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Greetings,

On behalf of the University of Wisconsin – Madison Plant Sciences Graduate Student Council, we
warmly welcome you to our 12th Annual Plant Sciences Symposium. For the past eleven years
our graduate students, with generous financial support, have developed symposia exploring
emerging topics in the plant sciences as a part of the Plant Sciences Symposia Series through
Corteva Agriscience. Doing so has exposed our student body, industry professionals, and
members of the community to diverse perspectives and novel research. This symposium allows
graduate students to present their research and solicit career advice from the speakers, as well
as the faculty and industry professionals in attendance. The six speakers we have today are
prominent scientists at different stages of their careers working on many fields of plant science.
We invite you to interact with them to gather invaluable insight from their expertise. In addition,
we are also pleased to welcome several graduate student speakers and many poster presenters.

UW–Madison joined this Plant Sciences Symposia Series network in 2011, as one of just two
participating universities. In the years since, the network has grown to include over 50
universities and research institutes, spanning six continents. We continue to foster
communication and a free exchange of ideas between UW–Madison and other institutions in the
symposia network. We are very proud of the diverse ideas, research, expertise, and participation
in this year’s symposium and urge you to take advantage of this excellent networking
opportunity. Most importantly, we hope that your time with us is educational and that you enjoy
the program we have put together.

On Wisconsin!
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9:45 AM CST -  Dr.  Eric Kruger ,  Professor and Chair of
the Department of Forest and Wildl i fe Ecology,  UW-
Madison,  “Consequences of  disturbance-mediated shifts
in structure and genetic  composit ion for ecosystem
function in experimental  forest  stands” -  In person
      10:05 AM CST -  Dr.  Eric Kruger,  Q&A. 

 Program

10:15 AM CST -  Joe Davitt,  San Diego Zoo Institute for
Conservation Research,  "The Science and Data Direct ing
Conservation Seed Col lect ions" -  Virtual  
     10:35 AM CST -  Joe Davitt,  Q&A.

11:45-12:30 PM LUNCH BREAK/POSTER SESSION

9:45-11:45 AM MORNING SESSION

10:45 AM CST -  Dr.  John Clark,  Professor of
Horticulture,  University of  Arkansas -  “Reflect ions on a
Career in Fruit  Breeding”-  Virtual  
     11:05 AM CST -  Dr.  John Clark,  Q&A.

9:15 AM REGISTRATION AND BREAKFAST

9:30 AM OPENING REMARKS

Owen Washam, President PSGSC
Jason Rauscher,  Corteva Agriscience

11:15 AM CST -  Student Lightning Talks  
     In person  
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12:30 PM CST -  Dr.  Navdeep Mutti ,  Technology
Enablement Center of Excel lence Lead at Corteva
Agriscience,  “The Quest  for Sustainable Insect ic ides”  -
Virtual  
      12:50 PM CST -  Dr.  Navdeep Mutti ,  Q&A. 

1:00 PM CST -  Dr.  Susanna Harris,  PhD balance,
"Bui lding Communication through Communication" -
Virtual  
     1:20 PM CST -  Dr.  Susanna Harris,  Q&A.

2:50 PM CLOSING REMARKS

          Owen Washam, President PSGSC

12:30-3:00 PM AFTERNOON SESSION

1:30 PM CST -  Dr.  Katja Poveda,  Associate Professor
of Entomology,  Cornel l  University,  “Landscape
simpli f icat ion,  catt le  ranching and the antiparasit ic
drugs in your honey”  -  Virtual  
     1:50 PM CST -  Dr.  Katja Poveda, Q&A.

2:00 PM CST -  Panel with Spekers  
      



Dr. Eric Kruger
University of Wisconsin-Madison 

Joe Davitt
San Diego Zoo Institute for Conservation Research 

Joe Davitt was born and raised in San Diego County and was passionate
about working to conserve the area after graduating from the University
of San Diego with a degree in Biology and an emphasis in plant science.
He works at the Native Plant Seed Bank at the San Diego Zoo Wildlife
Alliance, where they make conservation seed collections from the rare
and endangered plant populations in our region. San Diego County is a
biodiversity hotspot, containing more plant taxa than any other county
in the United States. The goal is to collect both the depth and breadth of
this genetic diversity and conserve it in long-term storage. Seed
collections can act as a contingency plan in the case of catastrophic
loss, and genetically diverse collections will best impart resiliency in the
face of a changing climate. His work largely revolves around locating,
monitoring, and collecting seeds from rare plant populations, as well as
the germination testing of all their seed accessions. Germination tests
aim to study seed dormancy and the best methods to revive seeds from
storage. They test different treatments on fresh seeds prior to drying
and storing, and also test their frozen accessions to track the decline in
viability over time. They also document the best propagation methods of
the species using resulting germinates. This work is often performed
concurrently with large restoration projects in our area. His job keeps
him busy with multiple, ever-changing projects, traveling around our
beautiful region and working to conserve the area he has always
considered his home, for future generations. 

Dr. Kruger is a forest ecophysiologist and his primary research interests
are tree/forest carbon balance, its physiological, morphological and
allocational determinants, and their responses to biotic and abiotic
change agents.



Dr. Katja Poveda 
Cornell  University

Dr. Katja Poveda’s research focuses on the ecology of plant-insect
interactions in agricultural systems and their interface with natural
systems. She focuses on two main themes: 1) The effect of diversity at
local and landscape scales on ecosystem services important for
agriculture, including pollination, herbivory, biological control and
ultimately yield, and 2) the ecological, physiological, and genetic
mechanisms of plant tolerance and resistance traits in agricultural
crops. She seeks to improve the understanding of ecological phenomena
in agroecosystems that can potentially inform management strategies
important for more sustainable agricultural production. Her research
approach involves rigorously designed field experiments at farm- or
landscape-scales, combined with greenhouse and laboratory
experiments that provide insight into the mechanisms driving the field
patterns. She feels very passionate about personalized mentoring and
teaching students at all levels of education. Her research is conducted in
agro-ecosystems in Colombia, Kenya, Malawi, Costa Rica and the US.

Dr. John R. Clark 
University of Arkansas 

Dr. John R. Clark is a distinguished professor of horticulture at the
University of Arkansas. He has worked in the fruit breeding program
since joining the University of Arkansas in 1980. Crops he has worked
with include blackberries, table grapes, wine and muscadine grapes,
blueberries, and peaches/nectarines. He has developed more than 70
varieties of various fruits. He has been recognized for his efforts
including induction in the Arkansas Agriculture Hall of Fame, the Impact
Award by the National Association of Plant Breeders, named a Fellow of
the American Society for Horticultural Science, and Distinguished
Service Award, North American Raspberry and Blackberry Association.
He is finishing up his academic career in 2022.



Dr. Navdeep Mutti  
Technology Enablement Center of Excellence Lead at

Corteva Agriscience

Dr. Susanna Harris 
PhD Balance 

Dr. Navdeep Mutti is a broadly trained practitioner in biotechnology with
a demonstrated track record of over twenty publications, including
some in highly reputed journals such as Science, Nature, and PNAS. In
2011, he joined DuPont-Pioneer and led the Hemipteran Actives Project.
In 2017, Dr. Mutti moved to Indianapolis and led the Bioactives
Characterization group within ITD-Gene Discovery. The group was
responsible for diet-based discovery of novel insect and herbicide
tolerance activities. After spending 8 years in trait discovery, he moved
to Crop Protection Discovery in 2019. Dr. Mutti now leads the Bee-
Friendly Project and is also a Technology Enablement Center of
Excellence Lead.

Dr. Susanna Harris is a science communicator and multimedia marketer
specializing in health sciences company growth. Susanna has achieved
success as a leader in scientific communications, community
engagement, and optimizing social media platforms by bringing her
passion as a researcher and spokesperson for Ph.D. students in mental
health advocacy and the promotion of scientific education and
accessibility. Working as the manager of engagement and
communications for a biotech accelerator, Susanna optimizes the value
of collaborations and support of entrepreneurs and management teams
of life science startups. Susanna is the founder and chairperson of PhD
Balance, an international community platform empowering graduate
students to thrive personally and professionally. 

Susanna can be found across social media platforms at
@SusannaLHarris and SusannaLHarris.com while PhD Balance can be
found at @PhD_Balance and at www.PhDBalance.com

http://susannalharris.com/
http://www.phdbalance.com/


Jenifer Camila Godoy dos Santos -  “Development of
genomic select ion models for the predict ion of the
performance of hybrids in non-evaluated environments:  an
application in maize”

Taqdeer Gill  -  “Response of Dark Red Kidney Beans
(Phaseolus vulgaris )  and Snap Beans (Phaseolus vulgaris )  to
Nitrogen Fert i l izer”

Adam D’Angelo  -  “Practical  Plant Breeding – Evaluating New
Breeding Objectives”

Austin Hall  -  “Hitchhiker ’s  Guide to the Rhizosphere:
Microbes Respond to Community Life by Changing Secondary
Metabolite Expression”

Marie Keith  -  “Using GWAS in  Brachypodium distachyon  to
identify loci  that modulate root t ip osci l latory growth and
auto-straightening”

Meareg Amare  -  “Hi jacking fungal  programmed cel l  death as
a mechanism to control  plant diseases”

Maxwell  Chibuogwu  -  “ Impact of fungicide application on
vomitoxin concentration in si lage corn”

Graduate Student Lightning Talk Competitors



Ambar Carvallo (Plant Breeding Plant Genetics)  -  Developing
improved tomato variet ies adapted for organic farming in the Upper
Midwest

Ojaswee Shrestha  ( Integrative Biology)  -  Vegetation sensit iv ity to
weather extremes in agricultural  landscapes

Daniela Orjuela Diaz (Soi l  Science) -  Biochemical  soi l  health
indicators related to Economic optimum Nitrogen rate in corn 

Thi Nguyen  (Plant Breeding Plant Genetics)  -  QTL Mapping for Fruit
Quality Traits in Cucumber,  Cucumis sat ivus  L .

Meareg G Amare (Cel lular and Molecular Program, Plant Pathology)  -
Inhibitor of apoptosis proteins as a gateway to characteriz ing fungal
programmed cel l  death & its appl ications

Jenifer Camila Godoy dos Santos  (Plant Breeding and Plant Genetics)
-  Development of genomic select ion models for the predict ion of the
performance of hybrids in non-evaluated environments:  an
application in maize

Austin VanDenTop (Plant Pathology)  -  Investigating the function of
SQUAMOSA-promoter binding proteins in plant Programmed Cel l
Death regulation

Tyler Wintermute (Botany) -  The Two ( lat itudinal)  Towers:  geographic
differences in defensive chemotypes del ineated by the Appalachian
Mountains in a wide-ranging but local ly-rare swamp tree species

Pawan Basnet (Horticulture)  -  Standardizing Soybean Cyst Nematode
Screening in Pennycress to Explore Resistant Germplasm

Dharani Suresh Babu  (Horticulture)  -  Art i f ic ial  Intel l igence (AI)  to
Agricultural  Intel l igence (AgI)  for Cranberry Growers.

Noemí Ortiz Liébana  (University of León, Spain ) -  “Farm to table”:
Application of an organic fert i l izer to evaluate   fruit  qual ity
parameters

Graduate Student Poster Presenters 



Funding for the 12th Annual Plant Sciences Symposium has been
graciously provided by

Gold Sponsors
Corteva Agriscience

Silver Sponsors
Wisconsin Agricultural and Life Sciences Alumni Association (WALSAA)
HM Clause
J.R. Simplot
Phytotechnology Laboratories
Bayer Crop Science
Rijk Zwaan

We would also like to acknowledge the support of faculty, staff and
students in the departments and programs of Agronomy, Agroecology,
Botany, Entomology, Horticulture, Integrative Biology, Plant Breeding &
Plant Genetics, Plant Pathology, and Soil Science.

Lastly, we would like to extend our gratitude to Sarah Friedrich for her
work designing the Plant Sciences Symposium materials. 
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