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Science Olympiad Alumni 
Where Are They Now? 
Stories of Female Scientific Achievement and Inspiration 
 
To celebrate the 20th anniversary of national competition, Science Olympiad organized 
an effort to track down its most illustrious alumni.  We were specifically interested to 
discover if Science Olympiad had an impact on the choice of a career in science or 
technology.  Of the hundreds of respondents, more than 80% answered with a resounding 
Yes!   
 
Fact: Multiple studies have found that less than 20% of the total science and engineering 
workforce is comprised of females.  Science Olympiad seeks to increase that percentage. 
 
Belinda Butler-Veytia 
Chemical Engineer 
URS Corporation 
Competed from 1994-1996 
 
“Science Olympiad allowed me to get more excited about the method of chemistry and 
helped lead me to look towards a future in chemistry.” 
 
Linsey Marr 
Assistant Professor, Civil and Environmental Engineering 
Virginia Tech 
Competed from 1986-1992 
 
While attending Harvard University eleven years ago, Marr, a gold medallist in Cell 
Biology at the national tournament, said, “After winning the event, I more seriously 
considered biology as a career.  I grew to be more concerned about the direct social value 
of my work.”  Today, Marr studies the effects of air pollution on the earth’s atmosphere, 
human health, agriculture and global climate.  The fun she experienced while 
participating in tournaments translated to Marr’s current approach to college-level 
teaching.  In the classroom at Virginia Tech, she brings the excitement of Science 
Olympiad to her students through hands-on activities like the ones in competition. 
 
Corinne Richards 
Graduate Student, Ph.D. Ecology and Evolution 
University of Michigan 
Competed from 1994-1997 
BS in Biology, BS in Chemical Engineering, University of Michigan 
 
“I first learned about reptiles and amphibians through Science Olympiad.  Now I am a 
Ph.D. student studying tropical amphibian conservation.  Right now I am writing to you 
from Panama City, Panama, where I am on a weekend hiatus from fieldwork in a national 
park to preserve the Panamanian Golden Frog.  I would tell anyone that Science 
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Olympiad had a major impact on my career choice and turning me on to science.  It is a 
great program.” 
Vanessa Rogers 
Management Consultant 
IBM 
Competed from 1991-1996 
 
“As a young girl, being on Science Olympiad with other girls created an important 
support group; together we discovered that women can succeed in the fields of 
engineering, math and science.” 
 
Katie Bultema 
High School Student 
Competed from 2000-2002 
 
“Science Olympiad gave me a place to excel, a place to fit in.  I have never been good at 
sports and I had gotten used to losing at competitions, but Science Olympiad was 
something I was about to work hard at and reap the rewards.  I have made many lasting 
friendships by participating; Science Olympiad is without a doubt the best thing I ever 
did.” 
 
Jessica Tok 
College Student, Biological Science 
University of Nebraska-Lincoln 
Competed from 1994-2000 
 
“Science Olympiad gave me a sense of achievement and a solid career direction. During 
high school, I was involved with Mock Trial, We the People, and other academic 
competitions, but it was the six years with Science Olympiad that pushed me into the 
Biology major.  My closest friends from high school came from Science Olympiad.  Now 
they are graduate-level astrophysicists, medical students, physicists, engineers and 
biochemists.   
 
The best memories I have of Science Olympiad were not of the tests, but of the Swap 
Meets and the ridiculously long van and plane rides to Nationals.  You will never form 
strong bonds with people until you're unable to get away from them for nine hours. The 
national tournament is where you will realize that you are competing against some of the 
most successful students in the United States.  Just being there is a mark of achievement.” 
 
Jocelyn Nelson 
Research Engineer 
Exxon/Mobil 
Competed from 1992-1996 
 
“Learning to work as a team and how to think under pressure most impacted my success 
in college and in my career.  Not to mention the great friends that I made!” 
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Denise Grab 
Graduate Student, Ph.D. Environmental Sciences 
University of California, Berkeley 
Competed from 1996-2001 
 
“Science Olympiad was easily one of the best experiences I had in middle and high 
school.  I learned so much--not only about science, but also about my self and my 
teammates.  The thrill of competition and feeling of accomplishment when I placed in an 
event helped to fuel my interest in science.  Without an activity like Science Olympiad, I 
might well have stopped studying science like many of my peers. 
 
Participating in Science Olympiad was one of the major factors (if not the major factor) 
shaping my career plans.  Without my experience competing in Water Quality, I doubt I 
would be majoring in Environmental Sciences, conducting research in an aquatic system, 
or planning to become an environmental lawyer.  I might even have ceased to study 
science altogether after high school.  Science Olympiad was a fantastic experience for me 
and has been absolutely pivotal in shaping my academic career thus far. 
 
I had no major interest in or knowledge of environmental science in middle school.  
However, in my second year on the Science Olympiad team, my coach decided to give 
me the event no one wanted to compete in: Water Quality.  I grudgingly read the 
recommended manual for the event and entered the competition.  My teammate and I 
ended up winning 1st place at regionals and 2nd place at state.  The feeling that I had 
really mastered the subject matter combined with a budding interest in the subject from 
the studying I had done, spurred me on to continue to expand my knowledge of 
environmental science.   
 
When it came time to choose a major in college, my experience in Water Quality heavily 
influenced my decision. Though my eventual career plan is to become an environmental 
lawyer, my background in the science behind environmental decision-making (both the 
scientific theory and actual research experience) will be invaluable in my future work.” 
 
Tova Peltz 
Geotechnical Engineer 
GRI 
Competed from 1991-1995 
 
“I developed an interest in geology in middle school, and competed in geology-oriented 
events at Science Olympiad.  It was an opportunity to continue my geology studies.  
Learning to identify and classify 200+ rocks, minerals and fossils absolutely benefited me 
throughout college and graduate school in mineralogy courses, geology field courses, and 
in engineering with soil mechanics and rock and soil strength properties.  I am still in 
touch with one of my Science Olympiad teammates from middle and high school who is 
working on a Ph.D. through the University of Michigan civil engineering program.  With 
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some frequency we marvel at how our childhood geekiness has developed into amazing 
careers and so much passion for our chosen fields!” 
Susana Hancock 
High School Student 
Competed from 2002-2003 
 
“I already knew I wanted to study astrophysics, but I think my feelings were confirmed 
more strongly after Science Olympiad.  It was great to compete in a friendly setting.” 
 
Elinor Karlsson 
Graduate Student, Computational Biology 
Boston University/MIT 
Competed from 1992-1994 
 
“I studied molecular biology as an undergraduate, both because of the fun I had doing 
Science Olympiad and the influence of our team coach, my high school biology teacher. 
My fascination with genetics began when our volunteer event coaches from Brown 
University introduced me to this very cool field by tutoring us for the Designer Genes 
event and allowing us to participate in a freshman lab course at Brown. Since graduating 
with my bachelor degree, I've worked on the human, dog and mouse genome sequencing 
projects.  
 
Today, I am a graduate student at Boston University in computational biology, and I am 
doing my research, finding genes for canine and human diseases, at the Broad Institute at 
Harvard and MIT.  Thank you so much for running this competition -- it had a very 
positive impact on my high school experience and, I believe, pushed me into the 
important genomics research I'm involved with today.” 
 
Kristina Pazehoski 
Graduate Student, Ph.D. Biochemistry 
Duquesne University 
Competed from 1991-1997 
 
“Science Olympiad enhanced an interest in science that I had from a young age, and 
helped me to develop a work ethic that surpassed the capability I thought I had.  Because 
of my experience in Science Olympiad, I decided to major in science in college, and I 
graduated with a degree in Biochemistry.  Now I’m a graduate student at Duquesne 
University in Pittsburgh, PA, working toward my Ph.D. in Biochemistry.  I am studying 
how living organisms control the internal levels of metals.  Science Olympiad 
conditioned my mind to become curious, thoughtful and hard working.  Those qualities 
got me to where I am today, and will continue to drive me as I advance into a career in 
science.” 
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Catherine Vrentas 
Graduate Student, Ph.D. Cellular and Molecular Biology 
University of Wisconsin 
Competed from 1994-1999 
 
“Science Olympiad was a major reason why I decided to major in biology in college (and 
to go into graduate school in biology).  I competed in three biology events in high school 
and the information I learned while I was preparing for these events provided me with an 
excellent foundation for my college studies.  Through my Science Olympiad 
preparations, I was also able to experience lots of new things, from dissecting a fetal pig 
to examining a replica of a gorilla skull to trying out a biochemistry experiment. 
 
For the last six years I have been coaching Science Olympiad, and this experience has 
helped me realize that I want to be involved in science education and science outreach 
once I complete my Ph.D. program in Cellular and Molecular Biology.  I hope to 
continue to participate in Science Olympiad for years to come. 
 
Science Olympiad was a great experience for me, and I hope it continues for 20 more 
years.  I can still look back at my days of competition and remember all of the details, 
from obtaining an inflatable cow at a swap meet to working with my partner on a Cell 
Bio test.  The national competition was a great way for me to see new states like Arizona 
and Colorado, and these competitions were definitely the highlight of my year.” 
 
Erika Aguirre 
High School Student 
Competed from 2000-2003 
 
“Since I began competing in Science Olympiad, I felt a sense of accomplishment every 
time I went to a competition, even if I hadn’t placed.  I’ve had something to occupy my 
time with; if not for Science Olympiad, I would have probably just sat at home and not 
done very much in terms of educational progress outside of school.  Science Olympiad 
made me realize that I had to plan for the future.  I now have dreams of becoming a 
geologist, and possibly to got to school and receive my Ph.D. in geology.” 
 
Katherine Brantley 
Graduate Student, Ph.D. Candidate 
California Institute of Technology 
NDSEG Fellow, Defense Science and Engineering 
Competed from 1994-1999 
 
“I loved Science Olympiad!  My parents would come down to the basement at 1:30 in the 
morning to tell me to stop building bridges.  Although I was a happy kid in high school in 
general, like most of the participants I was a nerd, and it felt great to achieve recognition 
for my rather unusual talents.” 
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Shannon Beagle 
Business Owner/Software Developer 
Inquery Databases 
Competed from 1993-1995 
 
“Science Olympiad led me to find friends who liked me for who I was.  It was wonderful 
to be surrounded by people my age that loved science as much as I did.  Science 
Olympiad helped me ‘fit in’ in high school and was one of the factors why I pursued a 
career in science.”  Recently selected to join the Kansas City Teaching Fellows program, 
she plans to bring Science Olympiad into high-needs schools in the KC metro area.  “I 
learned how fun and exciting science could be while I was a member of our SO team, and 
I know that I can convey that enthusiasm for science to my future students.  In a couple 
of years, I hope to be coaching a Science Olympiad team of my own.” 
 
Elaine Hayes 
Graduate Student, Ph.D. Musicology/Music Historian 
University of Pennsylvania 
Competed from 1987-1991 
 
“The thing I remember and appreciate most about Science Olympiad was the teamwork-
oriented problem solving — the opportunity to have a bunch of smart people work 
together, share ideas, and get excited about problem solving.  There is a unique spark of 
energy that accompanies those kinds of situations which, in my experience, is hard to 
find.   Another wonderful thing about Science Olympiad is that it brought together a 
bunch of pretty serious, studious kids and allowed us to have some fun and feel 
comfortable being big nerds.  I am still friends with a handful of the people I did Science 
Olympiad with back in 1987.  The problem solving skills and the intellectual curiosity 
that events such as Science Olympiad encouraged did play an important role in me 
wanting to pursue a graduate degree.  When I think back on my Science Olympiad 
experiences I believe that they helped me become a more self confident and assertive 
young woman.  It gave me an outlet to excel at science and math on an equal footing with 
the boys.  I know that these skills and the belief in myself that it fostered have helped me 
in everything I have done since.” 
 

 
For more information, contact: 

Jenny Kopach 
VP Marketing Communications 

Science Olympiad 
Two Trans Am Plaza Drive, Suite 415 

Oakbrook Terrace, IL 60181 
(630) 792-1251 

jrkopach@soinc.org 
www.soinc.org 


