
 

Summer 2025 



The Spore Print (7/28/25): Department of Plant Pathology Summer 2025 

Newsletter 

 

Please enjoy these updates from our department for Summer 2025.  

Anita representing the editorial team: Mary, Nosheen, Jessica, Francely, Taylor, Mason, Arild, 

Sudeep, Monique, Jana, Cynthia, and Xianming. 

If you have news you would like included in the next newsletter, please email 

anita.paneru@wsu.edu 

Click here to access past newsletters! You will also be able to download the PDF version there. 

If you have any feedback, please fill out the questionnaire for the Spore Print. 

Thank you to Ninh Khuu for providing many of the photos seen in the newsletter headings. 
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https://plantpath.wsu.edu/the-spore-print-wsu-department-of-plant-pathology-newsletters/
https://forms.gle/DubmGBiAjbEfyeqW9


Updates 

 

Incoming students 

We are welcoming a few graduate students to our department this fall. Please look out for them 

in Pullman! 

Anthony DeLuca is joining Dr. Kiwamu Tanaka's lab this fall as a Ph.D. student after working in Dr. 

Cynthia Gleason's lab for the past two years. 

Vincent James is joining Dr. Maren Friesen's lab this fall to continue his Ph.D. in the WSU 

Molecular Plant Sciences program. 

Elaine Larsen is joining Dr. Jana U'Ren's lab this fall as an MS student. 

Aalok Mishra and Abu Tushar are joining Dr. Achour Amiri's lab as Ph.D. students this fall. 

Oleksandra (Sasha) Shabliy joined Dr. Dmitri Mavrodi's lab this past spring semester as an MS 

student, so a formal welcome to her as well! 

Welcome Anthony, Vincent, Elaine, Aalok, Abu, and Sasha! If we missed an incoming student, 

please let Mary know (mary.steele@wsu.edu) so that they can be included in student 

communications. 

mailto:mary.steele@wsu.edu


Look out for fellow WSU faculty and graduate students at Plant Health 2025 in 

Honolulu, Hawaii 

Plant Health 2025 will take place this Saturday, August 2, through Tuesday, August 5, in Honolulu, 

Hawaii. 

Attending faculty and staff: 

ω Dr. Youfu (Frank) Zhao 

ω Dr. Scott Harper 

ω Dr. Lindsey du Toit 

ω Dr. Kiwamu Tanaka 

Attending graduate students, postdocs, and research associates: 

ω Dr. Prabu Gnanasekaran (Postdoc with Dr. Hanu Pappu): Poster P-371 

ω Dr. Arild Arifin (Postdoc with Dr. Achour Amiri): Posters P-161, P-569 

ω Dr. Marcella Teixeira (Postdoc with Dr. Cynthia Gleason) 

ω Dr. Hira Kamal (Postdoc with Dr. Kiwamu Tanaka): Poster P-351 

ω Dr. Ricardo Delgado Santander (Postdoc with Dr. Frank Zhao): Poster P-030 

ω Mary Steele (Ph.D. / Advisors: Dr. Chakradhar Mattupalli, Dr. Lindsey du Toit): Poster P-

289 

ω Sheersa Manna (Ph.D. / Advisor: Dr. Youfu (Frank) Zhao): Poster P-013 

ω Sudeep Poudel (Ph.D. / Advisor: Dr. Youfu (Frank) Zhao): Poster P-225 

ω Anita Paneru (Ph.D. / Advisor: Dr. Maren Friesen): Poster P-333 

ω Samodya Jayasinghe (Ph.D. / Advisor: Dr. Kiwamu Tanaka) 

ω Harpreet Kaur (Ph.D. / Advisor: Dr. Youfu (Frank) Zhao): Poster P-009 

ω Mason Hoskins (MS / Advisor: Dr. Scott Harper): Poster P-012 

ω Jessica Schallon (Ph.D. / Advisor: Dr. Weidong Chen): Poster P-285 

Congratulations to the following attendees from our department (and thank you to Dr. du Toit 

for compiling these awardees):  

Sam Jayasinghe will present at the I.E. Melhus Graduate Student Symposium on Tuesday, 

August 5, 2:00 - 5:00 pm, for which she received a travel award. 

https://urldefense.com/v3/__https:/www.apsnet.org/members/give-awards/foundation/apply/Pages/IEMelhusGradStudentSymposium.aspx__;!!JmPEgBY0HMszNaDT!rh1TiGI6qBymjbGpZ3tUJYaXp8XwTW2OdHEFQmagq4yXY4gNinj4Cst7VMQAfSr9v8LFrcOq0Kh4Ja6cNe_-hfE$


Mustafa Jibrin, a former postdoc in Achour Amiri's lab, will receive an award from the Lafayette 

Frederick Diversity in Mentoring Program that provides support to APS members' efforts at 

mentoring, with an emphasis on mentoring underrepresented groups. 

Anita Paneru received an APS Student Travel Award to present her work at Plant Health 2025. 

Scott Harper will receive the 2025 APS Award for Excellence in Regulatory Affairs and Crop 

Security. 

Leo De La Fuente, a former PhD student of Dave Weller and professor at Auburn, will become 

an APS Fellow. 

2025 WSU Potato Field Day 

On Thursday, June 26, the annual WSU Potato Field Day was hosted at the WSU Othello 

Research and Extension Unit. Presenters included Dr. Cynthia Gleason, Dr. Chakradhar 

Mattupalli, Cassandra Bates, county extension agents, and researchers from other universities. 

A complete photo album can be found here. 

 

1 - Dr. Cynthia Gleason presenting at the 2025 WSU Potato Day.  

 

https://urldefense.com/v3/__https:/www.apsnet.org/members/give-awards/donate/giving/funds/Pages/LafayetteFrederick.aspx__;!!JmPEgBY0HMszNaDT!rh1TiGI6qBymjbGpZ3tUJYaXp8XwTW2OdHEFQmagq4yXY4gNinj4Cst7VMQAfSr9v8LFrcOq0Kh4Ja6cINP_tKw$
https://urldefense.com/v3/__https:/www.apsnet.org/members/give-awards/donate/giving/funds/Pages/LafayetteFrederick.aspx__;!!JmPEgBY0HMszNaDT!rh1TiGI6qBymjbGpZ3tUJYaXp8XwTW2OdHEFQmagq4yXY4gNinj4Cst7VMQAfSr9v8LFrcOq0Kh4Ja6cINP_tKw$
https://www.flickr.com/photos/cahnrs-comm-wsu/albums/72177720327145866/


2 - Cassandra Bates presenting at the 2025 WSU Potato Day.  

 

3 - Dr. Chakradhar Mattupalli presenting at the 2025 WSU Potato Day.  

4th International Fire Blight Symposium 

The 4th International Symposium on Fire Blight of Rosaceous Plants was held from June 23ς27, 

2025, at the Courtyard by Marriott in Richland, Washington. organized by Dr. Youfu άFrankέ 

Zhao of Washington State University and his dedicated team, the event brought together 

around 90 participants from across the United States, Europe, New Zealand, China, and South 

Korea for an engaging and collaborative week focused on advancing fire blight research and 

management. The five-day symposium featured six scientific sessions covering cutting-edge 

topics and discussion, including Disease Management and Technology, Pathogen Biology, 

Genetics and Plant Pathogen Interactions, and Plant Breeding. The event opened with a plenary 

session chaired by Dr. Frank Zhao and Dr. George Sundin (Michigan State University), 

highlighting plenary and keynote addresses from prominent scientists and the pool of 

researchers. 

The symposium showcased a strong emphasis on student involvement, with graduate student 

oral and poster competitions fostering the next generation of plant pathologists. Student 

research covered a wide range of innovative strategies- from biocontrol agents and genetic 

resistance to economic analysis of management strategies. Attendees also took part in field 

tours, including visits to grower orchards in Benton City, Prosser, and Sunnyside, as well as the 

WSU-IAREC Roza research farm, culminating in a conference dinner at the Walter Clore Wine 

and Culinary Center. 

The symposium concluded with a panel discussion on breeding for resistance, an award 

ceremony, and the announcement that the 5th International Fire Blight Symposium will be 

hosted in Jeju Island, South Korea, by Dr. Duck Hwan Park and his team. 



 

4 - Dr. Frank Zhao opens the 4th International Fire Blight Symposium, highlighting the scientific agenda and acknowledging 
sponsor contributions. 

 

5 - Winners of the graduate student oral and poster competitions at the 4th International Fire Blight Symposium. From left to 
right: Nathanial Boeckman (1st Oral), Emma Alstott (2nd Oral), Katherine Dougherty (2nd Poster), Sudeep Poudel (1st Poster), 

and Ton Nu Bao Vy Huyen (3rd Oral). Not in the picture: Yeon Ju Kim (3rd Poster). 

 

6 - Group photo of participants at the 4th International Fireblight Symposium, Richland, WA (June 23ς27, 2025). 



Defense and preliminary exam updates 

Jonathan Puglisi successfully defended his PhD dissertation on May 9th. His dissertation is 

titled άAssessing fitness costs in Penicillium expansum isolates with resistance to multiple 

fungicidesέ. His committee members included Achour Amiri (chair), Cynthia Gleason, Kiwamu 

Tanaka, and Dojin Ryu. He will remain in Wenatchee to wrap up publications from his 

dissertation. We congratulate Dr. Puglisi on this significant achievement and on starting the next 

chapter of his career. 

Sudha G. C. Upadhaya successfully defended her PhD dissertation on July 9th. Her dissertation 

is titled άMicrobial Community Profiling and AI-Based Tools for Plant Pathogen Identification 

in Potato Fieldsέ, and her committee included Tim Paulitz (Chair), Cynthia Gleason, Kiwamu 

Tanaka, Maren Friesen, and Nairanjana Dasgupta (Department of Mathematics and Statistics). 

Sudha will remain in Pullman to pursue an MS degree in statistics while continuing to publish 

the remaining work from her dissertation. We congratulate Dr. Upadhaya on this significant 

academic achievement and the best in her career. 

Alexandra 'Sasha' Zvenigorodsky successfully defended her Master of Science thesis on June 

18th. Her thesis is titled άFungicide resistance in Ascochyta rabiei in the Pacific Northwestέ. 

Her MS committee members included Weidong Chen (chair), Chakradhar Mattupalli, and 

Achour Amiri. Sasha will remain in Pullman for the summer to finish some experiments for a 

manuscript, and then return to Illinois, where she plans to interview for a lab-based position in 

the Chicago area. We congratulate Sasha and wish her success in getting her research published 

and starting the next chapter of her career. 

Recent WSU Department of Plant Pathology graduates celebrated during the commencement 

ceremony on May 3, 2025: Dr. Ashton Abigail Eaker (Ph.D. advised by Dr. Maren Friesen), Koy 

Chandler (MS advised by Dr. Cynthia Gleason), Kamryn Clements (MS advised by Dr. Cynthia 

Gleason), Hannah Merill (MS advised by Dr. Xianming Chen), Lora Keyte (MS advised by Dr. 

Kiwamu Tanaka), Zephyr Papin-Tillery (MS advised by Dr. Lindsey du Toit). 

 



7 - From left to right (Dr. Xianming Chen, Hannah Merill, Dr. Ashton Eaker, Lora Keyte, Koy Chandler, Kamryn Clements, Zephyr 
Papin-Tillery, Dr. Lindsey du Toit) Photo: Mary Steele 

 

8 - Dr. Lindsey du Toit and Dr. Ashton Eaker (Photo: Mary Steele) 

 

9 - Lora Keyte and Dr. Lindsey du Toit (Photo: Mary Steele) 



 

10 - Zephyr Papin-Tillery and Dr. Lindsey du Toit (Photo: Mary Steele) 

PPGSO bioinformatic consultations available by appointment 

To better organize the PLP Bioinformatic Consultation Table, we decided to cancel our meeting 

hours on Thursday. Instead, we are open by appointment (15min - 30min, via Zoom or in 

person). Please provide the time you want to meet and your bioinformatic questions to the 

consultants below.  

Ko <itsuhiro.ko@wsu.edu> : Kamiak HPC, Transcriptome and Genome analysis, Sequencing, 

Python/Linux coding 

Megan <megan.nickerson@wsu.edu> : R coding: Statistics and data visualization 

Mason <mason.hoskins@wsu.edu> : Kamiak HPC, Gene co-expression network, Transcriptome 

(Mason is willing to provide help in person at the Prosser IAREC) 

Student Spotlight: Sheersa Manna 

 

mailto:itsuhiro.ko@wsu.edu
mailto:megan.nickerson@wsu.edu
mailto:mason.hoskins@wsu.edu


11 - Sheersa at Seattle 

 

12 - Crater Lake in its purest blue Ю  

Degree: PhD, Plant Pathology 

Advisor: Dr. Youfu 'Frank' Zhao 

Academic background: BSc (Agricultural Science), MS (Plant Pathology) 

Hometown: Nagpur, Maharashtra (MS), India 

What made you interested in plant pathology?  

Growing up in a primarily agrarian-based country, I witnessed firsthand the distress of farmers 

due to crop losses caused by diseases, which deepened my interest to look beyond diagnosis 

and explore the intricately fascinating world of plantςmicrobe interactions. 

What is your favorite plant pathogen?  

Pseudomonas, because who wouldnΩt love a glowing bacterium? 

Hobbies: I enjoy painting and traveling as both let me explore new perspectives, whether on a 

canvas or across landscapes. 

Pets: I had a parakeet companion for 18 wonderful years!   

What would you like to do after graduation?  

After graduation, I hope to continue bridging the field and lab to improve crop health and 

support grower success, whether through academia, applied research, or global outreach. 



Community Corner 

 

The Community Resources Committee is recruiting two new graduate students and/or 

postdoctoral members to start in August 2026. The goal of our committee is to help all 

department members feel valued and respected by promoting educational resources for 

professional development and communication. Towards that end, committee members will be 

helping to plan and coordinate two events this year. The first will be a movie showing άPicture a 

Scientistέ during the fall semester, and the second will be a spring seminar event TBD. If you are 

interested or have questions, please reach out to Dr. Jana UΩRen or current student members 

Mason Hoskins or Megan Nickerson.   



 



Statewide Updates 

 

Pullman Updates 

 

13 - Nosheen presented at the Wheat Workers Meeting 

Nosheen Fatima presented her Ph.D. work at the Western Wheat Workers Meeting on May 28-

30 in Pullman. Kudos to her!  



 

14 - Sam presented at the Discover Symposium 

Samodya Jayasinghe attended the Discover Symposium at the Salk Institute of Biological 

Studies on July 9 -11th, and presented some of her Ph.D. work. Good job, Sam! 

 

15 - Graduate students Dylan C. Oates, (left to right) Niharika Nonavinakere Chandrakanth, Tyler Chapman, Itsuhiro Ko, 
Associate Professor Andrei Smertenko, and Taras Nazarov pose for a photo while holding the first page of their journal article 
άGrain under pressure: Harnessing biochemical pathways to beat drought and heat in wheatέ on Monday, July 21, 2025, at 

Spillman Agronomy Farm in Pullman, Wash. (Photo by Dean Hare, WSU Photo Services) 

Itsuhiro Ko and coauthors have published a review paper in The Plant Journal on how climate 

change impacts wheat production. The idea sparked in Dr. Andrei SmertenkoΩs journal club 

class, where Ko learned to critically evaluate research. More information can be found here. 

Kudos to Ko and the team for turning classroom insight into published research!  

https://news.wsu.edu/news/2025/07/24/grad-students-across-disciplines-study-climates-effect-on-grain/?utm_source=WSUNews-enewsletter&utm_campaign=wsunewsenewsletter&utm_medium=email


 

16 - Tour of USDA ARS Rec5 building (Dr. Xianming Chen, Dr. Deven See, Dr. Jana U'Ren) 

Dr. Dave Weller (USDA ARS) organized a tour of the new ARS Research Building, which is under 

construction to replace Johnson Hall. Dr. Xianming Chen, Dr. Deven See, and Dr. Jana U'Ren 

participated in the tour. The new building is on schedule to be completed in spring 2026. Each 

floor will connect to Vogel, and a bridge will link the third floor to Rec5.  

 

17 - Some glimpses from the tour of the USDA ARS Rec5 building 



 

18 - Some glimpses from the tour of USDA ARS Rec5 building 

Dr. Jana UΩRenΩs lab attended the 2025 Mycological Society of America Conference in Madison, 

WI, from June 28th-July 2nd, 2025. Lab members attended the 2025 annual MSA Fungal Foray.  

Dr. Jana UΩRen presented in place of her graduate student, Roxanne Bantay, on work titled 

άComparative Codon Optimization Patterns in Endophytic and Non-Endophytic Xylarialean 

Fungiέ.  

Postdoctoral Researcher Dr. Ray Van Court presented άComparative Mitochondrial Genomics of 

endophytic, saprotrophic, and Pathogenic Xylarialean fungi: How Does Trophic Mode Influence 

Mitogenome evolution?έ.  

PhD candidate Megan Nickerson presented άShifts in Sphagnum fungal communities and 

metabolomes with senescence elucidate the impact of host chemistry on fungal-mediated 

decompositionέ.  

PhD student Taylor McNees presented a poster titled άInvestigating the Life Cycle and Host 

Range of Cryptostroma corticale in the Pacific Northwest Using Environmental Sampling and 

Molecular Detectionέ. 

 



19 - Dr. Jana UΩRen giving an oral presentation titled άComparative Codon Optimization Patterns in Endophytic and Non-
Endophytic Xylarialean Fungiέ 

 

20 - Megan Nickerson presenting a talk titled άShifts in Sphagnum fungal communities and metabolomes with senescence 
elucidate the impact of host chemistry on fungal-mediated decompositionέ 

 

21 - Dr. Ray Van Court delivering an oral presentation titled άComparative Mitochondrial Genomics of endophytic, saprotrophic, 
and Pathogenic Xylarialean fungi: How Does Trophic Mode Influence Mitogenome evolution?έ 

 

22 - Taylor McNees presenting a poster titled άInvestigating the Life Cycle and Host Range of Cryptostroma corticale in the Pacific 
Northwest Using Environmental Sampling and Molecular Detectionέ 



 

23 - Dr. Ray Van Court and Megan Nickerson at the MSA 2025 Annual Fungal Foray. 

We held our Spring Mushroom Foray on April 27, 2025, and had amazing participation! Big 

thanks to everyone who aided in planning and execution of this event, including Dr. Andrei 

Smertenko, Monique Slipher, Dr. Ray Van Court, and members of the PPGSO. As always, these 

events are great opportunities to meet people and share mycology with friends and family. 

Keep your eye out for information regarding our Fall Foray if you would like to participate! 

 

24 - Members of the Department of Plant Pathology, Horticulture, Molecular Plant Sciences, and of the community at large 
posing in the Idaho forest with some of the mushrooms we collected.  



 

25 - Dr. Ray Van Court identifying specimen. 


