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“There is no task more global than  
the work of fulfilling the Sustainable  

Development Goals. We felt it right to  
host this important meeting.” p3

Some farsighted cities recognize that child  
care is as much an economic issue as a social 

one—healthy, well-adjusted children are  
more productive citizens. p9

Before…there was much of anything 
but farmland above Canal Street in  

Manhattan, there was the New York  
Academy of Sciences. p13
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In the Fall 2016 edition of NYAS Magazine,  
the Ross Prize interview with Dr. Serhan winner 
of the 2016 Ross Prize in Molecular Medicine 
neglected to mention that the Award is conferred 
by The Feinstein Institute for Medical Research 
and Molecular Medicine. It was presented at 
a scientific symposium held at the New York 
Academy of Sciences on June 13, 2016, in  
Dr. Serhan’s honor. We regret the omission.

The New York Academy of Sciences is committed 
to sustainable practices. This magazine was 
printed on recycled Forest for All Forever 
https://ic.fsc.org/en stock in soy-based inks.
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Mobilizing Scientists for  
Global Sustainability 
By Hallie Kapner 

As Ban Ki-moon stepped up to a podium at the New York 
Academy of Sciences Summit on Science and Technology 
Enablement for the Sustainable Development Goals on No-
vember 29, he joked that back in school, science had never 
been his strong point. But as the UN Secretary General kicked 
off a day-long deep dive into how innovation could transform 
life for billions across the globe, Ban’s 
admiration for those in the sciences was 
clearly evident. Indeed, he was there to 
ask scientists and representatives from 
industry, UN agencies, NGOs and inter-
governmental organizations for their help 
in achieving the most ambitious to-do list 
ever created by humans for the sake of 
humankind—the United Nations Sustain-
able Development Goals (SDGs). 

The Goals are a monumental undertaking, calling for unprec-
edented collaboration. To jump start the necessary teamwork, 
UN Deputy Secretary-General Jan Eliasson and Academy 
President Ellis Rubinstein came up with the idea to convene 
this first gathering of representatives from the science and 
technology communities at the Academy headquarters, in 
hopes of spurring action and innovation on behalf of the SDGs. 

“The Academy has brought people together to address global 
issues since the beginning of our 200-year history,” Rubinstein 
told the packed auditorium. “There is no task more global than 
the work of fulfilling the Sustainable Development Goals. We 
felt it right to host this important meeting.”

Adopted by the UN’s 193 member states in 2015 as the 
centerpiece of the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development, the 17 SDGs 
are a plan of action for the planet, com-
prising 169 targets for eradicating pov-
erty and hunger, realizing human rights 
for all, embracing sustainability to pro-
tect the planet and fostering peaceful 
societies. Building on the framework 
established over the past 15 years by 
the Millennium Development Goals, 

which mostly focused on developing countries, the SDGs 
aim for global engagement and global cooperation. As the 
declaration announcing the Agenda stated, the SDGs are 
“universal goals and targets which involve…developed and 
developing countries alike. They are integrated and indivisi-
ble, and balance the three dimensions of sustainable devel-
opment: the economic, social and environmental.” 

1817
The New York Academy of Sciences  

story begins downtown

COLLEGE OF PHYSICIANS AND SURGEONS
The Lyceum of Natural History held its founding meeting on January 29, 1817  

in a room at the College of Physicians and Surgeons on Barclay Street near  
Broadway. The Lyceum continued to meet at the college until April 21, 1817  

when it moved into a room at the “New-York Institution.”

“The SDG’s are universal 
goals…and balance the 

three dimensions of 
sustainable development: 
the economic, social and 

environmental.”

RIGHT: Jeffrey Sachs, Special Advisor to 
United Nations Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon  

on the Sustainable Development Goals

FAR RIGHT: United Nations Secretary General 
Ban Ki-moon gives the opening remarks at the 

Sustainable Development Goals Summit

COVER STORY



4        www.nyas.org The New York Academy of Sciences Magazine  •  Spring 2017       5

EVENT RECAP EVENT RECAP

When the SDGs were adopted, UN officials realized it 
was crucial to “mobilize the scientists,” Ban said, remarking 
on how that community has long paved the way for global 
transformation. “You aren’t daunted by ambition, and you’re 
quite at home with big goals and new ways of thinking,” he 
told the Academy audience. Further, he noted that the com-
mon language of scientists is a powerful diplomatic asset in 
times when cooperation among nations is critical. History 
supports this assertion, as recently as 2015, when scien-
tists aided in the negotiations that led 
to the Iran nuclear deal, and as far back 
as the famous U.S.-Soviet “handshake 
in space” in 1975, scientists have suc-
ceeded where others have struggled. 

“When extremist groups and politi-
cians strive to push people into groups 
of ‘us’ and ‘them,’ the scientific com-
munity is an example of problem-solv-
ing across lines that may otherwise di-
vide us,” Ban said. 

ONE SUMMIT, FOUR STREAMS 
A crowd of over 100 VIPs filled the Academy’s auditorium in 
lower Manhattan for the Academy Summit. Surrounded by 
panoramic views of one of the world’s great cities, partici-
pants came together from the United Kingdom, China, Ja-
pan, Korea, India, Africa and states across the United States 
to join one of four working groups, or “streams” tasked with 
plotting a roadmap to advance the SDGs through science 
and technology. 

The four streams—Early Childhood Development, People 

in Crisis, Sustainable Consumption and Production and Ur-
banization—were designed to encompass several SDGs. For 
example, in Urbanization, participants explored interlinked 
concepts of resilient infrastructure, sustainable cities and 
clean energy, while Early Childhood Development brought 
together goals advocating good health and well-being, qual-
ity education and gender equality. In this way, the stream 
approach encouraged participants to think holistically, and 
to identify problems and potential solutions capable of sat-

isfying multiple goals. 
To ensure the feasibility of these solu-

tions, each group began by listing the 
key research and data gaps that must be 
filled in order to lay out a framework for 
achieving the SDGs, before brainstorm-
ing potential partnerships—particularly 
between the public and private sec-
tors—required for financing, implemen-
tation and monitoring. They were then 
encouraged to discuss proofs of concept 
within their fields that could be brought 
to scale in service of the SDGs. 

Throughout the day, speakers presented brief case studies 
of partnerships that are utilizing existing technologies in new 
ways in the fields of health, education, disease management 
and nutrition. Jeffrey Sachs, Special Advisor to the United 
Nations Secretary-General on the Sustainable Development 
Goals, offered particularly salient advice for tapping promising 
but underdeveloped technologies, and described how the pro-
gression from basic idea to mass uptake of a new technology 
is often stymied not by a lack of need, but by a lack of planning. 

“We have to plan for the whole value chain, and that means 
planning for diffusion,” he said, noting that the SDGs 15-year 
timeline calls for quick mobilization. “Otherwise, we have 
wonderful technologies sitting on the shelf, not deployed.” 

To help achieve the SDGs, the scientific community will 
be relied upon to think about innovations that can be glob-
ally implemented by the year 2030. Sachs reminded the 
groups of the seemingly impossible tasks humans have 
tackled throughout history. Recalling John F. Kennedy’s fa-
mous “moonshot” remarks, Sachs said, “We didn’t go to the 
moon because it was easy, we did it because it was hard. 
This too is hard, but it couldn’t be more exciting.”

THE HOPE FACTORS 
After a day of brainstorming, debate and discussion, the work-
ing groups presented their first set of recommendations to the 
Summit at large. Ideas ran the gamut, from rough sketches of 
how to use mobile apps to collect data on early childhood de-
velopment interventions to suggestions for making cities more 
sustainable as well as more livable through technology. But a 
common thread emerged from all four groups: the desire to 
meet again, to continue the conversation and to collectively 
commit to the work ahead. 

Many attendees echoed the sentiments of David Nabarro, 
UN Special Adviser on the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable De-
velopment and Climate Change, who described the Summit as 
a “landmark day” and hoped that the activism sparked would 
drive change over the next 15 years. 

Along the way, “in every Goal, science has a role to play,” 
said Jan Eliasson, UN Deputy Secretary-General, as he offered 
the Summit’s closing remarks. He explained that even before 
the SDGs were finalized, the Science Advisory Board of the 
UN Secretary-General advocated an integrated, scientific ap-
proach to achieving them, noting the universality of science 
and its reliance on empirical facts as a force to broker the kind 
of global cooperation on which the SDGs depend. “To solve 
problems in real life, you need a cross-cutting approach that 
helps coalesce people around a problem—the scientific com-
munity has perfected that model,” Eliasson said. Acknowledg-
ing the titanic scope of the SDGs and the dire circumstances of 
the people the Goals seek to aid, he emphasized the vast po-
tential to create a brighter, healthier future. “The people in this 
room lift our hopes,” he said. “The future depends on women, 
youth and science—these are the hope factors.” 

“When extremist groups 
and politicians strive to push 

people into groups of ‘us’ 
and ‘them,’ the scientific 

community is an example  
of problem-solving across 
lines that may otherwise 

divide us,” Ban said.

ABOVE: More than 100 leaders from 
industry, academia, government and 
philanthropy participated in a series  
of discussions on how best to achieve  
the Sustainable Development Goals 

LEFT: David Nabarro,  
UN Special Adviser on 
the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development  
and Climate Change

ABOVE: The goals 
adopted by the UN  
to end poverty, protect 
the planet and ensure 
prosperity for all  
people as part of  
a new sustainable 
development agenda.
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1949
“Movin’ on up to the east side …”

THE WOOLWORTH MANSION AT  
63RD STREET AND 5TH AVENUE
In 1949, Norman B. Woolworth gave the  
mansion to the Academy. Originally the  
residence of William Ziegler, Jr. and built  
for $1 million dollars, the five-story  
building is of the Italian Renaissance style  
with the interior rooms facing a central  
garden court. When the Academy took possession,  
the doors throughout the house were of spike-studded  
oak and bronze, and in the main hall and foyer the floor  
was of black and gold marble from Spezia, Italy, and from  
the Convent of Montarenti in Tuscany; the English oak walls 
of the library were imported from a Warwickshire house built 
during the reign of Queen Victoria. The Academy sold the 
mansion in 2006 for $31.5 million dollars.

ACADEMY FEATURE

The New York Academy 
of Sciences Raises the 
Bar for STEM Education 
Content with a New 
Certification Framework
Good Housekeeping is not the only organization with a “seal of 
approval”. With STEM (science, technology, engineering and 
mathematics) education more important than ever, and count-
less organizations promoting related instructional content and 
programs, the challenge for educators is to ensure that these 
materials align with the latest findings on pedagogy and ef-
fective design. Yet little objective information exists to help 
decision-makers determine whether STEM education content 
really meets appropriate standards.

To address this need, the Academy recently released the 
GSA STEM Education Framework, a free resource for curric-
ulum developers and anyone engaged in STEM education. 
Developed in partnership with SRI Education—an established 
leader in education research—the framework lays out the 
building blocks for developing STEM literacy while also equip-
ping students with workplace skills that employers value such 
as the ability to think analytically and solve problems, creativi-
ty, good communication and persistence.

Along with the framework, the Academy launched a certifi-
cation program to identify materials that align to its principles. 
Hank Nourse, Director, Digital Content Strategy and Instruc-
tional Design at the Academy feels that such a certification 
process is long overdue. “Educators are becoming increasingly 
aware of the need for students to develop 21st-century skills 
in addition to content knowledge. Our STEM Certification Pro-
gram is designed to help educators find quality resources that 
meet this need.”

HOW IT WORKS
The STEM Certification Program evaluates the degree to 
which materials address essential skills and reflect principles 
of instructional design and implementation that support their 
development. Any set of instructional materials, intended for 
formal or informal STEM learning may be reviewed, including 
software, online courses, educational games, apps and profes-
sional development resources. 

Each review concludes with a detailed report of how the 
materials align to each element of the framework. Approved 
materials receive official Academy certification signifying that 
they reflect best practices.

BELOW: Celina Morgan-Standard, SVP, Digital Learning Solutions (far left) 
and Reuben Advani, CEO, Global STEM Alliance (far right) pose with STEM 
education experts at an event to launch the certification program (from left  
to right): Dr. Margaret Honey, President & CEO, New York Hall of Science;  
Dr. Jari Lavonen, Head of Teacher Education, University of Helsinki; Dr. Jonathan 
Osborne, Chair of the PISA Science Expert Group, Stanford University; and  
Dr. Lee Sing Kong, Dean, National Institute of Education, Singapore.

EARLY ADOPTERS
The certification process was first applied to the Academy’s own 
Junior Academy, a program for exceptional teens dedicated to 
STEM, as well as to materials produced by two commercial pro-
viders: Discovery Education and Robomatter. 

Discovery Education Chief Academic Officer and Vice Pres-
ident, Curriculum & Instruction, Marty Creel recognized the 
value of a STEM certification early on. “Educators in school 
systems nationwide are seeking proven classroom resources 
that both support STEM instruction and help build cultures 
of STEM teaching and learning,” he said. “Having a trusted 
certification process in place that acknowledges when STEM 
resources are of the highest quality and aligned to sound ped-
agogy and best practices is helpful to educators’ efforts to 
improve student achievement. Achieving GSA STEM Certifi-
cation is not only an important validation of our own high stan-
dards of excellence, but also a strong signal to educators that 
our resources support the success of all learners.” 

Robomatter similarly recognized the potential of certifica-
tion. “The process focuses on key aspects of student learning, 
including creativity, communication and critical thinking as well 
as instructional design and implementation,” said Jason McKen-
na, Robomatter’s Director of Educational Strategy. “As a result, 
not only does the certification demand rigor in terms of student 
learning outcomes, but it also requires a comprehensiveness 
around ease of implementation that decision-makers involved in 
STEM education will find tremendously helpful. Our STEM cur-
ricula is backed by years of research, but also contains the teach-
er training and support materials that make it scalable and ac-
cessible to STEM education providers around the world. To have 
all of these aspects of our curriculum solutions recognized and 
certified by the Global STEM Alliance is a validation of our work.” 

“In today’s technology-driven economy, nearly all jobs are 
STEM jobs. Thoughtfully constructed STEM learning materials 
have the potential to arm students with the content knowledge 
and skills they need to be both workforce ready and informed 
citizens,” said Nourse. “Our hope is that the GSA STEM Cer-
tification Program will make it easier to identify and develop 
these materials for all learners.” 
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Cities are the  
Key to Children’s 
Future
By Charles A. Gardner, PhD, NYAS

Two hundred years ago, when the Academy was launched, a 
child growing up in New York, London, Medellín or Manila was 
part of a tiny minority. Only three percent of all the world’s 
people lived in cities. The modern world is very different: for 
the first time in human history more than half of us now live in 
cities. By 2050, more than 70 percent of all children on Earth 
will be growing up in urban environments. In this increasingly 
urbanized world, cities play a major role in helping all children 
reach their full potential.

A growing body of research from the field of early child-
hood development (ECD) has demonstrated conclusively that 
poverty, poor health, inadequate nutrition, lack of stimulation, 
stress and maltreatment disrupt healthy brain development – 
putting children at a lifelong disadvantage. Conversely, good 
health and nutrition, nurturing caregivers, stimulating play and 
safe environments have powerful positive and protective ef-
fects on young children’s social, emotional and cognitive de-
velopment. Biology (nature) is important, but recent findings 
from the field of ECD research give us a new appreciation for 
the importance of nurturing care.

While parents and guardians take the lead in child care, the 
public sector plays a crucial supporting role, especially for fam-
ilies under stress. Some farsighted cities recognize that child 
care is as much an economic issue as a social one—healthy, 
well-adjusted children are more productive citizens. These 
“early adopter cities” are now working to strengthen their ma-
ternal health, nutrition and parenting programs, to create fam-
ily centers and improve the child-friendliness of their social 
services, justice systems and public spaces. To maximize the 
impact of these investments, these cities know that they need 
to harness the latest findings from ECD research. The Acade-
my has created the Global Compact for Early Childhood De-
velopment as a platform to support civic leaders in this effort.

The Academy believes that cities can be key change-agents 
in a global movement to improve children’s well-being in both 
wealthy and poor countries. By linking mayors, city program di-
rectors and ECD experts, our goal is to facilitate an exchange of 
evidence-based ideas and solutions. This will promote opera-
tional research and local adaptive learning, and a community-led 
effort to improve the lives of millions of urban children, their fam-
ilies and communities. Mayors and other senior city officials will 
take the lead in helping all children reach their full potential.

ACADEMY FEATURE

“EARLY ADOPTER CITIES” WORKSHOP
To jumpstart this important initiative, mayors and other se-
nior officials from 13 cities in Asia, Europe, Latin America and 
North America met recently at the Academy for the first work-
shop of the Global Compact for Early Childhood Development. 
The city delegations were joined by some of the world’s lead-
ing ECD experts and researchers. The rich exchange of ideas 
and experiences has already stimulated the development of 
new programs in Brazil and the Philippines, and strengthened 
resolve to measure ECD outcomes in several cities.

Joan Lombardi, Senior Advisor to the Bernard van Leer 
Foundation opened the program with an overview of “What 
works.” Lombardi’s remarks helped to position the Global 
Compact on the leading edge of a, “global movement of cit-
ies coming together for children and families.” She noted the 
importance of bundling services rather than working in sep-
arate health, education and child protection silos. Success, 
according to Lombardi, requires leadership, shared goals 
and a strong focus on measuring population-level outcomes.

A talk by Aysenil Belger, Director of Neuroimaging Research 
in Psychiatry at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, 
focused on, “The acquisition of social, emotional and cogni-
tive skills,” in young children. Belger emphasized not only that, 
“adverse environments promote adverse effects on the brain,” 
but that strategic investments by cities can help to prevent, 
protect and repair these adverse effects.

ABOVE: Mayor Teresa Surita of Boa Vista, Brazil

CENTER: Mayor Oscar Moreno of Cagayan de Oro City, The Philippines

FAR RIGHT: Family center in Boa Vista. Photo credit: Fernando Teixeira.

The workshop agenda included open “fishbowl conversa-
tions” that covered how to make antenatal programs work for 
the future child—“ECD in the womb”—and how to work with 
children and families in the household—“ECD in the home.” 
Noting the importance of family-based interventions, Ellen 
Galinsky of the Bezos Family Foundation said, “Learning is 
all about relationships; it is not pouring facts and figures into 
empty vessels. Interventions in the early years must address 
the needs of the whole family.”

“Could we reimagine cities so that cityscapes—places where 
people naturally go—become places 
where people learn? Can we build cog-
nition into cities?” This was the vision of 
Kathy Hirsh-Pasek, Director of the Infant 
and Child Laboratory at Temple Universi-
ty, during a session that looked at how to 
improve family centers, daycare and the 
so-called built environment—“ECD out-
side the home.”

In a Plenary Talk by Nancy Zimpher, 
Chancellor of the State University of 
New York, Chancellor Zimpher focused 
her remarks on, “how to build collective action across sectors 
and among relevant stakeholders.” She noted the critical im-
portance of investing in early childhood, but that investments, 
“must continue throughout life or the effects will be lost.”

During the workshop, participants used an electronic, tab-
let-based collaboration tool to capture key ideas. Their pri-
orities included development of “Common Standards for 
ECD-friendly Cities.” Participants also brainstormed common 
challenges including: building political will; strengthening the 
ECD workforce; financing ECD programs; improving child 

safety; reaching underserved children and those with special 
needs; and engaging parents and communities.

THE FUTURE OF CITIES, SCIENCE AND NURTURING CARE
The Global Compact for Early Childhood Development is 
unique in its international scope and focus on very young 
children in cities, from pregnancy to the age of three. But it 
is still in its infancy. As the Academy develops an informa-
tion exchange platform for members, enlists additional cities 
and experts and works to ensure adequate resources for this 

effort, we will rely on the recommenda-
tions from this first “early adopter cities” 
workshop to guide our steps.

The Academy affirms its commitment 
to the well-being of all children. Every 
child needs adequate nutrition to thrive 
in both mind and body—an aspiration 
shared by the Academy’s Sackler Insti-
tute for Nutrition Science, which took the 
lead in organizing this event.

It may seem to be a cliché to say that 
children are our future, but it is hard to 

see in what other context they would be viewed. As more and 
more children grow up in cities, it is increasingly clear that cit-
ies must work to ensure that their children become healthy, 
educated productive adults who will contribute to their re-
spective societies in a positive way.

A child growing up today in New York, London, Medellín or 
Manila may one day solve the world’s energy problems. This 
child may conquer cancer or end hunger, solve the mystery of 
dark matter or one day preside—as President of the New York 
Academy of Sciences—over our 250th anniversary. 

“We must show parents, 
in a loving way, what 

constitutes good practice— 
things the families might not 

otherwise see.”

 – Mayor Teresa Surita
Boa Vista Brazil
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Out of the Lab and Onto the 
Market: Proof of Concept Centers 
are Helping New York State 
Develop Clean Energy Technology
By Carina Storrs

New York State policy makers and business leaders looking 
to encourage new business start-ups should take a look at an 
innovative program developed by New York State Energy Re-
search & Development Authority (NYSERDA), an Academy 
program partner for nearly a decade.

NYSERDA’s mission is to identify next generation clean 
energy technology, and bring the best of those ideas out of 
the lab and into the marketplace through Proof of Concept 
Centers (POCC). POCCs work with research teams that 
have promising ideas, inventions and intellectual property. 
The teams gain access to business expertise that provides 
a market validation process to determine whether they are 
ready to create a viable business model. 

Jeff Peterson, NYSERDA’s Program Manager, sees this as a 
viable way to encourage new business start-ups. “Visualize a 
funnel. At the wide end of the funnel you have a lot of people 
with interesting ideas for prospective business enterprises. 
At the small end of the funnel you have a commercially viable 
scalable business,” he said. “The POCC programs are designed 
to help entrepreneurs with ideas around clean energy technol-
ogy negotiate the funnel to success.” 

Four years ago, NYSERDA selected three outstanding groups 
and awarded them funding to start POCCs: a Columbia Univer-
sity-led group, that includes Cornell Tech, Stony Brook Universi-
ty and Brookhaven National Laboratory; a joint NYU and CUNY 
group; and High Tech Rochester, a nonprofit business incubator. 
The first two groups operate as a single POCC known as Power-
BridgeNY (PBNY), while the High Tech Rochester POCC is called 
NEXUS-NY. The inclusion of NEXUS-NY helps cast an even wider 
net in the search for potentially game changing ideas. Although 
POCCs tend to focus on academic research Peterson said, “you 
hate to shut the door on people when they have an interesting 
idea, so that’s where the NEXUS-NY program came into play.”

Research universities have always been at the center of new 
technologies and New York State has one of the most enviable 
networks of innovation centers in the country. POCCs have been 
centers of innovations for several years. Similar to PBNY and 
NEXUS-NY, their aim has been to fund groups with promising 
early-stage research and advice about how to develop their re-
search for commercialization. All of these efforts support Gover-
nor Andrew M. Cuomo’s energy goals to have 50 percent of the 
state’s energy come from renewable energy sources by 2030.

to build and test multiple iterations of complex clean energy 
hardware, such as a transformer or wind turbine, requiring 
both more upfront market research and funding. In addition, 
the market for clean energy technology is constantly evolving 
so it may be more difficult to project the demand for a certain 
type of product. 

To date, 52 teams have participated in the first three cycles 
of the program. These teams have gone on to start nearly 30 
companies between them, many of which have also attracted 
private investment as well as grant funding from competitive 
state and federal programs. 

During their time in the POCC, the teams tap into myriad 
business resources that many academic groups and groups con-
ducting early-stage research, find critical for commercialization. 
As part of the application process for PBNY, teams participate 
in a two-day boot camp, during which they hear about lessons 
learned from previous PBNY classes. They pitch their idea to a 
panel of judges from industry who provide guidance and feed-
back. Once teams are accepted into PBNY, they meet regularly 
with an assigned industry mentor, who helps them prepare to 
talk with potential customers, many of whom they connect with 
through PBNY networking events. In addition, the teams have 
monthly meetings with PBNY leadership to determine how well 
they are meeting the business and technical milestones they es-
tablished at the beginning of the program.

The NEXUS-NY program involves two phases: In the first 12-
week phase, teams make the case to the POCC leadership that 
their technology lends itself to creating a startup. If they ad-
vance, they spend the rest of the program working to demon-
strate that their technology works in a way that is useful to 
potential customers, such as through building prototypes and 
developing investor presentations. Throughout the program, 
participants meet weekly with teaching teams, either virtually 
or in person, which help train them to have conversations with 
potential customers. The mentor network at NEXUS-NY is in-
valuable for introducing teams to key industry players. 

Both NEXUS-NY and PBNY award research money to teams ac-
cepted into their program, but by the time they finish the program, 
teams usually say the most helpful part was everything else. 

Christopher Schauerman, co-director of the Battery Proto-
typing Center at Rochester Institute of Technology, is part of 
a NEXUS-NY team that formed a company, called Cellec, for 
its technology, which involves using nanomaterials to build 
smaller and more energy dense batteries. The batteries have 
potential applications in drones and satellites and the Cellec 
team, which graduated last year, already has contracts lined 
up with customers in the aerospace and defense community. 
Schauerman said, “Through the NEXUS-NY program, we were 
able to talk to enough customers and get enough customer 
feedback that motivated us to form a company.”

For some teams, feedback from potential investors led them to 
substantially pivot their plan. Tim Kernan, GM of Ironic Chemi-
cals and his partners at Columbia University were accepted into 

LEFT: Powerbridge Showcase Day. From left to 
right: Xiaozheng, Co-Principal Investigator Scott 
Banta, Co-Principal Investigator Alan West, 
Entrepreneurial Lead Tim Kernan.

OPPOSITE, RIGHT: Jessica Akemi of Cornell 
presents on plans to commercialize CO2 
conversion technologies at the NEXUS-NY  
demo day in Rochester, NY.  
Photo courtesy of: doerrphoto.com.

the first cohort of PBNY with the plan to use their genetically 
engineered bacteria to convert solar energy to liquid fuel. The 
negative response from investors, who questioned the need for 
this technology because fuel was so cheap, combined with input 
from a PBNY business mentor, led the team to instead develop 
the bacteria to break down sulfide waste from copper mining. 

“Academics are not always experienced or familiar with the 
commercialization process,” Kernan said about the company 
he and his partners formed based on their technology. “Up until 
the existence of PBNY and similar types of centers, there was no 
support, you had to figure it out on your own or be lucky enough 
to have a technology that a company already wanted to buy. But 
with clean energy you’re creating technology that doesn’t have a 
market yet,” Kernan said. Ironic Chemicals currently has a part-
ner in the mining industry and a federal small business grant that 
will hopefully allow them to start testing bacterial tank reactors 
at a mining site by early 2018. 

Another important component to the program is the advisory 
board organized by the Academy. National thought leaders from 
academia, government and industry meet regularly to provide 
strategic advice to the POCC leadership. 

“After a relatively short time, there have been many interesting 
success stories. Many companies have been formed. Some have 
raised private capital. A few have sold products. Even more have 
been awarded additional grant funding,” Peterson said. “The truly 
exciting part of the program, however, is that many of the research 
teams have become excited about entrepreneurship. NYSERDA 
committed to funding the POCCs for a five-year term. The hope 
is that the program will gain enough momentum and interest that 
grant and investment money will step in and NYSERDA and state 
funds would not be necessary at the scale they are at now.” 

More information about the POCC programs and their grad-
uates can be found on the Academy website [http://www.nyas.
org/policyeval/pocc.aspx] Researchers can visit the websites 
of PowerbridgeNY [http://www.powerbridgeny.com] and NEX-
US-NY [http://nexus-ny.org] to learn more about applying. 

“Unlike the NYSERDA POCCs, many of these cen-
ters promote a range of technologies rather than fo-

cusing specifically on clean energy. However, clean 
energy technology, as compared with software 

technology for example, is particularly poised 
to benefit from the POCC model,” Peterson 

said. For one, it is relatively capital inefficient 
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Meet New York Academy of  
Sciences Founder, Samuel L. Mitchill
Samuel Latham Mitchill was a rare polymath for his time. Born 
in North Hempstead, New York in 1764, he had remarkably 
varied interests, which ranged from medicine to geology, bot-
any and mineralogy. A farmer’s son, Mitchill exhibited great 
interest in the natural sciences early in life. After studying the 
foundations of medicine with his uncle, doctor Samuel Latham, 
Mitchill went to the University of Edinburgh to earn his med-
ical degree in 1786 and then returned to New York, where he 
received a license to practice medicine. The route he chose, 
however, was far from a typical doctor’s path.

Because of his boundless thirst for knowledge, Mitchill 
couldn’t fully settle on pursuing any one scientific field. His 
contemporaries described him as a “chaos of knowledge,”  
a “living encyclopedia,” and a “stalking library.”

He kept dabbling in a variety of disciplines, building a unique 
level of scientific proficiency, which was very rare at the time. 
It was not surprising that his wide array of interests and exper-
tise earned him an appointment as a Chair of Natural History at 
Columbia University, at the age of 28. At Columbia, Mitchill’s 
scientific career truly flourished. He taught chemistry and bot-
any, and expanded his work into other areas of science.

Mitchill was a prolific publisher and produced a variety of 
works, once again on a wide variety of topics. He prompted 
the geological survey of New York State. He contributed to the 
development of agriculture by surveying the mineralogy of the 
Hudson River Valley. His chemistry studies led to improved 
detergents and disinfectants, and even better gunpowder. For 
23 years, Mitchill served as a chief editor of the Medical Repos-
itory, one of the top scientific publications of the time.

It would only make sense then, that an erudite man like 
Mitchill would lay the foundation for the New York Academy 
of Sciences. In 1817, he organized the first meeting of the Ly-
ceum of Natural History (the Academy’s early name), which 
took place at the College of Physicians and Surgeons in Low-
er Manhattan. Later elected as the Lyceum’s first President, 
Mitchill remained in that post until 1823. Under his supervi-
sion, the Lyceum hosted lectures, preserved samples of nat-
ural artifacts, and established a library. Seven years after the 
Lyceum’s commencement, it began publishing The Annals of 
the Lyceum of Natural History of New York — one of the first 
American journals of natural history and science. The Annals 
published articles on myriad topics, from research on swal-
lows by its Member John James Audubon, to descriptions of 
newly found species.

As the years progressed, the organization started by Mitchill 
continued to grow, adding more activities to its list. New York 

State commissioned the Lyceum to do a survey of its mineralo-
gy, botany and zoology. The Lyceum also became instrumental 
in launching organizations dedicated to scientific research and 
literacy, including New York University in 1831, and the Muse-
um of Natural History in 1868.

Like many other great scholars who sought to educate so-
ciety about science, Mitchill worked to emphasize the impor-
tance of scientific progress in the U.S. Congress. In 1801, he re-
signed his Columbia appointment and took a seat in the House 
of Representatives. Later, he served a term in the Senate, and 
then once again in the House. He was an advocate of quaran-
tine laws, and an avid proponent of the Library of Congress.

Mitchill was also instrumental in the creation of education-
al institutions including Rutgers Medical College, where he 
served as Vice President during the college’s first four years. 
Despite being preoccupied with his political efforts and oth-
er endeavors, Mitchill never stopped working on his scientific 
pursuits, and remained very productive in his research publi-
cations throughout his life. As historian Alan Aberbach once 
wrote, “To Mitchill it was axiomatic that with diligence and 
empirical practices, developing systematically and organically, 
one could come to grips with and resolve the historical plagues 
of mankind’s ills.” 

Before there was Central Park, 
the American Museum of Natural 
History, the New York Botanical 
Garden, New York University—
indeed, before there was much of 
anything but farmland above Canal 
Street in Manhattan—there was the 
New York Academy of Sciences. 

F
ounded in 1817 as the “Lyceum of Natural History in 
the City of New York,” by a small group of science en-
thusiasts, led by Samuel Latham Mitchill, a polymath 
and prominent politician who represented New York 

in the U.S. Congress, determined to create an organization 
that anyone interested in natural science could join in order 
to learn from experts, and that provided a venue for public 
consumption of scientific ideas and advances of the time. For 
the next 100 years, the trials and tribulations of the Academy 
were in many respects the trials and tribulations of progress 
of science in New York and other states of the new Ameri-
can republic. In March 1817, James Monroe became the fifth 
American president. That same year he was elected an hon-
orary member of the Lyceum, along with the third American 
president, Thomas Jefferson. 

The intentionally anti-patrician nature of the Lyceum not 
only distinguished it from other institutions of the day, it served 

as the basis for a new type of democratic institution that later 
was instrumental in the progress of science, especially in the 
New York City area, though this was also felt throughout New 
York State and beyond. 

On the national scene, Philadelphia, originally owing to its 
centrality as the first American capital and birthplace of major 
figures in politics and science—e.g., Benjamin Franklin—was 
home to the first science societies in the nascent country, al-
though with the exception of Franklin’s Academy of Natural 
History the societies were aristocratic and elitist. They were 
institutions largely, if not exclusively, for men of wealth who 
were not themselves scientists; nor probably even much inter-
ested in science. Membership was a symbol of status, indicat-
ing, among other things, that a person had the financial means 
to support these 19th century social clubs. 

Even by name—Lyceum: an institution for popular educa-
tion providing discussions, lectures, concerts, etc.—the first 
incarnation of the Academy was fundamentally different from 
other societies. Its raison d’être was not social climbing and 
show, but the dissemination of science, and bringing people 
who were keenly interested in science, together. This funda-
mental democratic principle determined the course of the 
Academy’s history, and with it the development of key institu-
tions of science and learning in New York City today, including 
Central Park, the American Museum of Natural History, the 
New York Botanical Garden and New York University. It was 
by inclusion of people on the basis of only their interest in sci-
ence that the Academy could bring together so many different 
stakeholders—indeed so many key individuals at just the right 
moments—to influence, if not forge the development of many 
New York City institutions. 

A Concise History By Douglas Braaten, PhD, NYAS
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The founding meeting of the Academy, then the Lyceum, oc-
curred on January 29, 1817. To tell the history of the Academy’s 
accomplishments since then is to tell the history of science in 
New York State and America, and beyond. It is the history of 
an institution, but more importantly of the tens of thousands 
of individuals who have been Academy Members since 1817, 
from around the globe and from many diverse institutions, 
cultures and walks of life. Indeed the history of the Academy 
would not have been possible without the devotion, energy 
and creativity of its Members. This collective engagement—
today we refer to this as the Academy’s network—has enabled 
and driven fundamental changes in the landscape of science 
and science-based institutions in New York City and through-
out the world. This is history worth telling, and re-telling. 

Two centuries later, on January 29 2017, the Academy un-
veiled a permanent 200th Anniversary Exhibition in the lobby of 
its headquarters at 7 World Trade Center in New York City (see 
photos on page 16). The folded timeline insert in this issue of 
the magazine provides a concise history of key Academy events, 
members and accomplishments since 1817. A prominent feature 
of the physical exhibition is a 17-foot-long timeline with images 
and text that tells the story of some of the enormous challenges 
and successes over the Academy’s 200 years. 

In addition, as part of the 200th anniversary celebration, the 
Academy is publishing a revised edition of a critically acclaimed 
history of the Academy and of science in New York City and 
the early United States, Knowledge, Culture, and Science in the 
Metropolis: The New York Academy of Sciences, 1817–2017 by 
historian and professor Simon Baatz (John Jay College). Origi-
nally published as special issue of Annals (Ann NY Acad Sci 584: 
1–269) in 1990, professor Baatz’s book provides an, “engrossing 
account of the role of the sciences within the great American 
metropolis”... “this masterly account of science in its social con-
text will be of the greatest interest to everyone who cares about 
New York, about the growth of knowledge, and about the impor-
tance of voluntary associations in our national life.” The revised 
edition, published in January 2017, contains a new chapter on the 
Academy’s history from 1970 to 2017. 

An even earlier account, A History of the New York Academy 
of Sciences, formerly the Lyceum of Natural History, published 
in 1887 by Herman Le Roy Fairchild, is also available in elec-
tronic form by contacting the Academy at annals@nyas.org. 
Fairchild’s account is a detailed discussion of many facets of the 
Lyceum’s early days, including biographical sketches of many 
of the important founders, lists of all of the first Lyceum offi-
cers and administrators, dates and addresses of locations of the 
Academy during its early peripatetic days, copies of the original 
constitution, by-laws and other legal documents. 

Finally, a very brief history, “The Founding of the Lyceum of 
Nature History,” by historian Kenneth R. Nodyne, was published 
in 1970 (Ann NY Acad Sci 172: 141–149). Members can access 
the paper by logging into the Academy’s 200th anniversary 
website (https://bicentennial.nyas.org/). 

Some Prominent 
Members of the 
Academy—From 1817  
to the Present
From its inception, the Academy has been a member-driven 
organization. And while it was a democratic organization that 
welcomed anyone, the Academy, for its first 100 years or so, 
proposed and voted on bestowing memberships. 

As specified in the original constitution of 1817, admit-
tance to the Lyceum was by three categories of member-
ship. Resident members were from NYC and “its immediate 
vicinity” and thus could take part in Academy meetings, 
while Corresponding members, largely on account of travel 
times in the early 19th century—it took a day and a half to 
travel to Boston!—were less involved; Honorary members 
were selected on the basis of “attainment in Natural Histo-
ry,” no matter where they resided.

Categories of membership changed over the years. In the 
1980s there were eight: Active, Life, Student, Junior, Insti-
tutional, Certificate, Honorary Life and Fellows. The total 
number of members had reached its highest, 48,000 from 
all 50 states and over 80 countries around the world. This 
membership apogee was in large part the result of two fac-
tors. One was the enormous influence of the Academy’s 
executive director from 1935 to 1965, Eunice Miner, whose 
zeal and “stubbornness” increased membership from 750 
in 1938 to over 25,000 by 1967! The other influence was a 
membership policy in the 1980s of mailing out membership 
certificates to people worldwide. 

Today’s Academy membership of 20,000 is composed of 
Professional, Student and Postdoctoral, Supporting and Pa-
tron, and—continuing a long tradition—Honorary Members. 
Over the course of our history there have been well over 200 
Honorary Members, including 110 Nobel Laureates. Below 
are profiles of just a few of the Honorary Members who can 
be found on the Academy’s website (http://www.nyas.org/
WhoWeAre/pasthonorary.aspx). 

RIGHT: Knowledge, 
Culture, and Science 
in the Metropolis: The 
New York Academy of 
Sciences, 1817–2017

FAR RIGHT: A History 
of the New York 
Academy of Sciences, 
formerly the Lyceum  
of Natural History
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LORD KELVIN 
(1824–1907)
Elected Honorary Member 1876
William Thomson, 1st Baron Kelvin, a Scots-Irish mathemati-
cal physicist and engineer who did important work on electric-
ity and thermodynamics. Absolute temperatures are stated in 
units of Kelvin in his honor.

LOUIS PASTEUR 
(1822–1895)
Elected Honorary Member 1889 
A French chemist and microbiologist known worldwide for his 
work on understanding vaccination, microbial fermentation, 
and pasteurization. He was director of the Pasteur Institute, 
established in 1887, until his death. He was made a Chevalier 
of the Legion of Honour in 1853, promoted to Commander in 
1868, to Grand Officer in 1878 and made a Grand Cross of the 
Legion of Honor—one of only 75 in all of France.

NIELS BOHR 
(1885–1962)
Elected Honorary Member 1958 
A Danish physicist who won the Nobel Prize in Physics in 1922 
for making fundamental contributions to the studies of atomic 
structure and quantum theory. He spent much of his life and 
worked in Denmark, where he founded the Institute of Theo-
retical Physics at the University of Copenhagen. 

BARBARA MCCLINTOCK 
(1902–1992)
Elected Honorary Member 1985
An American cytogeneticist who won the Nobel Prize in Phys-
iology or Medicine in 1983 for her discovery of genetic trans-
position. Her work concentrated on studies of maize, for which 
she developed techniques for visualizing the chromosomes; 
she produced the first genetic map for maize and demonstrat-
ed the important roles of telomeres and centromeres. McClin-
tock spent her entire professional career in her own laboratory 
at Cold Spring Harbor Laboratory. 

ROSALYN S. YALOW 
(1921–2011)
Elected Honorary Member 2006
Born in New York City, Yalow was a medical physicist and 
co-winner of the Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine for 
the development of the radioimmunoassay (RIA), an in vitro 
technique used to measure concentrations of immune pro-
teins called antigens. This revolutionary technique helped 
to marshal in the modern era of immunological research. 
Yalow also won the prestigious Albert Lasker Award for 
Basic Medical Research (1976) and the National Medal of 
Science (1988). 

ABOVE: Financier J.P. Morgan’s membership proposal card, dated Oct. 5, 1891
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New York Academy of 
Sciences Expands Its 
Portfolio of Partnerships
During the past two centuries the Academy has been proud 
to partner with many of the world’s largest and most presti-
gious corporations and organizations to bring our Members 
the very best scientific initiatives and networking opportuni-
ties. Our path to build the “World’s Smartest Network” has 
just been extended with the addition of three new initiatives.

THE TAKEDA INNOVATORS  
IN SCIENCE AWARD 
On November 10, 2016, the Takeda Pharmaceutical Compa-
ny Limited and the Academy announced the establishment of 
the Takeda Innovators in Science Award. This award will rec-
ognize and celebrate disruptive and transformative research 
conducted by promising early career scientists and outstand-
ing senior scientists across the globe in Takeda’s therapeutic 
areas of focus—neuroscience, gastroenterology, oncology and 
regenerative medicine. Two prizes of $200,000 will be award-
ed each year, one to an early-career scientist and the other to a 
well-established scientist who have distinguished themselves 
for the creative thinking and impact of their research. 

The New York Academy of Sciences will administer the 
award. This includes soliciting nominations, arranging and 
overseeing all judging and managing related events and sci-
entific symposia where the winners will be honored. The Take-
da Innovators in Science Award will be a limited submission 
competition in which research universities and academic in-
stitutions around the globe with a well-established record of 
scientific excellence will be invited to nominate their most 
promising young faculty and their most extraordinary senior 
faculty working in the selected therapeutic fields. Prize win-
ners and finalists will be selected by a panel of independently 
selected judges with expertise in these disciplines. For the in-
augural prizes, the nomination period will open in March 2017. 
The inaugural winners will be honored at an Awards Ceremo-
ny and Symposium at the Academy in November 2017. For 
more information please visit the Takeda Innovators in Science 
Award website. 

THE UTC THINK BIG  
PARTNERSHIP
For teens around the world who are passionate about sci-
ence, technology, engineering and math (STEM), Think BIG, 
a new initiative from United Technologies Corporation may 
help to open the door of opportunity. 
Think BIG comprises three core programs. 
•  UTC STEM Scholars Program: Mentoring the high-achieving 

STEM workforce of tomorrow is a customized virtual STEM 
mentoring program, designed to engage high-achieving, 
high school students from around the world. Each stu-
dent will receive customized, year-long mentorship from a 
STEM professional and online coursework to help further 
their ambitions.

•  The UTC Innovation Challenge is for students and teachers. 
It will provide engagement opportunities through open edu-
cational resources available to educators through an open 
challenge on the Academy’s virtual collaborative learning plat-
form, Launchpad. 

•  The UTC STEM U: Online coursework and community for 
high school students and teachers will provide high school 
teachers and students with access to challenging online 
coursework and, for teachers, a global community of 
peers. UTC STEM U courses will include college readiness, 
leadership, critical thinking and communication. 
 Building a network of high school students, teachers and 

STEM professionals is a core objective of Think BIG, which 
also aims to provide opportunities for high school students to 
work on real-world challenges with a one-to-one mentor. Ed-
ucators will have access to curricular materials that will help 
them facilitate open innovation challenges, hackathons and 
essential soft skill development, such as leadership, critical 
thinking and preparation for college.
 

THE INTERSTELLAR INITIATIVE 
In the fall of 2016, the Academy reached an agreement with 
the Japan Agency for Medical Research and Development to 
create the Interstellar Initiative. The landmark event, to be 
held in the spring of 2017, will bring together the world’s most 
promising Early Career Investigators (ECIs) with established 
leaders in their field in order to catalyze discovery and foster 
collaboration in the areas of cancer, regenerative medicine and 
neuroscience. The Academy will develop the program in their 
New York City headquarters. At the three day workshop, ECIs 
will be grouped within so-called “Dream Teams” to generate 
mentor guided, collaborative research proposals. ECIs will be 
expected to present their team solutions and top teams will be 
recognized with an award. Teams will receive funding to fur-
ther enhance their proposals which will be refined at a second 
workshop later in the summer and prepared for submission to 
international funding agencies.

To be eligible, ECI’s must hold a doctorate degree or equivalent, 
obtained their last degree within the past 10 years, have engaged 
in active research for 10 years or less since obtaining their doc-
toral degree, and hold an independent, tenure track or equivalent 
faculty position at a university, private research institution, aca-
demic medical center or national government laboratory. 

1. The Nasdaq welcomed the New 
York Academy of Sciences to the 
Closing Bell ceremony, Friday, January 
27, 2017. Ellis Rubinstein, President 
and CEO (center) officially rang 
the closing bell. Photography by 
Christopher Galluzzo / Nasdaq, Inc.

2. The Nasdaq billboard promotes the 
New York Academy of Sciences 200th 
birthday at the “crossroads of the 
world” in Times Square, New York City. 
Photography by Christopher Galluzzo 
/ Nasdaq, Inc.  

3. On Sunday, January 29th, 2017, 
the official birthday of the New York 
Academy of Sciences, more than 150 

Members and guests gathered at the 
Academy’s New York headquarters 
to participate in the 200th birthday 
festivities of the Academy and the 
opening of a new exhibition that 
showcases the 200 year historical 
timeline.  

4. Douglas Braaten, Ph.D. Chief 
Scientific Officer, Scientific 
Publications and Editor-in-Chief, 
Annals of the New York Academy 
of Sciences opens the afternoon’s 
festivities and welcomes guests.

5. Posing for “selfies” with Charles 
Darwin .

6. Guests admire the view of  
New York City from the 40th floor  
of 7 World Trade Center, the 
Academy’s headquarters.

7. Historian and Professor Simon 
Baatz of John Jay College, featured 
guest speaker, provided a fascinating 
look at the history of the New York 
Academy of Sciences.  

8. The interactive display depicting 
the history of the New York 
Academy of Sciences will be a 
permanent fixture in the Academy’s 
lobby for all visitors to enjoy.

9. Bill de Blasio, Mayor of the City 
of New York issues a Proclamation 
in honor of the Academy’s 200th 
birthday.

10. Paul Horn, Chair, New York 
Academy of Sciences Board of 
Governors looks back at 200 years 
of Academy history. 

11. Academy Vice Chair, Paul Walker 
talks about the future of science and 
the Academy.  

12. Academy Members and guests 
pledge “200 for 200.” 

Scenes From a Celebration: The New York 
Academy of Sciences Officially Turns 200!

6

3 4
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8
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MEMBER PROFILE

Eunice Thomas Miner,  
Envisioning a Scientific Future
In 1932 when Eunice Thomas Miner became involved 
with the Academy, it was in a state of great flux. Acade-
my records showed just $6,000 in assets and double that 
amount in unpaid bills, with dire membership numbers. 
“We had the grand total of exactly one active Member,” 
Miner later recalled in an interview, noting that while 317 
people were listed on the books, only one was recorded as 
having paid dues. But the worst part, in Miner’s view, was 
the general apathy about the Academy’s proceedings. She 
recalled a geology paper presentation attracting a total of 
four participants, “the section head, my husband, myself, 
and a janitor.” Miner, at the time a young research assistant 
in the American Museum of Natural History’s Zoology De-
partment—the Academy’s offices were housed within the 
museum in those days—felt something had to be done to 
turn things around. 

She decided to, “bring the Academy back to life.” Her goal 
was more idealistic than merely increasing participation 
and reviving publications. Miner wanted to create a place 
for scientific debate, where researchers could share their 
work, present recent discoveries and argue new ideas. “I 
felt the Academy, if it could be rejuvenated, would provide 
a true forum, a unique institution that scientists could call 
their own,” she later said.

Miner took the Academy’s future not only into her own 
hands, but also into her own apartment. To draw more par-
ticipants, she and her husband, Roy Waldo Miner, hosted 
paper presentations at their own dinners. That earned the 
Academy 72 Members within a year. Miner promised to re-
cruit 100 new Members annually, with a total goal of 1,000 
Members. That required significant time and energy, so she 
left her research position at the museum and fully devoted 
herself to the Academy’s needs.

Miner’s Membership drives, which she began running in 
1936, exceeded all expectations. She recruited 110 new Mem-
bers the first year, more than doubled that amount the next year, 
and by 1940 reached her 1,000 Member goal— much sooner 
than planned. Given her successes, the Scientific Council of 
the Academy appointed her as the organization’s Executive 
Secretary. By the time Miner retired from her role as Execu-
tive Director of the Academy in 1967, after serving in a num-
ber of positions, the Academy counted over 26,000 Members 
across the world. Among her many impactful achievements 
was securing the organization a new home, through a gift from 
wealthy philanthropist Norman Woolworth, who donated his 
mansion to the Academy. 

However, Miner’s vision for the Academy and the scienc-
es it represented was far more than a permanent home and 
stable financing. She saw the organization playing a key 
role in fostering scientific collaborations and educating the 
public about scientific progress. “The time has long since 
passed when the scientist could afford to isolate himself in 
his laboratory or think of his discipline as a world unto it-
self,” Miner said in one of her later interviews. “Today, more 
than any other time in history, disciplines interact with each 
other and are dependent upon each other, both in a research 
and social sense.”

Moreover, Miner wanted scientists to build public aware-
ness of what was developing in their respective fields; to 
involve them in the inspiring process of discovery. “More 
than ever, the public needs to be informed about science,” 
she said, emphasizing the critical role of research in modern 
society. Miner envisioned the Academy as an enabler and 
disseminator of the scientific progress, and, a half-century 
later, the Academy still upholds this vital tradition. 

Adventurous and Experimental: 
Margaret Mead and the Academy
“The Academy has stood for new ideas, for the adventurous 
and experimental,” said Margaret Mead, at a celebration of the 
Academy’s 150th anniversary in 1967. “Adventurous and ex-
perimental” well describes Mead’s own career. As a new PhD 
in the 1920s, she carried out groundbreaking—and controver-
sial—anthropological fieldwork on childhood and adolescence 
among indigenous South Pacific peoples. She later turned her 
attention to the context of youth in her own society, famous-
ly commenting on the “generation gap” of the late 1960s. An 
outspoken public intellectual, Mead became America’s most 
famous anthropologist. She used her association with the 
Academy to bring attention to cultural perspectives on scien-
tific change in the mid 20th century.

Mead first became involved in the Academy in the 1930s. 
Making her mark with her best-selling books Coming of Age 
in Samoa and Growing Up in New Guinea. Her professional 
home was in New York City, at the American Museum of 
Natural History (AMNH), where she became Curator of Eth-
nology, and where the Academy’s headquarters occupied 
two rooms during the 1930s and 1940s. Both Eunice Thom-
as Miner, the Academy’s Executive Director at the time, and 
Mead, held the title of Research Assistant at AMNH, where 
they became friends as well as colleagues.

For the next 40 years, Mead’s perspective as an anthropolo-
gist shaped Academy affairs. She understood science as a prod-
uct of culture. In Academy forums and elsewhere, she compared 
science in different national contexts, professional and public 
understanding of science, and perception of science by young 
people and older generations. Her many articles and talks on the 
implications of these different perspectives—whether for nuclear 
war, space exploration, science education, scientific literacy of the 
public and other issues—converged with a growing concern with-
in the Academy about the place of science in society.

Throughout this time, Mead contributed research to Annals, 
and served the Academy in official capacities, at different times 
as Chair of the Anthropology section, Vice President of the Scien-
tific Council and Vice President of the Academy.

The Academy provided a platform for Mead’s research in 
1942, when it published her book with Gregory Bateson, Balinese 
Character: A Photographic Analysis. Carried out from 1936 to 1938, 
Bateson and Mead’s fieldwork in Bali made unprecedented use 
of photography and film, generating some 25,000 still images. 
Earlier anthropologists had taken photographs, but this project 
was the first to do so on such a large scale, and also the first to 
present the visual record as the primary scientific evidence with 
written documentation secondary. The book helped launch the 
new field of visual anthropology and it remains a classic today.

Mead valued the Academy’s ability to convene experts in 
“symposia on the growing edge of knowledge,” as she put it—
and, “the structure it provided for creative interchange among 
the sciences.” In October of 1957, one of these frontiers was 
launching earth-orbiting satellites. Mead later recalled that the 
announcement of the Soviet Sputnik launch came only two hours 
after she had mailed invitations for an Academy conference on 
the cultural implications of “man in space.” The conference was 
held later the same month, and the proceedings were published 
in Annals the following year.

These and many other issues that Mead tackled in the 1960s 
and 1970s remain relevant to the Academy today. She was, “Al-
ways helpful to this Academy,” in the words of a 1973 citation 
praising her as an Academy Governor, and could “be counted on 
for sound advice based on high principles.”

LEARN MORE ABOUT MEAD:

•  Clifford Geertz’s 1989 biography, Margaret Mead,  
1901-1978: A Biographical Memoir, published by the  
United States National Academy of Sciences.

• Jane Howard’s 1989 biography, Margaret Mead: A Life. 

MEMBER PROFILE
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ACADEMY FEATURE

The Blavatnik Awards for  
Young Scientists Celebrates  
its First Decade with Expansion  
into the UK and Israel
By Victoria Cleave, PhD, NYAS

The scientific equivalent of magic can happen when you put 
outstanding researchers together in a room. At the 2016 Blav-
atnik Science Symposium, a neuroscientist met a physicist, and 
they realized that the tool the neuroscientist needed to further 
his work was being developed within the physicist’s lab. Both 
were Blavatnik honorees, and they might never have met had it 
not been for the Blavatnik Awards for Young Scientists.

The Blavatnik Science Symposium is just one aspect of this 
distinctive awards program, established with the vision of Len 
Blavatnik, founder and Chairman of Access Industries and head 
of the Blavatnik Family Foundation, now celebrating its tenth an-
niversary. The New York Academy of Sciences has administered 
the Awards since their inception, when they focused on the New 
York, New Jersey and Connecticut tri-state area. The basic te-
nets of the awards are simple: find brilliant researchers age 42 
or under in chemistry, physical sciences and engineering, and 
life sciences, and award them financial support and exposure 
for their work. 

Len Blavatnik explained the significance of that vision, “Young 
scientists represent the future of scientific thought. By honoring 
these young individuals and their achievements we are helping 
to promote the breakthroughs in science and technology that 
will define how our world will look in 20, 50, 100 years.”

In 2014, the Foundation supported the expansion from a re-
gional to a national program, recognizing academic researchers 
across the United States every year with awards of $250,000, 
one of the largest unrestricted prizes ever created for research-
ers under the age of 42. After seeing the success of the current 
Awards the Foundation was keen to support even more young in-
novators, so the program will expand with two new sets of Awards 

in the United Kingdom and Israel in early 2017. The Academy is 
delighted to be partnering with the Israel Academy of Sciences 
and Humanities to manage the Awards in Israel. Nominations for 
both new Awards will open in May 2017 and the first Blavatnik UK 
and Israel laureates will be honored in early 2018. 

“We know that this kind of recognition is particularly im-
portant because of the focus on scientists at the crucial junc-
ture of their career when they are transitioning from trainee to 
independent researcher,” said Ellis Rubinstein, President and 
Chief Executive Officer at The New York Academy of Sciences. 
“Such recognition not only rewards past successes, it directly  
enables continued research — the kind of research that leads to 
world-changing discoveries.”

During the Awards’ first decade, more than 2,000 scientists 
and engineers were nominated from more than 200 institu-
tions, with prizes totaling more than $4 million. 

Michal Lipson, 2010 Blavatnik Awards Faculty winner and 
Given Foundation Professor at Cornell University, explained: 
“There are a few awards for young scientists, but almost all of 
them are based on proposals that you submit, and not on the ac-
tual work that you do as a young scientist. The Blavatnik Awards 
program is true recognition of the work of young scientists; it is 
unique in that sense. There is no equivalent.” 

But it is the honorees themselves that are the most remarkable 
part of the Blavatnik Awards for Young Scientists. Chosen for both 
their achievements to date and the potential of what’s yet to come 
in their careers, the Awards aim to recognize truly outstanding 
scientists and engineers forging creative paths in research. 

Beyond accolades, these brilliant young men and women carry 
out their trailblazing science across the breadth of the Awards cat-
egories. From deciphering how memories are formed and stored 
in the brain, to targeting genetic mutations that drive the growth 
of aggressive cancers. They have probed the complex physics of 
dark matter pulling galaxies apart, and designed nano-devices 
that can purify water or detect disease in low-resource settings.

The downstream impact of supporting such exceptional hon-
orees is clear. As Anthony Guiseppi-Elie, Professor and Division 
Director at Texas A&M University, who serves on the jury for the 

LEFT: Amit Singer and 
Deborah Silver listen to 
a presentation during 
the 2016 Blavatnik 
Science Symposium.

The Blavatnik Family Foundation and The New York Academy of Sciences  
are delighted to announce the launch of the

•  BLAVATNIK AWARDS FOR YOUNG SCIENTISTS  
IN THE UNITED KINGDOM and 

•  BLAVATNIK AWARDS FOR YOUNG SCIENTISTS  
IN ISRAEL, administered in collaboration with  
the Israel Academy of Sciences and Humanities

NOMINATIONS OPEN 

MAY 5, 2017

See www.blavatnikawards.org 
for more information

FROM LEFT TO RIGHT: 
Founder Len Blavatnik, 

Blavatnik National 
Laureates Marin Soljacic, 
Rachel Wilson and Adam 

Cohen, and Ellis Rubinstein, 
President and CEO, New 

York Academy of Sciences.

Blavatnik Awards
Young Scientists

for

DRIVING THE NEXT GENERATION  
OF SCIENTIFIC INNOVATION

Awards, said, “We are, in fact, just touching the lives of a few, 
but those few have the capacity to influence whole new vistas of 
enquiry, and so the ripple effect is quite substantial.”

Indeed, some immediate effects of the awards have arisen 
thanks to the generosity of two of the inaugural Blavatnik National 
Awards Laureates, who chose to donate part of their prize win-
nings to support even younger scientists: Adam Cohen and Marin 
Soljačić have established prizes of their own for talented students 
at Hunter College and high-schoolers in Croatia, respectively.

And of course, the Blavatnik Science Symposium has proven 
to be a fertile environment for ideas and collaborations, with al-
most 200 scientists and engineers in the Blavatnik community, 
and many nationalities represented.

“There are too few opportunities for scientists to actually 
come together and share the really big ideas. One of the really 
great things that we get out of the annual Blavatnik Symposium 
is that you have this community of young scientists that come 
together in many different fields,” said David Charbonneau, 2016 
Blavatnik National Laureate and Professor of Astronomy at Har-
vard University.

“The best scientific research is collaborative and we want our 
Blavatnik Scholars to be able to tap into the best talent around 
the world,” said Len Blavatnik. “I look forward to the next ten 
years of finding and supporting exceptional young researchers 
and helping to promote transformative scientific discoveries.”

TOP: Chris Chang presents at the 
Blavatnik Science Symposium.

ABOVE: Yueh Lynn Loo enjoying a networking break  
at the 2016 Blavatnik Science Symposium.
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ACADEMY eBRIEFINGS

The Physics of Everything
During spring and summer of 2016, the Academy—with 
grant support from The John Templeton Foundation—hosted 
an ambitious series of six panel discussions exploring how 
physics is tackling some of our biggest questions.

On April 5, our first panel posed the question, “What Does 
the Future Hold for Physics: Is There a Limit to Human 
Knowledge?” in which three physicists explored the frontiers 
of cosmology and quantum physics. Perhaps, we may never 
fully grasp realms such as string theory, dark matter and mul-
tiverses, but the panelists agreed that it is best to proceed as if 
explanations based in physics can be found.

The second session, convened on April 25, asked, “Where 
Do Physics and Philosophy Intersect?” Philosophy has much 
to offer physics, the panelists decided, in contrast to the asser-
tions of some prominent physicists. As with the role of obser-
vations in quantum mechanics and the experimental valida-
tion of theory, the panelists illustrated the power of a critical, 
interdisciplinary approach to understanding not only the facts, 
but also the significance of such ideas.

Physics has achieved its success in part by selecting problems 
that can be addressed by reducing them to simple parts follow-
ing simple laws. Less amenable subjects were discussed in the 
third session on May 9, “Complexity: A Science of the Future?” 
Biology, ecology and social phenomena such as cities are not 
easily described with simple equations, yet still display amaz-
ing regularities. The panelists, comprised of two physicists, a 
philosopher and a computer scientist, sketched their hopes for 
unifying principles that explain these regularities.

One complex phenomenon that has so far evaded physical 
analysis formed the topic of the fourth session on May 9, “The 
Rise of Human Consciousness.” Two of the panelists, a neuro-

scientist and a roboticist, did not even regard consciousness as 
a distinct phenomenon, but rather as a byproduct of systems 
that model themselves. In contrast, a philosopher and a phys-
icist agreed that this behavioral description missed something 
essential about what consciousness “feels like.” Both groups 
expressed hope for experimental tests of their views.

The fifth session on June 13 wondered, “Are We Alone in the 
Universe?” Recent experimental observations of thousands of 
planets orbiting other stars bolster the idea that ours is not the 
first civilization. The panelists explored how we might look for 
others and why we have not yet encountered any. One trou-
bling possibility—civilizations that achieve global scale inevi-
tably encounter challenges, such as climate change, that they 
fail to overcome.

The final session on June 29 was entitled, “Did Einstein Kill 
Schrödinger’s Cat? A Quantum State of Mind.” Two physi-
cists and a computer scientist discussed astonishing develop-
ments at the intersection of quantum gravity (as manifested 
in black holes) and quantum information. Trying to reconcile 
these disparate observations has overturned the traditional view 
of black holes, with no clear resolution so far. At the same time, 
an abstract connection between gravitational models and quan-
tum models in one fewer dimension is providing insight into both 
fields, including new methods for error correction in quantum 
computing as well as benchtop tests of black hole physics.

The wide ranging discussions of the six panels illustrate the 
power of physics to explain the universe, as well as the vast 
frontiers of that universe that still remain to be explored. 

Full eBriefing and podcasts by Don Monroe:
www.nyas.org/PhysicsofEverything-eB

The Physics of 
Everything

Surgery & 
Cognition

MicroRNAs

The Aspen  
Brain Forum

Academy eBriefings

Full eBriefing by Carina Storrs:
www.nyas.org/addiction2016-eB

The Addicted Brain & 
New Treatment Frontiers: 
The 6th Annual Aspen 
Brain Forum
Substance use is common among teenagers and young 
adults. In the most recent Monitoring the Future survey of 
students across the United States in 2015, 35% of 12th grade 
students said they had tried alcohol in the past month, and 
nearly 40% said they had been drunk in the past year. Al-
though alcohol and tobacco cigarette use are on the decline, 
use of illicit drugs has been steady, and a growing number of 
adolescents are using marijuana and electronic cigarettes. In 
2015, more high school seniors said they smoked marijuana 
everyday (6%) than smoked tobacco cigarettes (5.5%).

In fact, teenagers and people in their early 20s face the high-
est risk of using drugs and becoming addicted. At the same 
time, substance use disorders could have the greatest harm 
in this age group. Studies suggest that young people who are 
heavy alcohol drinkers and marijuana users could have reduc-
tions in brain volume and impaired cognitive performance.

The Aspen Brain Forum convened for the sixth time on May 
18–20, 2016, to focus on the neural underpinnings of addic-
tion in general, and why adolescents in particular could face 
an elevated risk of substance use disorders. Scientists, policy 
makers and representatives from the criminal justice system 
explained the devastating impact that drug use and addiction, 
both for legal drugs such as alcohol and illicit drugs such as 
cocaine, have on individual behavior and society.

For instance, studies show that an adolescent’s prefrontal 
cortex, the seat of executive function, is not yet fully devel-
oped, making it difficult for adolescents to make rational de-
cisions and regulate emotions. In her keynote address, Nora 
D. Volkow discussed how this group also exhibits weaker 
connections between the prefrontal cortex and the nucleus 
accumbens, a component of the limbic system involved in re-
ward. Addiction also turns on the stress system in the brain, 
which likely plays a critical role in the withdrawal stage, key-
note speaker George F. Koob argued in his address. 

Other speakers explored data on how neurotransmitters 
could modulate neuroplasticity, how specific brain net-
works could be involved in the progression to addiction and 
how changes in brain network activity associated with drug 
use and withdrawal correlate with changes in gene expres-
sion profiles in neurons. 

MicroRNAs: A Gene 
Silencing Mechanism 
with Therapeutic 
Implications
MicroRNAs (miRNAs) are short, noncoding RNA molecules 
that repress the translation of target mRNAs. Because of their 
roles in many important cellular processes, miRNAs are attrac-
tive candidates as drug targets, or as drugs themselves. Several  
miRNA therapies have recently made their way into clinical tri-
als for cancer and hepatitis C virus infection, while preclinical re-
search is underway in a variety of other diseases.

On July 13, 2016, clinicians and basic researchers from ac-
ademia and industry convened at the Academy for a sympo-
sium in which presenters discussed preclinical and clinical 
data for miRNA-based therapy, as well as new insights in the 
basic functions of miRNAs. 

Full eBriefing by Jennifer Cable:
www.nyas.org/miRNA-eB 

Surgery & Cognition:  
Delirium, Cognitive De-
cline and Opportunities 
to Protect the Brain
Tens of millions of surgeries are conducted in the United States 
every year on people over the age of 65. With surgical proce-
dures becoming increasingly safer and capable of promoting 
continued mobility and functionality into old age, the frequency 
of surgeries in the elderly will probably continue to rise. And yet, 
these procedures can have a dark side: for a significant percent-
age of elderly patients, anesthesia and surgery can lead to post-
operative delirium and possibly long-term cognitive decline.

Despite the high incidence of these conditions, they are of-
ten overlooked in the clinic, and their underlying mechanism 
and long-term effects are poorly understood. On June 21, 2016, 
the Alzheimer’s Drug Discovery Foundation partnered with the 
Academy’s Brain Dysfunction Discussion Group to bring to-
gether leading scientists and physicians to discuss challenges 
and opportunities to creating biomarkers and therapeutics for 
patients who are vulnerable to delirium, cognitive decline and 
dementia following surgery. 

Full eBriefing by Alla Katsnelson:
www.nyas.org/POCD-eB
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Evolution  
of the 
Diaphragm
The adaptation of vertebrates from aquatic to terrestrial lifestyles 
required the development of the faculty of air breathing to pro-
vide the oxygen required for respiration. Among the primarily 
terrestrial vertebrates (the amniotes), this involved the evolution 
of specialized structures for gas: the lungs as a gas exchanger 
and a ventilatory apparatus typically involving musculoskeletal 
elements of the trunk that functions as an active pump. The evo-
lution of the mammalian active pump, the diaphragm, remains 
poorly understood; largely owing to the unlikelihood of preserva-
tion of such delicate structures in the fossil record.

An original article by Markus Lambertz and colleagues,  
“A caseian point for the evolution of a diaphragm homologue 
among the earliest synapsids,” published in late 2016 (Ann NY 
Acad Sci 1385: 3–20), provides a new window into the origins of 
the diaphragm through quantitative bone histology and functional 
morphological and physiological modeling of caseids, a primitive 
and extinct type of synapsid—a group of animals that includes 
all mammal-like reptiles and true mammals. Lambertz and col-
leagues analyzed the fossilized skeletons of caseids to examine 
how effective the ribs were in generating the volumetric changes 
required of an active respiratory pump, how this respiration was 
affected by the general paleobiology of these animals, and what 
relationship this apparatus has to the evolution of the diaphragm. 

Their extensive analysis led them to a number of conclusions 
that challenge the conventional view of caseid lifestyle, as well 
as the origins of the mammalian diaphragm. On the basis of the 
structure of the ribs, the highly osteoporotic limb bones and the 
short craniocervical region, they conclude that caseids were like-
ly aquatic and must have possessed muscular diaphragms—or 
an analogous mechanism—to actively pump air into the lungs 
upon surfacing. If their hypothesis is correct, this would mean 
that a diaphragm homologue was present from almost the dawn 
of mammal-like reptiles, 50 million years earlier than previously 
thought, a finding that would have implications in understanding 
the origins of the mammalian respiratory apparatus.

The Lambertz study was spotlighted as a Research Highlight 
in the December 1, 2016 issue of Nature (“Ancient reptilehad a 
diaphragm,” Nature 540: 11. doi:10.1038/540011a). 

Evolutionary 
ecology of virus 
emergence
Virus emergence, or the transmission of viruses from one 
species or population into another, poses an ongoing threat 
to public health. The incidence of newly emerged viruses in 
human populations appears to be on the rise, especially in 
hotspots of high human population activity or density. 

In “Evolutionary ecology of virus emergence” (First pub-
lished: 30 December 2016; 10.1111/nyas.13304), John J. 
Dennehy reviews the evolutionary mechanisms underlying 
virus emergence in the context of virus ecology within hu-
man populations. Virus emergence requires three distinct 
mechanistic steps: acquisition of the ability to infect a new 
host, adaptation to that host to facilitate transmission and 
acquisition of an ability to spread epidemically through the 
host population. Dennehy argues that, owing to the quasi-
species diversity of viruses, the small number of mutations 
required for species shifts, the robustness of recombina-
tion mechanisms between virus species and other mecha-
nisms, the first step of acquiring the ability to infect a new 
species is not difficult. However, the subsequent steps are 
more difficult and occur at far lower frequency, reflecting 
the more limited evolutionary potential for between-host 
transmission and a variety of evolutionary effects, includ-
ing genetic distance, pleiotropy, epistasis, bottlenecking 
and ecological sinks. As a result, most preliminary emer-
gence events result in transient spillover infections that 
never spread. 

Dennehy further discusses the impact of environmental 
change on the ecology of viruses, describing how climate 
change can lead to range shifts in viral vectors, causing 
them to come into contact with other potential vector 
species and leading to a vector shift. He concludes with a 
number of broad recommendations to adapt antiviral strat-
egies to address the potentially limitless range of newly 
emerging viruses. 

Special Issue: Annals Reports
Ann NY Acad Sci, Vol. 1385  •  December 2016

Special Issue: The Year in Evolutionary Biology
Ann NY Acad Sci, Vol. 1390  •  February 2017 (forthcoming)

TOP, LEFT: An artist rendering of the primitive caseid studied by Lambertz et al.

TOP, RIGHT: Electron cryo-microscopy image of chikungunya virus.

Notable Annals Papers through the Years
The Academy’s scientific journal Annals of the New York 
Academy of Sciences was founded in 1823 and published un-
der the original title Annals of the Lyceum of Natural History 
of New York, making it among the oldest continuously pub-
lished American science journals. 

The opening paper in the very first issue of Annals, published 
in 1824, was titled “Synoptical View of the Lichens growing in 
the vicinity of the City of New-York” by Abraham Halsey. It was, 
essentially, a catalogue of lichen specimens observed in New 
York City and the surrounding area; previously read before the 
members of the Lyceum, this paper exemplifies the descriptive 
and enumerative natural history papers of Annals’ earliest days.

Since those early days science and science publishing have 
changed dramatically. Today, Annals of the New York Academy 
of Sciences is a world-class multidisciplinary science journal 
available in more than 11,000 institutions worldwide. Papers 
on diverse topics—not just natural history—are published in 
Annals’ twenty-four themed issues yearly. 

Below, we look back at some of the most significant papers pub-
lished over the past 193 years, including the two most historically 
impactful papers—among the most impactful of any journal—and 
a handful of significant papers from the last two decades.

By number of citations, the most impactful paper in Annals’ 
publication history was George Scatchard’s 1949 paper “The 
attractions of proteins for small molecules and ions” (Ann NY 
Acad Sci 51: 660–672), which has accumulated over 23,000 
citations since its publication and ranks as the 32nd most cited 
scientific paper of all time. In this landmark paper, Scatchard 
reviewed existing studies of compounds formed between pro-
teins and small molecules and discussed the general principles 
that determine how small molecules bind to a given protein 
and how tightly they bind. This paper became the gold stan-
dard for that kind of analysis.

Only slightly less influential, the second-most 
cited Annals paper and 38th most cited paper 
of all time was the 1964 paper by Baruch J. 
Davis, “Disc electrophoresis: method and ap-
plication to human serum proteins” (Ann NY 
Acad Sci 121: 404-427.). This technical paper 
provided a very early complete method for us-
ing polyacrylamide gels for electrophoresis, a 
technique discovered several years earlier by 
Davis’s group. While today’s biologists might 
not recognize the electrophoretic apparatus 
described by Davis, the fundamental method 
has been a ubiquitous and indispensable tool in 
molecular biology ever since.

ABOVE: Protein bands visualized after disk electrophoresis.

Finally, published in the annual review series The Year in 
Cognitive Neuroscience, Buckner et al.’s 2008 paper “The 
brain’s default network: anatomy, function, and relevance to 
disease,” (Ann NY Acad Sci 1124: 1–38) reviewed and synthe-
sized anatomical and functional data to make a persuasive 
case for the brain’s default network—a distinct brain net-
work that is preferentially active when an individual is not 
focused on the external environment. This manuscript, now 
cited over 2730 times, discusses primate studies demon-
strating the anatomy of the network, as well as functional 
studies elucidating a role for the default network in using 
memories and associations to construct self-relevant men-
tal simulations, providing a strong synthesis for what has 
now become a very active topic in cognitive neuroscience 
research. 

ABOVE: PET scan images of the brain showing different sites of activity  
associated with the default network.

Annals of the New York Academy of Sciences is the premier publication of the Academy,  
offering review articles in topical areas and proceedings of conferences.  
Learn more and order copies at www.nyas.org/annals.

Annals Highlights ANNALS HIGHLIGHTS
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A portion of this event will be Livestreamed. Follow 
us at livestream.com/newyorkacademyofsciences.
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OUT

MEMBER MEMOIR

A Life in Science:  
Academy Member  
Myrna M. Weissman, PhD
“I tell them research can be very exciting and they should do 
it if they have a passion for it. It’s not going to be easy, but we 
try not to discourage them.” These words for young scientists 
are from Myrna M. Weissman, PhD. An innovative epidemiol-
ogist and researcher, Dr. Weissman’s advice to the next gener-
ation of scientists differs greatly from the advice she received 
at the start of her own career. Upon graduating from college 
with honors, Weissman was discouraged from getting a PhD 
and told to, “go to social work school or into teaching.” That, 
and, of course, “get married.” Dr. Weissman went on to earn 
her Master’s in social work. By the late 1960s, Dr. Weissman’s 
husband accepted a position at Yale University and the family 
moved to New Haven. “I looked for a part-time job as a social 
worker because I had four children, all under the age of seven 
—a lot to handle. But I got a job [at Yale] on the first clinical 
trial of psychotherapy and depression and it was fantastic!” It 
was in this laboratory that she and her mentor Gerald Kler-
man, MD developed a manual on Interpersonal Psychotherapy 
(IPT), which became a landmark empirically-supported treat-
ment for depression.

By 1970, Dr. Weissman decided to pursue her PhD in epide-
miology. “The first thing I was asked when I applied was, ‘Who’s 
going to take care of your children?’ My answer? ‘Who takes care 
of yours?’ But [our work] was so interesting that I didn’t let this 
bother me. So I went to Yale, got a PhD, and I loved it. The rest 
is history.” Dr. Weissman was the first woman to secure tenure 
in Yale’s psychiatry department and among the first to examine 
the epidemiology of psychiatric disorders using clinical criteria by 
first looking at rates of depression in the New Haven community. 
This small collaborative study was the basis for the first epidemi-
ologic study of psychiatric disorders in the US. 

The IPT manual she developed early in her career has been 
translated into numerous languages, tested in nearly 100 clinical 
trials, and has been used to treat different populations worldwide. 
It has been tested in several low income countries with Lena Ver-
deli, PhD and investigators from Johns Hopkins University, and 
the World Health Organization launched a simpler version for 
health workers for worldwide distribution in October 2016.

Currently, Dr. Weissman is the Diane Goldman Kemper Family 
Professor of Epidemiology in Psychiatry at Columbia University’s 
College of Physicians and Surgeons and Chief of the Division of 
Epidemiology at the New York State Psychiatric Institute. She has 

won numerous awards for her research and was elected to the 
National Academy of Medicine. Her study, in collaboration with 
investigators at Columbia and elsewhere, of families at high and 
low risk for depression, now in its 30th year, spans three genera-
tions. She incorporated neuroimaging and genetic components in 
order to better understand mechanisms underlying depression. 

While the field has changed, the dynamism and collaboration 
inherent in the sciences keeps her work interesting, “Let me em-
phasize that I have had the good fortune of collaborating with 
some brilliant people over the years, none of this work is done 
solo. It is vital to collaborate with people who are at the forefront 
of novel methods including, in this case, neuroimaging, genetics 
and neuroscience. “You cannot be stuck in the past in science, 
otherwise new findings end. Science builds on past discoveries 
even when you refute them with new insights.” 

SAVE THE DATE

2017 Ross Prize in  
Molecular Medicine
Join the Feinstein Institute for Medical  
Research and Molecular Medicine in honoring 
Dr. Jeffrey V. Ravetch, the winner of  
the 2017 Ross Prize in Molecular Medicine  
with a scientific symposium at the New York  
Academy of Sciences.

For more information,  
go to www.nyas.org/RossPrize2017

Presented By

JUN 
5 

2017

Location 
The New York  
Academy of Sciences 
7 World Trade Center 
250 Greenwich Street  
40th Floor  
New York, NY 10007
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LETTER FROM THE PRESIDENT

2017
“We shall not cease from exploration, and 
the end of all our exploring will be to arrive 
where we started and know the place for 
the first time.” 

—T. S. Eliot. 

7 WORLD TRADE CENTER 
In 2006 the Academy became the first tenant on a full floor 
of the new 7 World Trade Center, just four blocks away from 
where it was founded in 1817. 7WTC was designed by the 
architectural firm of Skidmore, Ownings & Merrill LLP. It  
received the Municipal Art Society of New York’s annual 
award for best new building and was honored by the Amer-
ican Institute of Architects New York Chapter. 7WTC was 
awarded Gold LEED (Leadership in Energy and Environ-
mental Design) certification by the US Green Buildings 
Council in 2006. The views from the 40th floor are as 
inspiring as our programs.

The Last Word
What we think of as our race of modern humans emerged 
from Africa about 200,000 years ago and by around 40,000 
years ago they were creating naturalistic depictions of animals 
using the contours of cave walls for perhaps the earliest ver-
sion of virtual reality.

So what are the Academy’s 200 years of history but an eye 
blink in human history? 

And yet for Americans a bicentennial is still rare. And 
considering how unusual it was that a local academy of sci-
ences attracted not merely Presidents Jefferson and Mon-
roe and not merely Bell and Edison, Pupin and Marconi and 
essentially all the prominent American scientists and engi-
neers of the 19th century…but also Lord Kelvin, James Joule, 
Alexander von Humboldt, Louis Pasteur, the great Charles 
Darwin and scores more of the greatest minds of Europe 
before we even get to the 20th century and the birth of the 
Nobel Prizes…and considering that over 100 of the Laure-
ates ever named have been members of our Academy may-
be we can be allowed a point of pride in the vast community 
of scientific organizations.

And yet the names were never 
enough; it was always what the Acade-
my enabled the visionaries to do togeth-
er that determined our best and worst 
eras. Creating the first ever ecological 
survey—it happened to be of Puerto 
Rico. Hosting the first ever conference 
on antibiotics, on asbestos hazards, on 
AIDS, on SARS. Catalyzing perhaps the first ever collective 
action initiative to clean up a technologically induced disas-
ter: the Hudson River. Inspiring a global alliance to address 
the 2 billion and growing number of people suffering from 
under- and over-nutrition. Bringing policy makers from the 
American, Canadian, European, Japanese and Australian 
governments together with the leaders of the pharmaceu-
tical companies reeling from failures to develop Alzheimer’s 
drugs and the most brilliant academic innovators in a sum-
mit to hammer out new, more affordable, more efficient and 
more powerful pathways to attack what is becoming one of 
the worst scourges of an aging planet.

And now to partner with the United Nations Secretary Gen-
eral to engage the private sector—industry and academia 
working together—in developing proof-of-concept, scalable 
initiatives to address the Sustainable Development Goals am-
bitiously adopted by 193 nations in September 2015: a road-
map to save the planet.

It has been my honor and greatest privilege to lead the 
Academy for the past 14 years and witness the expansion 
of our programs and global network. But all of this comes 

about because of the extraordinary 
willingness of individual members and 
our incredibly expanding family of in-
stitutional partners—over 1000!—who 
work with us to accomplish the unimag-
inable. And the network is only getting 
even more extraordinary thanks to our 
new Global STEM Alliance which is identifying the world’s 
most gifted and committed children—indeed, inspiring gift-
ed children in resource poor settings who would be lost to 
the future of mankind without the mentors and role models 
we provide them—so that we can contemplate a million chil-
dren prepared to be the innovators of tomorrow…all growing 
up to be Members of our Academy mentoring the genera-
tion behind them.

So if you have already been fully engaged in one or more 
of these efforts, on behalf of our staff and Board of Governors,  
I thank you and invite you to join us in this remarkable Bicentenni-
al Year that celebrates not merely our past collective actions but 

the even more impactful century to come…
our third century.

And if you have not been as fully en-
gaged as you might and find this over-
view inspiring, please email me so we 
can bring you into the powerful family of 
doers making an enormous difference.

Dear friends, all of this would not be 
possible if it were not for three fundamen-

tal elements that contribute to the Academy’s success. First is 
our dedicated team of professionals who work together to de-
velop and manage our programs and I’d like to take a moment 
to recognize their collective intellect and hard work. Second 
are our 20,000 loyal Members, who support the Academy’s 
mission not only through their Membership and research con-
tributions, but also who selflessly volunteer countless hours 
of their precious time to mentor, educate and inspire the next 
generation of STEM innovators. And finally, I tip my hat to the 
1000 visionary organizations and philanthropic partners who, 
through their belief in the value of our mission, provide crucial 
financial support for the Academy and our programs. 

As we move into the Academy’s third century, we look for-
ward to a million Members, a hundred thousand institutional 
partners and a planet becoming sustainable thanks to our 
collective commitment. 

Ellis Rubinstein
President & CEO

“...the names were never 
enough; it was always what 
the Academy enabled the 
visionaries to do together 
that determined our best 

and worst eras.”
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Takeda Innovators in Science Award

The Takeda Innovators in Science Award will recognize a promising 
early career scientist and an outstanding senior scientist’s 
contributions to science in the therapeutic areas of Neuroscience, 
Gastroenterology, Regenerative Medicine, and Oncology and is 
intended to support their commitment to innovative research.

In 2017, Nominate Leading Early Career and Senior Scientists  
in Neuroscience.

One winner from each category is awarded $200,000.

Proudly Sponsored by: Administered by:

Nominations open  

MARCH 15, 2017

Nominations close  

APRIL 26, 2017

To learn more or nominate, visit 
www.nyas.org/TakedaInnovators 


