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SILLY ME… 
I LOVE BEING A SCIENTIST! 

Cynthia Jordan 



Who am I? 

Besides being a neuroscientist… 

 Mother /grandmother  

 Artist 

 Teacher/mentor 

 



Teacher and mentor 

Annual brain bee competition for HS students 

Brain bee workshops 

To learn more about our annual brain bee: 
https://www.msu.edu/~brainbee/index.html 
make sure to also check us out on facebook 

https://www.msu.edu/~brainbee/index.html


Teacher and mentor  
(for neuroscience graduate students and postdocs) 

Our lab…to learn more about the kind of research we do in, go to:  
https://www.msu.edu/~bjlab/index.html  

https://www.msu.edu/~bjlab/index.html


Like you, I am also female 

 Compared to males, we as females will:  
 On average, be shorter and are less physical 

(muscle) strength  

 bear young  

 Have a limited reproductive life 

 Have different susceptibilities to disease and 
mental illnesses  

 our biochemistry is different 

 Tend to approach problems differently 

 Tend to be more nurturing and caring 



BUT BEING FEMALE IS NOT A 
“BAD” THING 



ALTHOUGH WE ARE DIFFERENT 
FROM MALES IN MANY DOMAINS, 
WE EXCEL IN MATH & SCIENCE! 



You can download this document at:   
http://www.advance.umd.edu/sites/default/files/documents/reports/whysofew.pdf  

http://www.advance.umd.edu/sites/default/files/documents/reports/whysofew.pdf


HS girls earn equivalent number of credits in  
math and science as boys  



HS girls have a slightly higher GPA than boys  



But…somewhat fewer HS girls than boys take advanced  
placement tests in math and science 





HOW DID I DECIDE TO BECOME 
A NEUROSCIENTIST? 



…MY STORY 
You can find my “story” at: https://www.msu.edu/~brainbee/bios/jordan.html  

https://www.msu.edu/~brainbee/bios/jordan.html


STORIES OF OTHER WOMEN IN 
THE STEM DISCIPLINES 



Questions I asked women 
faculty at MSU to answer: 

1. what is your area of expertise (math? engineering? 
physics? genetics? Etc.) 

2. when did you realize that you were good at 
science/technology/engineering/math (STEM) and 
started thinking that you wanted to have a career 
in this? 

3. what do you love most about doing science, math 
and/or engineering? 

4. What one piece of advice would you want to give 
middle school  girls who are interested in the STEM 
disciplines? 
 



I specialize in Plant Biology 

 

Middle school 
 
 

I love being engaged in thinking 
and contributing to discovery 

Advice 

WORK HARD, BE TRUE TO YOURSELF, 
BE HAPPY TO BE DIFFERENT AND 

NOT TO GO WITH THE FLOW 
 

Federica Brandizzi, PhD                 
 fb@msu.edu 
Professor of Plant Biology  
Michigan State University 

 

mailto:fb@msu.edu


My specialty is Biology –  

specifically, 
neuropharmacology — I study 
the biochemistry of the brain. 

When I was in high school I was 
good at Biology and Chemistry, but 

I really struggled with Math 

I love the fact that no two days are 
the same, I love that we are making 

new knowledge.  Now I am older 
and have a family I love the 

flexibility that I have.  

Advice:  Do what you love, don’t let 
anyone tell you what you can or can’t be.   
Be wise in your choices of the classes you 

take to keep your options open.  It is 
possible to be clever and popular, but you 

have to choose your circle of friends 
wisely.   

Anne Dorrance, PhD                   
 dorranc3@msu.edu 
Professor of Pharamacology  
Michigan State University 

 

mailto:dorranc3@msu.edu


My specialty is physics -- 
specifically the physics of 

subatomic particles.  I study 
what particles exist and how 

they interact with one another. 

I started thinking about a career in science 
when I was in middle school.  I loved nature 
and animals and the outdoors, so I thought I 

might do something in that area.  But as I 
went into high school, I discovered that I liked 
math a lot as well.  And when I took physics in 

junior year, I just fell in love with it. 

I love the experience of discovering new 
things that no-one has known 

before.   Translating equations into 
descriptions of how the world behaves is 

lots of fun: there's lots of room for 
creativity and discussion and argument 

with collaborators. 

Advice: Read about different kinds of science & read 
biographies of scientists.  Talk to teachers who love 
science & math ; ask them questions.  Find summer 

programs or after-school programs related to 
science.  There are free & low-cost programs, so it 

doesn't have to be expensive to do this.  Don't give up if 
something is hard to understand -- learning to 

understand a difficult concept is very rewarding. 

Elizabeth H. Simmons, PhD                    
 esimmons@msu.edu 
Dean, Lyman Briggs College and 
Professor of Physics 
Michigan State University 

 

mailto:esimmons@msu.edu


Engineering - emphasis in 
biomechanics -- I analyze the 

human body - I look at the motion 
and forces generated by the body 
and I use engineering principles to 

analyze and evaluate them 

 

Some time in high school - two incidences stick out 
-- I was placed in advanced math when I was in 8th 

grade - this was the first time my school offered 
any advanced courses.  So I was quite excited to be 
selected.   In physics, I was the only one to be able 

to build a device and successfully launch a steel 
marble to a specific location multiple 

times.  (others built a device, but it either did not 
work, or did not work repeatedly) 

 
 

I love the idea that I have a chance 
to make a difference in people's 

lives because of my research. 
I also like working with young girls 

to show them that math is 
important - AND very useful. 

Advice: Make sure you ask questions - lots of 
them!  Don't be shy or nervous! If you want to 

know, just ask -- teachers like interested students, 
and it makes the material more exciting for the 
other students.  Also, if you don't understand 

something, don't wait - ask either a teacher  or a 
friend or a parent who knows the material so you 

get it figured out right away 

Tamara (Tammy) Bush, PhD                    
 reidtama@msu.edu 
Professor of Engineering  
Michigan State University 

 

mailto:reidtama@msu.edu


I am a mathematician. My research 
is in an area of theoretical 

mathematics called Algebraic 
Topology.  

 

I have loved math for as long as I can 
remember. When I was young I thought I 

would become an engineer because 
engineering has a lot of math in it. It 
wasn't until I went to college that I 

realized that I wanted to study pure math. 
 
 

I love the challenge of it. I get to 
work on interesting, hard problems 

every day and discover new 
mathematics that nobody has 

understood before. I love problem 
solving and it is great to be able to 

do that as a career.  

Advice: Stick with it!  

These subjects are hard. Even if math and science 
have always come easily to you, if you keep 

pursuing them you will reach a point where it 
becomes difficult. If you love it, stick with it! 

Remember that it is challenging for everyone and 
that challenge is what makes it so rewarding 

Teena Gerhardt , PhD                    
teena.gerhardt@gmail.com 
Professor of Mathematics,  
Lyman Briggs  College 
Michigan State University 

 

mailto:teena.gerhardt@gmail.com


I specialize in nuclear physics.   

 

I was around 13 when I decided I 
really enjoyed physics . 

 
 

I love the discovery but also the 
ability to develop models that can 
help us to understand why atoms 

do what they do. 

Advice:  

find people that can guide and 
encourage you in your path 

 

Filomena Nunes, PhD                    
nunes@nscl.msu.edu 
Professor ,  Theoretical Nuclear Physics  
Michigan State University 

 

mailto:nunes@nscl.msu.edu


I specialize in 

 computer science.   

 

I got interested in computer 
science in Middle school. 

 
 

I love computer science because I 
find it interesting.  I also like to 

learn how things work as well as 
to make things work. 

Advice:   Be persistent. Don’t get 
discouraged by difficulties (e.g., if 

you do not understand an 
equation,  or cannot solve a math 
problem).  Dig into it. The process 
of struggling is best for learning.  

Joyce Chai, PhD                    
nunes@nscl.msu.edu 
Professor ,  Theoretical Nuclear Physics  
Michigan State University 

 

mailto:nunes@nscl.msu.edu


I  specialize in Physiology, with an 
emphasis on endocrinology –  i.e., 

how hormones affect the 
physiology of the body.  

 

My mother was a high school physics 
teacher & I always liked math and physics, 

so I thought I would follow her 
steps.  However, my sister was studying 

biology at the University and was so 
animated and enthusiastic that she 
convinced me to study biology too. 

 

As my former mentor put it, “I like 
finding out about nature’s little 
secrets.”  The thrill of discovery 
and the challenge of never doing 

the same thing twice and having to 
reinvent yourself all the time keeps 

me excited about what I do. 

Advice:  

Pursue your dreams! It is not 
easy, but you can do it! 

 

Julia Busick, PhD                    
busik@msu.edu 
Professor  of Physiology 
Michigan State University 

 

mailto:busik@msu.edu


I am a neurotoxicologist and I study 
how substances damage the 

nervous system and I look for ways 
to prevent, lessen or reverse any 

damage that occurs.  

 

I realized I really liked math when I was in 5th 
grade because I voluntarily agreed to go a math 

camp in the summer! By high school though I 
realized science was what I really liked. I had a 
fabulous teacher who recommended me for a 

math and science event just for girls at MSU. After 
meeting women scientists who were working at 

the cyclotron or running an electron microscope I 
knew I wanted to become a scientist too. 

 

I love thinking about a problem and coming up 
with ways to solve it. To this day I still remember 
how excited and amazed I was when I recorded 

my first action potential from a neuron, and 
when I first watched a calcium wave travel 

through a number of interconnected cells. These 
things are beautiful to me. 

 

Advice: The most important skill a 
scientist needs is the ability to 

communicate, so don't concentrate 
only on math and science. 

The ability to speak and write well is 
crucial for success. 

 
 

Colleen Hegg, PhD                    
hegg@msu.edu 
Professor  of Toxicology  
Michigan State University 

 

mailto:hegg@msu.edu


I am an engineer, and interested in 
its application in systems biology 

(e.g., working on drug delivery 
systems and cellular and tissue 

engineering) for treating diabetes, 
cancer, Alzheimer and Parkinson's 

diseases.   

 

I went into Engineering because I was always good 
in math and science and knew this from a very 

early age.  The main reason I went into Engineering 
is because my AP Chemistry teacher in High 

School suggested that I apply to Columbia. At the 
time Columbia was all male, it opened to women 

while I was there. So I applied to Columbia 
Engineering and to Barnard - but decided to go to 

Columbia Engineering.  
 

I have always liked math 
and science and research in 

engineering allows me to 
do both.  

 

 

My advise to middle school girls 
interested in 

science/math/engineering is that a 
career in science and engineering is 

fun and can be a spring board for 
other careers if it turns out that is 
not what they are interested in. 

 
 

Kris Chan, PhD                   
krischan@egr.msu.edu 
Professor  of Engineering 
Michigan State University 

 

mailto:krischan@egr.msu.edu


I am a MATERIALS SCIENCE 
ENGINEER. 

 

 

MATH AND SCIENCE WERE ALWAYS 
INTERESTING TO ME AND WERE A CHALLENGE. 
HOWEVER, IT WASN'T UNTIL I WENT ON A ONE-
WEEK ENGINEERING SUMMER EXPERIENCE AT 

MICHIGAN TECHNOLOGICAL UNIVERSITY THAT 
I FELL IN LOVE WITH ENGINEERING AND 

DECIDED TO MAKE IT MY CAREER. 

 

WHAT I LOVE MOST ABOUT ENGINEERING, 
ESPECIALLY MY SPECIALTY AREA, 

BIOMEDICAL ENGINEERING, IS THAT THERE 
ARE A LOT OF CHALLENGING PROBLEMS TO 

SOLVE AND THAT MY WORK DIRECTLY 
HELPS TO IMPROVE PEOPLE'S LIVES. I ALSO 

LIKE THAT EVERY DAY, WORK IS DIFFERENT. I 
NEVER DO THE SAME THING TWICE. 

 

Advice:  

FIRST, TRY MATH & SCIENCE AND THEN 
MOST IMPORTANTLY, STICK WITH IT! 

MY BEST STUDENTS WORK THE 
HARDEST. IT DOESN'T HAVE TO COME 

"NATURALLY", YOU JUST NEED TO 
ENJOY IT AND WORK HARD. 

 
 

Melissa Bauman, PhD                
Professor  of Engineering 
http://www.egr.msu.edu/  
Michigan State University 

 

http://www.egr.msu.edu/


My specialty is  

ecology and virology. 
 

 

I realized in  middle school that I was 
interested  in ecology and virology.  I 

got to participate in a neat 1-day 
program for girls in math and 
science and really enjoyed it. 

 
 

I love...solving problems! 
Learning new things every day. 
Making a difference for society. 

Helping young people learn 
more skills and succeed. 

 

 

Advice: Just DO it. Don’t wait for 
someone to give you instructions. 

Try things, build things, test things. 
Ask questions. Draw your answers. 

 
 

Carolyn Malstrom, PhD                    
Professor  of  Plant Biology 
http://www.plantbiology.msu.edu/ 
Michigan State University 

 

Check out MSU news article about Carolyn:  
http://msutoday.msu.edu/news/2013/avoiding-virus-dangers-in-domesticating-wild-plants-for-biofuel-use  

http://www.plantbiology.msu.edu/
http://msutoday.msu.edu/news/2013/avoiding-virus-dangers-in-domesticating-wild-plants-for-biofuel-use
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So what are some common themes? 

 Sense of adventure (getting to do different stuff) and discovery (learning new things that the 
world does not know about yet) 

 A passion for problem solving and figuring out how things work 

 Find people to talk to, advise you 

 Look for opportunities to feed your interest/passion 

 Don’t be afraid to be different and try 

 Do it! 

 

Scientists/engineers/mathematicians are drawn to their careers because 

they find them 

fun and challenging! 

(Don’t shy away from a challenge!) 

 


