\ \

{\\ BGSA January 2026

NEWSLETTER

Welcome in the new year with the BGSA! Looking forward to
growing stronger and more conntected this Spring semeter!
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UPCOMING EVENTS

BGSA Elections

REMINDERS

Don’t forget to
nominate yourself
or another BGSA

When: )
Monday, January active member!
26™, 6 - 8 pm Keep an eye out

for nominee
statements!

Where:
West Campus

“Fishbowl”
(MBRB 4074)

Doors open at 5
for refreshments!



Featuring Dr. Ignacio Escalante Meza

Grad school days are intense, challenging, and transformative. They can also be fun and
rewarding. My grad student life was certainly all of those. Overall, | learned a new language, got
immersed in a new culture, did great research, learned a lot, built an academic community and
long-lasting friendships, and even met the love of my life.. All in the same ZIP Code. | did a
Master’s in Biology in my home country, Costa Rica, and then moved to the US for a PhD at the
University of California — Berkeley in 2014. Below, | share bits of that experience and sprinkle some

advice that | consider helpful.

I. Try new things

| moved to a new part of the world without even
having visited it. In retrospect, it was a

risky move. Also, | thought | knew English at the
time. The first couple of months meant | was
struggling to keep up with conversations. Going
from textbooks, apps, and TOEFL, to actual
conversation was a fun challenge, especially with
all of those idioms, acronyms, and cultural
references. | used to go home thinking: “well, |
understood 35% of what | heard today..”.
Listening, forcing myself to engage in
conversations, and asking things like “what is a
Catch-22?” were very helpful.

Daily tasks were also challenging. However, |
had a fantastic roommate who experienced a
similar transition years before. He became my
unofficial older brother, and had great responses
to: How can | get a Social Security number or a
driver’s license? Why do some supermarkets not
sell cleaning products, but pharmacies do?
Where do | even get a desk? For the latter, his
response was a cryptic “let’s just get a U-Haul
and go to IKEA!, which | had no idea what it
meant...

New friends were a highlight of grad school.
Meeting new people from diverse backgrounds
presented new experiences. In my cohort, we
were always eager for after-hours to go explore
the city, hike, bike, play beach volleyball or, pick
-up soccer, attend music shows, baseball games

e and even tailgating before (American) football
games. Weekends were always eventful, and we

found creative ways to have fun on a budget.

Il. Build and care for your community

Our fellow grad students are our community,
and often our greatest support. My cohort in
Environmental Sciences was diverse and
academically active. We all studied different
topics in research, which helped us bond over
other aspects. | was also part of the Animal
Behavior and Biomechanics multi-lab groups. |
presented my research at least once per year
in those groups. Although this meant a lot of
work and put me in a stressful position, | am
grateful that | did. | made significant progress
on my dissertation thanks to their constant
feedback. Those communities remain crucial

to my work. Since graduating, | have kept in '4

touch with students, postdocs, and professors
(proven by the Christmas card exchange
season). These connections have brought



numerous exciting opportunities, including
seminar and conference invitations,
collaborations on papers, and even writing NSF
proposals.

In grad school, | was fortunate to meet
Shannon, who became my spouse. She was a
PhD student in Integrative Biology, which has
helped us connect over the professional
challenges and adventures of being scientists.
We also collaborate and co-author papers and

[1l. Seek mentorship from many

| overcame many trials and tribulations in grad
school thanks to the guidance of many mentors.
Mentorship takes many forms and comes from
many people. | was fortunate to have had great
and constant support from my advisor, as well as

from committee members, postdocs, and
instructors for whom | TA’'d. They provided me
with different perspectives and supported me in
areas like research, the job market, teaching, and
even just listening to me vent. | firmly believe
that having many people on your side is
tremendously beneficial and yields great advice
to make decisions that better fit you.
IV. 40 minutes go a long way
After joining the lab, my advisor shared the lab
expectations document. Along with expectations
and guidelines for research, community
agreements, and professional development, the
N document noted “graduate school is a marathon,
not a sprint”, suggesting that constant progress

goes a long way. | understood this only after a
couple of semesters of feeling stuck and
dealing with challenging data analysis. In my
third year, | TA’ed a seminar in which our
instructor held professional development
workshops. After sharing my challenges, she
gave me a straightforward yet transformative
suggestion: write often, for a short period of
time, but often. The marathon analogy made
sense. Making progress for me meant—and
means—doing small parts of a big task every
couple of days. And then, boom! One day, the
only task left is to click “Submit”. (OKAY, this
might be an over-simplification, but constant
progress helps).

V. Prepare the next stage early
Graduate school is often framed as a means,
not an end. This was another tough lesson
for me to digest. It is never too early to start
exploring and planning for post-graduation
life. Easier said than done, | know... However,
being a student on a visa required me to plan.
| started career exploration at ~ 2/3 of the
way. It was nerve-racking, uncertain, and
uncomfortable, yet it was also fun to imagine
myself in different shoes after graduation. |
spent quite some time exploring careers in
teaching, academic administration, and
management at the non-governmental
organization level. | also continued working on
an academic track and sought postdoc
opportunities. Then, COVID hit, and many job
calls were cancelled. | graduated in 2020, and
in a stroke of luck, | secured a postdoc
position.

All of this to say: grad school is indeed
intense, transformative, and fun. These five
suggestions are lessons from what worked for
me, and | encourage people to explore what
would work for them. Most importantly, you
and your fellow students will soon become
professionals in your field, and the personal,
social, and professional connections you
build can be beneficial and long-lasting.
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Media and communications spotlight
Hamlcla Nooreen Mahmood

Q. Why did you want to join BGSA, especially
Media and Communications?

A. Joining BGSA, especially the Media and
Communications team, felt like the most natural
way to reconnect with a part of myself that had
gone quiet after starting the PhD in a new
country and culture. Throughout my life, | have
always been involved in extracurricular
activities. | grew up dancing and participating in
painting competitions. So, creating things has
never been just a hobby, it has been a core part
of who | am.

When | work on newsletters and flyers, it feels
like swapping a lab notebook for a sketchbook.
BGSA gives me a space where my scientific life
and creative side can coexist. | stay connected
to the grad community, practice design and

storytelling, and still get the joy of turning a

blank page into and

meaningful.

something vibrant

| glance.

My name is Hamida Nooreen Mahmood, and | am
a fourth-year PhD student from Bangladesh,
often mistaken for being from India at first
| completed both my Bachelor’s and
Master’s in Biochemistry and Molecular Biology
at the University of Dhaka, Bangladesh, one of
the region’s leading hubs for research and
teaching. After graduating, | stayed on as faculty
in the same department, trading my student ID
for a lecturer’s desk before crossing continents
for grad school.

BAGLADESH

Q. What’s your proudest moment in grad school
so far?

A. For me, the proudest moment in grad school
has not been a single event, but the fact that |
never gave up. Starting my PhD with a
two-year-old son and a one-year-old daughter, |
made it through coursework, prelims, and
ongoing research without dropping out, even on
days when it felt impossible. Each day that | am
still here, still moving forward, feels a bit unreal.
This daily realization is what | am most proud of
and what keeps me going.

Q. What’s your go-to stress relief activity after a
long lab/class day?

A. After surviving Chicago traffic back to the
suburbs, the only activity | still have energy for, is
cooking. In lab, experiments rarely work r|ght
away, but in my kitchen | can run an experiment,
plate the results, and get instant feedback from

my family, which feels like the fastest publication |

I’ll ever get.
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Ahram Cho - Post-doc - Gonzalez-Meler Lab

Q. Starting life in a new place can be a big
transition. What helped you feel prepared for
the move, and what was one of the more
challenging parts (if any)?
A. | moved from South Korea, and the move itself
was physically very challenging. A few months
before my position started, | visited the lab to
meet the Pl and the lab members. The
atmosphere was great, and everyone seemed
very kind and welcoming. Starting a new job in a
completely new environment can be stressful
for many people, but knowing that | would be
working with such supportive colleagues made
me look forward to the move.

PP

\\‘,;'I
experiences you’ve gained \‘ ’
that you didn’t expect to?
A. | grew up in South Korea and spent my entire
life there, with limited exposure to highly diverse
communities. Many of you may know that UIC
has an Office of International Services (OIS) that
supports international students, scholars, and
employees. Their regular programs, such as
‘Welcome BBQ’ and ‘Thanksgiving Dinner’
helped me feel more connected and supported.
OIS team is also incredibly cooperative and clear
in explaining each step for immigration-related
processes. Through this experience, | gained

resilience and adaptability in navigating complex
systems in a new environment.

Q. Are there any skills or

Q. How has your perspective on academics or
research evolved since arriving at UIC?

A. My background is in agricultural science
and plant physiology. Most of the work | am
involved in here at UIC focuses on urban
ecology, with the goal of improving the
benefits provided by green infrastructure.
Through this experience, my discipline has
expanded to include urban ecology as well. At
this early stage of your career, it is crucial to
understand your skill set, as you will be
exposed to a broader range of fields and
collaborators. My research experiences at UIC
have helped me better understand my
academic strengths and potential to
contribute to more diverse, interdisciplinary
research.

v
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continued...

Q. What has helped you

manage  your  work/life

balance?

A. | was very fortunate to

come to UIC with my

husband, who is also a

postdoc at UIC. We try to do fun things together,

such as cooking Korean food or playing board
games after work and on weekends. Many of you
already know how to enjoy your time outside of
work, but my small piece of advice would be to
focus fully on your projects during working hours
and, outside of work, spend quality time with
your family and friends—and most importantly,
do what you want to do for yourself.

Q. Any advice for graduate students looking to
find or start a new post-doc position?

A. Finding a postdoc position within your current
discipline or with a faculty member whose work
closely aligns with your research is something
many students already consider. My advice is to
open up your mind. Look for projects and
research areas where you can contribute
meaningfully, even if they are not directly
related to your previous work. This approach
helps you better understand your skill set and
how you can contribute to interdisciplinary
research.

Q. Are there any cultural or academic
differences that have stood out, either in
everyday life or classroom/work environments?
A. There are many cultural and academic
differences between here and my home country.
In the work environment, one major difference is
a more horizontal and collaborative structure
among researchers. This has given me more
opportunities to work with collaborators from
other institutions, universities, and community

» N organizations, often within a short time frame.

Q. What has been one of the bigger challenges
you’ve faced as a post-doc, and what helped
you navigate it?

A. A post-doc position is a stage where you are
no longer a student and are preparing for the
next step, whether that is becoming faculty,
moving into industry, or pursuing other
research-related careers. This means learning
how to manage projects and mentor students.
Taking on these responsibilities can be
challenging, but | regularly discuss my Pls.
They consistently help guide the direction of
the projects, share valuable perspectives, and
have been great supervisors throughout the
process.

Q. Is there a fun or interesting science-related
fact, tradition, or research area from Korea
that you think others here might find
interesting?

A. | am always proud to talk about the Korean
alphabet, called Hangul. It is a writing system
for the Korean language that was invented by
King Sejong in the mid-1400s. The letters are
designed to reflect the shapes of the speech
organs used to produce each sound. While the
origins of many writing systems are difficult to
trace, the creation of Hangul is well-
documented through historical records. It is
also the only writing system with its own
national holiday, Hangul Day, which is
something | am very proud of as part of my
Korean identity.




Stay Connected

Thanks for sticking with the BGSA through it’s first
year and for being apart of what comes next!
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Check out our website to learn more about BGSA,
look at photos of past events, and follow us on
social media to stay up to date with events and

who we are!

Wwant to get involved with the BGSA?

Sign up for one of our committees where it all
happens!

Find your committee here:
https://biosgsa.com/committees/

If you’re a graduate student and
not a BGSA member yet, don’t
miss this QR code to sigh up!


http://biosgsa.com/
https://www.facebook.com/profile.php?id=61576233693342
https://www.instagram.com/uicbgsa/
https://x.com/UBgsa5342
https://www.youtube.com/@BGSA_UIC
https://biosgsa.com/committees/
https://biosgsa.com/committees/

