1. Sunil Kenchanmane Raju
The search committee’s top ranked candidate is Dr. Raju, from New York University. Dr. Raju’s research program will focus on the identification of genetic and epigenetic variation that contributes to climate resilience in wild grasses. His previous work centered on cold tolerance, but he has interests in other stress responses as well. His program will focus on the wild species Tripsacum dactyloides, which is closely related to maize, but is able to survive in a wider variety of environments. Dr. Raju seeks to develop this species as a platform to discover the molecular basis of climate adaptation, and to transfer his findings into one of the world’s most important crops. Dr. Raju has documented excellence in research with 19 manuscripts published or pre-printed, 8 as first author, and 5 of which are primary research publications.

The candidate’s teaching experience and plans are appropriate for their career stage and in line with the expectations for the position. The candidate has an outstanding record in participation in DEI initiatives, including the co-founding of an important support network for early career researchers and the promotion of non-traditional members of the community through a high level of interaction with the American Society of Plant Biologists.

Dr. Raju was ranked as the top candidate or co-top candidate in 5 out of 7 non-committee faculty members who provided rankings and was ranked second and third in the remaining two responses. Nearly all comments were positive about his fit for the position and his fit as a colleague. Dr. Raju was the candidate who received the most positive response from Graduate Students, largely based on his mentorship philosophy and his future research interests. It is the recommendation of the committee that the department vote to move forward with negotiations to bring Dr. Raju to the BPSC.

2. Sassoum Lo
Dr. Lo was ranked the second candidate by the committee. Dr. Lo’s research program was considered to be an outstanding fit for the call, and focused on applied research in cowpea which is a staple crop in West Africa and a historically important research crop at UC Riverside. Dr. Lo’s program will integrate with a network of labs working to develop genomic resources in cowpea, and will conduct large scale evaluation and improvement experiments using the enormous germplasm resources housed at the International Institute for Tropical Agriculture. Dr. Lo plans to begin this work focusing on wild cowpea relatives. Dr. Lo has extensive expertise in aspects of cowpea research including established collaborations. The candidate has demonstrated excellence in research with 18 total publications, 5 first/corresponding authorships of primary research, and is a recipient of the University of California Chancellor’s postdoctoral fellowship.

Dr. Lo has appropriate teaching experience for their career stage and is well prepared to teach required courses in genetics, genomics, and breeding. Dr. Lo is uniquely positioned to participate in important diversity initiatives related to the global south by leveraging experience as an international scholar, existing contacts in the West African crop research community, and by working with understudied crops important to those regions.

Dr. Lo was ranked the second candidate by several faculty not on the committee, and the co-first or first candidate by two faculty members not on the committee. The committee ranks her second because her postdoctoral research is less well developed (though promising) and her future research plans were correspondingly at an earlier stage of development.
 
3. Allison Gaudinier
Dr. Gaudinier was ranked the third candidate by the committee. Dr. Gaudinier’s research will focus on adaptation of the model plant Mimulus guttatus, to serpentine soils and to flooding. The committee and faculty viewed this research program as potentially very exciting, and that she could serve as an integrating force in the department because of her combined interest in molecular and evolutionary biology. However, her research interests and progress as a postdoctoral researcher were viewed as less well fit to the position relative to Lo and Raju. 

4. Amy Lanctot
The committee viewed Dr. Lanctot as not competitive for the position. Dr. Lanctot’s research on gene expression regulation over the course of development was considered interesting, but the committee and faculty responses noted that she did not make a strong effort to relate this work to climate change and that she made some additional time to develop her plans for an independent research program.
 



