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2010 Montana Academy of Science 

 meeting biggest in last several years... 

   MSU Billings Science fac-

ulty has been associated with 

the Montana Academy of 

Sciences ever since its incep-

tion in 1961 to the present.  

The purpose of the Academy 

is to òencourage interest and 

participation in the sciences and to pro-

mote public understanding of science and 

its contribution to society.ó  The Acad-

emy presents numerous awards to its 

members during their annual gathering. 

Each year presents the opportunity for 

students to work with professors on 

their current research.  This year, there 

were 40 submitted abstracts for posters 

and oral presentations represented from 

various Montana colleges and universi-

ties.  Participation from MSU-Billings in-

cluded: Kim Eislein (Dr. Dave Butler), 

Jackie Briceno (Dr. Kurt Toenjes) and 

Aaron Snyder and Jon Carrol (Dr. Stan 

Wiatr).  These students presented post-

ers detailing their research in the labs of 

the faculty members noted.    

    The most prestigious award 

given by the Montana Academy of Sci-

ences is the Mershon Award. Saralee 

Visscher, retired entomologist from 

Montana State University, founded the 

Mershon Research Award in the 1960's, 

and named it in honor of her mother, 

Amy Mershon. The objective of the 

award is to recognize outstanding re-

search or contributions to science by 

Montana scientists who are members of 

the Montana Academy of Sciences. The 

only recipient from MSU Billings to re-

ceive this award is Dr. Tasneem Khaleel 

in 1995. Other past award winners from 

MSUB were Jason Van Cleve 2008 Best 

Oral Undergraduate presentation; Ted 

Wilson 2008 Brumley Family College 

Scholarship for Best Research Scientist; 

Kurt Toenjes Ph. D. 2009 Science Men-

tor of the Year and John Laurent 2009 

Best Undergraduate Poster.  

       Dr. James Barron Ph. D., MSU 

Billings is the current MAS president. 

The conference is held in Butte at Mon-

tana Tech School of Mines. There were 

over 75 people in attendance, making 

this one of the largest annual meetings of 

the past several years.  The Academy 

decided to fund seven small grants 

($500) to support undergraduate and 

graduate research at Montana colleges 

and universities.   

Student participants pictured from left 

to right: Kim Eislein, Jackie Briceno,  

Jon Carrol and Aaron Snyder 

Dr. James Barron 

addressing the 

2010 MAS 
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 òScience does 
not know its debt 
to imagination.ó  
     

    ~Ralph Waldo             
          Emerson  
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    MSU Billings is an emerging urban university located in a city with the fastest 

growing healthcare and other industries.  The science programs are central to 

the ongoing urban mission of the university and essential to establish intellectual 

synergies among the other colleges in the university and the community.  Con-

sistent with the urban mission, the department has partnerships with the local 

hospitals, energy labs and other industries.           

     One of these partnerships is the Billings Clinic Annual Regional Science Expo 

that is held on the MSU Billings campus every March.  Faculty from the Sciences 

serve on the Scientific Review Committee to evaluate every single high school 

project before it is accepted for entry, mentor high school students in their labs, 

judge projects at the science fair and do a chemistry magic show.   A certificate 

of participation is awarded to each participant from grades 1-12 and first place 

winner from grades 1-12 receives a plaque.  The top 11th and 12th grade winners are 

awarded $1000.00 scholarships and a science teacher receives a scholarship for a 3 

credit course.   

     Advancing programs in research and education in the sciences requires first-rate 

teaching and laboratory facilities. The sciences at MSU Billings have a documented 

history of stimulating undergraduate research and publications.     Faculty in Sciences 

have been highly effective in obtaining external grants (INBRE, Commercialization, 

Murdock, NSF, NIH and DOE) and the department has the unique distinction of filing 

the universityõs very first patent.  Over a million dollars of scientific equipment such as 

a Scanning Electron Microscope, Nuclear Magnetic Resonance Spectrometer (NMR), 

Carbon dioxide analysis system, Mass Spectrometer with Gas Chromatography and 

other major instruments have recently been purchased by the university to benefit 

the students.  The department has the largest number of majors in the college and 

serves the largest number of pre-professional students at the main campus and the 

College of Technology.  
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òThe impor-
tant thing in 
science is not 
so much to ob-
tain new facts 
as to  discover 
new ways of 
thinking about 
them.  ò 
 
   ~William  
        Lawrence  
             Bragg   
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 Dr. Wiatr has been a professor of Biology at Montana State 

University Billings since 1979.  Dr. Wiatr earned his B. A. in Biology 

from State University of New York at Stony Brooke in 1972; his M. Sc. 

in Botany from the University of Alberta, Canada, Edmonton, Canada in 

1974 and, in 1978, he completed his Ph. D.  in Botany at  the University 

of California Davis.  As the Department Chair of Biological and Physical 

Sciences, Dr Stanley Wiatr has a number of responsibilities. He 

oversees the department curriculum, attends meetings (lots of 

meetings), and many other administrative duties. But in spite of these 

time consuming duties, he has not lost sight of the primary 

responsibility of a university professor: to advance the intellectual lives 

of his students through advising, motivating and teaching. But his 

perspective on teaching includes more than just synthesizing and 

disseminating current scientific knowledge. While this is an important aspect of his job, he also sees 

the necessity of creating critical thinkers. He encourages his students to look at scientific problems 

from various perspectives, to look at different possible pathways to solutions, and to experiment in 

the laboratory to realize the real world implications of their studies. 

Because he is a professor at a relatively small university, he feels that he has a greater 

opportunity to motivate students to continue studying, and eventually participate on a professional 

level in, the sciences. This process begins by giving students a core body of knowledge to immerse 

them in the basis of scientific thinking.  He also encourages them to explore scientific study on their 

own and to discover problems and solutions that are of special interest to them personally. òFaculty 

members are the vehicles that help students attain more. We 

are a key component, helping students understand what is 

happening in an academic sense, what opportunities are 

available for presenting at conferences and research.ó  

Some of the research that Dr Wiatr currently is 

conducting with the assistance of his students is in the area                    

of photosynthesis. Specifically, they are looking at the Water 

Speedwell (genus Veronica), an aquatic plant that has leaves 

under water, on the surface of the water, and in the air. òWe 

are trying to understand the differences in photosynthesis and 

surface characteristics of the leaves. Plants that have 

adaptations to more than one environment within the same 

species could give us expanded insight into the global impact 

of Co2 in the air and the sequestering of Co2 (global 

warming).ó This particular project has been under way for 4-5 years and will continue.   

When asked about how many of his students are working to become botanists, Wiatr says òI 

donõt really feel that my job here is to train Botanists; I would love to see every student in this 

department become a botanist in the future, but I know that my job is to teach them to think for 

themselves and to apply the concepts that they learn to the world around them. Thinking critically, 

asking the right questions, and finding the answers in a scientific sense ð these are the things that will 

enable them to become everything they are capable of. If we send students away with these abilities, 

then we have done our job.ó 
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ò Thinking critically, ask-
ing the right questions and 
finding the answers in sci-
entific sense - these are the 
things that will enable 
[students] to become every-
thing they are capable 
oféó 
 

      Stanley Wiatr  Ph. D.  

B I O L O G I C A L  A N D  P H Y S I C A L  S C I E N C E S  I S S U E  

Stanley Wiatr, Ph. D.  Plant Physiology & Biology 



Dr. Coffmanôs   

 Advanced  Inter-

personal Commu-
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    Dr. Tasneem Khaleel has been a member of the faculty of MSU Billings since 1976. 

She is a distinguished professor of Biology; however, she is currently serving as the Dean 

of the College of Arts and Sciences.  Born and educated in India, Dr. Khaleel earned her 

B. S. in Botany and Zoology from the Mysore University, India in 1961. She was only 17 

years old. It was her desire to teach, which required a masterõs degree, so she continued 

her education and earned her Masterõs two years later.  Due to her age and the fact that 

the dean of the graduate school thought she ôlookedõ too young to teach, she chose to 

pursue her doctorate. The doctorate program at Bangalore University was just getting started which put 

her in a position of not having anyone to guide her research. It was not until she turned 26, seven years 

after earning her masterõs, that she became the first woman to earn a Ph. D. from her home state of 

Karnataka in India.  Dr. Khaleel came to the United States after she was married and lived in Delaware, 

then Pennsylvania for a number of years before coming to Billings. Her research generated her first 

published paper in 1966 as a doctoral student.  Since then she has published more the 45 professional 

papers, 40 of which she was first author. Many of these she published with student authors. 

     Dr. Khaleelõs research focuses on òthree related but very important areas, embryology, cytology and 

taxonomyó (MSUB personal web site).  In 1993, a research project began with the discovery of bisexuality 

in Quaking Aspens on the campus of MSU Billings. This research led to other developmental studies 

involving the study of the development of flowers, male and female gametes and the seed development.  

From 1998-2000, another project involved collecting, identifying, describing photographing and preparing 

herbarium specimens of all plants found in the study area of Two Moon Park.  In 1999, another research 

project became known as òonions in space.ó The focus of the study was on flight bee-havior and root 

growth adaptation in reduced and enhance gravity. It was one of the 48 projects selected in NASAõs 1999 

national competition under Reduced Gravity Student Flight Opportunities Program.  Two students from 

MSUB and two engineering students from MSU Bozeman worked together on the first collaborative 

project between MSU Bozeman, Dull Knife Memorial College and MSU Billings.  Another project, 

Genotoxic effect of hypo and hypergravity in Allium cepa L., involves the effects of gravity on mitotic index 

and reproductive development through ground experiments to study the effects of variable hypergravity 

on onion root meristematic cells, sporogenesis and development of gametophytes.  

Yet another research project, the assessment of water quality in Yellowstone River 

Basin, provided opportunity for three 

students to be involved thanks to a grant 

from the Montana Space Grant 

Consortium ARES program. The study 

focused on the assessment of water quality 

through screening for Genotoxic effects of 

any pollutants/chemicals in Allium.    

(Article continued on page 13) 

Dr. Khaleel examining specimens from 

the Herbarium on the MSUB campus  

òTeaching is to im-
part that knowl-
edge, to give some-
body else that same 
ability you have to 
become something 
in life.ó 
      
     Tasneem   
         Khaleel Ph. D.  

Dr. Tasneem Khaleel - Biology  
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     Dr. Kurt A. Toenjes started at MSUB in the fall of 2005.  He 

teaches several Biology courses including Introductory Biology, Molecu-

lar Biology, Bioinformatics, corresponding labs for each course, as well 

as other courses in Biology.  Dr. Toenjes earned his B. S. with Honors in 

Genetics from the University of California at Davis, California.  He 

earned his Ph. D. in Molecular and Cellular Biology from the University 

of Arizona, Tempe, Arizona.  From 1998 ð 2004, he focused his post-

doctoral studies in the regulation of polarized cell growth in S. cerevisae 

and C. albicans in the laboratory of Douglas I. Johnson at the University 

of Vermont, Burlington, Vermont. During the summer of 2000, Dr. 

Toenjes did his postdoctoral training at the Marine Biology Laboratory 

in Woods Hole, Massachusetts in molecular biology. 

     In 2008 Dr. Toenjes was the co-recipient of the Walter and Char-

lotte Pippenger Excellence in Innovation Award. This award is presented for significantly enhancing 

undergraduate teaching and student success at Montana State University Billings.  In 2009 he re-

ceived the 2009 Science Mentor of the Year, presented by the Montana Academy of Sciences.  He 

has distinguished himself in his scholarship through establishing a solid nationally competitive re-

search program in molecular genetics with over a million dollars in external grants. He also filed the 

Universityõs first patent in 2007; this was done in collaboration with Dr. David Butler.  His efforts 

have increased research opportunities for students by providing state of the art research facilities. 

Through the many grants that Dr. Toenjes has received, he has also been able to provide paid col-

laborative research opportunities to a large number of under-

graduate students. 

     Dr Toenjes feels that improving the student experience and 

enhancing what they take away from the college experience is 

of paramount importance. One of the things he has put to-

gether to accomplish this is a specific manual for his Molecular 

BIOL students that emphasizes the development of research 

skills and closely mimics a molecular research experience. This 

will better prepare students for jobs in modern research labs. òI 

have also taken on our Cell BIOL Course and I will be author-

ing a related manual for that laboratory as well, said Toenjes.ó  

     Dr. Toenjes feels that research is where the òrubber meets 

the road for science students.ó  He takes a great deal of pride in the work his students have done 

with their research projects. His undergraduate research students have been involved in a variety of 

molecular and cellular-based research projects.  Three student projects have resulted in award win-

ning presentations at the Montana Academy of Science Meetings in 2007, 2008 and 2009, and several 

that should result in other presentations and publications.  òI feel that hands-on scientific experience, 

whether through actual research projects (BIOL 373 and 495) or laboratory exercises (BIOL 188 

BIOL 485), is one of the best ways to teach science.  In fact, I developed BIOL 485 (BioInformatics) 

as a hybrid lecture/computer lab course to emphasize the importance of hands on learning.ó 

(Article continued on page 13). 

Kurt Toenjes Ph. D. - Molecular Biology 

òTeaching is more than the pres-
entation of facts for memoriza-
tion; teaching requires the ex-
planation and demonstration of 
ideas.  Teaching is inspiring the 
students not just to learn the 
material for that day, but also 
continuing  to learn in the days 
and months to come.ó 
                Kurt A. Toenjes, Ph. D.  

B I O L O G I C A L  A N D  P H Y S I C A L  S C I E N C E S  I S S U E  
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Dr David Butler 

did not begin his 

academic career 

with a burning de-

sire to be an ex-

pert in genetics 

and cellular biol-

ogy. In fact, he chose to pursue an undergradu-

ate degree in Psychology. As often happens 

with undergraduates, in the process of studying 

psychology he developed an interest in physio-

logical psychology and the underlying brain 

mechanisms that lead to psychological phenom-

ena. He realized he needed to have a better 

understanding of cells and biochemistry, which 

in turn led to an interest in chemistry. He took 

a number of chemistry classes, which led to his 

acquiring a doctorate in biochemistry from the 

University of Wisconsin. After receiving his 

PhD, he went to Seattle and worked in the 

Fred Hutchinson Cancer Research Center for 

the next five years.  His area of research dealt 

with DNA repair in cancer cells.  

    In the fall of 1996 he came to MSU-Billings 

to begin teaching. He also continued his re-

search on DNA repair. In 2004 he decided to 

change the focus to the human pathogen C. 

albicans. Dr Kurt Toenjes merged laboratories 

with him and they began collaborating on the 

research. He took a genetic approach to un-

derstanding how the organism changes its cell 

shape and the role it plays in becoming patho-

genic. 

    The goal of this research is to various bio-

chemical pathways in the organism and to de-

velop a therapeutic antifungal drug. This re-

search resulted in the filing of a patent applica-

tion with Dr Toenjes, a first for MSU-Billings. 

Dr. Butler was the 2008 co-recipient of the 

Walter and Charlotte Pippenger Excellence in 

Innovation award.  

    The type of projects that Dr Butler works 

on has benefitted MSU-Billings in a fiscal way as 

well.  Since 1997, Dr. Butler has been the Pri-

mary Investigator (PI) for six grants whose 

combined funds exceed $1.2 million and has 

eight first-author publications. 

    Students are an important focus for Dr But-

ler. Students work in his lab, assisting with the 

research projects. Some are doing this for uni-

versity credit, and some for pay. Many of these 

students go on to graduate school, and careers 

in the science and medical fields. Some of his 

students have gone on to top graduate pro-

grams at the University of Wisconsin, Univer-

sity of Texas, and the University of Washington 

Medical School. He also feels it is important to 

nurture a love for science in younger students. 

To this end he works each year with the Sci-

ence Expo and helps out with science programs 

in the community. 

When it comes to teaching, he says that òthe 

important thing is to compel students to think 

and to help them relate the topics they are 

learning to issues and problems in the real 

world.ó He is doing a good job of bringing the 

real world into the academic setting. 

 

 

David K. Butler, Ph. D.,  

  Molecular Biology & Genetics 

B Y   

M A N D I   
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Special Thanks to Mandi Graham 

for all her hard work on this issue.  
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    Dr. StuarSnyder has been on the faculty of the Biology and Physical Sci-

ences Department of MSU Billings since 2000. He earned his B. S. in Physics 

from Montana State University, Bozeman, MT in 1975. He continued his educa-

tion at MSU and earned his M. S. Physics in 1978. He worked as a scientist for 

the Idaho National Engineering and Environmental Laboratory (INEEL)from 1979 

ð 1987. His research was in atomic physics, laser spectroscopy, and plasma diag-

nostics. He completed in Ph. D. Physics in 1992, but continued his work as a 

Senior Scientist  for the  INEEL until 2000. Dr. Snyder was a University Lecturer 

in Physics from 2000-2002. He is now an Assistant Professor of Physics and was 

granted tenure in 2008.   

    Dr. Snyder is the recipient of the 2009 Walter and Charlotte Pippenger Excellence in Innovation Award, 

2008 MSUB Faculty Achievement Award and 2006 MSUB Winston and Helen Cox Fellowship in Arts and 

Sciences Award. 

    Dr. Snyder is the author of 15 peer-reviewed journal articles and 16 technical conference papers.  His 

most recent publications: òIntegrated Cavity Output Spectroscopy using a Compact Carbon Dioxide Laser,ó  

Journal of Undergraduate Education (2007), written in collaboration with the Idaho National Laboratory, in-

cluding Dr. W. G. Wickun of MSU Billings and a second article òDirect Determination of Gas Velocity and 

Temperature in an Argon/Hydrogen Plasma Jet,ó Journal of Quantitative Spectroscopy  and Radiative Transfer 

(2007).  This publication involved four of Dr. Snyderõs students.  The focus of both these articles is trace 

species detection and thermal plasma diagnostics. He has a patent for Ambient Method and Apparatus for 

Rapid Laser Trace Constituent Analysis.  

    òDr. Snyder has established the first ever research program in experimental physics at MSUB. MSU Bill-

ings now has a Laser Spectroscopy lab that is a direct result of Dr. Snyderõs innovative research. His grants-

manship and collaborative efforts have significantly increased research opportunities for the students of 

MSUBó notes Dr. Tasneem Khaleel, dean of the College of Arts and Sciences nomination letter.  The laser 

spectroscopy facility and a research program in experimental physics is supported by a variety of grants in-

cluding a major award of $425K from the Department of Energy 

to study the 

laser spectroscopy of platinum group elements as part of the Mon-

tana Platinum Research Initiative. In addition, the BOREALIS pro-

ject that Dr. Snyder directs is a visual documentary of undergradu-

ate student participation in experimental Physics. This project con-

tinues to receive funding from the Montana Space Grant Consor-

tium.  

    Dr. Snyderõs favorite part of teaching is òwatching students 

grow intellectually and develop a passion for learning.  He states 

òPhysics is a difficult class for many students. If I can increase their 

awareness of the importance of physics, stimulate their intellectual 

growth, and actually convince them that physics is fascinating, then 

I feel I have had a positive impact on them that lasts for a lifetime.ó  Keeping in touch with his students is a 

little easier these days. He credits his teenage daughter with helping him stay in touch with former students 

through Facebook.  

    With the ongoing discussion of making MSUB an urban campus, Dr. Snyder was asked what the term 

ôUrban Campusõ meant to him. He said òI see an urban campus as one that involves the greater community 

and fosters in the community a realization that education is valuable and fits in to the needs of society.ó 

 

B I O L O G I C A L  A N D  P H Y S I C A L  S C I E N C E S  I S S U E  

   Stuart C. Snyder, Ph. D., - Physics 

Dr. Snyder in his Laser Spectroscopy Lab 
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    Dr. Michael Dennis has been with MSU Billings since  1987 and re-

ceived tenure in 1991.  He earned his B. S. in Biology with a minor in 

Chemistry from Northern Arizona University, Flagstaff, Arizona (1970).  

His M. S. was earned in 1975 from Colorado State University, Fort Collins, 

Colorado in 1975. His degree was in Microbiology with a minor in Bio-

chemistry. Dr. Dennis also earned his Ph. D. from Colorado State. The 

major emphasis of his doctorate was Immunology with a minor in Virology 

and Medical Microbiology. He earned a second minor in Anatomy, Physiol-

ogy and Pathology. His dissertation was titled òBovine Ocular Squamous 

Cell Carcinoma.ó 

    His professional experience includes Research Associate Professor and 

Director of Comparative Toxicology and Metabolism for the Primate Re-

search Institute at New Mexico State University, Assistant Director of 

Toxicology for the Elars Bioresearch Laboratories in Fort Collins, Colo-

rado and Supervisor, Animal Research laboratory: Institute for Cardiovas-

cular Disease at Good Samaritan Hospital, Phoenix, Arizona.  

    He has been a member of the American Association for the Advancement of Science since 1970 

and affiliated with the Smithsonian Associates since 1973.  Other organizations Dr. Dennis is affiliated 

with are the American Society of Microbiology and the Northwest Chapter, American Society for Mi-

crobiology.  He has served on three research graduate committees and worked with numerous under-

graduate research students.  Dr. Dennis has served on over 30 campus and departmental committees 

during his time with MSU Billings. He is currently Vice-chair of the RiverStone Health, Board of Health 

and is the Chair for the RiverStone Health, Public Health Policy Committee. This committee is an ad-

vocacy group promoting public health and safety for Yellowstone County.  He is also a Billings city 

Council ad hoc committee member on legislation regarding ôdistracted drivingó and public safety meas-

ures. 

    Dr. Dennis has been a consultant for Toxicology Research and Risk Assessment and done over 15 

content and editorial reviews. His selected contracts, grants and proprietary publications, of which he 

was sole Principal Investigator, totaled almost $1.4 million. He has numerous abstracts and publications 

which he has been author or collaborated with others.  He currently has one accepted, not yet pub-

lished book chapter in a biochemistry text regarding an enzyme deficiency and the biochemical path-

way affected (glucose-6-phosphate dehydrogenase deficiency). This book chapter is a large collabora-

tive effort headed by a biologist at Swarthmore College.  His last research project he worked in col-

laboration with a veterinarian and an MSUB student. The focus of the research was the efficacy of a 

veterinary antibiotic for chronic gum disease.  

    On a more personal note, Dr. Dennisõ interests include an òappreciation for good food and wine, 

contemporary films, hiking and backpacking in summer, downhill and cross country skiing in winter and 

fly-fishing all year roundó (From Dr. Dennisõ MSUB web page). 

 

  B U D D H I S T  T E M P L E  

  C H I A N G  M A I K  T H A I L A N D  

C O L L E G E  O F  A R T S  A N D  S C I E N C E S  N E W S L E T T E R  

Michael Dennis, Ph. D., Microbiology & Immunology 

òWe learn better in a free spirit of curiosity rather  
than under fear and compulsion.ó 
                             St. Augustine, Confessions  
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    Dr. Thomas A. Lewis became an Associate Pro-

fessor of Biochemistry at MSU Billings in the fall of 

2007. Prior to coming to MSUB, Dr. Lewis was a 

member of the Biological Sciences Program, Univer-

sity of Vermont from 2000-2006. He earned his B. S., 

Microbiology from Northern Arizona University, 

Flagstaff, Arizona (1980) and his Ph. D., Microbiology 

from Oregon State University, Corvallis, Oregon 

(1985). He was a postdoctoral associate in the labo-

ratory of Leo W. Parks, Dept. of Microbiology, 

North Carolina State University, Raleigh, N. C. (1985

-1987). He was also a postdoctoral research associ-

ate in the laboratory of James L. Botsford, Dept. of 

Biology, New Mexico State University, Las Cruces, 

NM (1987-1990). Dr. Lewis was a project leader at 

the Environmental Biotechnology Institute at the Uni-

versity Of Idaho, Moscow, ID (1990-1999). 

    Dr. Lewis has served on the dissertation and stud-

ies committees for 5 Ph. D. candidates 

and 5 Masters students. He has also 

worked with numerous undergraduates 

on research projects.  He has written 

several grant proposal reviews and eight 

manuscript reviews. His contribution to 

research support as been involved in 

over $1M in grants.  There are over 20 

refereed journal publications that carry his name, 14 

of which he is first author.    

    Dr Tom Lewis finds this to be an exciting time for 

science at MSU-Billings. Why? òThe administration 

has provided funding for some major new purchases 

for instrumentation never before available at this in-

stitution and which students will receive hands-n in-

struction in their use.  My lab is currently using a new 

Agilent High Pressure Liquid Chromatograph (HPLC) 

to quantitate bacterial metabolites important in infec-

tion.  There 

will soon be 

other powerful 

analytical in-

strumentation 

available and 

faculty with 

research inter-

est to exploit 

those capabili-

ties: students 

should take advantage of the 

opportunity to do cutting-

edge research here!ó 

    Currently he is studying 

the role of sulfur metabolism 

in Pseudomonas aeruginosa 

iron uptake and virulence. 

Along with Prof. Mike Frank-

lin of Montana State Univer-

sity ð Bozeman, he is focusing 

on how bacteria regulate 

some of their disease-causing 

abilities in response to their 

local environment. Two students, Aaron Denzler and 

Mandi Graham assist the professors with their re-

search. 

When asked about the concept of MSU-Billings being 

an òurban campus, Dr Lewis says that òwe work in 

the largest city in Montana.  I 

know that qualification may be 

a source of amusement, to 

those from coastal states es-

pecially, but our physical envi-

ronment affects our students 

and should correspondingly 

affect how we relate to 

them.ó Dr Lewis keeps in touch with a number of his 

students and is delighted that some of them are actu-

ally in the same areas of research as he is. 

    Dr Lewis finds that all too often, academic politics 

and personal egos take a front seat to the real reason 

for the existence of the educator. He feels it is im-

portant not to let ego take precedence over what we 

are really here to accomplish, a problem all too fre-

quently encountered at academic institutions. He 

likes to quote Sayreõs Law (Wallace Stanley Sayre 

(1905-1972), U.S. political scientist and professor at 

Columbia University) òIn any dispute the intensity of 

feeling is inversely proportional to the value of the 

stakes at issueñthat is why academic politics are so 

bitter.ó 

    When asked what his favorite aspect of teaching 

is, Dr Lewis comments: òSharing an appreciation for 

science, and meeting some characters along the 

way.ó  

 

B I O L O G I C A L  A N D  P H Y S I C A L  S C I E N C E S  I S S U E  

òIn any dispute the intensity of 
feeling is inversely proportional 
to the value of the stakes at is-
sueñthat is why academic poli-
tics are so bitter.ó 
               Wallace Stanley Sayre  
                (1905-1972) 

Thomas A. Lewis, Ph. D. - Biochemistry 

B
Y

 M
A

N
D

I G
R

A
H

A
M

 



  P A G E  1 0   

    Dr. Carl G. Castles 

is an MSU Billings tenure 

track professor whose 

specialty is Human/Animal 

Physiology Biology. He 

earned his B. S. in Biology 

in 1988 from Abilene 

Christian University, Abi-

lene, Texas.  His Ph. D. is 

in Anatomy which he 

earned in 1993 from Tu-

lane University, New Orleans, Louisiana.  Dr. Cas-

tles did a post doctoral fellowship in the Division of 

Medical Oncology, Department of Medicine, Uni-

versity of Texas Health Science Center in San Anto-

nio, Texas. 

He was nominated each year from 2000-2003 for 

the Winston and Helen Cox Fellowship and re-

ceived the award in 2004. In 2002 he was awarded 

the ASMSUB Outstanding Faculty Award.  Dr. Cas-

tles has been awarded over $200,000 in funded 

grants. He has eleven publications, five of which he 

was the lead author. 

    During this past year his research has focused on 

studies related to environmental estrogenic com-

pounds in local waterways and their potential ef-

fects on fish. His research is not in collaboration 

with anyone else, however, he is currently supervis-

ing a couple of student projects not directly related 

to his own research. 

    Community outreach for Dr. Castles includes 

sitting on the advisory board for the Eastern Mon-

tana Area Health Education Center. Their role is to 

promote educational endeavors designed to allow 

students to pursue and achieve careers in health-

related fields.  In addition to his advisory board du-

ties, Dr. Castles is involved every year with the Bill-

ings Clinic Science Expo, the annual High School 

Science Bowl competition and he does numerous 

cadaver demonstrations for outside student groups. 

    When it comes to teaching, Dr. Castles states 

that what he enjoys the most about teaching is the 

interaction with students. òéboth in a lecture set-

ting and in one-on-one visits. I certainly enjoy teach-

ing them some biology or the inner workings of the 

human body, but I also hope that I can teach them a 

little about life along the way.  Sometimes, I even 

learn a few things from them.ó  Thanks to email and 

Facebook, Dr. Castles finds is much easier to stay in 

touch with former students. òMost of the ones I 

keep up with are still in their graduate programs, 

although I see many of them around town ð espe-

cially in health-care settings.  When asked if any of 

them are working in their field of study or Dr. Cas-

tleõs own area of expertise he says,  òThe majority 

of my anatomy  and physiology students are work-

ing in or pursuing health-related careers. This is 

great motivation for me to give them the best edu-

cational experience I can, so they will possess the 

tools to achieve great success when they move on 

from MSUB. At some point down the road, they 

will likely be taking care of the health needs of me, 

my family, or any other family for that matter. I 

want them to be really good at what they do!ó 

    The concept of the Urban University for Dr. 

Castles is be-

ing able to òé

take full advan-

tage of the 

tremendous 

educational 

opportunities 

afforded us by 

being in an urban environment, and designing pro-

grams around those opportunities, especially with 

regards to healthcare. Billings Clinic is, after all, the 

largest employer in the largest urban setting in the 

state. St. Vincentõs Healthcare and many other local 

providers are just as significant in their own right. 

We need to stress to students that going to college 

in an urban area like Billings is an opportunity that they 

should exploit. 

 

  

Carl G. Castles, Ph. D.,  

Human/Animal Physiology Biology 

A philosophy to live byé 
   òThere is always more   
       to learn.ó 
            Carl Castles, Ph. D .  

C O L L E G E  O F  A R T S  A N D  S C I E N C E S  N E W S L E T T E R  
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    Dr. Steven Wiles  is an 

Assistant Professor of Physics 

and Chemistry.  He earned 

his B. A. in Physics and Math, 

Honors from the University 

of Idaho, Moscow, ID in 

1993.  His M. A. & Ph. D., 

Physics were both earned at 

State University of New York 

at Stony Brook (1993-2000).  

His teaching experience in-

cludes three years at Gon-

zaga University and he joined the faculty at MSU 

Billings in the fall of 2004. 

    Dr. Wiles received the Excellence Award for 

Non-Tenured Faculty in March 2008. While his 

time is focused primarily on his teaching duties, he 

participates in other community related activities. 

He has volunteered to judge the Science Fair and 

plans to continue being involved. During the 2010 

Chicks in Science Expo he did physics and chemis-

try demonstrations and he is a science judge for 

the Science Bowl.  Dr. Wiles 

also does some occasional con-

sulting with local attorneys on 

accident cases involving physics 

issues. 

    When it comes to teaching, 

it has been said that he ap-

proaches each class with high 

energy, meaningful lessons and 

resources so that his students will have the intellec-

tual tools to prepare them for anything they may 

face in the future.  Dr. Wiles was asked what his 

favorite part of teaching is and he said this: òThat 

would probably be when students actually come to 

my office hours for help.  I find the one-on-one 

interaction to be a much more satisfying teaching 

experience than lecturing to a sea of faces.  It al-

lows me to figure out what that individual studentõs 

strengths and weaknesses are, and tailor my expla-

nations accordingly, rather than trying to apply a 

one-size-fits-all lecture.  It gives me feedback about 

what material students are actually having trouble 

with.  Above all, it means I actually start getting to 

know students individually and by name.ó   

    Although Dr. Wiles does not have any one 

quote that provides a basis for his philosophy of 

life, he says òas I consider and reconsider both my 

own experiences and the world, my philosophy on 

the well-lived life has changed considerably over 

the years and presumably, will continue to change.  

At best, I would say an application of the Golden 

Rule is as close to a constant personal philosophy 

as any.ó 

 When it comes to his professional life, there is a 

phrase he read in an article that he has never for-

gotten. òThe article was a warning about Ameri-

cans being in danger of becoming òtechno-

peasantsó.  What the author meant by this phrase 

is that if one is scientifically illiterate and lacks criti-

cal thinking skills, one is often easily manipulated 

and gulled when confronted with scientific or medi-

cal matters.  A person who does not understand 

science is extremely likely to allow others to form 

their opinions for them, others who may not have 

any better understanding of the matter 

than they and who may have ulterior 

motives. The news lately is filled with 

stories of global warming denialism, anti-

vaccination movements, and Texas 

school boards rewriting American his-

tory to conform to their personal politi-

cal beliefs.  To me, the warning of the 

phrase òtechnopeasantó has never felt 

more relevant.ó He continues òthis is anathema to 

a democratic society, which by its very construc-

tion can only function when its voting citizens are 

capable of informed and reasoned decision making.  

Many studies have shown that American citizens 

have fallen seriously behind the rest of the industri-

alized world in terms of scientific literacy.  As such, 

I always keep as a focus in my teaching to make 

sure that my students learn and demonstrate criti-

cal thinking skills as well as the retention of basic 

facts.  I donõt want anyone to claim that my stu-

dents are going on to become òtechno-peasantsó in 

the 21st century.ó  (Continued on page 13) 
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            Steven Wiles, Ph. D., Physics and Chemistry  

òWe are here to help peo-
ple grow into fully intel-
lectually capable indi-
viduals, the òwell-rounded 
person.ó 
           Steve Wiles Ph. D.  



    When Dr. James Barron isnõt busy teaching, advising, attending 

science meetings or other university business, he is busy researching 

species of insects and reptiles native to Montana with the assistance 

of his students. There are many people who  know Dr. Barron as the 

òprofessor of creepy  Crawly things.ó  òWhether itõs lizards, fish or 

scorpions, [he] is always getting down and dirty to collect his dataó (University Relations article, 2008). All of 

this tends to keep him so busy that he barely has enough time to pursue his favorite pastime, 

fly-fishing.    

    Academia is actually a second career for Dr. Barron. He started out with a B.S. in Geophysics from Purdue 

University in 1982. He then went to work in the petroleum industry for a few years before deciding to return 

to school. After receiving a PhD in Zoology from Indiana University, he taught at that institution  

for a few years before coming to Billings in 2003. He is now an Assistant Professor of Biology in the MSU-

Billings Department of Biological and Physical Sciences. 

    Dr. Barron teaches a number of courses in the biological sciences, from survey courses on up to advanced 

upper division courses for Biology majors.  He continually tries to update his teaching methods, especially in 

the laboratory portions of the class in an effort to make the material more accessible and relevant for his stu-

dents. A number of his students have elected to work on research projects the he heads up.   

    One of Dr. Barronõs projects is researching the ecology of the short-horned lizard native to South-Eastern 

Montana. The project is funded by two grants, two RACE grants from MSU-Billings for $4,300 and an external 

grant from M. J. Murdoch Partners in Science Program for $14,000. This study is òthe most detailed and data 

rich field study ever performed on any species of horned lizard (of which there are 13 in North and Central 

America) . . . I expect that this project will result in several publications . . . it has already provided data for 

multiple presentations at scientific meetings.ó 

    Another research project that Dr. Barron has received grant funding for is of a clonally-reproducing species 

of minnow. Because of the method of reproduction, there is no need for males in the subspecies and the 

population is made up entirely of females. This project has received an M. J. Murdoch Partners in Science grant 

of $14,000.  

    Dr. Barron is also conducting research on different software programs to aid in scientific research. These 

projects have been assisted through grant monies as well.  

    With so many projects going on and all of the teaching and advising, where does he find time to fish? Well, 

he has yet another research project studying the ecological changes in the Big Horn River based upon macro 

invertebrate data. What is the best part of this project? When he is done with field work for the day, he can 

pick up his fly rod and get some well deserved R&R! 

James Barron, Ph. D.,  

Evolutionary Biology &  

Vertebrate Zoology 
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 C O L L E G E  O F  A R T S  

Equipped with his five senses, man explores the uni-
verse around him and calls the adventure Science.  
      ~Edwin Powell Hubble,  
     The Nature of Science , 1954 
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The rest of the storyé. 

Dr. Kurt Toenjes (continued from page 5) 
 

     One of the things Dr Toenjes enjoys about teaching at MSU-Billings is the opportunity to develop one-on-one rela-

tionships with students that would not be possible in a large university setting. He o students that may not have a 

strong background in the òhardó sciences. He is interested in his students learning critical thinking skills in his classes, 

not merely memorizing facts and figures. òI continually strive to improve my courses and increase student learning, 

motivation, engagement, and performance.ó    

     His research projects currently focus around the human fungal infections that are commonly caused by C. albicans. 

This organism is a major opportunistic pathogen of immunocompromised hosts, including those undergoing chemo-

therapy and tissue transplants.  (Studies indicate that up to 90 percent of AIDS patients suffer from infections tied to C. 

albicans. Approximately 10,000 people die each year from such infections. Toenjes oversees the students working on 

this research in collaboration with Dr. David Butler (also a member of the MSU-Billings BIOL department).  This type 

of research has enabled Dr Toenjes and his colleagues to procure grants totaling over 1.6 million dollars over the past 

4 years. 

     Dr. Toenjes has over ten publications and has made more than 25 presentations on this work to various organiza-

tions including the Western Region COBRE-INBRE Scientific Conference, Montana Academy of Sciences, 2nd Biennial 

National IDeQ Symposium of Biomedical Research Excellence and the Northern Rocky Mountain Conference on In-

fectious Disease and Environmental Health to name only a few.  His service to the University includes being a faculty 

member on the MSUB Foundation Board, a member of the Academic Foundations committee and a member of the 

Academic Senate (Spring 2009). 

Dr. Tasneem Khaleel (continued from page 4) 
 

     The first grant Dr. Khaleel wrote was for the cabinets for the herbarium located in the Biological and Physical Sciences 

building. The Herbarium is òa treasure trove of plant species from Eastern Montana (including those collected at Two Moon 
Park) as well as Khaleelõs native India. The herbarium is registered in òIndex Herbariorum,ó a global directory of public her-

bariaó (Carter, 2010 MSU Billings News Services).  Her most recent grant, funded by the National Science Foundation, is 
received through collaboration with Black Hills State University in South Dakota. Some of the specimen data held in the 

MSUB herbarium was collected before World War I while others were collected for early U. S. Forest Service projects in 
the 1930s, ô40s and mid 20th century (Carter, 2010).  The current project, will cross-reference the information in the MSU 

Billings herbarium with a national database of all vascular plants from the Missouri River plateau.   
     The ongoing research projects conducted by Dr. Khaleel has distinguished her has a popular professor of biology and 

accomplished researcher. òShe has received the Distinguished Professor Award for Scholarly Research from the EMC Foun-
dation in 1980 and the Faculty Achievement Award that same year.  In 1992, Dr. Khaleel was portrayed as a ôrole modelõ in 

the Northwest College and University Association of Scienceõs publication òNORCUS.ó  In 1993, she received her second 
Faculty Achievement Award for Scholarly Researchó (Carter, 2009).  

     In 1995, she received the prestigious Mershon Award for Outstanding Montana Researcher from the Montana Academy 
of Sciences. In 1997, she received the Outstanding Faculty Award from the Associated Students of MSU Billings. In 2002, 
received the Faculty Achievement Award for the third time.  She was appointed dean of the College of Arts and Sciences in 

2005.    

Dr. Steven Wiles (continued from page 11) 
 

   The Urban University is a phrase that is heard more and more and one which this university is trying to develop.  

When asked what the phrase meant to Dr. Wiles, he said this: òTo me, a university campus (any campus, anywhere) 

pretty much has the same mandate.  We are here to expose people to new information and viewpoints they may 

never have considered or even realized exist before...we are here to expose them to the universal store of human 

knowledge...we are here to help them develop thinking skills that are applicable to all aspects of life.  We are here to 

help people grow into fully intellectually capable individuals, the òwell-rounded personó.  These generalized mental 

tools should also prepare them admirably for a productive career in whatever particular field they decide to specialize 

in, a happy side-effect of the main goaléó 
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Dr. Rhonda Dillman - Chemistry 

 C O L L E G E  O F  A R T S  

    Dr. Rhonda Dillman has been a faculty member at MSU Billings since 1990. She 

is an MSU Billings alum who holds a B. A. Biology and a B. S. Chemistry.  Her doctor-

ate degree is in chemistry which she earned at Montana State University, Bozeman, 

Montana.   

    Dr. Dillman has three publications and has had over $14,000 in grants funded.  She 

received the ASMSUB Outstanding Faculty Award in 1996 and was the recipient of 

the Faculty Award for Exceptional Service Students with Disabilities 2003-2004.  She 

has served on more than 20 campus committees.  

    Her campus and community service includes, but is not limited to, Haynes Founda-

tion Merit Scholar Mentor (2002-2003), Montana Space Consortium MSU Billings 

Representative (2003-2004), MSU Billings Clinical Lab Sciences Program advisor and coordinator with 

University of North Dakota. She is also the Pre-pharmacy Advisor and the Chemistry Advisor. 

    Her outside interests and service include membership in the Yellowstone Valley Kennel club, Rimrock 

Humane Society Board of Directors, Golden Retriever Club of America, English Setter Association of 

America and the Mile-Hi Golden Retriever Club.  Dr. Dillman is a judge for 4H obedience/agility at the 

Roundup and Lewistown county fairs and she teaches dog obedience classes for the Roundup Commu-

nity Education program. 
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      The Department of Biological & Physical Sciences is an interdisciplinary department.  It is an 

environment in which biologists, chemists, physicists, and earth scientists all work together to design and 

administer the best possible academic programs for their students.  The areas of specialization of Biological 

Sciences include Animal Physiology, Ecology & Evolution, Cell & Molecular Biology, Human Anatomy & 

Physiology, Immunology, Microbiology, Molecular Genetic, Plant Physiology and Plant Systematics.  The 

area of specialization for the Physical Sciences include Biochemistry, Inorganic Chemistry, Organic 

Chemistry, Physical Chemistry, Physics and Geology. The Department is made up of more than twenty 

faculty and staff and, unfortunately, it was not possible to interview all them. Other notable faculty in the 

department are: 

Other notable Faculty of the Biology and Physical Sciences Dept. 

 

Dr. Laura Tayer, University Lecturer ð Chemistry.  Earned her B. S. Chemistry, 

University of Montana 1988. She earned her Ph. D. Chemistry from the University 

of Arizona, in 1995. She has two publications: Experiments in General Chemistry I, 

1st Ed, 1997 and Experiments in General Chemistry II, 1st Ed. 1998. She has made 

presentations at  the ACS National Meeting in Anaheim, CA, The 13th Biennial 

Conference on Chemical Education, Lewisburg, PA and the National Science Foundation Instructional 

Software Meeting, California State University,  

Fullerton, California.  

    Dr. Laura Tayer - Chemistry 
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      Dr. Neil Suits - Geology & Earth Science 
    Dr. Neil Suits came to MSU Billings in 2007. He earned his B.A. in Geosciences 

from the Indiana University in 1989. He completed his Ph. D. in Geosciences in 1996 at 

Indiana University. His thesis òPaleoceanographic interpretation of a sulfur isotopic ex-

cursion in pyrite and acid-volatile sulfides from and the Hartland Shale and Bridge 

Creek Limestone Members of the Greenhorn Formation Near Pueblo, Colorado 

[Chevron Oil Field Research].ó 

    Dr. Suits has thirteen publications, 8 of which he was first author. He also has 10 

presentations which he was first author.  Dr. Suits is a member of the Geochemical 

Society, American Geophysical Union and Sigma Gamma Epsilon, Geology Honorary.   

    In addition to his interest in geology, Dr. Suits has served on the Executive Committee, Colorado State 

University Administrative Professional Council.  He has been an instructor in ballroom dance at the YMCA. 

He also enjoys hiking, camping, reading, inline skating, tennis, gardening, flower collection and identification, 

ballroom dancing and cooking.   

Greenhorn Mountains 

Pueblo, Colorado 

      Dr. Allison Smith -Estelle , University Lecturer- Geography.  She earned her 

B. A. (Honors) International Environmental Policy (1994) and her M. A. Develop-

ment Studies (1994) from Brown University, Providence, Rhode Island.  She earned 

her Doctor of Science from the Harvard School of Public Health with an emphasis in 

Reproductive Health: Health and Human Rights.  Dr. Smith-Estelle has ten publica-

tions and presentations to her credit. Her professional experience has spanned sev-

eral countries including Kenya, Laos, India, Nepal, Tanzania, Thailand, and the United 

States. Her research includes: Principal Investigator, STI Prevalence Study Among Women in Migrant Com-

munities of kailali District, Nepal (200-2001); Social and Environmental Studies Consultant, Water and Energy 

Commission Secretariat/Nepal Electricity Authority Intuitional Support Program, Kathmandu, Nepal (1995) 

and Rotary International Graduate Research Scholar, Center for Economic Development and Administration, 

Tribhuvan University, Kathmandu, Nepal. Among the  Fellowships and Honors that Dr. Smith-Estelle has re-

ceived are Harvard School of Public Health Dept. of Population and International Health Fellowship (1998-

2002), Sinclair Kennedy Fellowship, Harvard University (2000-2001), William J. Fulbright Fellowship, Nepal 

(2001-2002) and American Association of University Women Dissertation Fellowship (2002-2003).  Dr. 

Smith-Estelle currently resides in Red Lodge, MT.  

    Dr. Allison Smith-Estelle - Geography 

Red Lodge Mountain 

Red Lodge, MT 

  Jeanine Bernhardt & Melanie Thompson - Administrative 

    Jeanine Bernhardt is the Director of Science Technical Services in the department. She has been with 

MSUB since 1996. Melanie Thompson is the Administrative Assistant. She has been with the department 

for five years. She states her favorite part about working with the science department òis the relationships 

that I build with the students. We meet most of them as freshmen finding their direction in college, and we 

get to watch them grow as people, successful students and future professionals.ó 

    òThe Science department is a wonderful place to work.  The faculty genuinely cares for their students; the 

students actively participate in their education and I get to play a small part in all of their successesó adds Ms. 

Thompson.  



 A  ôChickõ checks out the microscope -  Feb . 2010 

    Chicks of all ages and backgrounds converged on the     

Alterowitz  Gym on the main campus of MSU Billings on Satur-

day  February 13, 2010. The third annual Chicks In Science event 

welcomed more than 2,000   people including two busloads 

from northern Wyoming.  The event is open to the public, how-

ever, the event is especially designed for young girls 4th ð8th 

grade. 

   òKim Schweikert, Kids on Campus and outreach coordinator 

with the MSU Billings College of Professional Studies and Life-

long Learning, said the event is designed to expose girls to the 

fun aspects of science and math and encourage them to pursue 

educational studies in these areas.  With about 50 booths featur-

ing professional women currently working in those careers, girls 

also have a chance to build relationships, she said.  

   òThe event was developed...to encourage girls to enter mathð 

and science-related fields. Studies show that between the fourth 

and eighth grades, girls start losing interest in math and science. 

Yet, Industry surveys indicate that many emerging careers will 

require an understanding of science, technology, engineering and 

math (STEM) and the problem-solving, critical thinking, adaptive 

and collaborative skills gained through the study of these sub-

jects. 

   ò òChicks in Science strives to abolish those negative and fear-

ful attitudes about math and science and discredit the stereotype 

of the õnerdyõ scientist, especially for girls who are historically 

underrepresented in STEM careers,ó Schweikert said.ó (Excerpt 

from University Relations & Marketing article, Dan Carter Janu-

ary 20, 2010) 

 

2010 

Dr. Steven Wiles (foreground) Assist. Professor , 

Physics and Chemistry  MSUB and Amaya Costas -

Garcia (background right) Biology lab instructor  

MSUB, working with ôChicksõ at this yearõs event. 

Dr. Thomas Lewis setting up a booth at the 2010 

Chicks in Science  

Dr. Thomas Lewis and Mandi Graham 

making preparations for this yearõs 

Chicks in Science event.  C O L L E G E  O F  A R T S  A N D  S C I E N C E S  N E W S L E T T E R  
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     For a biologist in train-
ing, Aaron Snyder sure has 
been spending a lot of 
time lately doing history.  
       In fact, the Montana 
State University Billings 
student has been up to his 
elbows with old Montana 
phlox, prairie grass and 
other plants. He is spend-
ing time through the win-
ter and spring connecting 
the past with the future by 
contributing plant infor-
mation housed at MSU 
Billings to 

a national database of all vascular 
plants from the Missouri River pla-
teau. 
      Leafing through large folders yel-
lowed by time, Snyder checks plants 
that had been pressed by flat and pre-
served when Montana was essentially 
in its infancy. Some collected items 
date back to before World War I while 
others were collected for early U.S. 
Forest Service projects in the 1930s, 
Ωплǎ ŀƴŘ ƳƛŘ нлǘƘ ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅΦ  
      {ƴȅŘŜǊΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƛǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ŦǳƴŘŜŘ ōȅ ŀ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ {ŎƛŜƴŎŜ 
Foundation grant that MSU Billings received through 
collaboration with Black Hills State University in South 
Dakota.  
      !ǘ ǘƘŜ ŎŜƴǘŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΩǎ ƘŜǊπ
barium, a collection of preserved plant species that sits 
in a series of corner lockers at the MSU Billings science 
building. The herbarium is a major point of pride of and 
overseen by Dr. Tasneem Khaleel, a botanist and cur-
rent dean of the College of Arts and Sciences.  
      ά¢ƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƎǊŀƴǘ L ǿǊƻǘŜ ǿŀǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŎŀōƛƴŜǘǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƛǎ 
ƘŜǊōŀǊƛǳƳΣέ YƘŀƭŜŜƭ ƴƻǘŜǎ ŀǎ ǎƘŜ ŀƴŘ {ƴȅŘŜǊ ǘƻƻƪ ŀ 
look recently at some of the preserved plants.  
      The MSU Billings herbarium has specimens that 
serve as a tool for basic research in plant systematics, 
ecology, phytogeography and plant evolution. The col-

lection is used in teaching and research as a resource to 
provide population localities for studies ranging from 
biological control to rare plants. It was originally estab-
lished in 1976 when Khaleel came to what was then 
Eastern Montana College. Once established, it consoli-
dated the collections from EMC and the former Eastern 
Montana Normal School, Rocky Mountain College and 
the local office of the Forest Service.  
      It now contains about 16,000 specimens and in-
cludes plants of Montana (with specific emphasis on 
Eastern Montana and the Beartooth Plateau) as well as 
some gathered from India, Venezuela, Texas, Wiscon-
sin, Ohio and Utah. 
      They tell tales of time and place in shades of ashen 
green and brown. Take for example a plant plucked 

from central Montana just 25 years after 
statehood. The label bears the name of 
phlox hoodii and it says it was collected 
ōȅ ŀ άIΦaΦ /ǊŀƴŜέ ǎƻƳŜǿƘŜǊŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 
hills of Meagher County in May 1914. 
The documentation says it was collected 
in the 5,500 foot elevation that year by 
the Forest Service and then removed 
from a collection owned by someone 
named Mae Martin.   
      All that is good for research purposes 
and it may very well match a similar 

plant found elsewhere in the upper Missouri River re-
gion, but unless a researcher treks to Billings and takes 
the time to do the investigation, that kind of knowledge 
ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎ ŘƻǊƳŀƴǘΦ  ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ {ƴȅŘŜǊΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ŎƻƳŜǎ 
in.   
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 (You can read the complete story by Dan Carter on the MSU Billings 
web site: 
   http://www.msubillings.edu/urelations/2010Feb25Plants.htm ) 

òThis will allow research-
ers to access all of this 
from their desk-
top...Before now, sharing 
these specimens was like 
sending away a book of 
which you only have one 
copy.ó 
Tasneem Khaleel, Ph. D.  

Herbarium of 16,000 specimens will soon be available to 

           Excerpt from MSU Billings New Service Article by Dan Carter   

Dr. Tasneem Khaleel, and 

Aaron Snyder, junior biology 

student. 
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Night Shade 

specimen  



     Miki Marsala  wants to 

òsave the world!ó When she fin-

ishes her degree, the Molecular 

Biology/Pre-med student intends 

to take a year off from college to 

gain more laboratory experience 

and to take the MCAT ex-

ams.  She then plans to pursue a 

dual MD/PhD degree.ó I want to 

be a leading member in a brain-

storming/problem-solving think-

tank!ó 

    Aside from her studies, Miki is involved in science 

related activities to help out young people in the com-

munity that are developing an interest in the sciences. òI 

founded and am the president of the Biological Sciences 

Society on campus as well as played an active role in the 

ACS (Chemistry Club) on campus this year.  I had the 

pleasure of organizing and bossing people around for the 

Chicks in Science Chemistry Magic show,ó she said. 

    When asked about how she feels MSU-Billings is per-

ceived in the community, Miki says that she thinks it is 

thought of as òas a community college and not a Univer-

sity!!! For science majors, [our school is] especially not 

perceived well.  The entire state seems to believe that 

for a great science education . . . one must attend Boze-

man.  Although they may have more equipment and 

more options, I believe that our professors teach on a 

much higher intellectual level providing a more challeng-

ing and more rewarding educational experience! (I've 

compared class requirements and even listened to their 

corresponding lectures! The faculty [members] in the 

science building are stellar examples of brilliant profes-

sors, capable of accomplishing anything they de-

sire.  We're just lucky that most of them desired to 

teach!ó 

    Miki discussed her ideal vocation: òI would quite en-

joy just about anything in this life that presents a mental 

challenge to me.  I excel at analytical problems and 

greatly enjoy any position that requires me to put my 

analytical skills to work.  I also love managing/overseeing 

and running the show.  I have been in management posi-

tions since I was the manager for the school store 

in Junior High!ó 

    So how does Miki sum up her philosophy  of life? She 

says òI believe that one should live an honest life and 

never feel inadequate for any challenge presented to 

them.  The only thing that limits us in this world is  

(usually) ourselves.ó From the sound of things, Miki will 

not be limiting herself. 

 

    

 

 

 
 

 

Kim Eislein is a current Student at MSU-Billings. Her 

major is in Biology and she would possibly like to pursue 

a second bachelor degree in 

Nutrition Science. When 

asked if she could do any job 

she wanted to, what would it 

be, Kim says that she òwould 

like to be involved in health 

related research.ó  

This is a long way from the 

career Kim left behind to re-

turn to school and seek a de-

gree in the sciences.  Kim said 

she òattended the American Institute for Paralegal ser-

vices and became nationally certified in the field.ó She 

worked in that field for fourteen years.  Now she is 

working on her degree and assisting Dr. Butler and Dr. 

Toenjes in the òFungal Colonyó lab where they study the 

human pathogen C. albicans and the various biochemical 

pathways in the organism and to develop a therapeutic 

antifungal drug. 

So what is a former paralegalõs favorite class: òCellular 

Biology,ó because òI am fascinated by how our bodies 

function at the cellular level and the processes that lead 

to disease.ó òMy favorite class outside of my discipline 

was Philosophies of China, Tibet and Japan because I had 

an excellent professor that taught me some interesting 

and valuable ways of viewing life.ó 

    Kim is happy with her MSU-Billings experience. She 

says that it has an òexceptional learning environment and 

top-notch professors.ó She feels that there are advan-

tages to being a non-traditional student. òI have a strong 

desire to learn, however there is the disadvantage of 

having been out of school for so long.ó She said that she 

has had òto relearn many of the fundamentals that tradi-

tional students have when they come directly from high 

school.ó 

    So how does Kim sum up her personal philosophy? 

She uses a quote from Benjamin Franklin: òI am a strong 

believer in luck and I find the harder I work, the more I 

have of it.ó We wish Kim the best of luck! 
 

Mikki Marsala (R)        

Chicks in Science 2010  
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Kim Eislein - MAS 2010 

If it's green or wriggles,  
    it's biology.  
If it stinks, it's chemistry.  
If it doesn't work, it's physics.  
              ~Handy Guide to Science  
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     Dr. William Wickun - Professor of Chemistry Retires 
    After 16 years of teaching at MSU Billings, and a ca-

reer of teaching that goes back to 1978 when he was 

an instructor in Chemistry at Norwich University, 

Northfield, Vermont, Dr. William G. Wickun will be 

retiring.  He earned his B. S. Chemistry from the Vir-

ginia Military Institute (1971). His M. S. in Chemistry 

came from Virginia Commonwealth University in 1978 

and his Ph. D. was in Physical Chemistry. The doctor-

ate degree awarded from State University of New York 

at Binghamton in 1971. 

     Before coming to MSU Billings, Dr. Wickun taught 

at Whitworth College in Spokane, Washington. He was 

at Assistant Professor of Chemistry from 1988-1992 

and an Associate Professor of Chemistry from 1992-

1994. He was an instructor in Chemistry and Physics 

for the Marine Enlisted Commissioning Education Pro-

gram (MECEP) Preparatory School, Marine Corps Re-

cruit Depot, San Diego, California.  

    During his teaching career with MSU Billings, Dr. 

Wickun has received the ASMUSB Outstanding Faculty 

Award in 1995, the Winston and 

Helen Cox Fellowship in Arts and Sci-

ences (1999-2000) and has been rec-

ognized by the American Chemical 

Society Committee on Education for 

meritorious service to the ACS Stu-

dent Affiliates Chapter at MSU Billings in 2007.  During 

the 2007-2008 academic year, Dr. Wickun was on sab-

batical to investigate the òCharacterization of Platinum-

Group-Element Nanoparticles using Laser-induced 

Breakdown Spectroscopy.ó He is currently preparing 

the manuscript from this research for publication. 

   Dr. Wickun has received over $450,000 in grants 

since 1996. His most recent grant for $452,802 was a 

proposal to the U. S. Department of Energy. This pro-

ject was the focus of his one year sabbatical. The pri-

mary investigator on this project was Dr. Stuart Sny-

der, an Associate Professor of Physics at MSU Billings. 
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    Aaron Snyder ñBefore coming to MSU Billings, Aaron Snyder spent ten 

years in the Marine Corps.  He says he hasnõt had a career yet, but if his plans for 

his education come to fruition, he hopes to attend Montana State University, Boze-

man and earn his Ph. D.  

    Aaronõs current course of study is Broad Field Sciences, Secondary Education 

with an emphasis in Biology. During his time at MSUB, his favorite class in his major 

is Plant Physiology.  He states òlearning how plants capitalize on the environment 

fascinates me, and I also enjoyed viewing first-hand how mineral deficiencies effect 

the growth of plants.ó  This summer will provide Aaron the opportunity to con-

tinue the work he recently assisting Dr. Tasneem Khaleel òécontributing plant 

information housed at MSU Billings to a national database of all vascular plants from the Missouri River 

plateauó (MSU Billings News Services, 2010).  Although unsure if he would enjoy the work, he says òIõm 

really enjoying itéitõs been interesting. The project is centered on the universityõs herbarium which is a 

collection of preserved plant species.  

    Although Aaron would like to work towards his Ph. D., he wants to use his education to inspire young 

minds in the world of science be becoming a òpassionate high school science teacher.ó He also stated 

that his ideal job would be ògetting paid to be outdoors doing research.ó  

    Aaron is what the university refers to as a ònon-traditional student.õ He considers this ôtitleõ as carry-

ing an advantage òbecause I have had the opportunities to experience the world, I think it has prepared 

me for the dedication required to be a successful student.ó  A question that is posed to all the students 

we have interviewed for the CAS newsletter is òWhat, if anything, do you think about having non-

traditional students in your classroom?ó His answer:  òI think we are pretty cool.ó  Well said Aaron! 
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