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message from the dean
The Faculty of Science has a new 

home. After many years of planning, 

demolition, fundraising and construction 

we have finally moved into the Centennial 

Center for Interdisciplinary Science (CCIS) 

and are eager to show off our new home 

to all of you during Alumni Weekend 

(September 22-25, 2011)

In the Spring 2006 issue of Science 

Contours I introduced all of you to CCIS in 

my column. Behind me on the cover was 

an artist’s interpretation of what the facility 

would look like. Just over five years later I 

am more than pleased to be inviting you 

back to campus to see the real thing and 

witness how the new “face” of Science on 

Quad has transformed this iconic U of A 

green space. 

 From the demolition of V wing and 

the old Physics building to the rise of 

this 50,000 square metre facility – 30% of 

which lies under underground -Science has 

undergone a remarkable transformation in 

the last few years. 

 In building CCIS we did not, however, 

entirely erase the physical legacy of our 

old buildings and had the foresight to 

commemorate these historic facilities by 

salvaging some of original bricks of the old 

V Wing and displaying them permanently 

on our Brick to Remember Wall.  Some of 

you will remember and have contributed 

to a campaign raising funds for the 

commemorative wall, and we are so glad 

that this is now on display in our new 

building.

 Despite its size, the design of CCIS has 

taken into account and pays respect to the 

buildings that make up the historic heart 

of our campus including Athabasca Hall 

which this year celebrates its centenary. 

Another centenary also being celebrated 

in 2011 is one that commemorates the 

conferral of the first undergraduate 

degree at the U of A – to a mathematics 

graduate called Decima Robinson. Since 

1911 thousands of Science graduates have 

crossed the U of A stage to receive their 

degree and I never cease to be moved by 

the pride and emotion that is felt during 

these ceremonies.

 I encourage all of you to come back to 

campus this September Alumni Weekend 

to enjoy some tours and activities that 

celebrate our most recent milestone.

 

Gregory Taylor
Dean of Science

www.facebook.com/UofAScience

c  ntoursS C I E N C E
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o  S C I E N C E  IN THE NEWS

Robert Wolkow

TREE RESiN ThE kEy EVidENcE Of cURRENT 
aNd hiSTORic iNSEcT iNVaSiONS 
 Research led by U of A palaeontology graduate student Ryan McKellar discovered 
insects that bored into trees as long ago as 90 million years, or as recently as last summer, 
leave a calling card that’s rich with information. The information is contained in the resin 
found within trees and on their bark. Resin is produced in large quantities by a tree when 
it’s under attack by insects. 
 Normally, researchers trying to assess if a tree is under attack from boring insects 
have sometimes had to rip patches of bark off sometimes healthy trees, but, McKellar 
says looking at the resin in and on a tree offers a far less invasive procedure. “Now forestry 
workers looking for the telltale signs of insect borings in tree trunks can just examine the 
resin that collects in clumps on the tree trunk.” 
 “Our  findings suggest that large quantities of amber produced at those locations may 
have been produced by ancient infestations of boring beetles,” said McKellar. “Mountain 
pine beetle infestations are the modern equivalent of massive prehistoric insect attacks.” 
 McKellar’s research was published March 23 in Proceedings of the Royal Society: 
Biological Sciences. 

ShaRPEST 
MicROScOPE TiP 
LaNdS U Of a 
RESEaRchER a PLacE 
iN ThE GUiNNESS 
BOOk Of WORLd 
REcORdS 
 A very tiny, very sharp object has put 
Canadian researchers at the National 
Institute for Nanotechnology (NINT) and 
University of Alberta into the Guinness 
Book of World Records. Only one atom 
at its end point, the tip used in electron 
microscopes is the sharpest man-made 
object. It is made of Tungsten and fabri-
cated using a patented controlled etching 
method. It is currently being evaluated for 
its commercial potential.
 “We did not start out to set a world 
record; we were trying to make a better 
tool for our research.” team leader Robert 
Wolkow said in reaction to the record 
“Having a world record is a fun achieve-
ment, but we are really interested in com-
mercializing this product.”
 The team which created this tip 
includes: Robert Wolkow, NINT Principal 
Investigator and University of Alberta 
Physics Professor, Jason Pitters, Research 
Council Officer at NINT and Mohamed 
Rezeq, formerly of NINT.

 U of A researchers have linked the 
reproductive ecology of polar bears in 
Hudson Bay with declining litter sizes and 
loss of sea ice. 
 “Projected reductions in the number of 
newborn cubs are a significant threat to the 
western Hudson Bay polar-bear population,” 
said lead researcher Péter Molnár (Biological 
Sciences). “If climate change continues 
unabated, the viability of the species across 
much of the Arctic will be in question.” 
 Molnar and U of A colleagues Andrew 
Derocher and Mark Lewis used data collected 
beginning in the 1990s to analyze how 
long during the polar bear’s hunting season 
Hudson Bay is frozen over and, the amount of 

RESEaRchERS LiNk dEcLiNiNG LiTTER SizES 
aNd LOSS Of SEa icE

energy pregnant females can store up before 
denning and birthing. 
 “An early spring-ice break up reduces 
the hunting season, making it difficult 
for pregnant females to even support 
themselves, let alone give birth to and raise 
cubs,” said Derocher. 
 “Because the Hudson Bay polar bears 
are the most southerly population, they 
are the first to be affected by the global-
warming trend,” said Molnar. “However, if 
temperatures across the Arctic continue to 
rise, much of the global population of polar 
bears will be at risk.” 
 The research was published in Nature 
Communications February 8.
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ThE STUff Of LifE 
hiTchEd RidE TO EaRTh 
ON aSTEROid

The detailed analysis of the most pristine 
meteorite ever recovered- led by U of A 
geologist Chris Herd - shows the composition 
of the organic compounds it carried changed 
during the early years of the solar system. Those 
changed organics were preserved through 
billions of years in outer space before the 
meteorite crashed to Earth.
 Herd’s team analyzed samples of a 
meteorite that landed on Tagish Lake in 
northern British Columbia in 2000. Variations 
in the geology of the meteorite samples were 
visible to the naked eye and indicated the 
asteroid, from which the meteorite samples 
originated, had gone through substantial 
changes. 
 Herd says the finding shows the importance 
of asteroids to Earth’s history. 
“The mix of prebiotic molecules, so essential 
to jump-starting life, depended on what was 

TEST ShOWS diNOSaURS SURViVEd MaSS 
ExTiNcTiON By 700,000 yEaRS

WOMEN NEEdEd TO 
TakE LEadERShiP 
ROLES iN SciENcE 
aNd TEchNOLOGy 
 Women are needed to take leadership 
positions in science, engineering, trades 
and technology in Canada, says Margaret-
Ann Armour, associate dean (diversity) and 
recently named one of Canada’s top 100 
most powerful women.
  “There are a number of woman 
moving into science and engineering, 
but they’re not moving into leadership,” 
said Armour, who is also president of 
the WinSETT Centre, an organization 
dedicated to promoting leadership 
among women in science, engineering, 
trades and technology and to encourage 
greater participation by Aboriginal and 
immigrant women in those fields. 
 The WinSETT (Women in Science, 
Engineering, Trades and Technology) 
Centre received $180,000 from the Federal 
Government for a two-year leadership 
project, to address the priority issues of 
leadership and economic security and 
prosperity for women.
  “Women are still missing in certain 
areas of science and engineering. There’s 
still a need for recruitment and retention, 
but we decided as a centre that the 
leadership piece would be the first major 
initiative that we’d undertake,” said 
Armour. “It’s the one people have been 
asking for. When we’re talking with young 
and mid-career woman, particularly in 
engineering, they’re particularly keen to 
have this.”
  The project’s other main activities are 
to develop a career-awareness program 
for Aboriginal and immigrant women 
and girls, and to provide employers with 
resources and supports to promote 
diversity within their workplaces. 

 University of Alberta researchers have 
determined that a fossilized dinosaur 
bone found in New Mexico confounds the 
long-established paradigm that the age 
of dinosaurs ended between 65.5 and 66 
million years ago. 
 The U of A team, led by Larry Heaman 
(Earth and Atmospheric Sciences) put, the 
femur bone of a sauropod through an 
elaborate testing procedure and found it’s 
only 64.8 million years old. 
 “If our uranium-lead dating technique 
bears out on more fossils, than the whole 
end of the age of dinosaurs paradigm will 
have to be revised,” said Heaman. 
 Heaman and colleagues used a 
method called uranium-lead dating to tar-
get the age of the fossilized femur of the 
sauropod. A laser beam 
unseated minute par-
ticles of the bone, which then 
underwent isotopic analysis. 
 Heaman explains that living bone 
contains very low levels of uranium, but 

during fossilization (typically less than 
1,000 years after death) bone is enriched 
in elements like uranium. The uranium 
atoms in the bone then decay to lead and, 
once fossilization is complete, the uranium-
lead clock starts ticking. Heaman says the 
isotopic composition of lead determined in 
the sauropod’s femur bone is, therefore, a 
measure of its absolute age.
 “Our technique could eliminate old dat-
ing errors,” said Heaman. “Current theories, 
that dinosaurs on opposite sides of the 
world lived at the same time because their 
bones are similar, can now be proven or 
disproven by direct aging of the fossils.”

happening out there in the asteroid belt,” 
said Herd. “The geology of an asteroid has an 
influence on what molecules actually make to 
the surface of Earth.”
 The Tagish Lake meteorite is considered to 
be one-of-a-kind because of its landing and 
handling. It was January when the meteorite 
exploded at an altitude of 30 to 50 kilometres 
above Earth and rained meteorite fragments 
down on the frozen, snow-covered lake. 
 Herd says the meteorite’s pristine state 
enabled the breakthrough research. “This is 
exactly what has been orbiting in the asteroid 
belt for the last 4.5 billion years.”
 The research was published June 9 in the 
journal Science.
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Joel Cohen

 Larry Louie ’82 BSc does not smoke, nor 
has he ever felt compelled to do so. In spite of 
this he has no problems admitting cigarettes 
played a formative role in a photographic trade-
mark for which he has become internationally 
renowned.
 “My first experience in photography came 
as a youngster in a makeshift studio set up in 
the garage where I composed a still life using a 
smoldering cigarette in an ashtray,” said Louie 
from his optometry clinic in Edmonton’s stylish 
124st area.
 “From this experience I was drawn to the 
kind of shapes and mood that comes into im-
ages where smoke or mist mixes with light,” he 
said. “I really love moody photos and am not so 
interested in photographing “pretty things”,” he 
said.
 Today - more than forty years later - Louie’s 
evocative, brooding photographs capturing the 
hardship and reality of the world’s vanishing 
cultures are attracting the attention of some 
of the world’s top magazines and professional 
photographers.
 But, despite all this attention Louie 
continues to call his photography a hobby - 
something he does during his characteristically 
un-relaxing holidays in places like the slums of 
Kathmandu or the desperately overcrowded 
streets of Dhaka.

Inspired to
      Give Back

Larry Louie

Temple scene 
Kathmandu
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“Nothing makes me happier than wak-
ing up at 4:30 am, taking off in beaten-up taxi 
to photograph the mist rising off a garbage 
strewn riverbank as a shanty town wakes up 
to a weak winter sun,” he said, reflecting on a 
recent four day photographic holiday to Kath-
mandu in the middle of winter.
 Although photographing in developing 
countries remains his primary interest, Louie has 
now shifted his attention in the last five years 
to highlighting a cause that makes complete 
sense given his career as an optom-
etrist.
 In the last few years Louie has 
turned his attention to highlighting 
the plight of the blind in develop-
ing countries through his work with 
SEVA Canada, a Vancouver-based 
charity focused on the elimination of 
preventable blindness in a number 
of poor countries around the world.
 “To me this made perfect sense,” 
said Louie, who recently returned 
from a particularly challenging trip to Bangla-
desh where he and his wife Joanna Wong were 
tested emotionally and physically by what they 
saw and experienced.
 Meeting with women whose eyes had been 
scoured by acid thrown at them, or children 
unable to enjoy the power and pleasure of 

reading or writing, had a profound influence on 
the generous couple who work closely as team 
when arranging Louie’s photographic journeys 
and exhibits.
 “It was Joanna who entered me in my first 
contest and she puts in so much hard work to 
make sure my pieces get out there for others 
to appreciate,” said Louie. It was Joanna who 
screamed with joy when Larry won his first 
major award in 2005 by coming in second in a 
contest run by National Geographic.

 “It was always my childhood dream to work 
as a photographer for National Geographic 
but my father said get a profession first so 
that you can practice your hobby,” said Louie. 
Those words ring loud in his ears as several of 
his pictures have been featured in this iconic 
magazine yet he continues to enjoy his work as 
an optometrist in a highly successful practice.

 “The awards are great, but, I really like the 
fact I am able to show people parts of the 
world few are able to explore and also through 
my work with SEVA, reveal  and depict some of 
the real issues facing blind people in develop-
ing countries,” he added.
 His work with SEVA has included photo-
graphing in Tibet, Africa and Bangladesh and 
this year Louie returns to photograph a surgical 
eyecamp in remote western Nepal for which he 
and Joanna fundraised for earlier this year.

 He donates his images to SEVA to use 
in their educational and promotional 
campaigns and commits much of his 
holiday time to photographic projects 
that will collect superb images of the 
impact and importance of their work.
 As Louie prepares for his next 
overseas “assignment” this fall his 
hands are also being kept full with 
the development of a large gallery 
attached to his optometry clinic. The 
gallery, which opened in July, will be 

used to feature works by local documentary 
photographers Louie knows share his passion 
for communicating through pictures.
 What makes Louie so successful? In his 
own words. “I am a hard worker, I am not a 
procrastinator, I know what I want to do and I 
love what I do.”

“Nothing makes me happier than 
waking up at 4:30 am, taking off in 
beaten-up taxi to photograph the 
mist rising off a garbage strewn 
riverbank as a shanty town wakes 
up to a weak winter sun.”

Myanmar, Bagan, 
Dhammayangyi 

Temple

Mother and 
daughter in 

the Blue City 
India, Jodpur

Henna hands, 
India, Jodhpur

Baptist Integrated 
Mission School, Dhaka
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Keeping Alive
    a Legacy

– the O’Carroll Shell Collection
Biology students at the University of Alberta 

are benefiting from an Irishman’s longstanding 
love of the sea thanks to the generosity of his 
daughter and her family.
 Two years ago Lynda O’Carroll’s father Leslie 
Atkins passed away, leaving to his family a shell 
collection totaling over 5,000 pieces. 

“It’s amazing because growing up in Ireland 
the rest of our house was very disorganized, 
but, dad’s shell collection was meticulously 
organized,” Lynda said from her home in Ed-
monton.
 “In fact, we had to build a room especially at 
the back of the house for the shells,” she added.
 Lynda O’Carroll and her husband Colm are 
longtime supporters of the Faculty of Science, 
and to them it made perfect sense for her 
father’s extensive collection to be donated so 
the Atkins legacy could carry on.
 U of A professor Richard Palmer – a special-
ist in marine zoology - was the logical person 
to offer the collection. Getting them across the 
Atlantic was far from simple as Lynda and her 
sister carefully packed each shell individually 
and loaded them into boxes having already 
tackled the formidable bureaucracy to get 

them into Canada. The amazing thing is that 
not one of the shells – none of which are rare or 
endangered - was broken in the move.
 Palmer said soon after talking to the 
O’Carrolls about how the shells might best be 
displayed, an offer of help was forthcoming 
to make this happen. Jeff Johnson retrofitted 
some old lab benches into glass-topped 

cabinets which perfectly display the items 
which include the original taxonomy labels 
Lynda’s father painstakingly wrote.
 Lynda said having the shells displayed this 
way in an undergraduate student laboratory is 
exactly what her father would have wanted and 
she and Colm were more than happy to fund 
the initiative.
 “I was completely blown away by Lynda 
and Colm’s generosity. Within 12 hours of 
hearing our ideas about how the shells might 
be displayed, they offered to fund the display 
drawers. Without their donation, these shells 
would have sat - like so many others - in boxes 
or drawers in some rarely-visited room. Now, 
the most interesting shells sit right under the 
noses of students while they work in lab, and 
curious students can learn a lot about shell 
development, function and diversity just by 
browsing on their own,” said Palmer.
 “Collections like these are wonderful be-
cause they inspire students to be curious and to 
be more observant of the world around them, 
“said Palmer.
 “This particular collection is a valuable 
teaching tool because it spans so many forms 
of shells and includes species from around the 
world.”
 For Lynda having the collection she so 
fondly remembers from her childhood in 
Ireland in Edmonton is especially important. 
It means her own two daughters Sinead and 
Niamh can enjoy their grandfather’s passion for 
shells even though they live 1000km from the 
nearest ocean.

Top row L to R: Colm O’Carroll, Jeff 
Johnson and Richard Palmer.

Bottom row L to R: Niamh, Sinead and 
Lynda O’Carroll with the shell display.
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Dr.. Cecilia Reyes

 Had he taken his teacher’s advice, life could 
have taken a very different direction for Jack 
Williams ‘46 BSc (Hon). After failing his first 
chemistry course at Victoria High School, the 
teacher pulled him aside to suggest a career 
in sales. “He told me, ‘Jack, you’d make a good 
living selling silk stockings to ladies.’ ”
 Fortunately, the 
universe seemed 
to be colluding 
to direct Williams 
towards his passion. 
The next year, he 
took a physics class 
with a young teacher named Roland Clark 
who’d majored in chemistry at the University of 
Alberta. Perhaps more passionate about chem-
istry than physics, Clark kept vials of colourful 
crystals from his university days on display in 
his office. They piqued Jack’s curiosity – as did 
the explanation of the chemistry behind them: 
“From that moment on, I had to learn more 
and more about organic molecules and their 

Chemistry calling –
    Jack Williams

structures. It was like a Tinker Toy game to play 
with the chemical bonds between carbons and 
with nitrogen, sulfur and oxygen.”
 But what really cemented the idea of 
studying chemistry was a conversation with a 
friend taking honours’ chemistry at the U of A. 
“I found out that if you took an honours course 

at the university you 
didn’t have to take 
any English,” laughs 
Williams. 
 Intrigued, he 
high-tailed it to the 
U of A to track down 

chemistry professor Dr. Reuben Sandin. “I said, 
”I’m not too smart, but I want to see if I can get 
into honours chemistry”. He said, “Look boy, all 
you have to do is work like hell”.
 This was advice that resonated with Wil-
liams who enrolled in honours Chemistry in 
1942 at the U of A. While his chemistry grades 
in public school weren’t stellar, as a university 
student he excelled. It was a good thing too, 

Mentorship and plain-old hard work helped alumni and 
donor Jack L R Williams launch a career in chemistry

since during WWII male students who failed 
even one of their Christmas exams were sent 
to an army training camp in Camrose. (“A BAC 
degree or ‘Bounced at Christmas,’ they called 
it,” he explains.)
 But Williams’ success wasn’t just the prod-
uct of hard work; he had a genuine fascination 
with chemistry. One summer, he got a job 
setting up equipment for chemistry classes. 
On quiet afternoons he’d brew up experiments 
just for fun. One day, while tinkering with 
beakers and chemicals, he was caught in the 
act by Sandin, whose laboratory was next door. 
Though he’d come tearing into the room with 
a bellow, he didn’t chastise Williams – he did 
quite the opposite. Impressed by the young 
student’s curiosity, Sandin invited Williams to 
help with some research and they published a 
paper together. In short order Sandin became a 
mentor for Williams.
 At that time, the U of A was focused more 
on teaching than research, so when his under-
graduate degree came to an end, Williams had 
to go elsewhere for graduate studies. However, 
his undergraduate education made it easy 
to be accepted to a doctoral program at the 
University of Illinois, earning a PhD in just two 
years. Afterwards, he went to the University 
of Wisconsin for one year as a Du Pont Post 
Doctoral Fellow.
 From there, Williams secured an attractive 
position at Kodak, in Rochester, NY, which gave 
him a lab with few restrictions. Williams eventu-
ally rose to the rank of Senior Laboratory Head 
and had forty research chemists in his labora-
tory. In fact, he had so much fun that he only 
left the company 30 years later when his father 
became ill in the early ‘80s and he moved back 
to Edmonton.
 With many fond memories of his under-
graduate experience Williams was delighted to 
get a call a couple of years ago from a former 
Kodak summer student named Yves Fouron. 
After a notable chemistry career, Fouron was 
about to receive an honourary degree at the U 
of A and invited Williams to the ceremony. This 
led to an increased connection to the campus 
that had launched Williams’ chemistry career 
and eventually to a philanthropic partnership. 
 Williams’ partner in life, Leona, often says 
he’s the luckiest man in the world. “It all started 
with Rube Sandin at the lab there. I had a hell of 
a good time and I had more fun than a barrel of 
monkeys.”

“I’m not too smart, but I 
want to see if I can get 
into honours chemistry”.

Jack Williams 
and wife, Leona.
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 In just under five years the landscape of historic Quad 
has been dramatically transformed and rising above its 
northern edge today is the brand new Centennial Centre for 
Interdisciplinary Science (CCIS). 
 Replacing the old V Wing and the Physics building - 
demolished in 2006 – CCIS will be home to almost 1000 
staff and faculty by the time the new school year starts in 
September 2011.  This number does not account for the 
potential 2200 students attending classes in the six new 
lecture halls built as part of the facility. 
 The Office of the Dean was among the first to move into 
the final phase of the three-phase project in April 2011 and 
has space on the first and sixth floor of the building. This 
office move was closely followed by research groups from 
Earth and Atmospheric Sciences, Chemistry, Biology and the 
entire Department of Physics which is now housed in CCIS.
 The green light to begin work on the facility came in 
2006 when the Government of Alberta granted $285million 
to create enhanced opportunities to recruit and accommo-
date more undergraduate students and support the increas-
ingly sophisticated needs of modern research laboratories.
 CCIS will act as a Canadian flagship facility for interdisci-
plinary scientific discovery, its design facilitating a cross-
fertilization of ideas and techniques as never before. 
 Five research groups have labs and offices in CCIS: Inte-
grated Earth and Landscape Management, Nanostructures 
and New Materials, Resource Geosciences, Chemical Biology 
and Proteomics and Planetary Dynamics.
 The construction of CCIS actually increased green space 
in Quad as 30% of the 50000 m2 building is below ground, 
and its despite its size was designed to match the scale of 
historical buildings on campus.
 On Saturday September 24 a Science Expo and Open 
House will provide our alumni family and the community a 
chance to explore this incredible new facility.

The fifth floor of CCIS is now home to 
the brand new U of A observatory.  
There are three domes on the building 
housing the telescopes; The Eva and 
Peter Pocklington Solar Telescope, the 
12” telescope and the 20” telescope. 
All three telescopes have a strong 
historical connection to Physics and 
the observatory will be open for public 
viewing beginning in September 2011.
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CCIS was designed to foster 
collaboration between 
students, staff and researchers: 
its circular layout, wide 
hallways, common research 
equipment rooms, multiple 
meeting and study areas 
create spaces for interaction, 
conversation and collaboration 
between disciplines.

The 12,000 square metreTerrazzo floor offers 
a sense of journey and discovery. The patterns 
and shapes on the floor are actually images 
of science icons such as; fractals, molecular 
compounds, equations, and star maps. There 
are many others also incorporated into the floor.

CCIS has created 
unprecedented 

access to research 
and learning 

facilities for Science 
undergraduates.
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If you try to find out why Michael Clark – ‘07 
BSc, ‘10 MSc – has become so successful, so 
quickly, you’ll get a variety of answers. Ask Clark, 
and he’ll say he’s the beneficiary of a series of 
lucky accidents. But, look at his projects and 
talk to the U of A faculty who worked with him 
as a student, and it becomes clear that luck had 
very little to do with it.

“It’s incredible how much he’s worked to 
create jobs and opportunities for himself over 
the years,” says Dr. James Cahill, Clark’s former 
MSc supervisor. How does Clark do it? “I don’t 
think he sleeps,” laughs Cahill. “That’s probably 
part of it. But he’s genuinely good at talking 

to people, finding out what their needs are, 
and then figuring out solutions. And he’s really 
good at forming teams, and working with 
people. Most students don’t have those skills, at 
least not when they’re that young.”

Cahill first glimpsed the young student’s 
potential in 2005, when Clark was an undergrad 
in one of his 300-level classes. “He was sort of a 

funny kid,” recalls Cahill. “He had a mohawk, a 
strong attitude—but he was also really smart, 
and really interested.”
 Clark spent much of the following summer 
tinkering on a personal project. He rebuilt 
the yard at EcoHouse, U of A Residence 
Services’ model “green” home—replacing the 
conventional turf and horticultural species with 
native plants.
 The experience led to an opportunity to 
speak at a symposium hosted by the Alberta Low 
Impact Development Partnership. “I talked about 
rebuilding native ecosystems, and talked about 
EcoHouse,” says Clark. “A developer, Melcor, was 

there, and they came up to 
me afterward and asked me 
if I could use this ecology and 
ecosystem approach on a 
storm-water pond they were 
designing, and I said, ‘Sure—I’ll 
try that.’”
 To design the project, 

dubbed Larch Park, Clark began by surveying 
some of the nearby native habitat. “Edmonton 
doesn’t have native prairie anymore,” he says, 
“but the pond is right next to a ravine valley, 
at the Whitemud/Blackmud Creek confluence. 
That valley looks like a cross between a boreal 
forest and an aspen forest, with some rough 
fescue remnants. On the tableland above it, 

it probably would have been rough fescue 
prairie. And if there was a pond there, it might 
have been prairie or it might have been treed. 
So we decided to build a native prairie system 
on the north half, because it gets direct 
sunlight, and we built a forest community on 
the south half.”
 The unusual juxtaposition—an artificially re-
built ecosystem virtually next door to a pristine 
native habitat—offers a unique educational 
opportunity for current ecology students. 
Clark and Melcor are cooperating with U of A 
researcher Saewan Kho, who runs Biology 208’s 
lab component. “It’s a great opportunity for 
students to look at the pond we rebuilt, and 
then compare it with the native site,” says Clark. 
“They can think about why they’re different, 
and how you could change what we did with 
the pond, to make it closer to a native site.”
 And, Clark emphasizes, no artificially rebuilt 
ecosystem—even his—will ever be perfect. 
“I’m not God!” he laughs.
 Despite the flush of early success, Clark says 
it’s still too early to say if he’s found his life’s 
work. “I hope it will be a career. Ask me in a few 
years! In the meantime, I just try to work with, 
and work for, really good people.
 “I spent eight years in the Faculty of Science, 
and it’s pretty awesome to be using what I 
learned.”

“He had a mohawk, a strong 
attitude—but he was also really 
smart, and really interested.”

The Natural
Plant ecology sprouts into instant career Michael Clark outside 

the U of A EcoHouse on 
Saskatchewan Drive.
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When paleontologist David Krause (’71 BSc, 
’76 MSc) made his first trip to Madagascar in 
1993, he little expected his world was about to 
change. Since then, however, his life has been 
inextricably intertwined with the African island 
nation’s distant past—and its future.
 Over the years, Madagascar has trans-
formed Krause’s scientific career. But it has 
transformed his personal life on an even deeper 
level, rooted in his close connection with the 
local people, especially the children. He rec-
ognized an opportunity to help improve their 
desperately challenging lives—and then found 
ways to make it happen.
 In April, Krause (now a Distinguished 
Professor at Stony Brook University, New York) 
returned to the U of A as the featured speaker 
at the 2011 Paleo Gala—a perfect chance to re-
flect on the remarkable twists his life has taken 
since his days as a student in Edmonton.
 Krause’s Madagascar adventures began 
with a modest grant proposal to the National 
Science Foundation in the U.S. “I had always 
toyed with the idea of going to Madagascar 
and trying to solve one of the greatest myster-
ies of natural history,” he explains. “Something 
like 95 percent of the animals that are strictly 
terrestrial on Madagascar are found absolutely 
nowhere else in the world. Nobody had a clue 
where those animals came from, or how and 
when they got there.”
 Neither Krause nor the NSF really expected 
much from that first expedition. “It was from 
a program they call ‘small 
grants for exploratory 
research.’ In other words, 
grants for intriguing proj-
ects that have a high risk of 
failure.”
 Krause’s team began 
working in sediments from 
the Late Cretaceous era 
(65–100 million years ago), 
deep in remote Madagas-
car, “And we essentially hit 
a mother lode,” he recalls. 
“Complete and exqui-
sitely preserved skulls and 

Science
  with a social conscience

skeletons of animals that seemed to be unique 
to Madagascar. Everything from fishes, to frogs, 
to lizards, and snakes, and crocodiles, and dino-
saurs, and birds, and mammals and so on.”
 Krause’s extensive findings, collected 
over ten major expeditions, have helped fill a 
major gap in the fossil record of the Southern 
Hemisphere. “It was not without effort, and 
large teams and lots of help,” he says. “But, over 
the course of 17 years now, we have over 8,000 
specimens, and quite a few of those are really, 
really significant.”
 While in the field, Krause and his cohorts 
found themselves simultaneously charmed and 
disquieted by the children who followed them 
everywhere. These youngsters were intrigued 
by such basic things as pens, paper and 
books—clearly they had never seen the inside 
of a school. Neither they nor their parents could 
read and write.
 In 1995, Krause held a meeting with local 
chiefs, looking for ways to repay them for their 
many kindnesses. “They told me we could help 
by hiring a teacher for the community. The cost 
at the time, and it hasn’t changed very much, 
was $500 a year. So, I went back to camp and 
told my team. We dug into our pockets on the 
spot and came up with $500, and started a 
school.”
 That initial gift eventually evolved into an 
ongoing foundation, the Madagascar Ankizy 
Fund (ankizy means “children” in Malagasy)—
which received the proceeds from April’s Paleo 

Gala. The fund has helped build several four 
schools, renovate an orphanage, dig numer-
ous clean-water wells, and has sponsored 
numerous medical and dental missions in rural 
Madagascar. (Visit the fund’s site at ankizy.org.)
 Krause is always proud to return to his 
academic roots at the U of A, which he credits 
for its phenomenal professors, including one 
in particular. “Dr. Richard Fox, who’s now an 
emeritus professor in Biological Sciences, 
was very supportive of me from the very 
beginning,” he recalls. “He believed in me 
before I believed in myself.”
 And the pride is mutual. Last year the U of 
A gave Krause a Distinguished Alumni Award, 
recognizing his groundbreaking research and 
his work with the Madagascar Ankizy Fund. “I 
was incredibly flattered and honoured,” says 
Krause. “I’m still blown away. I’m not big on 
titles and honours, but that one meant a ton to 
me, because it came from the institution that 
gave me my academic footing.”

David Krause

David Krause 
on a dig.

David Krause with one of the school 
projects his fundraising has supported.
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It sounds like an improbable character 
sketch from a movie script: world-changing re-
search chemist during the week, race-car driver 
on the weekend.
 Jed Harrison, winner of this year’s J. Gordin 
Kaplan Award (the U of A’s top research prize) 
is best known for his work with lab-on-a-chip 
technology, a field that he helped launch, and 
in which he continues to do groundbreaking 
work. But, yes, he also likes to race cars.
 The somewhat quirky hobby started 
when Harrison visited a “track school,” where 
wannabe racers pay to learn the basics of 
motorsport. “Unfortunately, it’s quite addictive,” 
Harrison says. “After starting, I soon wanted 
more time on the track. And the easiest way to 
do it was to go racing.”

Harrison does half of his racing on ice, chal-
lenging other speedsters in their souped-up 
old compact cars. His own weapons of choice, 
for example, include a 1983 Mazda RX7 and 
a Ford Festiva. “My wife wants to know how I 
started with a fancy sports car, and it turned 
into having all of these junkers lying around the 
yard,” he laughs.

Despite the apparent incongruity, Harrison 
sees some parallels between his recreation and 
his profession. “To drive fast requires intense 
precision, and intense focus, he explains.

To be sure, Harrison’s work also requires 
precision and focus. Hired by the U of A in 1984 
as an analytical chemist, he has spent his career 
developing the techniques for identifying and 

Top researcher

quantifying specific chemical components 
within samples that can contain thousands—
sorting out the needles from the haystacks, 
chemically speaking.
 During his early years in Edmonton, Harrison 
and his colleagues toyed with a bold new idea. 
“We started thinking, perhaps we could take 
the then-new technology of micromachining, 
which uses integrated circuit technology to 
make transistors, and instead use it to make 
microstructures—bridges, beams, gears, and 
a variety of micron-sized structures. And then 

use that technology to make 
miniaturized chemical mea-
surement systems.”
 At a 1989 conference, 
Harrison met Swiss researcher 
Andreas Manz. When they dis-
covered that they had similar 
ideas, Manz invited Harrison 
to take a sabbatical and join 
him. “Over the course of that 
year, we did the breakthrough 
experiments,” Harrison recalls. 
“We demonstrated that we 
could put chemicals together 
on a chip, control where they 
went by applying electric 
fields, mix them, and separate 

them.” In short, analysis that would normally 
require a laboratory could now be done on a 
chip a few square centimetres in size.
 “We started publishing the work in ’92, ’93 
and ’94, and it just took off exponentially from 
there,” says Harrison. “There are now thousands 
of research groups around the world, and tens 
of thousands of researchers who are develop-
ing this technology. 
 Harrison’s current research focuses on 
shrinking things even further, from the 
micrometre scale to the nanometre scale. He 
hopes to devise new separation mechanisms 
by crystallizing 100-nanometre-sized particles 
inside a microstructure—going from “lab-on-a-
chip” to “lab-on-a-speck,” if you will.
 Although lab-on-a-chip technology has 
only now started to realize its commercial 
potential, Harrison believes that the field holds 
huge implications down the road. “Chemical 
separation is one of the core requirements 
in manufacturing and in analysis, in order to 
isolate what you want to make and sell, or to 
determine what you’re making, or what you’re 
measuring,” he says. “And, if we can do it with 
smaller samples, there are usually some big 
advantages in terms of cost and time.”
 Now, if Harrison could only find similar 
advantages on the ice track…

Jed Harrison and his 
research group.

Jed Harrison takes a 
pause at the Edmonton 
International Raceway.

boasts secret identity
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With a title like ‘learning designer,’ you 
might assume Jody Sherman LeVos – ‘07 PhD 
(Psych – spends her days glued to a computer 
screen, like much of the work world. But as 
one of the talents at LeapFrog, the popular 
purveyor of educational products for little ones, 
she’s the first to admit that her job is more like 
play, than work. While every day is different, she 
can often be found at the company recording 
studio, supervising the reading of scripts, or at 
the kid’s testing lab, where wee ones test-drive 
new toys. Some days, her two sons (ages three 
years and six months) accompany her to work 
and offer their own two cents on the toys.

It’s a “dream job” she stumbled upon 
serendipitously. After earning an undergraduate 
degree in honours psychology at the University 

LeapFrog learning designer Jody Sherman 
LeVos is well schooled in how kids learn

of Alberta, she was initially sold on academia. 
“While shopping around for a graduate pro-
gram, I heard about [psychology researcher] Dr. 
Jeff Bisanz and decided to stay and do a PhD,” 
she explains. As the head of the Laboratory 
for Research on Mathematical and Cognitive 
Development, Bisanz is an expert in how kids 
learn math, a subject that intrigued Sherman 
LeVos. So, she bypassed a master’s degree to 
complete a PhD in developmental science, with 
a specialization in mathematical development. 
 She’s quick to correct those who mistake 
her for a mathematician, since number crunch-
ing is definitely not her forte. “I didn’t like math 
growing up, so it’s interesting that I’ve ended 
up in a career developing math programs for 
kids,” she laughs.

 In 2006, toward the completion of her PhD, 
her husband was offered a position as a police 
officer in California and the couple moved 
to Oakland, near San Francisco. A grant from 
the Social Sciences and Humanities Research 
Council (SSHRC) offered her the opportunity to 
complete post-doctoral work at the University 
of California (Berkeley). 
 As her post-doc began to wind down, 
Sherman LeVos came to terms with the tough 
reality of the academic job market. The reces-
sion meant that academic positions were few 
and far between. She began chatting with 
colleagues to explore her options and had 
coffee with a colleague who’d been hired by 
LeapFrog. As luck would have it, just weeks 
after their chat, Sherman LeVos received a call 
from the woman, informing her that her job 
would soon be available. Sherman Le Vos nailed 
the interview.
 Now, she collaborates with a team of peo-
ple to ensure the toys, mobile games, DVDs and 
interactive books the company creates teach 
mathematical concepts strategically. Everything 
from the way narrators pronounce words, to 
the order of math questions, to the physical 
engineering of a toy, can influence learning.

 It’s rare for companies that 
make toys and learning 
materials for kids to consult 
with experts like Sherman 
LeVos, says Bisanz, her 

former PhD supervisor. More often than not, 
companies take their queues from what teach-
ers are wanting to use in the classroom, rather 
than relying on research. 
 As someone with a solid academic back-
ground and one foot in the research world 
(Sherman LeVos continues to collaborate with 
Bisanz on a multi-university research project), 
she has a unique opportunity to bridge both 
worlds. “She’s potentially one of those people 
who can really link the practice of teaching 
math with research that’s related,” says Bisanz. 
 At only 31, Sherman LeVos has 
accomplished a lot in short succession: 
marrying, earning a PhD, starting a family and 
setting down roots in another country. “It’s 
been a wild ride. There’s been no traveling 
Europe, no vacations on the beach. It’s been 
school, school, school, kids and job,” she says, 
“but I wouldn’t change a thing.” 

Alumna’s career grows in
leaps and bounds

Jody Sherman LeVos
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For most of us, international adventures are 
good fun, but coming home to our own beds 
is even better. Not so for Tara Tancred – ‘08 BSc 
(Hon), ‘10 MPH – who suffered “reverse culture 
shock” after returning home from Malawi earlier 
this year.

After working in developing countries 
for the last couple of years, the University of 
Alberta public health alumna has grown ac-
customed to a very different kind of life. 

“I’ve never really had culture shock. I’m 
always in the honeymoon phase, where I’m 
enamored with a place,” she says. “When I get 
home to Canada, I have an opportunity to look 
objectively at my own culture. It’s so strikingly 
different from what I’m used to living overseas.”

Since her teen years, Tara has been a leader, 
says her father, John. “She was always volunteer-
ing at school. If something needed to be done, 
she’d do it. She’s very much a leader.” At 15, she 
began facilitating workshops for the Edmonton 
branch of non-profit YOUCAN, teaching youth 
conflict-management and communication skills. 
“She’s got strong leadership skills and it comes 
out,” says John. “She’s not afraid to go amongst 
thousands of people and give a presentation. 
She has no fear about that at all.”

program called Stepping Stones and taught 30 
families how to treat their water themselves, to 
avoid waterborne illnesses.
 After finishing up her master’s degree, Tara 
was accepted into the Canadian International 
Development Agency (CIDA) International 
Youth Internship Program. For almost a year Tara 
worked as an infant and child health specialist in 
Kauma village just outside Lilongwe, Malawi.
 As an intern, Tara helped improve the qual-
ity of life in the community, but in February of 
this year, she took her contribution to the next 

level. With her father and a family friend, Tara 
climbed the 20,000-ft Mount Kilimanjaro col-
lecting pledges totalling about $8,700 to fund 
a much-needed prenatal clinic in Lilongwe. 
pregnancy. 
 The trek marked the end of Tara’s most 
recent overseas adventure and she now has her 
sights on doing a PhD at the London School 
of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine, combining 
an interest in immunology and infection with 
public health. “The beauty of public health 
academia is that the research translates directly 
into pragmatic policy changes,” she says. 
 Her commitment reminds John of Tara’s 
mother, who passed away from cancer in 2009: 
“Maybe as parents, we helped inform the kind 
of life she’s chosen.” In any case, he knows his 
daughter’s passion for helping poor communi-
ties is a rare gift. “If most of the world was like 
that, the world would be a beautiful place to 
live in,” he says.

 Tara’s overseas adventures began as a U of 
A student completing an honours undergradu-
ate degree in immunology and infection. Since 
she’d always had an interest in international 
issues, she applied for a summer internship 
program in Nepal in 2007 and was accepted.  
 That summer, she worked at Kanti Children’s 
Hospital, contributing to nutrition projects in 
oncology and leading diarrhea and sanitation 
workshops. Though she’d intended to study 
medicine after her undergraduate degree, 
she decided in Nepal that public health was a 
better choice. “Medicine is about 
treatment and diagnosing health 
issues on a case-by-case basis; 
public health looks at the popu-
lation and focuses on preven-
tion,” she says. 
 After finishing her under-
graduate, she enrolled in the 
masters of public health program 
and spent her next two summers 
in Uganda. The first year, she 
taught health education. She 
returned the next summer for her 
practicum, where she evaluated 
an HIV/AIDS community dialogue 

Passion for travel
   guides alumna’s

                   journey
Tara Tancred

(R to L) Tara Tancred, 
Vera Hay, and their guide 

Abu on Mt Kilimanjaro.

“I’ve never really had culture 
shock. I’m always in the 
honeymoon phase, where 
I’m enamored with a place.”
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Justin Lui

“I had no idea there would be so much going on” laughs brand-new Science 
graduate Justin Lui ‘11 BSc.

“I thought university would be all books and studying in the library.” He didn’t 
count on getting an education on activism and involvement that went outside- 
sometimes way outside- the classroom.

Throughout his four years studying at the U of A  Justin learned how to balance 
up to six classes with his many volunteer activities including a trip to Thailand to help 
resettle Burmese refugees, membership of Students Against Global Apathy,  a Next-
Gen Campus Ambassador and membership of the City of Edmonton Youth Council, 
where his contributions resulted in Justin being recognized as one of Canada’s Top 
20 Under 20 in 2009. 

One of his biggest accomplishments came in 2008 when - as a member of the 
City of Edmonton Youth Council - he created and lead the “Heart 2 Art” eco- friendly 
art competition that raised $110,000 for Boyle Street Community Services to fund 
housing for people in the inner city. Justin had the honour of presenting the cheque 
to the charity at a high profile media event, but, what most people don’t know is he 
went directly from the excitement of the ceremony to write a Biochemistry midterm. 

So is Justin a superhuman student, immune to the pressures of balancing school, 
friends, family and his volunteer commitments? What is his secret to maintaining 
an impressive GPA, strong relationships, social consciousness and his sanity? After 
meeting Justin it quickly becomes apparent that he doesn’t see his volunteer work as 
something to be balanced in spite of his personal and academic life, he sees them as 
complementary to each other. “The best way to strengthen friendships is to accom-
plish something together- I got my friends involved in the volunteer activities I was 
already working on so we could spend time together and accomplish something 
important at the same time.” 

He says if anything a busy schedule has made his friendships stronger as they are 
deep connections based on mutual interests and values- not just convenience. 

Justin admits recruiting new volunteers can be a difficult, especially when all 
students look forward to their evenings and weekends as their time to catch up on 
studying, relax and socialize. He has found though the majority of his fellow students, 
however, are more than happy to dedicate their free time to volunteering- they just 
aren’t sure which organization is right for them or how to get started.

So how does the average student- juggling school, work and friends at breakneck 

speed- take that first step from just thinking about getting involved to actually doing 
it? Justin’s advice seems almost counterintuitive: slow down- but he explains the first 
step is to be aware of the opportunities publicised in SUB almost every day.
 “Don’t just rush by the tables without looking” he advises. 

Justin convocated in June 2011 with a BSc with a Business Minor with plans to 
keep serving the community by studying Medicine or a Master’s in Public Health. 
Regardless of his future professional direction Justin says he plans to keep his 
mind – and schedule- open to new opportunities as they present themselves- and 
encourages others to do the same.

Making time to 
make a difference

“. . . stop and talk to the people doing things that 
interest you and think about what your own 
strengths are and how they could benefit the cause.”
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 Alexander “Sasha” Litvak lives in two distinct 
worlds. As one of the U of A’s most exciting 
young mathematicians, and as a recipient of 
a 2011 E.W.R. Steacie Memorial Fellowship, he 
grapples with ethereal concepts far beyond the 
understanding of ordinary minds. But, as father 
to two young girls (ages five and eight), he also 
has his feet firmly in the everyday world.
 Litvak clearly enjoys his dual existence. The 
walls of his Belgravia home are decorated with 
children’s artwork (and the floor decorated with 
the occasional stray toy). In his Russian-
inflected English, the St. Petersburg native 
switches easily between talking about 
Asymptotic Geometric Analysis and his 
daughters’ school days.
 Litvak’s Steacie Fellowship, an-
nounced in February, has set the U of A 
math department abuzz. “This is the first 
time that anybody in our department has 
gotten such an award,” marvels Professor 
Emeritus Sudarshan Sehgal. “Mathema-
ticians usually don’t get [the Steacie], 
because the people who evaluate it have 
a hard time appreciating mathematics.” 
Litvak’s triumph has generated a lot of smiles 
on the sixth floor of CAB, Sehgal says. “It’s a big 
honour for the whole department, actually.”
 The two-year fellowship, awarded to just 
six young researchers annually across Canada, 
comes with a $250,000 research grant, as well 
as funding to hire someone to take over Litvak’s 
teaching and administrative duties for the dura-
tion. “That’s very important for me,” says Litvak, 

“because it means I have much more time for 
my research.”
 The money will allow Litvak to pay his 
postdocs and graduate students, and to make 
some overdue equipment upgrades. He also 
looks forward to having more time to travel to 
conferences, and to having the funds to bring 
colleagues and collaborators to Edmonton. 
“Most research nowadays is cooperative,” he 
points out.
 There is one downside to the extra travel, 

however. “My wife will not appreciate my ab-
sence,” he laughs. “She is working too, so with 
two small children it’s not easy.”
 Litvak’s research over the next few years will 
focus mainly on the aforementioned Asymp-
totic Geometric Analysis, which he helpfully 
describes as “mainly concerned with geometric 
and linear properties of finite dimensional ob-
jects, such as convex sets and normed spaces, 
especially with the characteristic behavior that 

emerges when the dimension, or a number of 
other relevant free parameters, is suitably large 
or tends to infinity.”
 A better understanding of such so-called 
“high dimensional phenomena” can help 
pinpoint patterns in complicated systems in-
volving a huge number of variables, says Litvak 
“Large systems appear everywhere. All compli-
cated objects involve many, many parameters. 
So, whenever we can reduce the number of 
parameters, it’s important.”
 Litvak pauses, chuckling at the familiar 
challenge of explaining his work to the average 
person. “If it was very easy to explain,” he says, 
“I wouldn’t have to spend ten or fifteen years 
studying it!”
 In any case, Litvak plans to pursue the 
mathematical theories, and leave the practical 
applications to others. “In pure mathematics, 
you don’t expect immediate impacts. Usually, 
you don’t know what impact it will make.”
 Still, he feels confident that his theoretical 
work will eventually have real-world 
implications. “Probabilistic methods play 
an essential role in many discoveries, and in 
descriptions of how real systems behave. So, 
I expect that people will find applications for 
it.” In addition to mathematics and statistics, 
Litvak says, his research could eventually be 
reflected in fields such as computer science and 
electrical engineering.
 In the meantime, on the domestic front, 
Litvak’s daughters won’t have to worry about 
finding help with their math homework.

High-dimensional Dad
Steacie Fellow Balances Pure Math and Pure Parenthood Alexander Litvak

Alexander Litvak 
and family.
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 In July 2011, the U of A’s Department of 
Mathematical and Statistical Sciences held a 
special symposium to celebrate “A Century 
of Mathematics in Alberta.” And, clearly, it has 
been quite a century. Over the decades, the 
University of Alberta has built an enviable repu-
tation in mathematics, along with an impressive 
pool of talent.
 That talent includes Sudarshan Sehgal, who 
is currently in his 44th year with the department. 
Not bad for a man who arrived in Edmonton in 
1967, expecting to stay for a single term.
 “I was going to come for one 
year, and then go back to Ohio 
State,” recalls Sehgal, in his sixth-floor 
office in CAB. Sehgal had been very 
apprehensive about dealing with a 
northern climate. “Before I came, I 
had asked my supervisor, ‘Is it very 
cold there?’ He said, ‘Don’t worry. The 
department is in Campus Tower. Your 
classes are there, and your apartment 
will be upstairs. There’s a cafeteria, 
there’s a drug store, there’s a bank, 
there’s a travel agency, post office—
everything is in Campus Tower. You 
don’t have to go outside!’”
 Sehgal smiles at the slightly 
ridiculous memory. “Obviously, I 
found out it was okay to go outside! 
And, I decided to stay. I liked it here. I 
liked the people, I liked the academic 
atmosphere, and so on.”
 Among his early memories at 
the U of A, Sehgal treasures the 
brief opportunity he had to work 
with renowned mathematician Leo 
Moser. Sadly, Moser died suddenly in 
1970, just 48 years of age. “That was 
a shock,” Sehgal says. “I hadn’t been 
here very long, but we were friends. 
That really hurt.”
 Sehgal remembers the era as a much sim-
pler time in terms of bureaucracy. Mathematics 
professor Max Wyman served as VP Academic 
(and eventually went on to become President), 
and his math colleagues enjoyed instant access. 
“We could pick up the phone and talk to Max 
Wyman,” Sehgal marvels. “You can’t do that 
these days.”
 Although the department gradually grew in 

A Mathematic Milestone
size and stature during Sehgal’s first couple of de-
cades, he pinpoints 1989 as a key turning point. 
That was the year the department recruited 
Saskatchewan’s Robert Moody—co-discoverer 
of the Kac-Moody algebras, which revolutionized 
mathematics and theoretical physics.
 When word spread that Moody might be 
available, Sehgal and two colleagues marched 
into the office of the Dean of Science, John 
McDonald, who conveniently happened to be 
a physicist. “We said to him that Bob Moody 
was interested in coming to our department. 

He said, ‘Oh, the Moody of Kac-Moody?’ We 
said yes, and he said, ‘Don’t say anything more. 
I’ll do all I can to get him here.’ And, in a few 
weeks, he had pulled it off. 
 “Our department got a big lift from that. It 
made it much easier to attract other people, 
and it gave us a good reputation.”
 Since then, the momentum has continued 
to build, says Sehgal. Sehgal points proudly to 
the department’s three current CRC chairs: Ni-
cole Tomczak-Jaegermann (geometric analysis), 

Vladimir Chernousov (algebra) and Mark Lewis 
(mathematical biology). “[Math Biology] is such 
an active institute—so many people coming 
and going,” says Sehgal.
 The department’s stature is also reflected 
in the number of former undergraduates who 
have returned to the U of A, and who now 
number among the core of the faculty, Sehgal 
says—people like Al Weis, Terry Gannon, and 
John Bowman.
 And then there are the former students 
who have gone on to acclaimed careers 

elsewhere. “Maria Klawe was an 
undergraduate when I arrived here,” 
says Sehgal. “Later, she was Dean of 
Engineering at Princeton, and Dean 
of Science at UBC. Now, she’s the 
president of Harvey Mudd College in 
California. Keith Taylor of Dalhousie is 
a former vice president of the Cana-
dian Mathematical Society. Both Maria 
and Keith are former students of the 
renowned Tony Lau, a recipient of the 
University Cup and other awards.”
 The department has built strong 
ties throughout the academic world. 
For example, on June 15 the U of A 
conferred a honourary doctorate on 
Fields Medal winner Efim Zelmanov 
(the Fields Medal is considered the No-
bel Prize of mathematics). “[Zelmanov] 
has made many visits to our depart-
ment, and came for a colloquium here 
in the mid-1990s,” says Sehgal. “It’s very 
good for us to have connections with 
him, and to interact with him. He helps 
us in so many ways.”
 The future for the department looks 
increasingly bright, says Sehgal, and 
he fully plans to remain part of it for 
years to come. He’s excited about the 

department’s current young stars, people like 
Steacie Award winner Alexander Litvak (profiled 
on pg 18 of this issue).
 The richness of the environment and the 
constant evolution of mathematics continue to 
keep him professionally engaged, Sehgal says.
 “You have to embrace new ideas. The field 
is forever changing. You can’t sit back on your 
laurels, and do things the way we did 20 or 30 
years ago.”
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You are invited to join us on Alumni Weekend (September 22-25, 2011) to celebrate 
the official opening of our Centennial Centre for Interdisciplinary Science (CCIS).

Events in CCIS include:

The Stargazer 
Date: Friday, September 23
Time: 9:00 p.m. - 1:00 a.m.
Venue: CCIS main lobby - a light and dance extravaganza
Cost: $25 per person; includes one complimentary drink

Science Expo
Date: Saturday, September 24
Time: 10:00 a.m. - 14:30 p.m.

Physics from Nanoscale out to the Universe
Dates: 
Friday, September 23 5:00 - 7:30 p.m. and 
Saturday, September 24 5:00 - 7:30 p.m. 
A series of talks by U of A physicists. 
Themes will include astronomy, cosmology, planetary physics and more.

See the Stars - 
Opening of the Astronomical Observatory
Dates & Times: 
Thursday, September 22 8:00 p.m. - 11:00 p.m.
Friday, September 23 8:00 p.m. - 9:00 p.m. and 
Saturday, September 24 8:00 p.m. - 11:00 p.m.

For more information on these events check the U of A Alumni
website. We look forward to welcoming you back to campus.

www.ualberta.ca/alumni/weekend


