 
may be time to do a book. So we grouped 
all these studies together in a framework 
that we thought made sense. It was the 
right time to do a book. We wanted to do 
something that had mass appeal, not just 
an academic book.

Q: Could you explain what you would 
like people to take away from this book? 

A: The takeaway message is this: When 
we talk about variability in people’s charac-
ter, what we don’t want people to think is 
that “It’s not my fault.” 

We’re not saying that there is no char-
acter, we’re not saying that anything can be 
excused.

What we are saying is that if you really 
want to work on your character – and it’s 
between you, and your ethical principles or 
your god, or however you defi ne what you 
want your character to be – but once you 
know who you want it to be, then we hope 
what we’re giving people is a better view 
of the way the system works, because 
if you’re going to manage it, you need to 
know how it works. The common view that 
(character) is this thing etched in stone from 
early childhood, is completely wrong. In the 
book, we talk about how it really works and 
we give people strategies for managing it, 
and we hope that’s what people take away.

Q: What was the most surprising result 
of your research for this book? 

A: We had a study where we created a 
scenario. You came into the lab and you 
thought you were participating in a music 
perception study. You sat next to somebody 
and you either tapped your hands in time 
with them or out of time on these sensors. 
You weren’t even looking at each other, but 
you could hear if you were tapping in time 
or not. 

Through lots of machinations, you saw 
this person basically get cheated by some-
body else, and they had to do this long task 
that was really awful and you knew they 
didn’t like. 

At the end of the study, the computer 
asked the subjects “Well, you’re free to go, 
but if you want to stay – there is a lot of 
work to be done – If you want to go help the 
person that needs to do it, you can. You 
don’t have to, but if you want to, go fi nd 
the experimenters and tell them you want 
to help.” 

What we found was this huge effect. 
If you simply moved your hands in time with 
someone, you felt you were more similar 
to them. You also felt more compassion 
for their plight and you also spent a much 
longer time going to help them. 

I think that was the most surprising 
fi nding.
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Prof. Jones Recognized 
at International Conference
Northeastern University chemistry professor 
and Department Chair Graham Jones was 
given the “Creativity in Organic Synthesis 
Award” while attending the International 
Conference on Chemistry for Mankind in 
Nagpur, India this past February. 

Jones received the award for use of fl ow 
and microwave technology in the synthesis of 
imaging agents to track Alzheimer’s disease. 
“The methods we have developed show promise 
for use in early stage detection of the disease, 
and we are now working with the Alzheimer’s 
Drug Discovery Foundation [ADDF] on a num-
ber of clinical applications,” Jones said.

The conference was organized by the 
International Union of Pure and Applied 
Chemistry, American Chemical Society and 

the Royal Society of Chemistry to celebrate 
the 100-year anniversary of chemistry. 

A representative of the Indian Society of 
Chemists and Biologists (ISCB), who hosted 
the conference, presented the award to Jones. 

Prof. Lewis Honored 
for Innovative Research
Northeastern University biology professor 
Kim Lewis was elected to Fellowship in the 

American Academy 
for Microbiology this 
past winter. 

Lewis received the 
honor for his “excel-
lence, originality and 
creativity in the micro-
biological sciences.” 
His election to the 

Academy is recognized as a mark of distinc-
tion and speaks volumes about his innovative 
work in microbiology here at the University. 

Lewis’ research focuses primarily on anti-
microbial drug tolerance, uncultured bacteria, 
and drug discovery. In addition to teaching 
microbiology and microbial biotechnology, 
Lewis is also the director of Northeastern’s 
Antimicrobial Discovery Center. 

“This honor recognizes the high quality of 
our team’s publications,” said Lewis. “I feel 
truly blessed to be working with our talented 
students, postdocs and seasoned scientists.” 

Chemistry Graduate to Attend 
Lindau Meeting of Nobel Laureates
Northeastern University grad student Emily 
Corcoran has been selected to attend the 
2011 Lindau Meeting of Nobel Laureates and 
Graduate Students in Lindau, Germany in June. 

Corcoran is a PhD student in chemistry and 
a University Excellence Fellowship recipient. 

This award is highly competitive – only six 
students can be nominated by each institution. 

Corcoran, a student of Prof. Robert Hanson, 
will join the US delegation to this meeting of 
Nobel Laureates in the fi elds of chemistry, phys-
ics, and physiology/medicine.

Congratulations Emily!

Northeastern Student 
Receives Goldwater Scholarship
The College of Science would like to recognize 
Jose Orozco, a biochemistry and mathematics 
major, who was recently awarded the Goldwater 
Scholarship. This honor, given by the Barry M. 
Goldwater Scholarship and Excellence in 
Education Program, honors the brightest stu-
dents in the fi elds of mathematics, science and 
engineering. Congratulations!

COS Students Make Strong 
Showing on Northeastern’s 
100 Most Infl uential Seniors List
Every year, Northeastern University releases 
a list of the University’s top 100 Most Infl uential 
seniors. The students on this list are nominated 
by faculty and have been identifi ed as leaders 
in campus activities, academics, research, 
community service, co-op, athletics and global 
experiences. 

Congratulations to the following 19 COS students! 

THE NERD 
ALERT
Honors and Awards
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Corinne O’Neill – a freshman biology major – 
knew that Northeastern University’s PRISM 
program would help enhance her time here as 
a student, but she didn’t know how valuable 
it really would be until she attended classes. 

It all started over the summer as she 
prepared to head to Northeastern University 
as an incoming freshman. She received an 
email, inviting her to apply for the PRISM 
program. “I had gotten an email over the 
summer about the ‘Summer Preview’ experi-
ence. (The program) starts a week before 
classes, and is science and math intensive… 
It’s the type of thing I enjoy doing.”

Northeastern’s PRISM program – one of 
fi ve such programs supported by the National 
Science Foundation – offers real exposure to 
fi rst and second-year students interested in 
the fi elds of mathematics, biology and physics.

The program not only shows students 
what it is like to do research in the various 
disciplines, it is used as a tool to help unde-
clared students choose a major. “A couple 
of my friends are undeclared and they are 
leaning toward math and science, pretty 
much because of the PRISM program.”

Prof. Richard Porter, Chair of the 
Mathe matics Department at Northeastern 
University, says PRISM is a valuable tool for 
students – both declared and undeclared 
– because it offers realistic exposure to real-
world experiences in the fi elds of science and 
math. “The PRISM program provides hands-
on research projects with faculty in science. 
For undeclared students, PRISM can be used 
to explore a future in science. For students in 
science, PRISM provides a valuable introduc-
tion to research in science to prepare for 
further research with faculty and on co-op. 
Either way, PRISM helps students to shape 
their future to make a contribution.”

O’Neill came to school set on pre-med, 
but after taking part in the PRISM program, 
she has decided to change her career track. 
“I was really turned off of the idea of doing 
research when I got here, and that changed 
completely… I am defi nitely looking more at 
research and working in the lab. Because 
I have been able to do more hands-on 
research (with PRISM), it sort of made me 
reconsider decisions I had made.”

O’Neill said the big draw for her was 
PRISM’s focus on interdisciplinary work. “All 
the sciences are connected, so to be able to 
talk about them in that way and actually deal 
with them as interdisciplinary sciences, it is 
something that I have never experienced before.”

This kind of research is what PRISM 
prides itself on.

The program also gives fi rst-year students 
the opportunity to work closely with research 
faculty here at Northeastern. 

O’Neill says she would like to continue with 
the PRISM program and eventually become a 
mentor for incoming students. “I can’t speak 
highly enough about this program. It’s been a 
fantastic experience.”

PRISM Helping Students Choose A Career Path In Science

Nadia Alvarez
Athulya Aravind
Marshall Brennan
Dominique Chamely
Steven Criscione
Randell Dauda
Chelsea DeSantis
Michaelle Larracuente
Alia Qatarneh
Gena Ricciardi

Francesca Sales
Priti Shah
Sophia Shrand
Elizabeth Sypek
Riannon Thomas
Samantha Von Zirpolo
Kaite Watt
Tonya Yeung
Nicole Zub



Lisa Feldman Barrett
Distinguished Professor of Psychology

Scholarship focus: cognitive neuroscience 
of emotion, individual variation in affective 
learning and response

PhD: University of Waterloo

Christopher Beasley
Assistant Professor of Mathematics

Scholarship focus: quantum fi eld and 
string theory

PhD: Princeton University

Swastik Kar
Assistant Professor of Physics

Scholarship focus: experimental nanophysics; 
nanomaterials, specifi cally carbon nanotubes 
and graphene, nanoelectronics and energy

PhD: Indian Institute of Science, Bangalore

George O’Doherty
Professor of Chemistry

Scholarship focus: glycochemistry; 
synthesis of biologically active carbohydrates

PhD: Ohio State

Lee Makowski
Professor of Electrical and Computer 
Engineering/Biology

Scholarship focus: the molecular basis of life 
– using X-rays and neutrons and electrons for 
imaging proteins to better understand 
how they work

PhD: Massachusetts Institute of Technology

Northeastern University’s College 
of Science would like to welcome 
our newest faculty members!

The College of Science would like to honor the life and legacy of Helen (Haynes) Lambert – 
a longtime biology professor here at Northeastern University. 

Prof. Lambert died on March 25 after a long battle with breast cancer. She was 71.
Friends remember Professor Lambert as a very accomplished scientist. She taught 

biology at Northeastern for 30 years before retiring in 2000.
A longtime resident of Cambridge, Lambert was an avid gardener.
Lambert is survived by her brother, W. Lance Haynes of Rolla, MO, her son, Robert L. 

Lambert of Madbury, NH, her daughter, Suzanne M. Lambert of Quincy, and two grandsons, 
Kevin and Henry Chao.

In Memoriam: Prof. Helen Lambert
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MAKING SENSE 
OF JURY DUTY
What is a breach of contract? What does 
credibility of a witness mean? Can you defi ne 
standard of proof? 

You may not think that you’ll ever have to 
answer these questions, but the truth is, you 
probably will – when you’re called to serve on 
a jury. 

That’s why Northeastern University’s 
Linguistics Program Director Janet Randall is 
working to make jury instructions easier to 
understand. “If you’re asking jurors to decide 
whether someone is guilty or innocent and your 
instructions involve ambiguous or unintelligible 
sentences, then you are going to have a prob-
lem,” said Randall. 

To see exactly how diffi cult the current 
instructions are, Randall and her research 
team are conducting a pilot study. The team 
is rewording six different Massachusetts Civil 
instructions. As Randall explains, they are 
unpacking the complex, ambiguous, and 
confusing sentences and replacing legal 
jargon with “plain English.”

Randall and her team are testing the two 
versions to see whether the changes make 
the instructions clearer, fi rst on Northeastern 
undergraduates and then on people in a jury 
pool who are not selected for a trial. 

The goal is for jurors to be able to make 
more informed decisions when deciding inno-
cence or guilt.

If the pilot study succeeds, the team will 
submit a large grant proposal for a project to 
rewrite the entire set of Massachusetts Civil 
instructions. 

The Massachusetts Bar Association and 
the Supreme Judicial Court are co-sponsoring 
this study.



Experience 
Science
Northeastern
2015

Science is dynamic and the world outside 
the University is changing rapidly, so we 
must be proactive in order to remain a global 
leader in experiential education.

As part of the strategic planning for the 
Northeastern University College of Science, 
Dean Murray Gibson has solicited short 
white papers on research initiatives.

For the past four months, the College 
has coordinated several brainstorming 
meetings. During these meetings, papers 
on topics such as orphan diseases, marine 
research and nanotechnology have acted 
as seeds for open discussion between not 
only faculty from the College of Science, but 
also faculty from other parts of the University.

Dean Gibson hopes this process will 
help sharpen our vision for the future of sci-
ence at Northeastern University.

The white paper topics can be found 
on northeastern.edu/cos under the section 
labeled “Experience Science Northeastern 
2015.”
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