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The power of perpetual collaboration: An interview with
Elcin Unal and Gloria Brar

Here, Elcin Unal and Gloria Brar tell us how the Br-Un Lab came to be, the cons, but mostly the pros, of
running a joint lab and things to consider, as well as their philosophies in research and mentoring a diverse

group of scientists.

The current team-based Br-Un lab devel-
oped from a Group Lab vision of a highly
collaborative research environment in
which the laboratory is managed by three
to five permanent scientists (the princi-
ples) who share common research inter-
ests but also possess unique technical
skills and research experience. The prin-
ciples ought to be compatible, believe in
the idea that scientific progress can be
achieved through highly motivated and
skilled people working together, and be
driven by scientific curiosity rather than
a chase for individual trophies, recogni-
tion, or fame. With several experienced
scientists in the lab performing research,
riskier research directions could be
explored without burdening students or
postdocs who have inherent time pres-
sures and may prefer less risky primary
directions. Expansion of research direc-
tions through testing of new ideas and
continuous group discussions of poten-
tial research directions would be a natu-
ral part of a Group Lab set-up. This
structure would also enrich training
because students would be trained by a
complementary panel of scientists, lead-
ing to a more well-rounded trainee and a
more comprehensive mentorship atmo-
sphere. The Group Lab structure is inher-
ently collaborative and interactive, and
also, opportunities for collaboration with
outside investigators would be enhanced
by the larger scientific network that
stems from the group rather than any
one individual. Eigin Unal and Gloria
Brar here discuss how their lab emerged
from this set of theoretical ideals and
how although they haven’t been able to
integrate all of these aspects completely
yet, the central principles are big a part
of how their lab works and what they
strive for.

The Br-Un lab

Before we begin, tell us a little bit
about yourself. Gloria, where are
you from? Where and what did you
study? And who did you work with
previously?

G.B.: | grew up in Wisconsin and went to
college at UC Berkeley. In fact, | pretty
much only applied to California schools,
based partly on a vision of this state as
constantly sunny and warm (which any
San Francisco resident will tell you is not
quite correct). Then, | went to grad school
at MIT and had the great honor of working
with the incredible, indescribable Angel-
ika Amon, who instilled in me a love of
meiosis and is probably the single person
most responsible for my career trajectory.
I next moved on to a postdoc position with
Jonathan Weissman at UCSF, also an
amazing mentor but in very different
ways than Angelika. The idea that there

are many ways to do this job well is one
that | really like about academia and one
that | have interpreted to allow myself to
focus on my strengths rather than trying
to perfectly emulate giants like Angelika
and Jonathan.

What motivated you to become a
scientist?

G.B.: | was familiar with laboratory
research from a young age because
both my parents are biologists and
worked the kind of non-standard hours
typical of scientists. My dad worked at a
plant biotech company and my mom
worked as a senior researcher/lab man-
ager at UW Madison. When they went
into the lab on the weekends, my brother
and | would often tag along and |
remember it being so fun. In particular, |
loved parafilm, watching the DNA loading
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Elcin Unal (left) and Gloria Brar (right)

dye sink into agarose gels, and drawing
on whiteboards. And my parents really
liked their jobs, which | think led me to
believe that this was something | might
like. They never pushed me (or my
brother, Victor, now a physics professor
at UW Madison) into science, though,
and always just stressed that we should
do something we loved. Getting into a
lab and doing research myself was when
| realized the problem-solving aspect of
research science fit very well with my per-
sonality and interests.

Is there anyone in particular who
helped guide you on your path?

G.B.: I've had the good fortune of having
exclusively great mentors. | worked for a
summer as a high school student in the
lab of David Brow at UW Madison and
as an undergraduate in the lab of Gary
Firestone at UC Berkeley, both of whom
were extremely supportive. In the Brow
lab, | worked with a postdoc, Anisa Kaen-
jak Angeletti, and I’'m still in awe that she
agreed to mentor a high school student
with zero skills or concept of what real
research entailed. And what sticks with
me was that she was really nice to me
and gave me fun things to do! In Gary’s
lab, | worked with a PhD student, Hanh
Nguyen, to whom | owe a huge debt of
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gratitude. She was hard-working, smart,
driven, fun, and had overcome a lot
more than | had to get to the point of a
PhD. Just watching how she did science
was inspiring, but | was also touched by
how much time she took out of her
extremely busy schedule to help me learn
techniques and understand the bigger
picture. In many ways, Hanh is probably
the one most responsible for leading me
to grad school. Then once in graduate
school, | rotated in the Amon lab with An-
dreas Hochwagen (now a professor at
NYU), who inspired me based on his
many interesting ideas and also his gener-
osity of mentorship. As | mentioned
above, Angelika and Jonathan made an
enormous impact on my career and |
wouldn’t be where | am without their
mentorship and support, but the day-
to-day help and mentorship from lab
members is often underappreciated
(or perhaps underacknowledged) and |
know it made a huge difference in my
career.

Tell us about any barriers you faced
in pursuing science as a career

G.B.: I've been very fortunate to have had
few barriers and a lot of supportive men-
tors. | should say that from graduate
school onward | did occasionally experi-
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ence being underestimated based on my
gender and possibly aspects of my
appearance and mannerisms, but for
many years | didn’t see this as a negative.
| actually thought it gave me a chance to
really impress people, by working hard
to far exceed their (sometimes) very low
expectations. But as a PIl, experiencing
situations in which it is clear that someone
thinks | don’t know what I’'m talking about
is professionally problematic in ways |
hadn’t anticipated (but that seem obvious
in retrospect). This can be disheartening
at times, although it’s rarely (if ever) an
issue for me in our department, which
has many outstanding female scientists
who have paved this road for me and
others, and are very generous with their
time and advice.

Elgin, tell us about your journey and
who helped you along the way
E.U.: | was born in Turkey, where | spent
the first 22 years of my life across four
different cities—Balikesir, Zonguldak,
Antalya, and Ankara—each beautiful in
their own unique ways. Growing up, I've
always been in awe of the living world.
However, | didn’t have the slightest clue
that biology could be pursued as a profes-
sion until midway through high school,
when an incredibly inspirational and sup-
portive teacher, Mustafa Yildirim, encour-
aged me to apply to the Molecular Biology
and Genetics Department at Bilkent Uni-
versity. Albeit very selective, the depart-
ment didn’t have a track record of gradu-
ates at the time since it was just
established. So, this was a rather high-
risk pursuit on my end but ended up being
one of the best decisions | made in my life.
During my junior year at Bilkent, |
applied for summer internships abroad
with the hope of learning some bench
skills and pursuing research for real rather
than reading about it. | contacted ~100
Pls, composing individualized emails re-
questing to work in their labs. Only one
of them, Dr. Gary Ostrander from Johns
Hopkins University in Baltimore, wrote
back and told me that | could work as a
volunteer in his lab. Thanks to this oppor-
tunity and financial support from my fa-
ther, | was able to work with Dr. Jeanette
Rotchell, a postdoctoral fellow in the
Ostrander lab. Jeanette was an exem-
plary mentor. She was very kind and pa-
tient with me but also extremely diligent
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and tactfully assertive. | learned a lot of
practical lab skills from this summer expe-
rience at Hopkins. Even though | was far
from formulating my own scientific ques-
tions or hypotheses, | did realize that |
loved working in the lab—it felt like | was
in my element.

Thanks to the strong recommendation
from Dr. Ostrander, | was accepted to
Hopkins Biology Graduate Program the
next year. Then came a second life-
changing quest: moving across the
Atlantic Ocean to Baltimore on my own
and leaving all family behind. Here, I'd
like to give a big shout-out to my mother
for her reasoning, encouragement, confi-
dence, and endless emotional support
throughout the years, which undoubtedly
helped me grow as a person and a
scientist.

| started graduate school with very
limited research experience but with lots
of naive ambition, scientific hunger, and
curiosity. At the end of the first year, |
joined Dr. Doug Koshland’s lab at the Car-
negie Institution, which was affiliated with
the Hopkins Graduate Program that | was
part of. Doug was an amazing mentor; his
genuine interest in science, unassuming
personality, creativity, and ability to think
outside the box generated a very dynamic
lab environment. There, | studied the
regulation and function of the cohesin
complex, an essential structural compo-
nent of eukaryotic chromosomes, during
DNA damage response (in collaboration
with Jim Haber’s and Michael Lichten’s
labs). | also studied how the chromatin
tethering activity of cohesin is regulated
during the cell cycle and in response
to DNA damage (in collaboration with
Jill Heidinger, a graduate student in
Doug’s lab).

At Carnegie, | greatly benefited from a
small, yet diverse and collaborative scien-
tific environment. Carnegie training was
particularly invaluable since both formal
and casual scientific discussions were
an inherent part of day-to-day life in the
form of seminars, progress reports, jour-
nal clubs, and social hours. The institute-
wide participation in these events was
an integral part of the culture, and the re-
sulting discussions were often confronta-
tional, with a decent level of skepticism,
yet they were extremely engaging, fun,
and stimulating. What made these meet-
ings so unique and successful was the

extensive fostering of communication
among different labs and the small size
of each research group, which served
to maintain a close community. The
Carnegie-style training and Doug’s
mentorship were instrumental in my
scientific development.

My interest in chromosome structure
led to a fascination with the process of
meiosis, a unique cell division that ex-
hibits specialized chromosome dy-
namics. In addition, | became interested
in germ cells and quality control in the
germline after attending several seminars
and progress reports at Carnegie and
Hopkins. | knew that | wanted to pursue
my postdoctoral research addressing a
fundamental question that brings together
these components. At the same time, | did
not want to leave budding yeast as a
model system, since | liked its simplicity,
speed, and tractability, as well as the abil-
ity to design sophisticated and well-
controlled genetic experiments.

| was fortunate to meet Dr. Angelika
Amon at a FASEB Meeting during my
fourth year in grad school. | noticed her
in the back of the room with her infamous
loud whisper. | had no idea who she was
until she took the stage and delivered a
brilliant talk on causes and consequences
of aneuploidy. After the session ended, |
worked up the courage to ask her a few
questions. To my surprise, she was
extremely receptive and encouraging. At
the end of the conversation, she said:
“You should apply to my lab as a post-
doc,” and that was her first piece of great
advice for me; many more would follow in
years to come.

In Angelika’s lab, | sought to investigate
how meiosis (and its associated differenti-
ation program) affects cellular fitness, in
particular the question about whether
resetting of lifespan occurs during
meiosis. Furthermore, in collaboration
with Matt Miller, a graduate student
in the Amon Lab, | also studied a key
regulatory event that is essential for
meiotic chromosome segregation: tem-
poral restriction of microtubule-kineto-
chore interactions.

Angelika set high standards; at the
same time, she managed to build a
community, a science family that was
tightknit, supportive, and invested in one
another. With each scientific problem
that Angelika chose to study, she made
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it clear, exciting, and accessible. Like-
wise, each person that Angelika recruited,
she made sure that they were rigorously
trained and well supported, even long
after they left the lab. | feel incredibly
fortunate to learn from the many facets
of her exceptional leadership and to be a
member of her science family.

How and why did you come to run a
joint lab? How did you first meet?
E.U.: | first met Gloria at a HHMI meeting
in Janelia Farm about fourteen years
ago. At the time, we were both senior
graduate students. | was potentially inter-
ested in working in Angelika’s lab as a
postdoc, but meeting with Gloria and
observing her rapport with Angelika really
helped solidify my decision to pursue the
Amon lab more seriously. From that first
meeting, | also recall Gloria as being
extremely quick-witted, yet she did not
come off as arrogant. On the contrary,
she was very down to earth, funny, and
interesting to talk to. In Angelika’s lab,
we overlapped for only about nine months
but kept in contact after she started her
postdoc in Jonathan Weissman’s lab at
UCSF. She also visited Cambridge about
once a month since she had a collabo-
rator at the Broad Institute. Through these
visits and other social and scientific inter-
actions, we became very close friends (|
consider her as part of my immediate fam-
ily) and scientific partners over the years.
G.B.: I was in my last year of my PhD in
the Amon lab and Elgin interviewed for a
postdoc there (and ultimately joined). |
already knew of her and her work from
papers and conferences so | knew she
was intellectually impressive, but | also
remember being blown away by how
kind and fun she was, which | hadn’t ex-
pected. We became friends quickly and
kept in touch when | went to UCSF. We
even found an excuse to collaborate and
then at some point it became clear that
we would be on the academic job market
at the same time. My first thought was
“Damn, there goes my chance of getting
a job!” but Elgin, the idealist, had a very
different reaction and proposed the team
lab idea. | loved the idea but was highly,
highly skeptical that any department
would get on board with it. But as is often
true, Elgin was right. Thank goodness.
E.U.: The idea of a team-based lab
environment initially came about while |

Molecular Cell 87, August 19, 2021 3231




¢ CellPress

was a postdoc at MIT, through various
conversations | had with members of the
Amon lab, in particular Leon Chan, Matt
Miller, Jeremy Rock, and Gloria, when-
ever she visited. The original concept,
Group Lab, was far more ambitious and
not quite realistic, since there was and still
is neither an academic structure nor a
funding system to support its establish-
ment and sustainability. Nevertheless, it
has been so much fun to dream about,
and it has certainly helped Gloria and |
formulate a more feasible plan to launch
our joint lab (The Br-Un Lab). Our overall
philosophy of research and mentorship
is still in alignment with the original found-
ing principles of the Group Lab, but we
now have a more practical version of it.

Personally, here are my top three rea-
sons as to why | value a joint lab. First, |
very much enjoy the collaborative aspect
of research as | truly believe that science
is best performed when bright and like-
minded people with different expertise,
complementary skillsets, and personal-
ities join forces. Second, such synergy
not only enhances the quality and rigor
of research but also allows for the expan-
sion of scientific ideas and projects as
communications become more seam-
less. Finally, such space provides an ideal
training environment for the next genera-
tion of scientists and a more fail-safe
approach to mentorship.

Where is the lab based? How long
have you been there? Can you tell

us about the application process for
becoming independent and setting
up the lab together?

E.U.: Our lab is located at UC Berkeley in
the Department of Molecular and Cell
Biology. We officially started in January
2014, though | moved to the Bay Area in
October 2013 to help Gloria with the lab
setup and oversee renovations. Before
going on this journey, we consulted with
our PhD and postdoc advisors, as well
as some other faculty at MIT. There were
varying views in terms of risk versus feasi-
bility, but overall people were highly sup-
portive about the idea of a joint and
collaborative lab. Gloria and | had a
shared document, where we kept track
of all our applications and progress, and
often communicated with one another
for updates. We went through the initial
application process independently, but
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once we started hearing back from the
same schools about second visits, we
introduced the joint lab idea and informed
the departments about our unconven-
tional “two-body” situation. In the end,
we had a handful of joint offers and
some individual ones, but Cal MCB was
the clear winner.

For me, it was love at first sight (I’'m sure
Gloria has her own story to tell). Berkeley
was the last school that | visited during
my job interviews in 2013. From the
moment that | stepped into Cal territory,
it was very different than any other place
that | interviewed before: the campus
was huge, but at the same time felt very
vibrant and welcoming. The department
was the largest that | have seen thus far,
with more than 80 faculty. Instead of
feeling intimidated and tired, | was
completely energized and inspired at the
end of my two-day visit. | knew then that
this was the place | would love to be a
part of and set up our joint lab. And | feel
extremely fortunate that it turned into real-
ity. Thanks to Berkeley MCB for making
our dream turn into reality!

G.B.: This is a common (great) question
we often get and it doesn’t have an
entirely satisfying answer, | fear. Basically,
we applied and interviewed separately
and just kind of let the gossip get around
(as it does in academia) that this was
something that was of interest to us. We
did eventually both push for it, once it
was clear that we wouldn’t lose all chan-
ces of employment if we did, but | often
think that we mainly got really lucky in
how it all worked out. | like to say that if
you ran that simulation 100 times, | think
99 of those go the other way. It is worth
noting, though, that my fear of letting
this idea out there early on was pretty mis-
placed. Almost everyone we talked to
about it was really supportive and most
said something along the lines of “Cool,
| wish I’d done that!”

Tell us about the research in each of
your labs. Is it completely
overlapping? What drew you to this
area of research?

G.B.: It’s not totally overlapping but there
are some very common themes. We are
both interested in meiosis and, more
generally, the forces that shape a differen-
tiating cell. My primary interest is in gene
expression and the mechanisms that
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allow the exquisite coordination that we
see during meiotic differentiation. Essen-
tially every protein encoded by the yeast
genome is made just for the window of
time that it functions during meiosis,
which requires an enormous amount of
regulation at every known level and also
involves new types of regulation that ha-
ven’t yet been uncovered. We want to
know how this occurs and what it can
tell us about the set of protein functions
that are important in meiosis. | have loved
meiosis since | was a grad student and |
realized how many amazing things
happen in a meiotic cell that we don’t un-
derstand. Here is an ancient differentia-
tion program that is so important to
organismal fitness and survival and yet
we know so little about how it works. A
big bonus is that the community of people
who study meiosis are interesting,
generous, and supportive, and this makes
it all the more fun to study. In the case of
gene expression, | became especially
interested in this as a postdoc. | was fortu-
nate to be in the Weissman lab when Nick
Ingolia was also a postdoc there and saw
first-hand the influence that his develop-
ment of ribosome profiling had on the
gene expression field. Suddenly, we
could confirm long-held models based
on detailed study of only a few genes.
And at the same time, there were so
many big surprises, including a lot of
regulation that didn’t fit long-held models.
| think it is an especially exciting time to
dive into gene expression studies, starting
with some of these big surprises that have
led to big, interesting questions.

E.U.: Gloria’s and my research interests
are mostly in alignment, with the over-
arching goal of understanding the regula-
tory and functional principles of meiotic
cell differentiation. On the other hand,
the individual projects in the lab them-
selves are generally non-overlapping,
but rather complementary. That said, we
have had successful collaborations previ-
ously (for instance on LUTI-based gene
regulation) and | hope to be a part of
many more in years to come!

In terms of research, my trainees pri-
marily focus on cellular rejuvenation,
organelle remodeling, and gene regula-
tion aspects of meiosis. Because meiotic
differentiation  contains  endogenous
pathways that prevent age-associated
damage from being passed onto progeny,
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we think that a deeper and broader under-
standing of this program offers unique in-
sights into the biology of aging as well as
potential therapeutic avenues to combat
age-associated diseases including can-
cer and neurodegeneration. Accordingly,
the big question emerges as follows:
how is the fitness of gametes ensured
during their production such that they
contain the appropriate nuclear and cyto-
plasmic content to make healthy prog-
eny? We address this question in two
frameworks: first, in the context of gene
regulation, with the aim of understanding
how the essential meiotic processes that
ultimately drive cellular rejuvenation are
controlled by the meiotic transcriptional
program. Second, we study meiotic dif-
ferentiation in the context of aging, with
the aim of understanding how gamete for-
mation promotes cellular rejuvenation and
how meiotic cells ensure that age-associ-
ated damage such as protein aggregates
and dysfunctional organelles are pre-
vented from being transmitted to subse-
quent progeny. We further extend our
studies to multicellular and human cell
line systems, whenever possible, with an
eye on therapeutic potential of our
findings.

How has running the lab together
influenced your research and the
directions each of your work

has taken?

G.B.: | can’t say for sure since there’s
(thankfully) no proper control, but many
points of synergy have emerged at every
stage thus far. It’s very clear to me that |
have benefited repeatedly from watching
the way that Elgin thinks about and
tackles scientific problems, which is very
different than my style. | don’t want to
steal Elgin’s line here, but she likes to
say that we are a nice case of comple-
mentation and | have always loved this
way of thinking about it.

E.U.: It has certainly helped me
expand my research program and be
creative in ways that | have not antici-
pated previously. Furthermore, it has
cultivated a certain level of courage and
confidence in me for going after ques-
tions that extend well beyond my exper-
tise. | have a natural inclination to follow
where science leads, but with the joint
lab setup, more of such projects have
turned into success and joyous discov-

eries. Overall, it has been a truly net pos-
itive experience.

How does running your joint lab
work logistically? What is divided
and what is shared? How do you
navigate this?

E.U.: In terms of personnel, we have a
shared lab manager and lab helper, who
aid with organizational matters, and
make lab function daily through reagent
ordering, media prep, equipment mainte-
nance, etc. This year, Gloria and | have
also recruited our first joint student, who
will be working on a new collaborative
research project that we are all super
excited about.

Most of our large equipment, consum-
ables, and reagents are shared and things
run overall smoothly in the lab, thanks to
our wonderful lab manager, Christiane,
and many fantastic trainees who help
with the lab chores.

We hold joint group meetings and so-
cial activities and often synchronize in
terms of departmental retreats, super-
groups, and conferences. Unfortunately,
it has been a long time since we had an
in-person event for such events due to
the pandemic, so all of us are looking for-
ward to revamping our scientific and so-
cial interactions as the UC campus opens
in the fall semester.

What are the pros and cons of
running the lab together? What are
the important personality traits that
allow you to work well together?
G.B.: Some major pros are the comple-
mentarity of our perspectives, the ability
to have a group that studies diverse
topics but doesn’t feel too big, the ability
to make hard decisions together, and
the improved training that | think we can
provide. For the latter point, | think that
our trainees appreciate having Pls with
different strengths who can offer different
viewpoints on projects and data. One mi-
nor con is that having to make so many
decisions together can occasionally be
logistically complicated, in the case of
lab meeting scheduling, for example.
And another occasional con is the issue
of imbalance. For example, it took me
longer to publish our first paper than
it did for Elgin. This was intensely stressful
for me and made me feel like | was failing,
much more so than if I'd been running
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a lab alone. Although | think we all
know that comparing ourselves to others
isn’t constructive, it’'s hard to avoid
completely, and our parallel careers
make for many chances for us to each to
have this type of situation arise in grant
scores, awards, etc. On the other hand,
having a close and supportive friend in
the neighboring office is also immensely
helpful in almost all circumstances,
including these types of frustrations.

E.U.: The biggest pros for me are
covering my blind spots, since Gloria
and | have very different personalities,
and apply complementary approaches
to solve biological problems. | see this
aspect as a huge positive beyond scienti-
fic prosperity, because it allows me to
learn different perspectives and view-
points, thereby becoming more flexible
and open-minded. | would like to think
that my emotional intelligence has
improved considerably since starting the
joint lab, and that | have learned to
become a better mentor. It’s of course a
continuous learning process.

I do value Gloria’s input on various mat-
ters, from little to big decisions. | do find
these decisions to be more balanced
than the ones | make on my own. Even
the occasional disagreements we have ul-
timately become valuable learning experi-
ences for me. In addition, Gloria certainly
provides a level of stability since everyone
else in the lab, with the exception of Chris-
tiane, are with us for a maximum of 5-6-
year period. Finally, having a scientific
partner who is constantly supportive
goes a long way!

One aspect of our partnership that | am
still tinkering is how to integrate the differ-
ences in our scientific communication
styles into productive conversations with
all our trainees. Based on my upbringing,
and the environments | was trained in,
including Carnegie and the Amon lab, |
have come to develop a constructive,
yet rather confrontational questioning
style, which | realize can sometimes be
taken personally and internalized, rather
than being perceived as a beneficial input.
This is not necessarily a con per se, but
more so an issue that we might not have
thought about if we were working individ-
ually and one that gives us an opportunity
to find a way to best motivate our lab
members and make sure they feel
comfortable with embracing different
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styles of communication, which | think
is ultimately important for a rigorous
training.

What do you look for when you hire
students and postdocs?
G.B.: | think every case is a bit different
and | usually just first look for someone
that | enjoy talking about science with.
As a scientist, it’s always especially great
when someone is curious and likes to ask
questions. Beyond that, | think a general
trend among our group members is
enthusiasm, interest in solving funda-
mental biological puzzles, and interest in
working within a collaborative group.
E.U.: The primary things | look for in a
trainee are genuine curiosity, self-motiva-
tion, perseverance, and attention to
detail. I've found these personality fea-
tures to be strongly correlated with long
term happiness in my lab. It’s also impor-
tant to me that the trainee is a compas-
sionate human being and has a functional
working relationship with other members
of the lab. Finally, trust forms the core
principle in all my mentor-mentee rela-
tionships, though it does take a longer
time to establish it, especially from the
trainee end. | do very much like it when
my trainees start to challenge me scientif-
ically; | take this as a sign for their growing
skepticism and self-confidence, which |
find to be crucial aspects for an indepen-
dent scientist.

What kind of environment do you
look to foster in the lab? Is there
anything you try to replicate or

avoid from your own experiences or
that you have learned over

the years?

G.B.: First and foremost, we want people
in our group to be supported, helpful and
respectful. No matter how smart a lab
member is, if they treat others poorly,
this can be toxic and we do not want
that. | think that we both loved the degree
of organization in the Amon lab and so
have tried to incorporate that here, as
well, with databases of just about every-
thing, which make everyone’s life easier.
As far as training atmosphere, | care a
lot about fostering excitement in small
and big aspects of projects. Basically, |
think that despite inevitable small failures
and frustrations, science should be fun. |
also care about helping trainees identify
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and leverage their strengths, while helping
them improve areas that they don’t view
as strengths. Oftentimes, young scientists
believe that they have to fit some theoret-
ical mold to be successful, but | think that
success and happiness in science come
from each person finding a combination
of training and project that fit their person-
ality and goals.

E.U.: A healthy mix of welcoming, yet
rigorous, training environment is some-
thing | strive to provide. In this regard, in-
clusivity and belonging are very important
to me, but | also like to train my mentees
such that they become open-minded,
skeptical, and highly receptive to criti-
cism. After all, what would science be
without the critical lens?

Aside from supervising their
research, how do you help to
develop and mentor your students
and postdocs as scientists?

G.B.: This is something that we try to tailor
to each lab member and so the most
important thing is to find out what each
person wants to get out of their time in
the lab and then for us to work hard to
help them achieve this. In my regular
meetings with trainees, we discuss exper-
iments, data, and next directions, as well
as anything else they are interested in
talking about, including short and long-
term goals. These types of goals vary a
lot among lab members but may include,
for example, computational training, un-
dergraduate mentoring, or more writing
experience. One thing that | encourage
for everyone, regardless of their stated
goals, however, is conference attendance
and presentation. | think conferences,
especially small ones, are such a great
way to get to know a field, including the
personalities and the latest ideas that ha-
ven’t yet made it to publication. And this is
also a great way for leaders in the field to
get to know up-and-coming members.
The loss of these in-person experiences
has been one of many difficult aspects
of the last year and a half, but I'm so
glad that it looks like they’ll be back in
the next year.

E.U.: | cater a mentoring approach
suited for different personality types and
learning styles. Furthermore, since deep
and broad thinking skills together
are necessary for scientific success, |
encourage my trainees to become profi-
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cient in both. | meet with my trainees on a
weekly or bimonthly basis where we
discuss the current progress of their pro-
jects. | provide critique, assist with trouble-
shooting and make sure to connect them
to the right person if | cannot be of assis-
tance. As part of these meetings, we also
discuss career directions and steps they
can take to pursue these goals. | provide
my students with information regarding
professional matters such as public
speaking, manuscript preparation, grant
writing, interactions with fellow scientists
and preparations and strategies for job in-
terviews. | encourage my trainees to write
their own manuscripts and review the
manuscripts of their fellow lab mates, as
both are invaluable parts of their scientific
training. In preparation for their future ca-
reers in research, education or elsewhere,
| encourage my trainees to be mentors for
undergraduates. This experience not only
prepares them to be successful teachers,
but it also improves their communication
skills. | support my trainees in these en-
deavors by providing advice on how to
properly mentor their undergraduate
mentees, technicians, and rotation stu-
dents. Thus far, this strategy has worked
extremely well for my lab as it has created
an effective training culture that is self-
perpetuating. Finally, | encourage my
trainees to participate in activities outside
the lab for outreach and for opportunities
that foster their career trajectories as well
as for maintaining a balanced lifestyle
and good mental health.

So how do you adapt your mentoring
style to different people?

G.B.: This is really important and mostly a
process of adaptation over time for me. |
do always try to ask new lab members
what works for them in terms of mentor-
ship, but | think that often people don’t
know exactly what works (and what
doesn’t) early on and so | try to be explicit
that we can start with a default plan and
adjust at any time according to what is
working (or not). The initial default is to
meet weekly and for me to be fairly
involved early on, but meetings can be
moved to less frequent (or lab members
can pop by my office any time), and |
follow their lead in the detail with which
they want to discuss experiments in these
meetings. This same principle applies to
other aspects of mentorship, and our
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department now has regular IDPs (individ-
ual development plans), which are helpful
in starting conversations about topics that
might not otherwise come up organically,
like new skillsets that a student would like
to gain in a given year. | think the key idea
that isn’t always clear to trainees is that
what’s best for them is generally best for
me too. The most important thing is for
trainees to feel comfortable talking to their
Pl about issues of importance to them,
and | strive to foster an environment in
which this is true.

Does mentoring end when a student
leaves the lab? How do you maintain
your relationships with your
students and postdocs after they
have left?
E.U.: Of course not! | keep in touch with
my trainees long after they leave the lab.
Once you’re a member of the Br-Un lab,
you’ll always be a part of the team, even
if you’re no longer working in the lab. |
communicate with my trainees via email,
phone, and Zoom as well as in-person
visits to lab or lab socials. We also
have an alumni channel on Slack to
keep in touch with previous lab mem-
bers. Considering past and current, we
have worked with an amazing group of
trainees, who are not only passionate
about their science but are also highly
collaborative and supportive of each
other. We feel extremely fortunate to be
scientific coaches for such a team!
G.B.: Absolutely not! In fact, | was still
getting reference letters from my grad-
uate Pl (and a thesis committee member)
a few years into my faculty position and
so | know first-hand how critical this
extended support is. Lab members
come to feel like family and so aside
from wanting to support their careers, |
want to hear from them, to know that
they are happy and to hear life updates.
There’s no particular structure to main-
tain these relationships for me, it's
mostly through email check-ins, but
now I’'m wondering what other types of
structures exist and how we can imple-
ment them!?

How do you juggle all of your
responsibilities? How has running
the lab together helped?

G.B.: These are great questions. | guess
the short answer is that the juggling is

hard and having Elgin as a team member
has helped me immensely. The long
answer is that | have come to believe
that perhaps thinking of it as juggling is
problematic and instead | think it’s useful
to accept early on that it is not humanly
possible to do everything that you want
to do as a Pl and do it well. So, | would
instead advocate for thinking about
what is most important to you (and/or
what makes you the happiest) and putt-
ing your energy into doing that set of
things very well. This will likely mean
that you may feel like you are failing at
other things—for example, perhaps you
can’t write all the review papers you’d
like to or help out on as many commit-
tees—but the hope is that you will feel
more satisfaction in general at the things
you are succeeding at than if you tried to
tackle everything full-force. | am now a
parent to two toddlers and this idea
keeps resonating with me more and
more, since in that capacity | am also
making decisions that would have
seemed unthinkable in my previous life,
like “Should | wear this shirt with spit
up on it or change and show up to the
meeting late?” With managing work and
home stuff, working as a team with Elgin
has become essential to me. Often, it is
because she is so helpful and supportive
in practical ways, but it is also just great
to talk through challenging decisions with
her since some of the hardest responsi-
bility juggling is really about decision-
making.

E.U.: Running a joint lab certainly helps
with shared responsibilities. However, |
have additional responsibilities in the
department, and at times, these become
a major focus and require a relatively
high effort and time commitment. If only
| had the luxury of doing these additional
tasks in a joint setup...

What advice would you give young
scientists looking to set up their
own labs? And how would you
recommend finding a scientific
partner? What is important to
consider?

G.B.: Most importantly, you have to like
and respect each other. My husband re-
fers to Elgin as my work spouse and this
is really true—we make many trivial and
important decisions together, we some-
times disagree on ftrivial and important
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things, there’s often an asymmetry in re-
sponsibility, and there are just many
chances for conflict. It’'s hard to know
the challenges that each of you individu-
ally will face in this job and then those un-
expected challenges usually have to be
managed together. So, if you don’t really
like and respect each other, I’'m not sure
the advantages would outweigh the dis-
advantages. Luckily, that’'s not an issue
in our casel

Looking back, what advice would
you have given yourself at the start
of your career? Is there anything

you would have done differently?
G.B.: Well, | think | got extraordinarily
lucky to be here so I'm not sure I’d really
change anything in my choices, but |
don’t think | realized at the time how
important my choices of mentors were. |
did agonize over these decisions, but |
don’t think | was necessarily considering
the most important factors and may
have just been fortunate that | made great
choices through a flawed process. When |
advise others now on lab choice, | say that
the most important thing is that you like
your mentors. There will be ups and
downs and scientific and personal chal-
lenges and you need to find someone
that you can communicate with and who
will support you. Of course, you have to
like the science, but there is so much
cool science out there and it’s possible
(perhaps necessary) to find a situation
that will give you both a great mentor
and a cool project. | think that choosing
alab solely based on one scientific project
of interest, which is common, is often a
mistake.

The one piece of advice that | have
continually given myself since | was in
grad school is: “Relax, it will be okay.”
This job, and academia in general, in-
volves a lot of deadlines and faux crises
and it’s helpful to be able to step back
to ask yourself whether the current one
will really seem that important a year
from now. It doesn’t mean that you
don’t take it seriously if the answer is
“no,” but maybe just don’t lose sleep
over it.

What’s next for the Brar and

Unal labs?

E.U.: Well, I'm super excited to be able to
go back to in person group meetings
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soon!! It's been difficult to cope with the
pandemic-induced isolation, while trying
to stay engaged from a distance. I'm
also excited that the campus is opening
soon as | can’t wait to give lectures in
classroom and start going to seminars in
person. Pretty much everything that |
took for granted prior to the pandemic, |
now have a huge appreciation for. Gloria
and | are also embarking on a new project
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that investigates the role of stress
response transcription factors in meiotic
rejuvenation. | look forward to seeing
what the future holds for this as well as
other projects in the lab.

G.B.: So many cool projects! We are
now working together on a project exam-
ining the roles of stress-responsive path-
ways on the natural rejuvenation that ac-
companies meiosis, which I'm really
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excited about for many reasons,
including that it merges our interests in
a new way. I’'m also very excited about
investigating the protein degradation
mechanisms that act on almost every
protein expressed in meiosis, and the re-
modeling of protein complexes that we
see occurring naturally as part of the
meiotic differentiation program. | could
go on and on...
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