
This year,  the national society for neurosci-

ence conference was held in San Diego, California 

November 3-7. With an international turn out, the 

city accommodated more than 30,000 attendees, 

and apparently it was the place to be:   
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Every year, lectures and symposia are dissected 

into several themes to help plan itineraries. Otherwise 

the amount of information is overwhelming. Themes 

included development;  neural excitability, synapses, 

and glia; neurodegenerative disorders and injury; sen-

sory systems; motor systems; integrative physiology 

and behavior; cognition; and techniques. Dur-

ing the day, you can peruse posters and attend 

lectures covering the most recent advances, but 

Maybe you were unable to budget the cost 

and time allowance to travel to the other side of 

the country for a week to attend the national 

conference. You have the chance to attend our 

local conference! You still have time to register 

for our local chapter’s 9th annual conference 

held here at the University of Florida, but post-

er abstracts are due January 17 if you want a 

chance to present your work and potentially get 

paid for it (if you win for your category). To 

register, you must be a dues-paying member of 

our chapter or a first-year graduate student in 

the graduate program for biomedical sciences.  

North Central Florida  

Society for Neuroscience  

Conference: Coming up! 

during the evenings, do not forget about the satel-

lite events! These tend to be more intimate settings 

where you can share a brewski with that special  

researcher who has all the money to do the experi-

ments you wish you were doing. This conference is 

why you prepare your three-minute elevator pitch 

of your research, something short and relatively 

simple that sounds exciting enough that the person 

listening will respond, “What a sexy hypothesis! 

Please tell me more.” Questions to keep in mind 

while preparing your pitch include: What is your 

hypothesis? What is the overall objective and how 

do your results support your hypothesis? Why 

should anyone care? It also could not hurt to in-

clude an interesting fact about your project or your-

self to help make you pitch more memorable. 

Don’t forget a breath mint and your people skills. 

If you don’t have people skills, maybe carry 

around some pens to hand out to listeners at the 

end of your elevator pitch, so they definitely walk 

away with something useful. Just kidding, google 

people skills so you don’t scare potential employ-

ers away by pushing used pens on them. 
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Our Brain Bee Coordinator Jolie prepared another successful 

Brain Bee hosted here at the McKnight Brain Institute with ques-

tions based on source material from Brainfacts.org and Neurosci-

ence: Science of the Brain. Our first place winner is local high 

school student Alice Ma, who will go on to compete in the na-

tional competition.  Thank you to judges Dr. Abbi Hernandez 

and Dr. Brittney Yegla for being our neuroscience experts 

(below). 

Although we be-

gan the day with 

our spelling bee 

turned neuroscience trivia 

event, after coffee and light 

refreshments, the high school 

contestants were able to ask 

questions about research at 

multiple levels of academia. 

We had a presentation by post-doctoral associates Dr. Sarah Johnson of the 

Burke Lab in which she explained how age affects cognition and the brain 

and Dr. Mohamad El-Chami of the Mitchell (Gordon) lab explained what we 

know about sleep apnea and how he is attempting to reduce the negative ef-

fects. Sleep apnea occurs when a sleeping person stops breathing multiple 

times in 

the night 

that disturbs restful sleep. For a more informal question and an-

swer period, undergrad researchers Ashley Holland and Lindsay 

Altidor, lab technician turned medical student Nick Sarantos, and 

graduate student Shelby Blaes sat on a panel to discuss helpful 

tips, common hurdles, resources, and volunteering as a researcher 

(left). 

We hope next year will be as rewarding as this one. For more 

information contact our Brain Bee Coordinator Jolie Barter at 

jdbarter@ufl.edu for more details. 

Jolie Barter with Brain Bee Winners. From left to right is Annie Ho,  1st place winner Alice 

Ma, Jolie, and returning contestants Brindha Rathinasabapathi, and Sara Andreola.  

Chapter President Marissa (far right) encourages contestants to ask research/academia– related 

questions to (from right to left) Ashley Holland and Lindsay Altidor, graduate student Shelby 

Blaes, and lab technician turned medical student Nick Sarantos. 

Brindha Rathinasabapathi in the hot seat.. 

Dr. Johnson schools us. 

http://www.brainfacts.org/The-Brain-Facts-Book
https://www.scribd.com/document/68484372/Neuroscience-Science-of-the-Brain
https://www.scribd.com/document/68484372/Neuroscience-Science-of-the-Brain
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To volunteer teaching neurosci-

ence and brain tricks in our 

community, contact Outreach 

Coordinator Kelly DeMars at 

kdemars@ufl.edu 
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Nora Awadallah is a second-year student in the Graduate Program in Biomedical Sciences working with Dr. Gonzalo Torres in 

the Department of Pharmacology & Therapeutics, and she received her bachelor’s degree from the University of Vermont in Neuro-

science. She studies the gut-brain-axis, the bidirectional highway between the gut and the brain, and is interested in how early-life 

antibiotics may influence the brain. 

Bacteria and mammals have 

worked together in a symbiotic rela-

tionship for eons. This symbiosis 

begins when microbes invade the 

womb, subsequently playing a sig-

nificant and life-long role in the 

mammal’s life. Most notably, they 

impact host metabolism, inhibit in-

fection by pathogens, and maintain 

immune system homeostasis. Com-

munication between the gut and the 

brain is currently an increasingly 

appreciated area of study due to its 

recent correlation to almost every 

ailment. For one, bacteria are able to 

can modulate neurophysiology through the vagus nerve via a bidirectional highway known as the gut-brain-axis, but also through the 

immune system. This axis is a hub for regulating physiological wellbeing and is conserved in a variety of mammals, and is the main 

focus of Nora’s interests.  

        The recent use of germ free (GF) mice convey that bacteria are crucial for brain 

development, as GF mice avoid social interactions with a novel mouse, and will 

spend more time self-grooming, suggesting social withdrawal. Myelin is a fatty 

sheath covering axons in the body, and GF mice have shown to be hypermyelinated, 

implying that bacteria are vital for proper neurodevelopment. This raises a funda-

mental question: how are bacteria able to alter the neurophysiological properties and 

neurochemistry that produce varying behavioral phenotypes and psychological im-

pairments? Gut bacteria have been suggested to be the missing link between the in-

creased incidences of obesity, drug addiction, and neurodegeneration. Additionally, 

bacteria and antibiotics (abx) have been found in our drinking water at concentra-

tions sufficient to pose a physiological hazard, which adds an interesting environ-

mental safety component. 

        Nora is specifically interested in the dopaminergic system: this is a neurotrans-

mitter system whose role is primarily in movement, reward, pleasure, and motiva-

tion. This system is dysregulated in diseases such as Parkinson’s, a neurodegenera-

tive disease, and drug addiction. Therefore, Nora is interested in understanding how 

antibiotic exposure, specifically early in life, may interfere with these two ailments. She is eager to move forward in her research to 

answer these crucial public health related questions.    

Save the date! Do you want to be part of a giant foosball game with humans as players? Of course you do. Xtraordinary Joy 

 is “a non-profit organization providing advocacy and funding for X-chromosome deletion research that advances lifelong health, 

behavior and learning.” Founded by medical researcher Amy Meacham upon the discovery that her little girl, Moriah Joy, has a rare 

X chromosome deletion. With very little known about this deletion, there are no discernable treatments, so Amy the scientist knew 

that the first step was characterizing the downstream effects of this particular deletion. Every winter there is a masquerade to raise 

awareness and funding for probing these unique cases of deletion. Similarly, every spring, there is a human foosball tournament! 

This year it is April 28 at the Trinity United Methodist Church from 1– 5 PM. To purchase tickets, make donations, or learn more 

about this UF-affiliated non-profit, go to xtraordinaryjoy.org. 

Upcoming Events 



The North Central Florida Chapter of the Society for Neuroscience is located on the campus of the University of 

Florida in Gainesville, FL. Since its inception, the Chapter has been led by graduate students and postdoctoral fel-

lows with support from faculty and administrators in the UF Department of Neuroscience. Each year we organize 

scientific and professional development venues for our members, visit local schools and community centers to edu-

cate about the brain and scientific research and sponsor travel awards to support attendance at the national meeting 

of the Society for Neuroscience. 

North Central Florida Chapter 

of the Society for Neuroscience 

 

Thanks to our sponsors, faculty, and students that make our efforts worthwhile! 

Advancing the 

Understanding of the 

Brain and Nervous 

System 

Contact us: 

http://neuroscience.ufl.edu/sfn-north-central-fl-chapter/ 

or 

North Central Florida Chapter of the Society for Neuroscience 

PO Box 100244 

Gainesville, FL 32610-0244 

This Neural Newsletter is prepared by Kelly DeMars  


