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Welcome to the second year of 

the Program in Interdisciplinary   

Biological and Biomedical 

Science (PIBBS).  We are pleased 

to welcome  back our new and 

returning fellows as well as the 

large contingent of  graduate 

students from the various 

participating departments.  Our   

program would not be 

successful if it were not for 

your interest,  ideas and 

enthusiasm and we are very 

pleased you are part of our   

PIBBS community.  

 

For those of you unfamiliar with 

the ontogeny  PIBBS is a   

collaboration between the 

departments of Biology, 

Anthropology,  Computer 

Science, Electrical Engineering, 

From the Desk of  

the Co-Director  

PIBBS notes 

 

I AM A NEW ASSISTANT PROFESSOR AND 

PALEONTOLOGIST IN THE 

ANTHROPOLOGY DEPARTMENT.  I 

MOVED FROM BOSTON, WHERE I WAS 

AN ASSISTANT PROFESSOR AT BOSTON 

UNIVERSITY AND A GRADUATE STUDENT 

AT HARVARD.  AS A NORTH CAROLINA 

NATIVE, I AM THRILLED TO BE LIVING IN A 

WARM SUNNY CLIMATE AGAIN! 

     MY RESEARCH FOCUSES ON THE 

INTERACTION OF CLIMATIC, 

VEGETATION, AND FAUNAL CHANGES IN 

THE FOSSIL RECORD, PARTICULARLY 

THE ROLES THAT CHANGING HABITAT 

AND CLIMATE PLAYED IN THE 

EXTINCTION OF Sivapithecus, a 

Miocene ape, in Pakistan.  

   Pakistan offers a rare twenty 

Spotlight on Participating Faculty  

Professor Sherry Nelson - Anthropology 

  

Physics, and Math and  Statistics 

at UNM, the Los Alamos National 

Laboratory, and the Santa   

Fe Institute. funding is provided 

by a grant from the Howard 

Hughes Medical Institute (HHMI). 

The motivation for the 

development of the program  

was a growing sense that 

progress towards solving 

fundamental  problems in 

biology needed the input of new 

ideas, methodologies, and   

investigative strategies from 

other disciplines, particularly 

the  physical sciences, 

engineering, computer science 

and mathematics.  

million year record of faunal and 

environmental change 

documenting an ape clade 

throughout its existence.   

   My research incorporates 

dental microwear and isotopic 

analyses to reconstruct and 

compare paleohabitats, climates, 

and dietary adaptations just 

before and just after the 

extinction of Sivapithecus.  This 

investigation has provided 

detailed reconstruction of 

forest type, vegetation mosaic, 

fruit availability, and annual 

seasonality of precipitation.  
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 Assistant Professor Sherry Nelson 

Associate Professor  

            Felisa Smith 

 From the Desk of  – continued on   page 4 

 

http://biology.unm.edu/fasmith
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PIBBScourses  

SIBBS 

TIBBS 

CiT: Human Ecology 

 

Of Interest 

HHMI 

 

POSSIBLE support 

SFI FUNDING/FELLOWSHIP  

OPPORTUNITIES 

 

Get involved 

 “Ask a Scientist” 

• @ BIOLOGY   Thursday, SEPT. 21ST      3:30-4:30 CASTETTER 100  

DR. GREG EBEL, DEPT OF PATHOLOGY UNM SOM         

“QUASISPECIES DYNAMICS IN WEST NILE VIRUS”. 

• @ HHMI  - 2007 meeting of predoctoral fellows                                  

Sushmita Roy will present her poster “Integrative 

Construction and analysis of Condition-specific biological 

networks.”  

Upcoming PIBBS related events IN September 

       PIBBS notes Page 2 of 5 

HHMI Interfaces Scholars at UNM PIBBS  

Paul Hooper, ANTHROPOLOGY 

The past few months have been 

busy ones for the PIBBS 

fellows, adding significant 

mileage to our sneakers and 

frequent-flyer accounts alike. 

 

In May, I returned from five 

months of anthropology field 

research with the Tsimane, an 

indigenous group living in the 

forests of lowland Bolivia. 

PIBBS supported my work there, 

collecting data on the 

cooperative networks that arise 

as families share food with each 

other, help each other in the 

fields, and host parties to drink 

‘chicha’, a fermented manioc 

drink  that’s common across 

South America. 

 

I’m interested in bringing 

together theoretical work in 

biology and economics in 

exploring factors that help or 

hurt the emergence of 

cooperation in animal societies 

with a detailed picture of 

cooperation (and free-loading!) 

on the real-world networks of a 

few small, self-sufficient 

villages. I’m hoping my work will 

help us to understand the ways 

that reputation building, -  

being able to choose your 

partners, and leadership 

roles often allow 

cooperation to get off the 

ground in our species. 

 

When you start to imagine the 

amount of coordination 

between students, staff, and 

faculty that’s required to 

make something like PIBBS run 

(let alone, a village, city, or 

nation), you realize that 

there’s indeed something 

remarkable to explain! 

 

In June, fellow PIBBS scholar 

Wenyun Zuo (biology) and I 

attended the Santa Fe 

Institute (SFI) Complex 

Systems Summer School here 

in New Mexico, where we 

picked up new skills in 

modeling the biological 

systems that we study. Then in 

July, Jordan Okie (biology) 

and Ziya Kalay (physics) 

shipped off to Beijing for the 

eastern-hemisphere version of 

the same school. 

 

HHMI Interfaces Scholars                          

-continued on page 4 

Castetter Hall, 

UNM Biology 

http://pibbs.unm.edu/courses_spring2007.html
http://pibbs.unm.edu/TIBBS2007.html
http://pibbs.unm.edu/HumanEcology.html
http://www.hhmi.org/
http://santafe.edu/education/
http://www.hhmi.org/askascientist/


 

              

              

              

              

              

              

              

                    
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I also work with modern faunas, 

including a chimpanzee site in 

Uganda and foragers in 

Tanzania.  My goal is to have a 

direct comparison between 

fossil and modern data to 

better interpret fossil ape as 

well as earliest hominid habitat 

requirements.   

  

With respect to hominids, I wish 

to understand what kind of 

habitat could drive the changes 

we see from ape to hominid but 

also support an animal whose 

ancestors required rainforest 

and a year-round supply of fruit.  

I have worked with the Hadza, 
modern foragers in Tanzania, 

with a view to better 

understanding the significance 

of meat and the potential for 

cooking among hominid species. 

 

Spotlight on faculty continued from page 1 

Image courtesy of Dr. 

Nelson’s website 

   We’re on the Web!  

PIBBS.unm.edu 

 
Webmaster 

Justin Stewart 

PIBBS notes Page 3 of 5      

I am teaching a number of 

paleoanthropology courses 

focusing on paleoecological and 

behavioral reconstructions, 

methodology and theory.  I am also 

excited to offer students 

opportunities in the lab as well as in 

the field. 

 

During my initial visit to UNM, I was 

especially impressed with the 

opportunities PPIBBS provides for 

students.  In an increasingly crowded 

academic community, it is vital for 

students to find their own voice, and 

this involves combining different 

fields in novel ways.  I welcome the 

opportunity to join your community. 

I am located in the Patio building of 

the anthropology department, office 

room 102.  You can reach me at 

svnelson@unm.edu or 277-0264. 

 

PIBBS launches “Focus Groups” opportunity 

  

PIBBS “Focus Groups” are 

student instigated one time 

workshops or short-term working 

groups That explore a particular 

topic of interest in depth.  

Examples? a primer on the C 

programming language or 

mathematical scaling 

relationships, disease vector 

dynamics, policy or human health 

implications of global climate 

change, nutritional ecology, or 

mechanisms of dispersal in 

organisms, etc. PIBBS plans to 

support 1-3 Focus Groups per 

semester depending on interest 

and fund availability. Examples of 

things PIBBS could provide to 

Conduct your Focus Group: 

 
• Organizational support: 

location scheduling, elist 

mailing, copying support, 

modest instructional 

budget, etc…. 

• Pizza and/or light 

refreshments 

• Support for an outside 

speaker if expertise is not 

represented at UNM 

 

 
Want to apply? Send a one-page 

proposal to Shannon@unm.edu 

which includes 1- 3 paragraphs that 

describe (1) the proposed activity, 

(2) likely outcomes, and (3) 

justification for PIBBS support 

(e.g., how the Focus Group is likely 

to increase the ability of 

participants to conduct 

interdisciplinary research). 

Additionally please include:  

 
 

• An initial list of identified 

interested participants 

• Plan for soliciting 

additional participants 

• Proposed faculty or post-

doc mentor 

• A timeline and budget 

 

PIBBS is looking forward to seeing 

what kinds of in-depth workshops 

that our students are interested in 

putting together. We hope you apply 

for this new support opportunity 

soon, and often! 

http://www.unm.edu/~jaqfrost
http://pibbs.unm.edu
http://www.bu.edu/anthrop/faculty/nelson/index.htm


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As I write, fellow anthropology 

student Helen Davis is in South 

Africa. While Helen has a ‘day 

job’ doing research on child 

health and development 

alongside me in Bolivia, she is 

spending the month of September 

implementing and evaluating 

interventions to reduce fetal 

alcohol syndrome with public 

health researchers from the 

University of Cape Town.  

 

We have also welcomed two new 

members to the program, Lai Xu 

(electrical and computer 

engineering) and George Bezerra 

(computer science), whom we’ve 

enjoyed getting to know 

through this fall’s ‘topics’ 

seminar.    

HHMI Interfaces Scholars at UNM PIBBS cont. from page 2 

Erik Erhardt (math and stats) 

rolled out of last year’s seminar 

with a new dissertation topic, 

developing statistical methods 

to infer the source of biological 

material from stable carbon 

isotope data, which he has 

pursued with PIBBS faculty Blair 

Wolf and Ed Bedrick. 

 

All-in-all the new semester is 

getting off to a great start and 

we can’t wait to see what the 

rest of the year will bring. 

 

 - Paul Hooper,     

 September 13, 2007 

 

From the Desk of the Co-Director  continued from page 1 

 

We are also implementing the 

concept of “Focus Groups” as a 

way of in depth exploration of 

ideas, topics or methodologies   

(more on this on page 3).  And, of 

course, we intend to continue  

offering  pizza parties and 

Student Enrichment 

Opportunities (SEO’s). 

 

Please continue to provide 

feedback and comments; we 

appreciate the lively input we 

receive from both students and 

faculty and tailor our  activities 

accordingly.   

Have a great semester! 

 

Felisa Smith, Ph.D. 

Associate Professor and 

Co Director, Program in 

Integrative Biological 

and Biomedical Sciences (PIBBS) 

 

 

Towards that end, we aim to 

provide novel training 

opportunities for Ph.D. students 

to enhance the skills and 

knowledge they need to  

conduct leading edge 

interdisciplinary research. 

Ultimately we hope our efforts 

will lead to a concentration or 

degree in Integrative  Biology; 

details on how this might be 

implemented are still being  

worked out. 

 

This year we are trying several 

new activities.  Oskar Burger, 

Bill Burnside and Jordan Okie 

have teamed up to offer an  

interdisciplinary course in 

Human Ecology, which is being 

sponsored  by PIBBS. The course 

has drawn undergraduate and 

graduate students  from a wide 

variety of departments into a 

highly interactive  environment. 

PIBBS notes Page 4 of 5      



 

 

 

 

 
                

                

                

                

        

University of 

New Mexico 

 

 

    

 

245 Castetter Hall 

 

 

Phone: 
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Fax: 

505.277.0304 

 

E-Mail: 

pibbs@unm.edu 

 

 

PIBBS is supported by 

generous funding from:  

 

 

 

Wanna WIKI? 

wiki.cs.unm.edu/pibbs  

 

 

What’s new @ PIBBS… 

• PIBBS is currently enjoying a dynamic growth 

spurt…Although we’ve temporarily been without 

Professor brown while he is on a semester 

sabbatical writing a new book…over the summer we 

were lucky to add one new Advisory Council member, 

Associate professor Vince Calhoun, ece, 

director of image Analysis at the Mind Institute 

and welcomed two new participating faculty members 

assistant professor SSherry Nelson, 

anthropology (see this month’s spotlight article) & 

assistant professor Helen Wearing, ddual 

appointment math/statistics & Biology. 

• Jordan Okie (biology),  Bill Burnside (Biology) 

and Oscar Burgar (Anthropology) have begun 

teaching their Human Ecology course, a course they 

envisioned & helped design and one that will serve as 

the model that is being incorporated into PIBBS core 

course curriculum. We hear the course is extremely 

popular already! Check out their cool Blog page.  

• Last week’s exciting Advisory council meeting 

energized us…we’re ready to begin the process of 

applying for phase II funding. Soon you may be receiving 

requests for information. Please endeavor to send 

your responses back quickly and completely. We will 

need everyone’s help! 

• Two HHMI interfaces scholars at UNM, PIBBS have 

successfully advanced to candidacy this month, ZZiya 

Kalay, physics (advisor, VV.M. Kenkre) and EErik 

Erhardt, SStatistics (advisor, EEd Bedrick). 

Congratulations Erik and Ziya! 

• PIBBS first alumna SSushmita roy (computer 

science/biology), will be representing pibbs and 

presenting her poster at the HHMI campus next week. 

Good luck Sushmita! 

• George Bezzera (computer science) has taken 

over the managing of our wiki from sushmita who has 

accepted the additional responsibility of serving as 

Computer Science BGSA President.  

• Unit 1 of the fall TIBBS course is wrapping up 

nicely…Dr. Smith’s unit on global climate change 

enjoyed guest lectures from Marcy Litvak and Will 

Pockman, UNM Biology; Scott ellis, LANL, and Dave 

Gutzler, UNM Geology. Up next ? UNIT 2 taught by 

Helen Wearing, UNM Math/Biology, followed by Unit 3 

taught by Vince Calhoun, ECE, and Unit 4 taught by 

distinguished professor of Physics and Astronomy, 

Nitant Kenkre. We’ll keep you up-to-date on how this 

exciting course is going. 

• Lastly, we hope that you will enjoy our newest 

endeavor, PIBBSnotes. please bear with us while we 

work out the wrinkles, and feel free to send 

comments, contributions and images to 

shannon@unm.edu. EEnjoy!  

 

Because PIBBS Cares 

 

100% recycled paper 

           

 

 

http://wiki.cs.unm.edu/pibbs
http://pibbs.unm.edu
http://www.unm.edu

