2017 Student Award Winners
Myron P. Backus Award: Daniel Thomas
The Backus Award is awarded annually to promising graduate students in mycology.
Applicants are evaluated on the basis of their scholastic merit, research ability and
promise shown as a mycologist.

Dan Thomas is a fifth-year PhD candidate at the University of Oregon, in the Institute of
Ecology and Evolution. He received a B.S. in Biology at the College of William and
Mary in Virginia back in 2003, and spent the time between schools working as a

seasonal botanist for various land management agencies throughout the western
states. He's now interested in the landscape level ecological patterns of forest fungal
endophytes. With colleagues, he has investigated the hypothesis that some foliar
endophytes transition from endophytes to saprotrophs on the forest floor, using leaves
as dispersal vectors. His work has so far has taken him to the cloud forests of Ecuador
and Taiwan and back, to the old-growth Douglas-fir of the Oregon Cascades. His
fungal mentors have been Dr. Bitty Roy (advisor), Dr. George Carroll, Dr. Yu-ming Ju
and Dr. Jeff Stone. Dan is trying hard to finish his PhD, because he and his partner Eva
are going to be proud new parents in June!

MSA Graduate Fellowships:
Two MSA Graduate Fellowships are awarded annually to promising graduate students
in mycology. Applicants are evaluated on the basis of their scholastic merit, research
ability and promise shown as a mycologist.

MSA Graduate Fellowships: Teertas Kijpornyongpan

Teeratas came to West Lafayette, Indiana, to start his graduate studies in Fall 2013 as
a master student. He has been working with smut fungi and allied lineages in
Ustilaginomycotina under the supervision of Dr. Cathie Aime. His M.S. project focuses

on systematics and phylogenomics of Ustilaginomycotina. After finishing M.S. degree
in Summer 2015, he continued pursuing for Ph.D. in the same lab. His dissertation
attempts to investigate dimorphic mechanisms in Ustilaginomycotina. Fungal
dimorphism is a phenomenon in which a fungus can grow both as yeasts and hyphae.
Smut fungi display yeast growth during saprobic haploid stage and become
filamentous and pathogenic after mating process. However, other allied lineages in
Ustilaginomycotina display a variety of growth forms ranging from yeast, hyphal and
dimorphic. He is now utilizing comparative genomics and molecular genetics
approaches to investigate whether there is any core regulatory pathway of fungal
dimorphism shared across lineages in the subphylum. The MSA fellowship award will
support qRT-PCR experiments to evaluate gene expression changes of some known
dimorphic genes, as well as to experimentally validate differentially expressed genes
from the RNASeq experiment.

MSA Graduate Fellowships: Daniel Raudabaugh

Daniel Raudabaugh is a third year Ph.D. candidate in the lab of Dr. Andrew Miller at the
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. He obtained a B.A. from Juniata College, a
B.S. from Lock Haven University, and a M.S. from the University of Illinois at Urbana
Champaign. His Ph.D. research focuses on examining the community composition of
aquatic bog and freshwater stream fungi, determining the functional and ecological
roles of each species, and evaluating how differential habitat section pressure may
alter fungal distribution and ecological function. Support from the Mycological Society
of America will allow the fluorometric evaluation of functional traits for bog and stream
fungal species while also providing an opportunity to attend the Mycological Society of
America meeting.

NAMA Memorial Fellowship: Cat Adams

The NAMA Memorial Fellowship is awarded annually to promising graduate students in
mycology. Applicants are evaluated on the basis of their scholastic merit, research
ability and promise shown as a mycologist.
Cat Adams is native to Los Angeles, California, but was dispersed as a child to Seattle,
Washington. There, Cat developed a penchant for precipitation, puns, and poisons.
Her research examines how toxins shape fungal interactions with plants and microbes.
Cat’s PhD thesis examines the deadly poisonous death cap mushroom, whether the
mushroom’s toxins explain its invasion success from Europe, and how the invasive

species impacts native microbial diversity in California. Cat eagerly awaits applying her
NAMA award to travel to Europe this fall to study the death cap in its native range in
Portugal. There, she will sample mushrooms, sample the soil that houses the
mushrooms, and sample the local port wine, which is rumored to be delicious.
Cat’s love for toxins also transfers into her professional service. After observing that
relatively objective scientists are not immune to mental contamination, she founded a
non-profit called the Unconscious Bias Project. UBP works to raise awareness about
how even the most well intentioned of us can internalize stereotypes that cause us to
act with unconscious discrimination. Unconscious bias has been well documented to
impact who can thrive in STEM fields such as mycology, but social scientists have
developed evidence-based approaches to reduce bias and limit its effects. Read more
at their website, www.UnconsciousBiasProject.org, or watch Cat speak at the 2017
DOE JGI User Meeting: bit.ly/JGI2017Adams
Since the last US election, she reads a lot of young adult fantasy and serves as target
practice for Horde players in the Massively Multiplayer Online Role-Playing Game
(MMORPG), World of Warcraft. Her Battle.net handle is DeathCap4QT if you want to
join her guild!
Photo Caption: Cat bravely ignores the bees flying among the cherry blossoms on
Berkeley campus. Photo credit: Kristine Wong, JGI

MSA Undergraduate Research Award: Mary Claire Noble

Mary Claire Noble is an undergraduate student at Purdue University in West Lafayette,
Indiana. She is majoring in Plant Science with minors and interests in Forestry and
Plant Biology. Her passion for mycology began in the spring of 2016 and in August she
joined the lab of Dr. Cathie Aime. Her research focuses on the biodiversity of fungi in
Guyana as well as the hidden diversity within the order Georgefischeriales. Mary Claire
will use this award to conduct experiments that will aid in the description of the new
species from Guyana that she is working with. Outside of the lab, she enjoys hiking
and gardening.
Student Presentations Awards
The student presentation awards are awarded annually to the two best oral research
papers and the two best posters in mycology presented by graduate students at the
annual MSA meeting.

Meredith Blackwell Graduate Student Research Oral Presentation: Jacob Leys

Jake Leys began his scientific education at Northern Michigan University, where he
was awarded the Presidential Harden Scholarship and graduated with his Bachelor of
Arts in Microbiology. After working in the pharmaceutical industry for a number of
years in various capacities, Jake returned to academia in order to pursue a Master’s of
Science with Dr. Donald Walker at Tennessee Technological University. During his
tenure at TTU, Jake has presented at numerous conferences and has been honored
with awards such as Best Oral Presentation by the Tennessee Herpetological Society,
and the Mentor Student Travel Award by the Mycological Society of America. Jake’s
current research is examining the spatiotemporal differentiation of the cutaneous snake
microbiome with regards to Ophidiomyces ophiodiicola distribution. Jake intends to
continue his education with attendance to law school in 2018, in order leverage his
scientific background into a policy-oriented position.

Meredith Blackwell Graduate Student Research Oral Presentation: Edgar Medina
Best Graduate Poster Presentation: Shelby Calkin
Best Graduate Poster Presentation: Abigail Courtney
Abigail J. Courtney is a Ph.D. student in Dr. Zachary A. Lewis’ lab at the University of
Georgia. She is a National Science Foundation Graduate Research Fellow and holds a
B.S. in Bioinformatics from Ramapo College of New Jersey. Abigail combines her
computational biology background with powerful fungal genomics to explore
repressive chromatin architecture in Neurospora crassa. Her thesis project is focused
on elucidating the context-specific functions of the histone variant H2A.Z in
filamentous fungi. In her spare time, Abigail enjoys gardening, cooking, and
volunteering at the local animal shelter. She is the President of the Mycology Graduate
Student Organization at UGA as well as the Social Media Coordinator of the
interdisciplinary UGA Fungal Group.
Best Undergraduate Poster Presentation: Mareli Sanchez
Best Undergraduate Poster Presentation: Christian Schwarz
Student Awards Committee: Tom Horton, Chair; Heather Hallen-Adams; Allison
Walker; Jason Slot; Tim James, ex officio, Past Chair

