In the Lab

B

elow is the first in a new series, In
the Lab, in which a Dana Alliance
member is asked about daily life in the
laboratory and outside interests.
Peter Kalivas, Ph.D., is a professor and
co-chair of the Department of Neuroscience
at the Medical University of South Carolina.
His lab studies how cellular and subcellular
components work together at a system
level to optimize for productive behavioral
adaptation.
What motivates you each day on your
way to the lab?
We almost always have an exciting
project developing through a postdoc
or graduate student that seems to have
the potential to change how we look at a
circuit involvement or the role of a signaling
molecule. Of course, most end up being
more incremental discoveries, but the
possibilities have kept me motivated since I
was a graduate student.
What is your favorite piece of lab
equipment?
My first love was neuroanatomy, so
microscopes of any kind are my favorite.
What is your favorite “brain snack”?
Discussing research over a beer.
After a long day in the lab, what is your
guilty pleasure?
Actually, the guilty pleasure comes from
leaving the lab early and setting out on a
bike ride or run.

If you could have lunch with any
scientist, alive or deceased, who would it
be and why?
I’d say Galileo or Darwin, more for
sociological than scientific reasons. I
am fascinated with how we set up rigid
institutions that ignore scientific evidence
as long as possible. Both of these scientists
were and in some ways still are at the
epicenter of the disconnect between belief
and empirical observation that permeates
our culture.
What encouraging words would you give
to young people considering a career in
neuroscience?
In neuroscience, it is still possible to
conduct scientific exploration as a personal
art form. We know so little about how
the brain creates its primary product,
thought, that all well-reasoned ideas remain
possible, and with a little data they can

get funded and tested. From pharma to
academia we now recognize how vast
the neuroscience landscape is and what
a large and creative workforce we will
need over many decades to develop a
competent theory of mind that can cure
neuropsychiatric diseases.
I‘ve read somewhere that you like to
travel to exotic places. Is there anything
about your travel that has had an impact
on your research, or vice versa?
In addition to the clarity that comes after
doing something completely different
for a couple weeks, I think the main
traveling insight impacting my research
is to frequently observe that no matter
how technologically impoverished, there
are curious people striving for creative
adaptation to their culture/ecosystem.
This has shaped my lab’s vision.

Dana Funds Podcast Series
The New York Academy of Sciences
(NYAS) will produce six podcasts on the
latest research and progress in Alzheimer’s
disease and dementia, through support
from the Dana Foundation. The Academy’s
Alzheimer’s Disease and Dementia
Initiative, which has a number of Dana
Alliance members on its Leadership
Council, develops the programs on which
the podcasts are based.
The podcasts will be used to educate the
general public about the challenges and
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direction of Alzheimer’s research—speaking
to the Foundation’s mission to increase
science literacy among lay audiences—
and are particularly timely given the growing
public health crisis caused by Alzheimer’s.
The first podcast, “Alzheimer’s Disease:
Prospects for a Cure,” was released in June
and based on an event held in March at
Hunter College as part of Brain Awareness
Week. Dana Alliance member Richard
Mayeux of Columbia University was among
the expert panel.

The following five podcasts will be released
as a cohort by the end of March 2015,
timed to follow major international activity
on the Alzheimer’s and dementia fronts.
The U.S. Alzheimer’s Disease Summit takes
place in early February and the WHO-led
G7 Global Dementia Legacy Event is in
early March.
NYAS podcasts are available free to the
public.
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