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Abstract: Professors are fond of stating that they have ‘the best job in the world’; How can these 
delusional braggarts be serious? Higher education is among many industries facing a declining 
customer base, crumbling infrastructure, and the insertion of national politics into daily opera-
tions. On the other hand, the unique incentive structures and diverse resources of academia ena-
ble broad opportunities for scholarship and impact. This talk will present three such examples, all 
framed by the “Three Cs” of Curiosity, Connections, and Creating Value. In the first example, I will 
describe how a whimsical collaboration on bug-squishing robots leveraged Senior Capstone, infra-
structure health monitoring, and citizen science into a USDA-sponsored project on automated de-
tection of invasive insects. The knowledge gained from this project leads to the second example, a 
novel technique for battery electrode characterization. In this method, in-situ microscopy of a re-
dox-active fluorophore detects the resistive particles that typically compromise battery perfor-
mance and lifetime. In the final part of this talk, I will incorporate advances in behavioral econom-
ics and organizational behavior into a novel mentoring activity for PhD students while exploring 
themes of scarcity and abundance in graduate STEM education. Throughout, I will emphasize how 
curiosity and connections enable surviving and thriving in the modern university. 
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