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Letter to a Young Scientist
The Lure of an Academic Life
By Tod F. Stuessy, PhD1

Dr.  Tod Stuessy is professor emeritus at The Ohio 
State University and the University of Vienna. Raised 
in the suburbs of Chicago, Dr. Stuessy attended DePauw 
University where he became enthusiastic about botany and 
Spanish. These joint passions led him to seek a PhD at the 
University of Texas at Austin, where he focused on un-
derstanding systematic and evolutionary relationships in 
a genus of the sunflower family, 
and which required months of 
field work in Mexico and Cen-
tral America. His first position 
after graduation was at The 
Ohio State University (OSU), 
where he stayed for 27  years, after which he moved for 
two years to the Los Angeles County Natural History Mu-
seum, and 15 years at the University of Vienna, Austria. 
After retirement, he returned to OSU where he continues 
to research and write in the Herbarium of the Museum of 
Biological Diversity. He is a Fellow of The Ohio Academy 
of Science.

Many young people are attracted to� 
science, a tendency that often shows up in 
high school and becomes further developed 

at university. But such an interest may not translate 
into entering academia as a profession. In general, 
young women and men gravitate to science if they 
are challenged by new ideas and have a desire to 
explore the world at a deeper level. Fundamental, of 
course, are teachers. An enthusiastic and thoughtful 
teacher can open the door to the marvels of science 
and motivate a young student to walk through. This 
is what happened to me.

Influences at High School
My awareness of the biological world began as a 

sophomore in high school in the town of Lake Forest,  
a suburb 32 miles north of Chicago. I had taken general 
science as a freshman, but nothing clicked from that 
experience. But as a sophomore in the biology class 
taught by James C. Benton, I entered a new world. 
He loved to teach, and I loved how he taught, and 
to me this immersion in the world of life forms was 
mesmerizing. And even better, on the first lab exam, 
one of those identification-type quizzes with timed 
stations, I got a perfect score. It seemed so easy, basically 

just having fun identifying structures, plants, and 
animals. This was the first indication that perhaps I 
had an aptitude for a career of some sort in biology. 
That summer Benton also offered advanced short 
courses in zoology and botany, and I developed a taste 
of research with a project on the color preference of 
the black widow spider (Latrodectus mactans). Back in 

1959, it was possible to order 
these poisonous spiders from 
biological supply houses, 
and the more permissible 
educational system at that 
time allowed Benton to 

approve the purchase. I constructed a small wooden 
box with four interconnected rooms, each with panes 
of colored glass (red, green, blue, yellow). Each day I 
placed the spider into a different room and recorded 
where she resided on the following day (in case you 
are wondering, she preferred red). Although this was 
a primitive experiment without proper controls, I 
found it exciting, and it whet my appetite for further 
biological study.

Further Stimulus at University
Upon entering DePauw University (Greencastle, 

Indiana) for my undergraduate years, I began by 
taking General Zoology in the fall semester and 
General Botany in the spring. I enjoyed the zoology 
lectures well enough, but in the laboratory with 
the pithing of the frogs (inserting a needle into the 
spinal cord), my aspirations of being a zoologist 
vanished. Life to me is beautiful, amazing, and 
precious, such that I could not continue to kill 
animals for a career. In my botany class, it was a 
different world. My teacher was Preston Adams,  
a young PhD just arrived from Harvard, who saw 
the plant world as this wondrous series of structures, 
life histories, and evolutionary lineages. It was under 
the influence of Adams that it became clear that I 
wanted to be a university professor, to carve out a 
career as a professional academic botanist for the 
rest of my life.

An enthusiastic and thoughtful 
teacher can open the door to the 
marvels of science and motivate 
a young student to walk through.
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Professional Training and Career Positions
To become a professional academic normally 

requires obtaining a PhD to land a professorial position 
in a university. While at DePauw, I also became very 
proficient in Spanish, which suggested a strategy of 
using this skill in my graduate research, building 
upon strengths rather than attempting to shore up 
weaknesses. Adams recommended that I apply to the 
University of Texas (Austin) in systematic botany and 
to research a plant group in Latin America, which is 
exactly what I did (the 
genus Melampodium, 
Asteraceae; under 
supervision of B.  L. 
Turner). I also had a 
teaching assistantship, 
which meant 20 hours/week instruction in the General 
Biology laboratory. From this experience, I learned 
that I loved to teach—to take information, really 
understand it, and then present it to students in a 
logical, creative, and most importantly, enthusiastic, 
way.

After graduating from Texas in 1968, I came to 
Ohio State University (OSU) and spent nearly three 
decades with teaching and research. This was followed 
in 1995 by two years as Deputy Director for Research 
and Collections at the Los Angeles County Natural 
History Museum, and fifteen years (from 1997) at 
the University of Vienna, Austria, as Chair of the 
Department of Systematic and Evolutionary Botany 
and Director of the botanical garden. After retirement 
in 2012, I returned to OSU where I continue research 
and writing in the Herbarium of the Museum of 
Biological Diversity.

The Benefits of Academic Life
As I look back now on my career that has spanned 

more than 40 years, I cannot imagine having been 
anything else other than a university professor. I 
did work for the federal government one year with  
the National Science Foundation (NSF), which 
gave me a taste of the 9:00–5:00 world, and while a 
valuable experience, I welcomed the chance to return 
to academia. As any health advocate 
knows, a quick dip in the pool 
can be refreshing, but prolonged 
immersion can become dangerous!

Consider the amazing benefits 
that academia provides. You have been hired to teach 
some subject, but other than following the general 
theme of the course as reflected in the title (and 
catalog), you can decide what material to present, 

at what level, with what orientation, and with what 
type of presentation. Some professors are best with 
small groups of students and lots of one-on-one 
discussions, whereas others are at their best in front 
of 300 students, where they can be entertaining and 
motivating. There is an immense range of creativity 
in teaching, and each professor must determine what 
works best for him or her (and for the particular 
group of students).

An even broader landscape exists for creativity in 
research. A professor is 
hired in some general 
area, such as botanist 
or ornithologist, but 
within these broad 
areas, the sky is the 

limit for what exactly the researcher might pursue. 
Questions must be formulated, research grants must 
be obtained, and a laboratory must be developed 
with undergraduate and graduate students, postdocs, 
and assistants. This is very similar to creating a small 
business from scratch, with all the challenges this 
entails, but no one tells you what or how to do the 
research, absolutely no one.

An academic has numerous travel opportunities— 
you can make any part of the world your own! Scientific 
conferences are held in different countries, which 
brings contact with people from diverse languages and 
cultures. These also provide opportunities to establish 
cooperation with other laboratories for mutual benefit, 
not only in research, but also with exchanges of 
students and professors and program development. For 
field-oriented academics, further travel beckons, and 
this opens broader dimensions of becoming immersed 
in the culture of other peoples. Through these travels 
comes a deeper understanding and appreciation of 
the world, which has positive feedback for dealing 
with administrative and educational challenges in 
our own country.

Added to these benefits for academics is the variety 
of daily responsibilities. Because of the obligations 
involved with teaching and research, plus additional 
administrative duties (meetings and reports), and 

outreach and service activities, each day is varied 
and challenging. No professor ever complains of 
boredom. Particularly exciting are the research 
seminars, where 20–50 PhD-level academics (and 

There is an immense range of creativity 
in teaching, and each professor must 
determine what works best for him or her 
(and for the particular group of students).

For field-oriented academics, further travel 
beckons, and this opens broader dimensions of 
becoming immersed in the culture of other peoples.
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graduate students) come 
together in a room to listen 
to research being presented 
by another scientist, often 
from another university 
(or even country). The 
seminar is stimulating, but 
in the discussion that follows, the issues are debated 
by the professors, each one coming from different 
experiences, skills, and knowledge. To me this is 
the image of humanity I admire most—an open, 
respectful, and deep exchange of ideas with the goal 
of greater understanding for all participants.

Yes, there are lots of other 
careers in life that I might 
have followed, but being an 
academic has made my time 
on this planet very fulfilling. 
Deciding on a particular 
scientific career is a serious 

matter, and as you search along the path laden with 
opportunities, take a close look at academia—it just 
might be the right match.

To me this is the image of 
humanity I admire most—an 
open, respectful, and deep exchange 
of ideas with the goal of greater 
understanding for all participants.

1Address correspondence to Tod F. Stuessy.
Email: stuessy.1@osu.edu​ ​ ​
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