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WHAT IS ECOLOGICAL DISSERTATIONS IN THE AQUATIC
SCIENCES?

The Ecological Dissertations in the Aquatic Sci-
ences (Eco-DAS, pronounced “eco-days”) sym-
posium connects freshly minted Ph.D.s in the
aquatic sciences with the aims of facilitating
networking, collaboration, and interdisciplinary
cross-talk. This exercise is intertwined with
training discussions on team leadership, career
paths, proposal writing and submissions, and
funding strategies and opportunities.

HOW DID IT ALL START?

The symposium started as the Dissertations Ini-
tiative for the Advancement of Limnology and
Oceanography in 1993, under the direction of
Susan Weiler with funding from the National
Science Foundation, and contributions from
other U.S. federal agencies. In 2008, the pro-
gram was reinvented and renamed Eco-DAS,
under the direction of Paul Kemp with support
from the NSF Biological Oceanography Program.
Additional funding support was, and continues
to be, extended from the Association for the
Sciences of Limnology and Oceanography
(ASLO). The symposium gained momentum, and
success was reflected through numerous publi-
cations of collaborative pieces including data-
centered research articles, reviews, and book
chapters in peer-reviewed journals, such as
Environmental Evidence, Limnology and Ocean-
ography, Limnology and Oceanography Bulletin,

Limnology and Oceanography: Fluids and Envi-
ronments, Limnology and Oceanography Letters,
Oecologia,  and  F1000Research  (Daigle
et al. 2015; Asch et al. 2016; Coble et al. 2016;
Hundey et al. 2016; Kremer et al. 2016; Toscano
et al. 2016; Durden et al. 2017; Guy-Haim
et al. 2017; Hayes et al. 2017; Kelly et al. 2017;
Millette et al. 2018; Farrell et al. 2019).

The outcomes of Eco-DAS have been broader
than just scientific publications. In 2018, the par-
ticipants formulated the concept of WikiProject
Limnology and Oceanography. This project aims
to improve the accuracy of Wikipedia pages on
topics related to inland waters and marine ecosys-
tems. Details about the WikiProject can be
accessed from: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wik
ipedia:WikiProject_Limnology_and_Oceanography
(Kincaid et al. 2021).

PERSPECTIVES FROM Eco-DAS XIV
Symposium format: A virtual meet-up

Eco-DAS XIV was held over 5 days in October
2021 and attended by 22 participants currently
affiliated with institutions from countries
including Brazil, Canada, Germany, India,
New Zealand, South Africa, Sweden, and the
United States of America (Fig. 1). In line with
safety precautions mandated under the ongo-
ing COVID-19 pandemic, Eco-DAS XIV was held
virtually. Most participants of Eco-DAS XIV were
new postdocs, meaning that they had few pre-
existing connections. Compared to maintaining
established connections in the virtual setting,
developing new relationships was particularly
challenging. The Eco-DAS XIV virtual portal
allowed systematic interactions among the par-
ticipants by facilitating dialogues with ade-
quate time allotments.

Symposium proceedings

Eco-DAS aims to foster long-term, interdisci-
plinary collaborations among early career
researchers. To help identify topics for collabo-
ration, at the application stage potential par-
ticipants were required to formulate a project
idea which was inspired by the individual’s own
background. Once at the Eco-DAS event, each
participant was allotted a “breakout” room
where they got an opportunity to discuss their
manuscript idea with every other participant of
the symposium. This format allowed cross-talk
among participants, fostering the development
of working groups over the first 2 days of the
symposium. Each working group consisted of

researchers with synergistic ideas and unique,
complementary skill sets. The focus then
remained on the working groups throughout
the rest of the symposium (i.e., 3 days), where
each day the groups met to discuss and sketch
out a collaborative manuscript. Attendees were
often involved with more than one working
group, which widened the network to allow
more knowledge sharing and conceptualization
of innovative ideas. Ample opportunities were
provided for the working groups to meet and
structure their manuscripts. The participants
mutually decided the meeting time of the work-
ing group. To avoid overlap, each working
group met on different days over three sessions
such that no member would miss out on discus-
sions should they be involved in multiple
groups. The final day of the symposium was
dedicated to idea presentation by the working
groups. By this time, all working groups had
successfully summarized important points of
their ideas and shaped them into a working
draft to be transformed into a manuscript fol-
lowing the meeting.

Eco-DAS XIV saw the formation of nine
working groups on interdisciplinary topics
including: time series variations of water chem-
istry, extreme events, climate feedbacks,
response of reservoirs to climate change, micro-
bial biogeochemistry, extracellular enzyme
activities, dissolved organic matter reactivity,
biogeochemical sustainability, and “poop” (or,
scientifically put, the importance of fecal nutri-
ents in food webs). Each group includes partici-
pants from varied backgrounds including
terrestrial, freshwater, and marine or estuarine
systems with unique skill sets such as microbial
community analyses, modeling, and nutrient
chemistry dynamics.

In addition to meetings of working groups,
participants also attended talks and discussions
guided by relevant mentors. The first day of
Eco-DAS XIV concluded with a session led by
Laura Falkenberg about the importance of
developing an academic identity. Other mentor
sessions included alumni discussions about pre-
vious successful Eco-DAS projects such as the
WikiProject, which was led by Jacob Zwart,
Kelly Hondula, Erin Larson, and Jessica Brandt;
and advice about writing successful NSF pro-
posals was provided by Program Officers Cynthia
Suchman and Michael Sieracki. Both Cynthia
and Michael explained the format of grant sub-
mission to the NSF along with the NSF Merit
Review process and provided helpful insights
into crucial aspects of successful grants. A
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Attendees of Eco-DAS XIV posing cheerfully for the group photo on the final day to conclude 5 days of

brainstorming during the virtual symposium. Image credit: Paul Kemp.

separate session was scheduled where the par-
ticipants could ask specific queries to the NSF
Program Officers on funding opportunities.

All of these discussions were organized on
the “Network Lounge” of the official Eco-DAS
website to emulate past symposium informal
dinner talks, and participants were also free to
use other communication platforms following
the symposium. The participants formed working
groups quickly because the symposium format
was focused on fostering attendees’ collabora-
tions, as opposed to scientific talks. In a recent
publication, the alumni of Eco-DAS have shown
how these networks led to successful connec-
tions even 1-year post-symposium (Kelly
et al. 2017). Furthermore, previous Eco-DAS
working groups have published manuscripts in
leading journals and had successful collaborative
grant proposals (Kavanaugh et al. 2013; Asch
et al. 2016; Hundey et al. 2016).

Beyond the professional connections

As the scientific ideas identified continue to
develop and take shape, formation of profes-
sional networks and publications are not the
only outcomes of Eco-DAS XIV. The symposium
has provided an opportunity for like-minded
researchers to connect with others who are at

similar career stages. Our cohort provides a
safety net to express uneasiness and concerns
about uncertainties associated with job oppor-
tunities, shifting to new institutions, and han-
dling family responsibilities amidst professional
growth, particularly during the COVID-19 pan-
demic. Furthermore, Eco-DAS XIV provided early
career participants an opportunity to lead pro-
jects together as peers, without direct involve-
ment (or under the supervision) of their
scientific advisors. This was a chance to test
our individual capacities before we step into
the scientific world to manage our own teams
and become principal investigators. And again,
the feature that sets Eco-DAS apart from many
other symposiums is the design and format that
focuses only on scientists at the same career
stage. This approach fosters a nonhierarchical
atmosphere that is distinct from the standard
norm of formal principal investigator-led scien-
tific collaborations. Eco-DAS allowed for stress-
free brainstorming sessions and development
of scientific ideas, while giving us a once-in-a-
lifetime experience of being a part of the sym-
posium and enriching our professional networks
with early career scientists from diverse back-
grounds. Through these experiences, Eco-DAS
bolstered our confidence in embracing leader-
ship roles in the aquatic sciences.

Although we look forward to completion and
publication of the collaborative ideas, other
successes—such as Brittni Bertolet giving the
Amplifying Voices talk or Matthew Sasaki
co-chairing the 2022 Ocean Global Change Biol-
ogy Gordon Research Seminar—continue to
make us proud as everyone paves their way
toward a successful career.

Eco-DAS XIV will serve as a key foundation
step to our careers as aquatic scientists and
this symposium would not have been possible
without Paul Kemp, the lead organizer of Eco-
DAS, and Kristina Remple, both of whom
worked tirelessly to run every aspect smoothly.
We would like to acknowledge and thank Paul
and Kristina for their time and effort in giving
us this once-in-a-lifetime experience.
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