
Catching the Public’s  Eye

As a scientist, one must constantly strive to share 
his or her research not only with other scientists, 

but also with the general public. Randy Olson, a com-
puter science Ph.D. candidate in BEACON at MSU, 
has discovered an effective formula for the latter.

Olson first started blogging December 2013 in an ef-
fort to make well-known principles of machine learning 
relatable to everyone. Since that time his work has 
been featured by multiple news outlets. In fact, two 
of his recent projects “Here’s Waldo” and “Comput-
ing the optimal road trip across the U.S.” have made 
national headlines.

Both of these posts are based on a problem whose 
origins date back to the early 1800’s, the traveling 
salesman problem. The concept is to find the shortest 
path a salesman would take to visit all his potential cli-
ents across multiple cities. Mathematical solutions for 
the problem debuted in the 1970s. However, exposure 
to these has typically meant you are involved in a field 
that uses the same principles.

Olson wanted to make the machine learning clear for 
a novice to understand and sought a few applications 
to aid in the endeavor. He has been extremely suc-
cessful in this: The publishers of “Where’s Waldo?” 
sent him a case of their books after his post on their 
puzzle series in February, while his road trip publi-
cation is being expanded by a film company into a 
documentary following a group of people on an epic 
road trip around the United States.

When asked, the author attributes much of his early 
success to being active on the popular link aggrega-
tion web site reddit, and encourages anyone looking 
to get started in online science communication to get 
involved there. 

“Most of my earlier posts were from random ques-
tions that came up in lunch conversations with my lab 
mates,” Olson shares. “As my blog started to grow, 
journalists began reaching out to me with questions 
and project ideas. This really helped me get a sense 
of what will make an impact since journalists have 
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a great sense of what will be interesting to the typical 
reader.”

“I hear a lot of people trying to start with a data set and 
develop a question based on it, but it is much easier to 
ask the question then find a data set to help you answer 
it,” he adds. “That’s why data journalism comes so natu-
rally to scientists: It’s very similar to following the scien-
tific method.”

When reflecting on his blogging journey, Olson says it 
has provided him a great creative outlet while building 
his reputation as a science communicator. Although his 
“blogging fame” doesn’t seem to help on research fund-
ing applications, he credits the experience with helping 
him get a post-doctoral appointment at the University of 
Pennsylvania with Dr. Jason H. Moore.

Olson notes that there are two main benefits to being an 
active blogger: reputation and outreach. The author says 
his biggest reward is Internet fame, and notes that a 
common myth is that it is financially lucrative. 

No matter what your motivation, we all are members of 
BEACON because we have a love for science. What 
better way to share that passion then to blog about our 
insights? Olson has written a post to help you get started 
via reddit, which can be found at: http://bit.ly/1CmeKh1.

Randy Olson, a computer science Ph.D. in MSU’s Adami, 
has made national headlines for his recent blogs, “Here’s 
Waldo” and “Computing the optimal road trip across the 
U.S.”

By: Leigh Sheneman

http://bit.ly/1CmeKh1
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Grabowski Selected as 
External Faculty

The Parameter-less Population Pyramid (P3) is an award 
winning evolutionary optimization algorithm recently de-
veloped by BEACON Researcher Brian Goldman. Designed 
to be both powerful and easy to use, P3 uses advanced 
statistical methods and iterative problem solving to find high 
quality solutions to diverse problems with no user configura-
tion required.

As part of BEACON’s ongoing efforts in knowledge transfer, 
Brian traveled to collaborate with the Heuristic and Evolu-
tionary Algorithms Laboratory (HEAL) at the University 
of Applied Sciences Upper Austria. This research group is 
actively developing HeuristicLab, one of the most widely 
used open source optimization software packages.

BEACON is proud to announce that the collaboration was 
a complete success. P3 has been released as part of Heuristi-
cLab 3.3.11, which is freely available from the HEAL website: 
http://dev.heuristiclab.com/trac.fcgi/wiki/Download. Using 
the graphical interface P3 can be applied to a number of built 
in example problems, with users able to quickly create their 
own fitness landscapes. HeuristicLab also provides a number 
of statistical and graphical analysis tools which provide a real 
time look into how optimization is progressing. We believe 
this is a great step toward putting the research done at BEA-
CON into the hands of industry.

BEACON is pleased to announce that Dr. Laura Grabowski 
has been selected as the 2014 External Faculty Affiliate.

Dr. Grabowski received her Ph.D. in Computer Science from 
Michigan State University under the direction of Dr. Charles 
Ofria and Dr. Robert Pennock. She is currently an assistant 
professor at The University of Texas-Pan American (UTPA) 
where she is able to both teach and lead undergraduate re-
search.

Historically UTPA is primarily an undergraduate teaching-
focus institution, but there is a growing emphasis on research. 
Bridging the roles of professor and PI is a challenge faced by 
many university faculty.  Grabowski explains her approach to 
the problem, “To my way of thinking, teaching and research 
need many of the same processes and skills at their core, such 
as communication, creativity, and open-mindedness….  It 
is difficult to balance the demands of teaching and research. 
Both areas require a lot of time and energy, and there never 
seems to be enough of either.”

While she has maintained her connections to MSU since 
graduation, Dr. Grabowski sees this appointment as an oppor-
tunity to bring her students into the BEACON fold. 

“BEACON is a tremendous example of that vibrant intersec-
tion of disciplines where fresh ideas and approaches emerge,” 
notes Dr. Grabowski. “I would love to see some of (my research 
students) go on to graduate study at a BEACON partner insti-
tution when they finish their undergraduate work at UTPA.”

This summer two of the UTPA students, Mikaela Leas and 
Carolina Cabrera, will participate in the BEACON funded 
Research Experience for Undergraduates (REU) program.

As for herself, she expects to be seen around the BEACON 
sites this summer, and will join us for BEACON Congress in 
August.

In meantime, she would love to work with more BEACONites. 
Her research is focused on the evolution of various aspects of 
navigation systems, with the idea of finding more flexible and 
robust approaches to applications such as autonomous robot 
navigation. If you are interested in working on this subject, 
please reach out to her at  grabowskilm@utpa.edu. 

BEACON would like to extend a warm welcome to Dr. Laura 
Grabowski, who adds, “I’m delighted to be a real BEACON-ite! 
Looking forward to meeting and working with more of you!”

The Annual Big Data in Biology Symposium showcases the 
cutting-edge research done at The University of Texas at 
Austin and partner institutions that takes advantage of high 
throughput approaches, complex data, and/or high perfor-
mance computing. Last year, the event was a huge success 
(read the recap at http://bit.ly/1BCQrWK), and the 3rd annual 
symposium on May 15 is sure to be even better. Once again, 
we will host a poster session with poster awards. Topics for the 
lunch-time breakout sessions are: 1) Industry Careers 2) Big 
Data in Medicine 3) Open Science.  The event is free and open 
to all BEACONites. For more info, visit: http://ccbb.biosci.
utexas.edu/dataconference.html

Open Sourcing BEACON 
Research
By: Brian Goldman

By: Leigh Sheneman

Big Data in Symposium 
at UT
By: Rayna Harris

http://bit.ly/1BCQrWK
http://ccbb.biosci.utexas.edu/dataconference.html
http://ccbb.biosci.utexas.edu/dataconference.html


Shouting “Sex!” in front of nearly 2,000 people can be 
scary, but it proved to be a pretty effective way to grab 
an audience’s attention. On March 4th, 2015, I deliv-
ered a TED talk on my evolution research at TEDx-
MSU, an independently organized TED event held at 
Michigan State University.

The process to getting selected was an interesting one. 
One of the TEDxMSU coordinators had apparently 
run across my profile on Twitter, and after seeing 
my website, invited me to apply. Since giving a TED 
talk was a bucket list item of mine, I decided to give 
it a shot. The competition was stiff (nearly 200 appli-
cants!), and I was one of the lucky 12 who found out, 
just about a month before the event, that I’d be pre-
senting. Cue scrambling.

To prepare, there were lots of on-campus practices for 
speakers. However, since I’m finishing up my dis-
sertation from afar, I was challenged to find listeners 
who didn’t know my work, but would be willing to 
give me feedback about the ideas. From the input of 
both strangers on public transit and my friends and 
family, I was able to craft a talk that captured people’s 
attention, and which expanded my view of how the 
public thinks about evolution and sex. In particular, I 
was encouraged to describe evolution without saying 
the word, and to include as much humor as possible 
to get those less accustomed to thinking about sex (at 
least in public) to engage with the material. This feed-
back was hard to hear (why not say evolution?!), so it 
meant I needed to change my general approach if I 
was going to get ideas across without hitting barriers.

The event’s theme was “The Will,” mirroring the 
campaign at MSU “Spartans Will”. In every talk at 
the event, the theme “The Will” manifested itself, 
from solutions to mass incarceration, to recovering 
from traumas, to understanding the will to survive. 
My talk focused on an extremely variable popula-
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Emily Weigel Conquers TEDxMSU!

tion of sticklebacks, in which we found courtship 
vigor, or “trying” in mating, appeared to best 
predict whom females chose as mates. In the talk, 
I pointed out that investments in different traits, 
including behavior, have been under study since 
Darwin, and that which individuals are getting 
lucky can shape the evolution of many species.

Now that things are calming down from the talk, 
I’ve been able to reflect on the feedback. I’m still 
a bit scared to see the official talk appear on the 
TED website, but the feedback from friends and 
faculty who attended has put my worries at ease. 
I was able to speak to several students afterward 
who were interested in the same types of ques-
tions which originally grabbed my attention, and 
I was moved by the students who said they were 
now considering evolutionary biology as a career. 

Talking about science to a general audience can 
be scary, particularly when your topics are those 
which aren’t always easily discussed. But it is im-
portant that we have the will to do it, learn from 
each experience, and keep trying.

Emily Weigel, a biology PhD Candidate in MSU’s Boughman 
Lab, used shock value to her advantage during her March 4, 2015 
TEDxMSU talk while speaking on the evolution of sex.

By: Emily Weigel
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New to BEACON? Veteran BEACONite? 
Here’s how to submit possible content to 
the newsletter:

1. Do what you’re already doing: Log 
into the BEACON Intranet (accessible 
through the BEACON site:  
http://beacon-center.org, at the “For 
Current Members” tab.) Then go to 
the “Outputs and Activities” tab at 
the top banner, and fill in information 

about your papers published, grants 
received, etc. New entries will be flagged 
automatically.

2. Tweet about it. Tweet about what 
you’d like to cover as it happens to        
@BEACON_Center with the hashtag 
#news. We’ll see it, and so will others!

3. Email content directly. Please email 
leighs@msu.edu if you’ve got content 
you’d like to highlight that doesn’t fit 
into the website categories.

Curious About Submitting Content?

Congratulations, BEACONites!
UW Discovers New Policing Mechanisms

Researchers at BEACON’s University of Washington site recently 
found Pseudomonas aeruginosa genes that police against cheat-
ers using cyanide without harming non-cheaters (doi: 10.1073/
pnas.1500704112).

Pseudomonas aeruginosa is a pathogen whose means of survival 
is infecting host agents, but in order to achieve this, the bacteria 
must cooperate with each other. This species uses a quorum sens-
ing mechanism to determine that enough bacteria are present 
to function as a group. Upon receipt of this signal, the bacteria 
work together to produce compounds to aid in the execution the 
infection.

Going into this study Meizhen Wang and his team knew that 
the compounds were costly to produce and they expected that 
“cheaters” would develop. These “cheaters” are bacteria that are 
present and benefit from the compound production, but do not 
actually produce the compound themselves. They hypothesized 
that bacteria have a system of policing the population to prevent 
cheating, by producing toxic compounds, such as cyanide, that 
don’t affect non-cheaters.

To test this the group used colonies of bacteria with mutations 
in the genes involved in cyanide production and resistance, and 
grew them through many generations to determine whether 
cheaters evolved. In this competition experiment, the mutants 
were not as successful as the unmodified “wild-type” bacteria at 
protecting themselves against cheaters, demonstrating that these 
bacteria can use cyanide to suppress the growth of cheaters.

In the era of Big Data, there are a lot of opportunities for 
discovery, but there are also many challenges that must be 
overcome in order to gain insight into biological processes. In 
this short video, two UT Austin graduate students share their 
experiences with biocomputing and discuss how UT’s Cen-
ter for Computational Biology and Bioinformatics is helping 
students by offering 1) high performance computing resources, 
2) consulting services for learning and optimizing analysis 
techniques, 3) classes on a wide range of bioinformatics topics, 
4) travel grants for generating data or to present research at 
conferences, and 5) community events for networking with 
peers and colleagues. Visit http://ccbb.biosci.utexas.edu/ to 
watch.

UT CCBB Graduate Student Testimonial Video

BEACONites Ben Leibeskind, a former graduate student in David 
Hillis and Harold Zakon labs, and Caitlin Friesen, a PhD Student in 
Molly Cummings lab, are featured in a video that highlights The Center 
for Computational Biologu and Bioinformatics at The University of 
Texas- Austin.

By: Rayna Harris
By: Leigh Sheneman and Danielle J. Whittaker
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