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Lindsey Perkin
- I think a mentor can make or break a student's time, you know, in a lab or in a opportunity. And so I think it's really important to guide people in the right way, to give them that good experience. Because if they have a bad experience, that might completely change the trajectory of what they're doing. They might leave science, you know? It really just takes one bad egg, as they say, to turn people off sometimes.
- [Voice-Over] This is the ORISE Featurecast. Join host, Michael Holtz, for conversations with ORISE experts on STEM workforce development, scientific and technical reviews, and the evaluation of radiation exposure and environmental contamination. You'll also hear from ORISE research program participants and their mentors, as they talk about their experiences and how they are helping shape the future of science. Welcome to the ORISE Featurecast.
Michael Holtz
- Welcome to the ORISE Featurecast. As ever, it is me, your host, Michael Holtz, in the communications and marketing department at the Oak Ridge Institute for Science and Education. And as we like to do on a regularly routine basis, we bring mentors onto the program to talk about what it's like to be a mentor in an ORISE research participation program. All of our research participation programs are mentored, and so it's important to have some of our mentors come on and talk about why mentorship is important, what they do, what it means for them to serve as mentors, and then how they have been mentored by other people. My guest for this episode is Lindsey Perkins. Lindsey, welcome to the ORISE Featurecast. I'm so glad to have you here.
Lindsey Perkin
- Yeah, thank you for having me.
Michael Holtz
- So Lindsey, first off tell me a little bit about who you are and what your role is at your agency.
Lindsey Perkin
- Okay, so I'm a Cat I scientist with ARS, Agricultural Research Service. My unit mostly focuses on insect pests of cotton and other row crops. We've also recently added pecan to that list of row crops, even though they're orchard crops. And so we mainly are trying to find out how to monitor pests more efficiently, stop pests from eating commodities, and ultimately, saving our stakeholders money.
Michael Holtz
- Which is really important, right? In a world where things cost a little bit more, you want to make sure that, you know, farmers can get the most out of their crops, and that we as consumers can get the most value for the money we're spending, right?
Lindsey Perkin
- That's right. Yes.
Michael Holtz
- So Lindsey, have you always been interested in science, or is this something that came to you in college? Talk a little bit about your career trajectory.
Lindsey Perkin
- Yeah, so I think growing up, I didn't realize I was interested in science until I looked back and it's like, "Well, there were signs." I was the little girl who filled my pockets with roly-polies and wore the cicada shell as a broach, you know? So I've always enjoyed insects. And so yeah, it was a natural transition to start studying them. Generally, the species we studied were pests. So now I'm learning about insects because they're cool, and because they're highly adapted to a lot of situations, but now my motivation is to stop them, so a little bit different than in the beginning. But yeah, and then once I got to college, it was kind of a easy transition. I started wanting to go to more classes geared towards biology and natural sciences. Yeah, so one thing led to another, and I got a master's degree in biology and then a PhD in biology as well, so.
Michael Holtz
- Awesome, the girl who always liked bugs, I kind of dig that.
Lindsey Perkin
- Yes.
Michael Holtz
- You have served as an ORISE mentor. Why is mentorship important to you?
Lindsey Perkin
- I think a mentor can make or break a student's time, you know, in a lab or in a opportunity. And so I think it's really important to guide people in the right way, to give them that good experience. Because if they have a bad experience, that might completely change the trajectory of what they're doing. They might leave science, you know? It really just takes one bad egg, as they say, to turn people off sometimes. So being a good mentor and giving someone a good- You know, a good time in the lab and a positive experience, I think is really important.
Michael Holtz
- Is there a particular experience, particular success story maybe with a mentee, or maybe there are several that you can point to?
Lindsey Perkin 
- I don't have a particular example per se, but I have a phenomenon that happens quite often, that I enjoy.
Michael Holtz
- Okay.
Lindsey Perkin
- And that's when a student or postdoc has that aha moment where something clicks. And so it's something maybe they learned in class, maybe a long time ago even, and then we put it in practice in the lab, and it's like a moment where they're like, "Whoa, that's how it's connected," you know? And I just really enjoy seeing that click happen in students.
Michael Holtz
- That's really cool, I love the idea of that. And I know there have been moments, you know, in my own life, you've probably experienced them as well, right? Where you're like, "Oh, yeah, that's where that fits."
Lindsey Perkin 
- Yeah.
Michael Holtz
- Or, "That's how that works."
Lindsey Perkin
- Yeah, so in college, I would take these classes and they would talk about techniques in the lab, and it kind of went over everyone's head, right? Cause you didn't get to do it in a hands-on way. And then as my education kind of led me into molecular labs, I had a lot of those moments where I'm like, "Whoa, this is what they were talking about. And this is why it's useful in learning this, whatever, this one thing." So yeah, I've had them myself, that I like watching other people have those moments.
Michael Holtz
- That's really cool. Talk about the mentors that you had in your own life. How have they influenced you to get to where you are today?
Lindsey Perkin
- Yeah, good question. So I've had the full spectrum, to the, like, micromanager.

Michael Holtz
- Okay.
Lindsey Perkin
- All the way to the other end of the, like, completely hands-off, you're floating in the ocean on your own kind of thing.
Michael Holtz
- Go do your thing.
Lindsey Perkin
- Yeah. It's like sink or swim, I'm not here to help. And so, you know, the micromanager, in ways, he taught me, you know, kind of the right way, or what he thought was the right way, to do stuff. And I have carried some of those lessons on with me, of course, but it also kind of gave me a complex. As an example, as a graduate student trying to write something, and you think you do such a great job and you, you know, look over it a million times and you finally give it to your mentor, and then it's all red when it comes back.
Michael Holtz
- Oh, gosh. My heart.
Lindsey Perkin
- Yeah, I know, and it's like, it's not that I said it wrong, it's that I didn't say it in his style. And so I try to let my mentees have their own voice. Obviously, we have to make sure the information is correct, but I don't want to take away their style. I kind of would rather them be themselves, write professionally and scientifically, but ultimately, when I read the paper, I want to hear their voice and not mine, basically.
Michael Holtz
- Gotcha. That makes sense.
Lindsey Perkin
- Yeah, and then I've also had, on the other side, like I said, the like sink or swim mentality. And yeah, I also, I did not like going through that myself. And so I always like to be there to guide my mentee in some way. They can come to me. And it's kind of like personality-based, right? Like you'll get to know these people. It's like, some people, you have to come to them and be like, "I see you're struggling. Let's talk it out." Whereas-
Michael Holtz
- Right?
Lindsey Perkin 
- Yeah, where others, you know, knock on my door about every little thing. So it's kind of a... You gotta figure out who that person is and their personality, but then guide them without overstepping, I think is important.
Michael Holtz
- Gotcha, and it sounds like your personal style is maybe somewhere in the middle of like-
Lindsey Perkin
- Somewhere in the middle.
Michael Holtz
- Let's see where they fall and, yeah.
Lindsey Perkin
- That's exactly right. Kind of see what their personality is, see what their skills are, what's their strong suit, and then what they need help in, and then kind of adjust accordingly.
Michael Holtz
- In your career, Lindsey, are there particular obstacles you've had to overcome to get to where you are?
Lindsey Perkin
- So I'm not sure if I'm going to answer this the way you expected me to or not, but-
Michael Holtz
- Okay.
Lindsey Perkin
- And this, I'm going to get a little personal, I guess. My spouse is also a PhD in biology. And so as we're looking for jobs as postdocs, we knew it might be hard to find a fit for both of us in the same town, right?
Michael Holtz
- Sure. Okay.
Lindsey Perkin
- So I think my biggest obstacle was just hanging on till I found that job in the right place, doing the right things. And actually what helped me get through a particular hard period was an ORISE position. So I was a mentee, I was an ORISE mentee for a while. And that helped me get kind of over the time period I needed to, to have this permanent job I'm at now, so.
Michael Holtz
- Gotcha, well, if you don't mind, talk a little bit about that ORISE experience of being a mentee.
Lindsey Perkin
- Yeah, so it was at this location. So we had moved here and I was a postdoc and I needed something to, you know, fill that time before this current job was announced, or you know, offered to apply to. And so the people here at ARS, my research leader, he was able to put funds in to bring me on as a ORISE mentee. And so it was kind of a special situation, because in the government, it's hard sometimes to hire people, you know? Even at like a postdoc level or a technician level, you still have to have these open positions to fill. And so having that to fill the gap was crucial in me getting the job I have now. And so I was able to get my foot in the door and meet everyone, and it was kind of a good period for them to like judge if they also, you know, approved of me, if we could get along. And learn about the projects that I'm now, you know, leading some of them. So that was a special time.
Michael Holtz
- Right, so it was a good opportunity for you too, to like try it on and, "Do I like this agency?" Yeah.
Lindsey Perkin 
- Exactly. Yeah. And so it worked out really well. So long story short, I work at ARS.
Michael Holtz
- Here I am.
Lindsey Perkin 
- And it all worked out.
Michael Holtz
- Awesome. Kind of on the flip side, would that then be your success? Are there other successes you would point to?
Lindsey Perkin
- You know, I think that is probably the biggest success, and that is just like... Just meeting the people here and them being quality people. You know, and we clicked, so that all helped too, but just the fact that they were willing to like keep me on, fight for me, move things along maybe more quickly than they would have, had I not been sitting here waiting, you know, ready for a talk.

Michael Holtz
- Sure, that makes perfect sense. As an ORISE mentor, why should up and coming scientists, technicians participate in ORISE research programs?
Lindsey Perkin
- So I feel like I answered that a little bit with my own experience, but I think it's just a good opportunity. It's a good opportunity to, you know, learn something new. Maybe it'll lead to something else in that agency that wants to hire you on as a ORISE researcher or postdoc. And it's a great way for the agency to be able to bring people on, that they wouldn't have otherwise. So I mentor a Sinet fellow through ORISE, which was a special collaboration between ARS and ORISE. But when that period ended, we were able to keep that same person on to finish his project with additional ORISE funding. So yeah, I think benefits go both ways. It's great for the mentee, because they get to learn something. It's maybe more like a training style and not like, you know... It's not just like, "This is your job," you know? It's like, we're gonna work this out together, we're gonna train you on some skills, and you're gonna come out learning something you didn't know before you started.
Michael Holtz
- Gotcha, and maybe publish a paper, do some-
Lindsey Perkin
- For sure, yes.
Michael Holtz
- Speaking at conferences, that sort of thing along the way.
Lindsey Perkin 
- Yes. My ORISE postdoc, I bring him to every meeting they let me bring him to, and he's always talking about our project. And then, you know, it's building his resume, and I'm trying to showcase him, because he's fantastic, so.
Michael Holtz
- Awesome. That's great.
Lindsey Perkin 
- Yeah.
Michael Holtz
- Is there anything we haven't discussed, that you wanna make sure we touch on?
Lindsey Perkin 
- I think we've covered-
Michael Holtz
- Okay.
Lindsey Perkin
- Most anything. I'm open to answer more questions if you have something for me too.
Michael Holtz
- Those are, I mean... On a personal level, I just wonder, you know, because you're married to another PhD level researcher, like, how complicated. It sounds like it makes life a little complicated in terms of, as you said, finding work in the same town or, you know, with the same agency. I guess, what's life like at home having two researchers in the house, you know?
Lindsey Perkin
- Yeah, so he actually... So I'm in College Station, Texas, so Texas A&M is here. So he is a professor at Texas A&M.
Michael Holtz
- Gotcha.
Lindsey Perkin
- And so then I'm with ARS. So we have, you know, our roles and what we do are different. His is more student focused with teaching and-
Michael Holtz
- Gotcha.
Lindsey Perkin
- You know, stuff like that. Although he does have a very big research lab. So he's actually busier than me most evenings. Yeah, after DRP especially, my lab is very small right now, but anyway, yeah, no, it's good. We present our talks to each other sometimes.
Michael Holtz
- Oh, cool, okay.

Lindsey Perkin
- If there's like new results, if I need someone outside of my field, but still, you know, can critique me, I'll present my work to my husband or we'll work through our code together sometimes. Really fun stuff like that.
Michael Holtz
- But then you have someone who understands what you're doing and how research works. So you sort of have that added, I guess, level of comfort, and sort of... I don't know if security's the right word, but being able to bounce-
Lindsey Perkin
- Yeah.
Michael Holtz
- You know, sort of have another colleague, I guess, to bounce ideas off of and-
Lindsey Perkin
- Yeah, that's right, and, like you said, having someone understand what you're going through too. So we also have a family, we have two children. And so, you know, we kind of take turns taking the lead, because we know what it's like to have, you know, have a deadline or like get to a meeting or whatever, so.
Michael Holtz
- Yeah, yeah. "I've got a paper!"
Lindsey Perkin
- Yeah, stay away. Keep the kids away. So in that way, it's nice because yeah, he goes through the same things.
Michael Holtz
- Right, right. That makes perfect sense. Well, Lindsey, those are all of the questions that I have for you, so thank you so much. I really appreciate the opportunity to get to know you a little bit and talk about mentorship, which I love talking about. And you've helped me understand, you know, certainly from your perspective, and at ARS, what mentorship looks like. So thank you so much.
Lindsey Perkin 
- Yeah, thanks for having me. This was fun.

Michael Holtz
- All right, thanks. Have a great day.
- [Voice-Over] To learn more about the Oak Ridge Institute for Science and Education, visit orise.orau.gov, or find us on Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram at ORISEConnect. If you like the ORISE Featurecast, give us a review wherever you listen to podcasts. The Oak Ridge Institute for Science and Education is managed by ORAU, for the US Department of Energy.



