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Northwestern and the Chicago 
Botanic Garden  are planting the 
seeds for a new Ph.D. program in 
plant biology.  

After the success of the Plant 
Biology and Conservation Mas-
ter’s program, which started in 
2005, the university and the Chi-
cago Botanic Garden decided to 
further expand the department.  

Nyree Zerega , director of the 
Graduate Program in Plant Biol-
ogy and Conservation , led the 
proposal process for the Ph.D. 
program, which will start next 
fall.

“There was always a thought 
that the program should eventu-
ally be expanded to the doctoral 
level, as this type of program is 
much needed in the U.S.,” she 
said. “As the  M.S. program was so 
successful, this was done sooner 
rather than later.”

Both degree programs empha-
size plant conservation biology as 
a solution to a number of environ-
mental problems, including the 
rapid rate of extinction for many 
native plant species. According to 
the Chicago Botanic Garden, 
34,000 species of plants world-
wide and 29 percent of those in 
the United States could be extinct 
by 2050.  

“Conservation biology and en-
vironmental sciences are very 
much ‘real world’ disciplines that 
are focused on learning about our 
world and finding solutions to im-
portant problems,” said Patrick 
Herendeen , the director of aca-
demic partnerships at the Chicago 
Botanic Garden. “There is unlim-
ited potential for important re-
search topics within plant biology 
and conservation.”  

Ph.D. graduates will probably 
work in education and at govern-
ment and non-governmental agen-
cies, Herendeen said.

Unlike other doctora l pro-
grams that focus on conservation, 
NU’s program concentrates spe-
cifically on plants, due in part to 
the collaboration with the Chi-
cago Botanic Garden.

“There are no doubt other con-
servation-driven doctoral pro-
grams around the globe,” said Di-
ane Huebner   , a master’s degree 
 student in NU’s graduate program 
in plant biology and conservation. 
“I think this one is unique in that 
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The audience at Northwestern’s Titanic Play-
ers  first improvisation show of the year only 
filled about a fourth of the McCormick Tribune 
Center forum Tuesday night. And most of the 
audience were newly inducted members learn-
ing from the veterans and waiting to make their 
debut. 

The audience size didn’t matter. With heavy 
rain and the second presidential debate keeping 
crowds to a minimum, Titanic used the night as 
a party to welcome its new members into the 
“biggest name in college improv,” said team 
coach Mike Abdelsayed , the group’s founder and 
a professional co-
median. Since leav-
ing NU in 1998, 
Abdelsayed ha s 
performed in Im-
prov Olympics  and 
Second City  before 
coming back to 
coach the team at 
NU. 

D u r i n g  t h e 
long-form group’s 
improv show, a 
team takes a one-
word suggest ion 
from the audience and creates a 30-minute 
show. The troupe consists of four teams of stu-
dents that stay together until the last member 
graduates.  Formed in 1994, the group’s alumni 
have been featured at Second City and on Sat-
urday Night Live. 

 The current members have taken on and de-
feated the house team in a competition at Chi-
cago’s Comedy Sportz  improv theater and per-
formed in the Del Close Marathon  in New York 
City over the summer, where 150 groups per-
formed in a nonstop, three-day show. 

“Northwestern is clearly the most improv-in-
tensive university in the country,” Abdelsayed 
said. “Titanic is the envy of a lot of professional 
organizations, a lot of professional theaters,” he 
said.

A lot of that jealously comes from the way the 
dynamic formation of the four teams lets the 
students grow together as performers, Abdel-
sayed said.

Working with the same people over time 
means the members can start to anticipate each 
other’s moves, said Dave Collins , a member of 

the third-year team and co-coach of this year’s 
new recruits.     

“You’re with a group of people trying to get 
in the same spot, trying to get on the same page 
for 20 minutes,” the Communication junior said. 
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front yard of a local home.
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 NU hosted its second annual 
Martial Arts Expo Saturday. Take 

a look at the action.
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Communication sophomores Tim McGovern and Aaron Eisenberg perform with the Titanic Players 
Tuesday night at the McCormick Tribune Center.

A new crew 
of Titanic 

performers

Medill gets $1.35 million grant

By ALEXANDRA FINKEL 
THE DAILY NORTHWESTERN

Medill will use a three-year, $1.35 million 
grant to create several new courses about na-
tional security issues for students and working 
journalists, school officials said. 

The program, financed by the McCormick 
Tribune Foundation, will begin in the 2009-
2010 school year, said Medill Associate Dean 

Mary Nesbitt. 
 “You can’t look at the world as it is today, and 

what it will be tomorrow, without realizing that 
issues of national and homeland security are on-
going and will be with us forever,” said Medill 
Dean John Lavine . “It’s essential that we get 
students to graduate with expertise in this, be-
cause it’s just too important.” 

The grant will make Medill the only journal-
ism school in the country to offer a program 

aimed at national security coverage, Nesbitt said. 
In the past few years, the school has tested 

courses on similar topics. Past classes have in-
cluded “Press, Pentagon and the Public” taught 
on the Evanston  Campus and “Covering Con-
flicts & Terrorism,”   which was offered at the 
Washington, D.C.,  bureau to graduate students. 

Nesbitt said both classes were extremely 
successful, although “Press, Pentagon and the 
Public” received low to average CTECs in the 
three years it was offered. A faculty committee 
put together the proposal for the new program 

“Northwestern 
is clearly the 

most improv- 
intensive        

university in the 
country.”

Mike Abdelsayed
Professional comedian, 
Titanic Players’ coach
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π Journalism school says new program will be first to offer courses 
in national security coverage; first classes begin next fall
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