
Subject: PhD position in Watershed Biogeochemistry at Cornell University 

  

The Watershed Biogeochemistry in the Anthropocene Lab 
(http://gersonlab.weebly.com) at Cornell University is recruiting a motivated, 
collaborative, and curious PhD student. The student will examine hotspots for 
methylmercury production within waterbodies of the Peruvian Amazon, as part of a 
project funded by the Gordon and Betty Moore Foundation. 

  

Mercury is transformed by microbial activity into methylmercury – the form of 
mercury that is toxic and can bioaccumulate. The largest source of mercury 
contamination is artisanal and small-scale gold mining (ASGM), which uses 
mercury to isolate gold. Yet nearly all current understanding of mercury cycling 
originates from studies conducted in the Global North, which emits primarily ionic 
mercury from coal combustion, rather than elemental mercury from artisanal gold 
mining in the Global South and has different ecosystem structure and climate from 
the Global South. These differences in mercury speciation and environmental 
conditions alter how mercury is transported across the landscape and 
bioaccumulated in organisms and has implications for wildlife and indigenous 
communities living in the Global South. This project focuses on determining 
mercury transport and methylation pathways in the Peruvian Amazon to create a 
more nuanced, globally representative understanding of mercury cycling processes 
and to update existing models. 

  

This research will involve a combination of fieldwork, laboratory analyses, lab 
experiments, and modeling. The student will be expected to work both 
independently and collaboratively, to communicate results in peer-reviewed 
scientific articles and conferences presentations, and to share their work with 
relevant community members and leaders. 

  

The Watershed Biogeochemistry in the Anthropocene Lab studies how 
anthropogenic activities have altered the coupled cycling of nutrients and 
contaminants through watersheds. We examine the fate, transport, and 
transformation of these elements within and between terrestrial and aquatic 
ecosystems, including their consequences for people and animals. 

https://can01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=http%3A%2F%2Fgersonlab.weebly.com%2F&data=05%7C02%7Cdesrochers.melanie%40uqam.ca%7Cef0012ef78294ec0210a08df14ce26a6%7C12cb4e1a42da491c90e17a7a9753506f%7C0%7C0%7C639252552555767036%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C60000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=BZRoRkdFwYjx8uYwPIKfE1Hdp9zYDPF0hbggkaZuCe0%3D&reserved=0


  

The Gerson Lab is part of the Department of Biological and Environmental 
Engineering (BEE) at Cornell University. I can also bring in students through the 
Department of Ecology and Evolutionary Biology (EEB) and the Department of 
Natural Resources (DNRE). Collectively, these communities provide 
great opportunities for students to work and interact with other watershed and 
ecosystem scientists in a supportive and collaborative environment. You will 
have opportunities at Cornell to collaborate with others across these departments 
and others, including through weekly across-lab aquatic meetings and bi-
weekly biogeochemistry chalk talks and seminars. There are many 
additional opportunities for research, interaction, seminars, etc. 

  

I encourage all students applying to graduate school to check out this article I co-
authored about demystifying the graduate school application process. 

  

Minimum qualifications: Previous experience with labwork, fieldwork, and data 
analysis. Students from a range of academic majors are encouraged to apply. 
Preference will be given to students with a M.S. degree by the start date, although I 
will consider all students with a B.A. or B.S. 

  

Desired qualifications: Previous experience conducting research or traveling 
independently in remote areas/difficult conditions, ability to communicate in 
Spanish (or willingness to learn), self-motivation, willingness to learn, positive 
attitude, interest in a cross-disciplinary approach, ability to work collaboratively in 
teams, and a commitment to creating an inclusive culture in the research group and 
more broadly in research science and education. 

  

Note that GRE scores are not required or considered as part of the grad school 
application. 

  

Funding: The PhD student will be funded on a combination of teaching and research 
assistantships, which include a competitive stipend for five years (including 
summers), tuition waiver, and health insurance benefits. 

https://can01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fees.natsci.msu.edu%2F&data=05%7C02%7Cdesrochers.melanie%40uqam.ca%7Cef0012ef78294ec0210a08df14ce26a6%7C12cb4e1a42da491c90e17a7a9753506f%7C0%7C0%7C639252552556169073%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C60000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=fBbsDnRNfZbDwq5WV2JHItbwK%2BGDpjZ9gHkFMx6njfM%3D&reserved=0
https://can01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fesajournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com%2Fdoi%2F10.1002%2Fbes2.2029&data=05%7C02%7Cdesrochers.melanie%40uqam.ca%7Cef0012ef78294ec0210a08df14ce26a6%7C12cb4e1a42da491c90e17a7a9753506f%7C0%7C0%7C639252552556192665%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C60000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=Clq9%2BfWo05SoCrw%2FcgGvDW7YSjBblbNWR%2BEP2uE3qrs%3D&reserved=0


  

I also highly encourage you to apply for competitive fellowships, and I would be 
happy to work with you to develop your applications. Applications for the NSF 
Graduate Research Fellowship Program (GRFP) are due in October. You can find 
examples of funded application materials here to use as a guide. There are also 
other fellowships you can apply for, including the Simons 
Foundation, DOE, NOAA, NASA, and USDA. 

  

If interested, please review our lab website for more information and then contact 
Dr. Jacqueline Gerson at jacqueline.gerson@cornell.edu to arrange a zoom call. In 
your email, please briefly address the following questions: 1) your previous 
research experience and/or relevant skills, 2) what has been your most rewarding 
research experience and why, 3) why are you interested in pursuing a PhD, 4) what 
topics are you interested in pursuing for your PhD and why are those questions 
important to explore, 4) why are you interested in joining this lab, and 5) what do you 
want to do after you earn a PhD. your previous. Please also attach your CV, an 
unofficial transcript, and contact information for 3 references. 

 

https://can01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fdocs.google.com%2Fspreadsheets%2Fd%2F1xoezGhbtcpg3BvNdag2F5dTQM-Xl2EELUgAfG1eUg0s%2Fedit%23gid%3D0&data=05%7C02%7Cdesrochers.melanie%40uqam.ca%7Cef0012ef78294ec0210a08df14ce26a6%7C12cb4e1a42da491c90e17a7a9753506f%7C0%7C0%7C639252552556218581%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C60000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=QHJ1cn%2FGF6ZBeerNd0KzsdDVHkA5ywIj6ZKEwNgGgwI%3D&reserved=0
https://can01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.simonsfoundation.org%2Fgrant%2Fsimons-graduate-fellowships-in-ecology-and-evolution%2F&data=05%7C02%7Cdesrochers.melanie%40uqam.ca%7Cef0012ef78294ec0210a08df14ce26a6%7C12cb4e1a42da491c90e17a7a9753506f%7C0%7C0%7C639252552556248556%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C60000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=Fo4J21acH5wlmbgO7Vmj1W6YSOuA4sgsH4X13W%2FdbL0%3D&reserved=0
https://can01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.simonsfoundation.org%2Fgrant%2Fsimons-graduate-fellowships-in-ecology-and-evolution%2F&data=05%7C02%7Cdesrochers.melanie%40uqam.ca%7Cef0012ef78294ec0210a08df14ce26a6%7C12cb4e1a42da491c90e17a7a9753506f%7C0%7C0%7C639252552556248556%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C60000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=Fo4J21acH5wlmbgO7Vmj1W6YSOuA4sgsH4X13W%2FdbL0%3D&reserved=0
https://can01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.krellinst.org%2Fcsgf%2F&data=05%7C02%7Cdesrochers.melanie%40uqam.ca%7Cef0012ef78294ec0210a08df14ce26a6%7C12cb4e1a42da491c90e17a7a9753506f%7C0%7C0%7C639252552556274449%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C60000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=WTfyeBmBG2o7J%2BYiVt4gv345t2IYT7KiJpkxwCfFa0s%3D&reserved=0
https://can01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fcoast.noaa.gov%2Fnerrs%2Fresearch%2Fdavidson-fellowship.html&data=05%7C02%7Cdesrochers.melanie%40uqam.ca%7Cef0012ef78294ec0210a08df14ce26a6%7C12cb4e1a42da491c90e17a7a9753506f%7C0%7C0%7C639252552556298600%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C60000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=CcwiIqTHajuw5Zs%2B1miJ9co1rTRnmbErJ%2Bj7sWWK1co%3D&reserved=0
https://can01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fscience.nasa.gov%2Fresearchers%2Fsolicitations%2Froses-2023%2Famendment-61-future-investigators-in-nasa-earth-and-space-science-and-technology-smds-graduate-student-research-proposals-final-text-released-proposals-due-february-6-2024%2F&data=05%7C02%7Cdesrochers.melanie%40uqam.ca%7Cef0012ef78294ec0210a08df14ce26a6%7C12cb4e1a42da491c90e17a7a9753506f%7C0%7C0%7C639252552556322242%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C60000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=Gn89Ulz47fSj6%2BBkaYNXweUrXaUd3Lp0NR%2F0%2B6Hn9nU%3D&reserved=0
https://can01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.nifa.usda.gov%2Fgrants%2Ffunding-opportunities%2Fnational-needs-graduate-postgraduate-fellowship-grants-program-funding-opportunity&data=05%7C02%7Cdesrochers.melanie%40uqam.ca%7Cef0012ef78294ec0210a08df14ce26a6%7C12cb4e1a42da491c90e17a7a9753506f%7C0%7C0%7C639252552556346613%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C60000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=AsO0XuEhwXIgjKDvmMvEF83Z6Iv4nsjJfDfBBR%2F5saA%3D&reserved=0
mailto:jacqueline.gerson@cornell.edu

