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Introduction:  Astrobiology is typically under-
represented at primarily undergraduate institutions 
(PUI) due to differing and often contradictory rea-
sons.  For many institutions, astrobiology is regarded 
as unsuitable for undergraduate courses due to its 
over specialized nature.  While others argue that the 
field is inherently too broad and over-encompassing 
for traditional undergraduate curricula.  With the in-
creased call for interdisciplinary learning in under-
graduate education [1,2], however, astrobiology has 
become of growing interest to both state-funded and 
private institutions [3-5].  As a result, many introduc-
tory courses now do incorporate examples of astrobi-
ology but often within limited contexts due to time 
and curricular constraints.   
 
Further complicating the expansion of astrobiological 
education is the requisite need for completion of fun-
damental courses in biology, chemistry, physics, and 
math prior to any formal astrobiology learning expe-
rience.  In other words, most students are not exposed 
to courses in astrobiology until their late junior or 
senior years.  A majority of Master’s graduate pro-
grams at PUI’s are also deficient in astrobiology em-
phases for many of the same stated reasons.  More 
direct and timely access to both undergraduate and 
Master’s students, therefore, may be better attained 
through both the research and laboratory experience 
where the boundaries between the traditional disci-
plines and potential pre-requisites are less stringently 
defined. 
 
Cal Poly Pomona is a Hispanic-serving institution in 
the greater Los Angeles area that has a rapidly ex-
panding enrollment of women in the sciences.  Like 
most California State University campuses, tradi-
tional science subjects due to both demand and budg-
etary concerns dominate the curricula at both the un-
dergraduate and Master’s levels.  Accordingly, the 
challenges, concerns, and benefits to conducting as-
trobiological research at minority-serving PUI’s will 
be discussed in this session. 
 
The shared viewpoints will be student-based perspec-
tives and will include the potential gender issues 
faced by our female Master’s students, the research 
hurdles faced by both undergraduates and Master’s 
students, and the role of targeted funding programs in 
sustaining and inspiring work in astrobiology.  In 
summary, the NAI-MIRS program of Summer and 

Fall 2009 was used to directly support the advanced 
education and training of Kelly McCoy, Ivy Derecho, 
Freida Dallal, Kelleen Chea, Kota Kaneshiga, and 
Omar Snoussi (Figure 1).   
 
Kelly McCoy is a Master’s student in Chemistry and 
is studying the stress responses of Acinetobacter bac-
terial strains that were isolated from NASA space-
craft assembly facilities.  Ivy Derecho and Freida 
Dallal are also Master’s students and are working on 
characterizing the proteomic profiles of these differ-
ing Acinetobacter strains.  Kota Kaneshiga and Kel-
leen Chea, both chemistry undergraduates, are work-
ing on a separate astrobiology project that involves 
the detection of bacterial spores using inorganic lu-
minescent reagents.  And Omar Snoussi is an under-
graduate biotechnology major who is working on 
developing simple colorimetric assays for the detec-
tion of Life in soils.  Together, these students repre-
sent the ethnic, gender, and academic diversity that 
will define the future of science and astrobiology 
progress. 
 
Figure:  

 
Figure 1. The Mogul Research Group: Kelly McCoy, Ivy 
Derecho, Freida Dallal, Kota Kaneshiga, Kelleen Chea, 
Omar Snoussi, Rakesh Mogul (Advisor), and Kasthuri 
Venkateswaran (Mentor). 
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