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Research Focus: microRNA regulation of vertebrate 
retinal development 
 

Translation: I use a small freshwater fish called a 
zebrafish to study how genes are turned on and off 
during development of the retina. Zebrafish retinas 
contain similar cell types as human retinas and the 
cell types and patterns of cells develop in similar 
ways. By studying what turns genes on and off in 
zebrafish retinal development, we can gain insight 
into human retinal development and disease. 
 

What are your goals for the summer?  
To find and tell great science/health stories and to 
absorb as much science news savvy as possible 
from the folks in the Tribune newsroom. 
 

What are you most excited about? 
Learning from the pros and being in Chicago during 
the summertime. 
 

Why are you passionate about science 
communication? 
Alarmingly low levels of science literacy, lack of 
understanding in the electorate about the need for 
science funding by government, and 
embarrassingly low student performance in science 
and math are not going to be easy problems to fix. 
The ease with which scientists focus on everything 
but communicating their work contributes to these  

 

problems. When scientists do take the time to talk to 
journalists, they are easily misunderstood, sometimes 
resulting in misleading news coverage. Before we 
know it, both a scientific culture that distrusts the 
mass media and a public that views scientists as 
elitist nerds evolves. Widespread collaboration 
between scientists and journalists to tell honest, 
accurate, and fascinating science stories could go 
a long way toward improving these problems. The 
situation is complex, but one piece of the solution is 
to communicate scientific information in ways that 
will excite and inspire everyone. 
 

Who is your favorite science communicator?  
I love The Last Word On Nothing, which is a 

collective blog by twelve 
different science writers 
(lastwordonnothing.com). 
I don't have a favorite 
among them, but I love 
that I can hear each 
individual voice coming 
through in their posts. 
They also infuse their 
writing with personality 
and stories, which makes 
it really fun to read, while 
at the same time being 
accurate and precise 
with the science they 

write about. It's a great combination. 
 

Do you have a link to an article you’d like to share? 
http://abbyolena.com/2012/10/19/beginning/ 
 

Describe your dream job.  
Talking, writing, and teaching about science, while 
getting to interact with people of all ages and 
perspectives. 
 

Tell us about something you do outside of the lab. 
I read fiction and memoirs, volunteer as a pet 
therapy team with my dog, brew (and drink) beer 
and cider with my neuroscientist husband, and 
practice yoga. 
 

Anything else you’d like to share? 
My favorite episode of This American Life (out of 
WBEZ Chicago) is #492, "Dr. Gilmer and Mr. Hyde." If 
you haven't listened to it, go straight to their website 
and stream it for free immediately. 

“Widespread 
collaboration 

between 
scientists and 
journalists to 

tell honest, 
accurate, and 
fascinating 

science stories 
could go a 
long way...” 
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