
Annual Newsletter to Alumni and Friends 
 
As we bid GOOD RIDDANCE to 2020 and reflect on the year, we can easily see that there 
were many challenges and that teaching, research, and Extension operations may never return to 
previous norms. While that may be so, there have been many bright spots. I can report that the 
Department truly showed its strength and unity throughout the year. In this newsletter, I want to 
share with you how we are operating and some of the many successes we have seen in 2020. 
Please enjoy reading about the past year and let me know if you have any questions or just want 
to stop in for lunch or coffee (virtually or eventually in person). Note that several items have 
links to web notices and content. 
 
Be sure to watch the year in review video produced by Monica Lewandowski, 
https://youtu.be/zCKC5Ove69E. 
 
Regards, 
    Tom Mitchell 
    Professor and Chair 
 
COVID-19 Response and Altered Operations 
 
In the spring, as our understanding of the severity of the encroaching pandemic grew, OSU and 
the College began developing phased response plans and guidelines for continuity of instruction, 
research, and Extension. That was a hectic and confusing time as communications from the 
different levels of administration were fragmented, incomplete, and very often contradicted each 
other or changed multiple times in mere hours or days. The frustration felt by not only faculty, 
staff, and students but administration was evident. Concerns about our ability to fulfill grant and 
contract obligations and support stakeholders were mounting. Through this time of uncertainty, I 
am proud with how the Department demonstrated its resourcefulness and perseverance. We 
moved to entirely distance instruction for the remainder of the Spring Semester and then to 
modified in-person or hybrid styles in the Autumn Semester. Field research was eventually 
allowed with significantly reduced staffing densities and prior approval requirements. Bench 
research similarly was eventually approved with strict density and time restrictions. Generally, 
only one researcher was allowed per lab and was only to be there for specific critical activities. 
Offices were closed with faculty members only being allowed on campus for brief essential 
work. Faculty members still work almost entirely from home and that is expected to continue for 
the foreseeable future.  I am especially proud of how the greenhouse operations were handled. 
Non-essential greenhouse use was halted, and schedules were developed to provide care for 
essential plants. Through hard work and ingenuity, the Department still was able to deliver 
quality instruction, support stakeholder needs, diagnose near pre-COVID levels of diseased plant 
samples, and resume a modified research agenda. 
 
It would have been easy for the Department to become fragmented and programs to mire in 
isolation. However, we quickly adapted. We held department-wide zoom meetings at 1pm three 
afternoons a week for the first few months, which are now one or two days a week, to 
communicate what is being messaged from the administration, share frustrations, brainstorm 



solutions, and celebrate successes. These meetings have had between 30-50+ attendees. They 
provided a way to demonstrate unity and break isolation. 
 
Going into 2021, building density limits are still in place. The first two weeks of the Spring 
Semester classes will be entirely on-line campus-wide followed by in-person and hybrid delivery 
modes. Extension activities will continue to be virtual, travel is still prohibited, and bench 
research will continue at a reduced lab and office density. We are all adapting to the new way of 
operating and have high expectations for successes in 2021. 
 
Awards, Honors, and Advances  
  
2020 was again a strong year for the Department with regard to awards, honors, and advances. 
There are many to name and I provided just a few highlights below. 
 
Sally Miller began her honorary position as Distinguished Professor of Food, Agricultural, and 
Environmental Sciences 
https://cfaes.osu.edu/news/articles/inaugural-distinguished-professors-food-agricultural-and-
environmental-sciences  

Anne Dorrance was appointed Associate Dean and Director of the Wooster Campus, and 
Associate Director of the Ohio Agricultural Experiment Station 
https://cfaes.osu.edu/newsletter/cfaes-monthly/december-2019/anne-dorrance-named-lead-
wooster-campus 

Larry Madden was named an Honorary Member of the British Society for Plant Pathology 
(BSPP) 

Grad student Felipe Dalla Lana da Silva was featured in the FAO International Year of Plant 
Health as a feature story on their website: 
http://www.fao.org/plant-health-2020/my-story/profile/en/c/1310147/ 
  
Grad student Brian Hodge had a story written on his work with plant viruses in corn: 
https://cfaes.osu.edu/stories/why-plant-viruses-matter 
  
Undergraduate Isaac Knowles, now a Plant Health Management major, was a College of Food, 
Agricultural, and Environmental Sciences (CFAES) Distinguished 
Senior https://students.cfaes.ohio-state.edu/node/4378 
  
Ph.D. alumna Anna Testen was hired into the USDA Research Plant Pathologist position in 
Wooster.  Welcome back Anna.  
  
Ph.D. alumna Marsha Martin received a CFAES Distinguished Alumni 
Award, https://advancement.cfaes.ohio-state.edu/alumni/alumni-awards-and-recognition . A 
virtual ceremony will be in the spring. 
  



A new course in Psychedelic Studies taught by new lecturer Brian Pace was offered and 
received overwhelmingly positive feedback. The success of the course in Autumn Semester 
prompted it to be offered again this Spring Semester. This will become part of our soon to be 
approved Minor in Mycology developed by Jason Slot. Additional courses on Symbiosis and 
Agroecology, as well as Mushroom Collecting and Identification, are being developed. 
  
The newly formed CFAES Graduate Student Advisory Council represents the interests of 
CFAES graduate students in Columbus and Wooster.  (https://grad.cfaes.ohio-state.edu/current-
students/graduate-student-advisory-committee-gsac) Our  grad student Taylor Klass was elected 
as an officer.  This group and the Plant Pathology Graduate Student Association (PPGSA) have 
organized virtual activities to maintain social connections and support mental well-being. 
  
OSU Extension Agriculture and Natural Resources presented its own version of March Madness, 
with a series of webinars through the month of March, with the goal of staying connected as a 
community.  Topics covered a wide range including Fresh Produce Safety by Melanie Ivey and 
Sanja Ilic.  The team also developed a series of food safety fact sheets and resources related to 
COVID-19 > https://producesafety.osu.edu/covid-19/factsheets. 
 
A summary of some of our students and alumni highlighted for the College can be found at 
https://advancement.cfaes.ohio-state.edu/node/5092 
 
Congrats to our 2020 Graduates 
This was a busy year for graduations. Even with the pandemic, each graduate is moving onto 
exciting positions in industry or graduate school. 
 
Ph.D. 
Felipe Dalla Lana da Silva 
Coralie Farinas 
Brian Hodge 
Deogracious Massawe 
Shaoyan Zhang 
Abasola Simon 
  
M.S. 
Ana Vazquez 
Carlos Saint-Preux 
Daowen Huo 
  
MPHM (Masters in Plant Health Management professional degree) 
Jessica Burns 
Michael Goard 
Esther Kibbe 
Taylor de Gier 
Grant Collier 
Peter Aldag 
Patrick Hoehn 



  
 Departmental External Review 
 
We were scheduled to have our external review in February 2020, but it was pushed back due to 
the pandemic. The External Review Team consisted of Eric (Rick) Davis, James Bradeen, and 
Lindsey du Toit. They performed their evaluation from October 5-7 virtually due to travel 
restrictions stemming from COVID-19 precautions.  
 
The review was overwhelmingly complimentary and positive. During the meeting that Larry 
Madden and I had with the Vice President’s Cabinet to review the review team’s report, there were 
no major points of concern discussed and strong support expressed for the Department.  
 
 Below I share selected quotations from the Review Team’s summaries. 
 

- A key observation from OSU Administration at the start of this review was whether the 
Department of Plant Pathology can “be all things to all people”. The review team 
concludes that the breadth of the department’s expertise and activity IS its strength… 

- In total, the review team finds OSU Plant Pathology to be an outstanding academic unit 
that provides excellent educational opportunities to undergraduate and graduate 
students, outstanding mission-oriented extension service to agricultural and related 
stakeholders, and a formidable presence in both applied and basic research in plant 
pathology and multidisciplinary projects. 

- The department is one the few units in the nation to offer an undergraduate major in 
Plant Pathology and Plant Health Management. 

- The significant sponsorship of OSU Plant Pathology programs by commodity and 
industry stakeholders underscores the value that their extension activity brings to the 
community. 

- Research is recognized by significant annual peer-reviewed publication productivity and 
an enviable record of increasing competitive grant and sponsored program awards. 

- The OSU Plant Pathology faculty and staff feel valued, love the department culture and 
mission, and believe the department to be the “best in the college”.                            
***This was my favorite comment from the review team’s report. 

Additional Items 
 

- We are excited to say that we are interviewing candidates for our Soybean Pathologist 
position. We received over 60 applications, so we had a deep pool to select from. The 
interviews will happen in the first few weeks of January and we hope to have the new 
faculty member onboard in the fall. We have the option to house the position in Wooster 
OR Columbus depending on discussions with the sucessful candidate. To keep balance, 
the next position we fill, which will most likely be a Mycologist, will go on the opposite 
campus as the soybean position. Since interviews will he held virtually, we had two 
videos made to highlight facilities at each campus. You can enjoys these at 



https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1NlFDqHbuECHUV0f3gf_3WqJXTwbRjfQv?usp
=sharing.  There are four movies on that site. Select the ones that have the word 
SLOWED in their titles. All the footage in each is original, even the aerial shots. I 
especially like the aerial shot of the field in Wooster being harvested.  I look forward to 
announcing the name of the next Soybean Pathologist in the next few months! 
 

- The Department Holiday Celebration and Student Recognition event was held virtually  
over Zoom this year with over 60 attendees. It was great to have both campuses celebrate 
together. For almost two hours we shared successes, celebrated the graduating students, 
and had many laughs. One of the highlights was NOT my opening remarks but the games 
we played. First was Zoom Bingo which was won by Enrico Bonello’s graduate student 
Soumya Ghosh, Treasure Hunt in your home which was won by Francesca Hand and 
her family, and Best Zoom Background where Jason Slot was voted the winner. For the 
event Monica Lewandowski assembled a Year-in-Review Video. Please enjoy watching 
it and notice at the end the baby boom we had in 2020 - https://youtu.be/zCKC5Ove69E. 

 
- The Biosafety Level 2P facilty created for Jonathan Jacob’s work on Select Agents was 

approved by the CDC/USDA for full operation. We are in the final stages of meeting 
OSU specific requirements and look forward to starting work. 

 
- We recently completed replacement and upgrading of all video equipment, which 

includes TVs/monitors, microphones, and computing resources in the conference room in 
Kottman Hall and the conference room, library and teaching lab in Selby Hall. The costs 
were shared equally among the Department, College, and the OCIO’s office.  We are 
excited to have the new equipment all on a common platform. 

 
Best wishes to you and your faimies in 2021. We look forward to building on all the momentum 
of 2020 and all the successes to come in 2021. 
 
--  
Thomas Mitchell Ph.D. 
Professor and Chair 
Department of Plant Pathology 
The Ohio State University 
Columbus, OH 
614-917-9053 
 


