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Message from the Outgoing Chair 
Kristen Mitchell 

 The Post-y 
Spring 2008 

It has been a pleasure to serve on the PDA Board these past two years and to witness 

first-hand the commitment that SOT continues to make towards enhancing the pro-

fessional experience of postdocs within the Society.  Prior to serving on the PDA 

Board, I had vague notions about how a scientific society such as SOT operated and 

did not appreciate how important society membersõ contributions are to the day-to-

day activities or the long-range plans of the Society.  Based on my experience over the 

past two years, I am confident that, as postdoctoral members of SOT, our voices are 

audible and our input is desired by SOT Council.  The establishment of a new postdoc-

toral membership category, the creation of the Best Postdoctoral Publication Award, 

the acceptance of a PDA-sponsored symposium at the annual meeting, and the con-

tinued support of the Postdoctoral Luncheon, are all examples of outstanding ideas 

that were created by postdocs and made possible with the support of SOT Council and Headquarters. 

 

I would like to acknowledge the other members of the 2007-08 PDA Board, 

Heather Floyd, Amy Skinner, and Heather Persson, for putting in the time 

and effort that was necessary to maintain the momentum of the PDA and 

to ensure its success over the past year.  I am also grateful to Dr. Scott 

Burchiel, who was the 2007-08 SOT Council liaison to the PDA, and to Dr. 

Betty Eidemiller, who is staying on as the SOT Headquarters staff liaison to 

the PDA.  I am confident that the incoming chair, Heather Floyd, and the 

new Board members will continue to lead the PDA in exciting new direc-

tions and maintain a vibrant dialogue between postdocs and SOT Council.  

To all SOT postdocs, please consider getting involved with the PDA this 

year by serving as a postdoc liaison on a committee or by helping plan 

events for next yearõs annual meeting.  I wish you all much success and 

look forward to seeing you in Baltimore next year! 
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Annual Postdoc Survey 

By now everyone should have received an E-mail from SOT asking you to participate in a short 

online survey regarding your postdoctoral experience.  If you have not already done so, please take 

the time to complete the survey.  The survey should only take 5-10 minutes of your time.  The PDA 

will use the information gathered to tailor events at the annual meeting that will be of the most use 

to our membership.  The results will be posted on the website.  If for some reason you did not receive the E-mail with the link to the survey, 

please contact SOT headquarters at sothq@toxicology.org. 
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Biosketches for 2008-2009 PDA Board 

Message from the Incoming Chair 
Heather Floyd 

My name is Heather Floyd, 2008-2009 Chair of the SOT PDA.  I have thoroughly enjoyed serving as Co-Chair over 

the past year and learned so much about SOT.  The past year was extremely successful, displayed through the 

many accomplishments which would not have been possible without the participation of the board.  I would like 

to thank all of the outgoing board members for all their hard work and dedication.  I would like to extend a spe-

cial thank you to Kristen Mitchell, 2007-2008 Chair, for her excellent leadership skills.   

 

Over the next year, the PDA will work to maintain momentum through the continuation of established events as 

well as implementing new ideas.  The Best Postdoctoral Publication Award was a huge success with many quality 

applications.  This award fits well into the Societyõs strategic plan therefore we plan to make this award a tradi-

tion, acknowledging the accomplished work completed by our postdocs members.  Applications for this award 

will be accepted during the same timeframe as all other SOT awards.  The postdoctoral luncheon was well at-

tended at the Annual Meeting in Seattle, with great door prizes acquired by Miyun Tsai-Turton from various ven-

dors.  For the first time, PDA sponsored an informational session about interviewing skills which was also well attended and resulted in a true 

audience/speaker interaction.  Over the next year, we plan to develop these events as well as implement new ones to continue the integra-

tion of junior scientists into the Society.   

 

For the 2009 Annual Meeting we are again proposing an informational session about career development, focusing on alternative careers to 

academia.  A proposal for a research symposium has also been developed in collaboration with SAC, featuring only postdoc and student 

presentations.  If accepted, this will be the first symposium of this type for SOT.  We are also proposing a career development webcast, in 

order to reach those that are not able to attend the annual meeting.  In June, you will be receiving a survey to get your suggestions of new 

ideas for future events, programs, etc.  Please fill it out so that we can continue to make postdoctoral involvement in SOT beneficial to both 

postdocs and the Society.   

 

I would like to thank you for your involvement and I look forward to serving as Chair of the PDA this upcoming year.  There are always volun-

teer opportunities for postdoc involvement.  Contact me at floyd.heather@epa.gov if you have any suggestions or would like to help in any 

way.    

Society of Toxicology Postdoctoral Assembly 

Chair:  Heather Floyd  
 

I received my Ph.D. from Wake Forest University from the department of Cancer Biology in May 2005 where 

my dissertation work focused on lung cancer. I then proceeded to a postdoc at Tulane University where I 

briefly continued working in the lung cancer field. Unfortunately, Hurricane Katrina brought a tremendous halt 

to my research, where I lost all of my experiments and research animals. With New Orleansõ and Tulaneõs 

recovery looking unstable, I relocated to North Carolina, accepting a postdoctoral position at the US EPA. My 

current research focus is in the field of cardiovascular disease; though this is far from my graduate training, I 

am quickly learning the field. I have held this position for a little over a year now and am extremely happy with 

this career transition. Throughout my career, I have been a member of SOT and am very familiar with the or-

ganization. I would like to see the assembly do a few things, but most important in my eyes is postdoctoral 

integration into SOT as a whole. This integration will not only benefit postdocs for critical networking and 

learning purposes, but SOT as well, since we are the future of the organization. I am a member of a few Specialty Sections, have sat on the 

board of the Molecular Biology Specialty Section for two years, and have helped with CE courses. I will enjoy learning and understanding 

more about the dynamics of SOT. My participation in the organization has always been positive.  

mailto:floyd.heather@epa.gov
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2008-09 PDA Board (continued) 
Co-Chair: Betina J. Lew  

I am currently a postdoctoral research associate at the University of Rochester School of Medicine, in the Dept. of 

Environmental Medicine.  My postdoctoral advisor is Dr. Paige Lawrence, and I am studying the physiological, morpho-

logical, and molecular mechanisms by which pollutants alter mammary gland development during pregnancy.  My 

current focus is on the pollutant 2,3,7,8-tetrachlorodibenzo-p-dioxin, which is also known as TCDD or dioxin. Mam-

mary gland development is a complex and tightly orchestrated process involving numerous hormones, growth factors, 

extra cellular matrix (ECM) components, and other molecules produced locally in the mammary gland as well as in 

other glands and tissues.  Dioxins bind and activate the aryl hydrocarbon receptor (AhR) and AhR activation impairs 

mammary development during pregnancy, thereby blocking normal gland function during lactation.  

My formal training has been quite diverse, beginning with my Bachelorõs degree at Sao Paulo State University in Bra-

zil.  I studied for my Masterõs degree in Israel, at The Hebrew University of Jerusalem, while my Doctoral degree was a 

joint project at both Sao Paulo State University and Michigan State University in East Lansing, MI.  Iõve been a member 

of The Society of Toxicology for 2 years, and during this short period of time Iõve followed the work of the PDA with 

enthusiasm and admiration.  I am eager to help continue the exceptional work that has been done by the previous PDA board at SOT.  

Throughout my life, I have been extremely fortunate to experience many different cultures and academic environments.  I would like to share 

some of this experience while serving as an officer of the PDA.  In addition, I think it will be important to find new ways to stimulate postdoc-

toral members to participate actively in the PDA and in specialty sections at SOT.  As co-chair, I am delighted with the opportunity to repre-

sent and promote the careers of all postdoctoral members of the PDA, and I look forward to a productive year ahead. 

 

Secretary/Treasurer:  Valerie Mitchell  

I am currently a Postdoctoral Fellow at the Center for Health and the Environment at the University of California, 

Davis.  My research focus is on sex differences in lung disease, with a specific focus on the role hormones play in 

environmental pollutant mediated airway epithelial cell injury.   I received my Ph.D. in 2007 in Comparative Pathology 

from UC Davis, where my dissertation research examined the synergy of progesterone and environmental tobacco 

smoke in the exacerbation of allergic asthma.  I became involved with the Society of Toxicology while in graduate 

school and won the Best Student Abstract Award from the Inhalation and Respiratory Specialty Section in 2007.  Iõm 

an immunologist by trade but my experience at the SOT annual conference opened my eyes to the wealth of toxico-

logical research that was being conducted and helped guide me to my current research interests.  While in graduate 

school, I was an officer in the Comparative Pathology Graduate Student Association, and was the Student Representa-

tive for the Educational Policy Committee for the graduate group.  I am currently a participant in the Lab Management 

Institute for Postdoctoral Scholars at UC Davis.  I have really enjoyed interacting with other postdocs here on campus.  

Through this interaction I have witnessed the great disparities that exist in postdoctoral training.  I feel fortunate to be 

in a very supportive training environment and would like to assist others in making the most of this critical time in our career development.  

Serving on the SOT Postdoctoral Assembly is an honor as well as a great opportunity to network with postdocs from across the country. 

 

Councilor:  Lauren Aleksunes  

I am currently a postdoctoral fellow in the toxicology laboratory of Dr. Curtis Klaassen at the University of Kansas 

Medical Center.  For the past year, I have studied the multidrug resistance-associated protein (Mrp) class of xenobi-

otic transporters in kidney and placenta, and the potential for these transporters to dictate outcomes of toxicant ex-

posure.  Prior to joining KUMC, I completed both the Pharm.D. (Doctor of Pharmacy, 2002) and Ph.D. (2006) pro-

grams at the University of Connecticut.  My dissertation research project in the laboratory of Dr Jose Manautou fo-

cused on the regulation of xenobiotic efflux transporters during chemical-induced hepatotoxicity.  While at the Univer-

sity of Connecticut, I was a recipient of a Howard Hughes Predoctoral Fellowship in Biological Sciences. 

I have been an active student/postdoc member of SOT, the International Society for the Study of Xenobiotics and the 

National Postdoctoral Association.  At the last 5 national SOT meetings, I presented research posters and presenta-

tions and received student travel awards from the Women in Toxicology Special Interest Group and the Northeast 

Chapter of SOT.  I spent that past year representing postdoc interests at KUMC (as a member of the Postdoctoral 

Advisory Committee) and within SOT (as the postdoctoral councilor for the Mechanisms Specialty Section).  In both of 

these capacities, I brought attention to issues related to the postdoc experience through organization of seminars 

related to career opportunities for postdocs, contribution to the Fall 2007 postdoc newsletter, and development of policies regarding post-

doc positions at KUMC.  I look forward to serving as your SOT PDA councilor for 2008-2009. 
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The presence of international postdocs in the 

U.S. is easily noticeable.  Many times I have 

entered the lunchroom or the postdocsõ office 

at the university where I work and was not 

sure what language was being spoken.  I 

smile in silence and realize that this is one of 

the beauties of being here in the U.S. as a 

postdoctoral researcher!  We have the 

chance to be involved in state-of-the-art re-

search, and to meet people from many differ-

ent countries and cultures.  This enriches our 

understanding of science and of life.  

 

As international postdocs, we come from 

different countries and bring lots of expecta-

tions with us.  Some postdocs easily adapt to 

the American way of life and quickly become 

involved with their American counterparts. 

However, others are not so easily integrated.  

For the latter group, consequences include a 

missed opportunity to improve oneõs under-

standing and use of English or to understand 

the structure and processes of daily and/or 

professional life in the U.S.  

 

Like the U.S. citizen, the foreigner has to deal 

with all of the difficulties that are inherent in 

being a postdoc, but with the added chal-

lenges of visa issues, language barriers, and 

of course, the distance from family and 

friends.  Moreover, there is evidence showing 

that, even though international postdocs 

working in the U.S. make greater contribu-

tions to patent creation, their stipends are 

generally 10% less than postdocs who are 

U.S. citizens.  Postdocs working in the U.S. on 

visas have limited flexibility to change labs 

when they are not content with their current 

positions.  Furthermore, when international 

postdocs consider academic career advance-

ment, the majority of grants are available 

exclusively to U.S. citizens or permanent resi-

dents.  The same rules often apply for jobs in 

government, and these factors can be dis-

couraging or may even prevent career devel-

opment. 

In my opin-

ion, interna-

tional post-

docs can 

work toward 

overcoming 

these obsta-

cles by being 

more in-

volved in, 

and having a 

v o i c e 

through, associations such as the PDA, and 

by having a presence in Specialty Sections at 

SOT. It is important to participate, to be in-

formed and to inform others.  A òtoolkitó for 

international postdocs has been established 

by the National Postdoctoral Association 

(NPA) and is available on the NPA website: 

http: / /www.nat ionalpostdoc.org/si te/

c.eoJMIWOBIrH/b.1423457/ 
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Our Home Far Away from Home 
Betina Lew 

The PDA has submitted two proposals for research symposia at the 2009 Annual Meeting in Baltimore, MD.   

 

For the first proposal, the PDA has joined with the Student Activity Council to create a research symposium entitled òGene-Environment 

Interactions:  Epigenetic Pathways in Chronic Disease Promotion and Progression.ó  It will feature presentations from postdocs and students 

and will be a wonderful opportunity for junior researchers to display their scientific achievements at the annual 

meeting.  If accepted, this will be the first symposium of its kind for the society, further aiding the integration of 

postdocs and students in SOT.   

 

The second proposal is entitled òCareers in Toxicology: Beyond Academia.ó  The idea for this session originated 

from you and other postdocs.  The PDA used feedback from the 2007 SOT postdoctoral survey as well as 

suggestions from the postdoc luncheon to develop this program.   Since a large majority of postdocs in SOT are 

completing their fellowships at academic institutions, the PDA wanted to highlight alternate career paths that are 

available for toxicologists.  For our proposal, we invited accomplished toxicologists from a variety of specialties 

including pharmaceutical industry, food safety, contract research laboratories, consulting, government agencies, 

chemical industry and a non-profit agency to speak to us.  A number of the speakers have worked in different 

sectors and will provide interesting stories on how they jumped from one position to another.   

 

Over the next couple of months, the Program Committee will be reviewing and selecting proposals for the 2009 meeting.  We are optimistic 

that our proposals will be chosen since they align with SOTõs Long-Range Plan by òproviding information indispensable to the scientific and 

professional development of toxicologists.ó  The PDA will keep you informed of the status of the proposals as we learn more.   If you have 

ideas for informational sessions at future meetings, please E-mail your ideas to laleksunes@kumc.edu . 

2009 Session Proposals   

Heather Floyd and Lauren Aleksunes 

http://www.nationalpostdoc.org/site/c.eoJMIWOBIrH/b.1423457/
http://www.nationalpostdoc.org/site/c.eoJMIWOBIrH/b.1423457/
mailto:laleksunes@kumc.edu
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Join SOT as a Postdoctoral Member 
Valerie Mitchell 

As the National Postdoctoral Association states, postdocs are unique in that they are not students and 

not yet independent professionals.  SOT has acted on the recommendation of that group and created a 

special member category effective January 2008.   Postdoctoral researchers holding a Ph.D. or equiva-

lent doctorate (e.g., M.D., D.V.M.) with an interest in toxicology and under the direction of a research 

mentor are now eligible for Postdoctoral membership.  Not only does this new membership category 

recognize the uniqueness of postdocs, but it also reinforces the formation of a community of postdoc 

members.  Moreover, having this membership category will allow SOT to communicate relevant infor-

mation to postdocs and better capture data in support of postdocs. 

 

Postdoc members of SOT pay lower membership dues than Full and Associate members, and can join 

one Special Interest Group and one Specialty Section at no charge.  Reduced registration fees for the 

Annual Meeting is yet another advantage.  In addition, postdocs can serve as a Postdoctoral Represen-

tative for one of these groups or for an SOT committee.  All SOT members have access to the members

-only resources on the SOT web page (such as the electronic Membership Directory) and are able to 

submit unsponsored abstracts for the SOT Annual Meeting, the largest of its kind in the world. 

 

You may apply in advance of any of the review datesñMay 1, September 1, and January 1.  The application [http://www.toxicology.org/

dotnet/mbr_app.aspx] is online and takes about 10 minutes to complete.  Your postdoctoral mentor submits a letter of reference.  More 

information about SOT membership is available at http://www.toxicology.org/ai/mi/memberinfo.asp .  If you are near the end of your time as 

a postdoc, you might consider applying for Associate or Full membership. 

 

Join other practicing toxicologists and scientists from allied disciplines who are dedicated to advancing the science of toxicology to enhance 

human, animal, and environmental health as a member of SOT. 

Society of Toxicology Postdoctoral Assembly 

We Want You!  

Summary from NPA Annual Meeting 
Heather Floyd 

The 2008 Annual Meeting of the National Postdoc Association (NPA) was held April 25-27 th in Boston, MA.  The meeting began with a work-

shop for leaders of postdoctoral associations.  This workshop was designed to allow postdoctoral association leaders to share doõs and 

donõts about creating and sustaining a successful group.  Current issues facing postdoctoral associations are membership, participation, 

funding, and leadership.  We discussed these issues in small groups and I found the topics of sustaining membership, leadership, and par-

ticipation to be the most relevant to SOT PDA.  While our participation in the annual meetings and membership are good,  the idea of reach-

ing out to members throughout the year seemed to be the most applicable.  Although the PDA has sponsored a òBest Postdoctoral Publica-

tion Awardó for over the past two years, additional activities would be conducive to increase the participation of postdocs in SOT.  The PDA 

Board is attempting to address this issue by proposing a career development Web-based seminar in 2009.   Web-based seminar-type activi-

ties would allow postdocs who are unable to attend the annual meeting to still actively participate in SOT.  Such activities would benefit the 

Society because postdocs will be likely to remember this outreach program, which may help to solidify future participation in SOT.   

 

The afternoon session was specifically about postdoc issues, as defined by the Committee on Science, Engineering, and Public Policy 

(COSEPUP), and how they have been addressed.  In 2000, COSEPUP published a report identifying 10 action items for the improvement of 

postdoc training:   

*  Award institutional recognition, status and compensation commensurate with the postdocs' contributions to the research enterprise.  

*  Develop distinct policies and standards for postdocs modeled on those available for graduate students and faculty.  

*  Develop mechanisms for frequent and regular communication between postdocs and their advisors, institutions, funding organizations    

and disciplinary societies.  (continued on pg.7) 

 

http://www.toxicology.org/ai/mi/memberinfo.asp


 

When I was asked to write about my experiences as a toxicologist and a parent, my first thought was òwhich am I more of an expert in?ó 

Having been employed as a toxicologist for nearly three years and being a mother of twins for almost six months now, Iõm leaning towards 

claiming my scientist role as the more òexpertó of the two.  Both are jobs that Iõve jumped into head-first and somehow managed to stay 

afloat with some success.  My sons Connor and Matthew are both healthy and thriving, and I actually received a promotion at work while 

out on maternity leave.  However, it is the balancing act of filling both roles to the best of my ability that truly is the challenge.   

 

When I was in graduate school, I had planned to start a family after well establishing my career.  And even then, I never had the desire to 

take any longer than the allotted maternity leave to be a stay-at-home mom.  I did not want to feel as though Iõd labored through all those 

painful hours in the lab and studying Casarett and Doullõs to wind up at home singing òThe Itsy Bitsy Spideró or watching Baby Einstein 

videos.  However life has a funny way of changing on you when youõre not looking.  Not only would I love to stay at home all day with my 

children, I would love to be able to forego sleep just to be with them all the time!  It is unbelievable how strong the bond is between a 

mother and her children, and you really canõt explain it unless someone has been there also. 

 

As a Ph.D., itõs in my nature to strive for perfection and not settle for much less.  However there are not enough hours in the day for this 

type of thinking to persist and to keep my sanity.  So, Iõve had to take the advice that Iõve been receiving my whole life and just òchill outó 

in some areas of my life.  Of course I keep on top of the important things, but I donõt spend ten hours a week at the gym anymore, my 

house is not spotless, and the cabinets do run bare now and then before I go food shopping.  Itõs all in finding the balance that Iõm com-

fortable with.  Truthfully I have had to òlet goó of my work drive somewhat, but this was a decision I consciously made in order for me to 

be the parent I want to be.  Instead of going to every meeting or volunteering to edit a regulatory document over the weekend, I try to 

keep my free time available for my family.  I still work very hard at my job, but Iõve eased up on my career advancement activities for the 

time being.   

 

The great part of this whole balancing act is that things will constantly be moving from one side of the scale to the other.  Things that are 

important today may not be important tomorrow, which means something else can go back to being a priority.  Another great thing is that 

Iõm neither the first nor the last woman to have to balance my career and family.  There are plenty of good role models for me to emulate.  

At the end of the day, I would have to say that being a parent of twins and a toxicologist takes a lot of dedication, hard work, patience, 

time-management skills, and ingenuity.  But the rewards are worth every bit of effort! 

 

                              Matthew and Connor Persson (born 12/21/07)  
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Being a Toxicologist- and Parent-in-Training 
Heather Persson 

Society of Toxicology Postdoctoral Assembly 


