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Deep Dive: Geology LIVE CHAT April 15, 2020 [UNEDITED TRANSCRIPT; 
VIRTUAL ADMITTED STUDENTS WEEK] 

WC: kris surovjak 

Hello, all! My name is kris (they/them, she/her) and I am an admission 
officer here at Whitman. If you're here for the Geology Deep Dive, 
you're in the right place. Looking forward to hearing the questions you 
have about our Geology program. 

WC: kris surovjak 

In a few moments we're going to be joined by Kirsten Nicolaysen, 
Associate Professor of Geology, and Geology students MJ Wilner '20 and 
Gustavo Bejar Lopez '20, who are eager to answer your questions. 

WC: MJ Wilner '20 

Hi all! I'm MJ and I'm a senior Geology and Physics double major. I'm 
originally from Los Angeles. On campus, I've been involved in Residence 
Life, the Women in STEM club, and the LGBTQIA+ club. I've been a lab TA 
for both geology and physics. 

WC: Gustavo Bejar Lopez 
'20 

Hello! I'm Gustavo (he/him/his) and I'm senior geology major. I have 
been at Whitman for the last two academic years since I transferred as 
an international student from Ecuador in 2018. If you have a question 
about academics and professional opportunities. 

WC: Prof. Kirsten Nicolaysen 

Good morning everyone. My name is Kirsten Nicolaysen (she/hers) and 
I'm an associate professor who has been teaching at Whitman College 
for 14 years. My research involves shipboard expeditions in the Indian 
Ocean and in the Aleutian Islands of Alaska. 

WC: kris surovjak Hey Vincent! Thanks for coming. 

WC: kris surovjak 
So, Kirsten, Gustavo, and MJ are talking off-line about some fo the field 
work they're planning for next year... 

WC: kris surovjak The Okanagan region? Apparently there are trilobites and garnets there. 

WC: kris surovjak 
Amelia and Vincent, is the chat function working for you? You can see 
everything? 

WC: Prof. Kirsten Nicolaysen 

Our department leads a 4 day field trip every semester. This is so we can 
practice the skills and content from the classroom by integrating the 
topics with field experience. 

WC: Prof. Kirsten Nicolaysen 
Some of the field trips we routinely take are to the Oregon Coast, 
Newberry Volcano, Mt. St. Helens, and City of Rocks in Idaho. 

WC: kris surovjak 

If you're just joining us, we've got Kirsten Nicolayson, Associate 
Professor of Geology, and Geology students MJ Wilner '20 and Gustavo 
Bejar Lopez '20, who are eager to answer your questions. 

WC: Prof. Kirsten Nicolaysen 

We have a strong core curriculum and we offer courses such as GIS 
(Geographic Information Systems) and Hydrology, which is unusual for a 
small college. These courses have been really important for helping our 
graduates attain careers in environmental conservation. 

Vincent Hi! The chat function is working well. Thanks for checking! 



  
             
    

   
             

       

   

          
            

         
            

    

          
           

          
       

     

   
 

         
        

            
         

 

    
         

           

    

            
 

 
             

    
       

         

    

          
          

            
     

   
             

    
           

   
 

          
         

          
        

           
  

WC: kris surovjak 
Great. Gustavo and MJ are going to share about some of the field work 
they've done in a moment. 

WC: kris surovjak 
And admitted students who are joining the chat, feel free to throw in 
questions at any time and we'll field them. 

WC: MJ Wilner '20 

One of the coolest trips we went on was when we went to ***** 
Canyon! We were able to see evidence of accreted terranes (islands and 
ocean floors that didn't go down in the subduction zone, but instead got 
stuck to the side), which help tell the history of the region. 

WC: Prof. Kirsten Nicolaysen 

My colleague Prof. Kevin Pogue is an expert in mountain-building and 
deformation of the crust. Since moving to Walla Walla, he has become 
an expert in Terroir, the combination of soil, local climate conditions, 
and their effects on wine grapes. 

WC: kris surovjak Too funny! *****= underworld. 

WC: Gustavo Bejar Lopez 
'20 

That class is called Regional Geology. So my first Regional was at Mt St 
Helens. Coming from Ecuador, everyone talks about Mt St Helens' 1980 
eruption. So it was amazing to see it in person. We camped in some 
locations around the volcano, stayed at Mt St Helens, and did a lot of 
field work. 

WC: Prof. Kirsten Nicolaysen 
That's so funny that it won't write H3ll's Canyon! It rivals the Grand 
Canyon for depth and has an accreted volcanic arc at its root! 

WC: Prof. Kirsten Nicolaysen 

Speaking of Regional Geology, there are photos of our field trips at our 
department homepage: 
https://www.whitman.edu/academics/departments-and-
programs/geology/photo-album 

WC: kris surovjak So MJ, how does geology participate in Whitman's combined majors? 

WC: Prof. Kirsten Nicolaysen 
Gustavo, I remember you talking about your orientation experience 
when you arrived. Would you tell us what that was like? 

WC: MJ Wilner '20 

At Whitman we have things called ‚combined majors‚ where you fulfill 
most of the major requirements for two departments (more work than 
one major, less work than a double major). With geology, you can have a 
combined geo-physics, geo-biology, and geo-chem, among others. 

WC: kris surovjak 
So Cyrus, Holden, Saikiko, and Vincent... have any of you had a chance to 
take a geology course yet? 

Vincent I have taken a few geology courses and they were very interesting! 

WC: Gustavo Bejar Lopez 
'20 

Hey Kirsten, sure! My orientation in 2018 was awesome. I went through 
orientation sessions: one as international student, and another as a 
regular new student. My orientation leaders were students, some of 
whom already graduated, that became great friends. And I met with my 
academic advisor and various offices on campus and really felt a sense of 
belonging at Whitman. 



 

         
            

 

    

            
          

          
         

    

 
         
        

             

   
 

          
         

          

    
       

      

    

             
             

            
    

    

        
         

      

   
 

           
       

    

             
           

    

 
           

         

  
          

      

    

          
         

           

    

            
           
           

   

Holden 

No geology yet for me, but I have spent time at some volcanoes (Mt. 
Lassen and Mt. Hood), and I once played baseball for a team named the 
Volcanoes. 

WC: Prof. Kirsten Nicolaysen 

Our Science Building is known for its displays. Local school classes and 
families often visit, finding it like a science museum experience. We also 
have students who intern as Science Education Outreach interns and 
volunteers. Every grade school in the area has Whitman students that 
come in and volunteer. 

Vincent 
Just curious, does Whitman's Geology courses take students to the 
surrounding areas to take learning into the field? 

WC: kris surovjak lol! Holden, make sure to bring your jersey with you. 

WC: Gustavo Bejar Lopez 
'20 

I loved the Scramble backpacking trip to the Strawberry Mountain in 
Oregon. That was my pre-orientation trip where I made friends before 
actual orientation started. We stayed in there for almost two weeks! 

WC: Prof. Kirsten Nicolaysen 
Vincent - absolutely. I was just thinking about making a video this 
summer at the Ice Harbor spatter volcano. 

WC: MJ Wilner '20 

Hi Vincent! We go on a lot of day trips around the area in our regular 
labs, and then once a semester, we go on a longer, 4-day trip to see 
things that are a bit too far away to visit in a day! A couple of regular 
courses also have overnight trips. 

WC: Prof. Kirsten Nicolaysen 

Vincent - each introductory course (Environmental Geology, Geology of 
the Pacific Northwest, and Physical Geology), each takes about 3 
afternoon field trips in a single semester. 

WC: Gustavo Bejar Lopez 
'20 

Holden, at Whitman you will have the opportunity to get to know more 
about them, Kirsten is the volcano expert at the department. 

WC: Prof. Kirsten Nicolaysen 

Holden - I love that the baseball team is called the Volcanoes! One of my 
most joyful parenting moments was when my 3-yr-old son asked me "So 
mommy, how a volcano erupt?" 

Holden 
Kirsten, can you tell us about what research you were doing on the 
Indian Ocean? It seems like the earth's crust isn't too reachable there. 

WC: kris surovjak 
So, I know there are a lot of research opportunities at Whitman, MJ and 
Gustavo, could you talk about what you've done? 

WC: Prof. Kirsten Nicolaysen 

Holden - that research was primarily during my PhD and just afterward 
when I was a research scientist based in Belgium. The Kerguelen Plateau 
is from a volcanic hotspot, much larger and longer-lived than Iceland. 

WC: Prof. Kirsten Nicolaysen 

Holden - my research in the Indian Ocean involved a 2 month expedition 
to map and dredge small portions of the Southeast Indian Ridge. Later I 
did a 2 month drilling expedition to recover submarine samples from the 
Kerguelen Plateau. 



    

           
          

          
 

   
 

         
       

           
     

 

           
           

   
   

     

    

          
       

       
        

    
           

     
   

     

    

         
             

          
    

   
        

  

   
 

        
         

            
        

    
            

          

    

         
            

  

 

           
            

    

WC: MJ Wilner '20 

Kris, to answer your question: for my thesis, I have been developing a 
numerical model for volcano island flank stability. I've been continuing 
work I did over the summer at an REU (Research Experience for 
Undergraduates. 

WC: Gustavo Bejar Lopez 
'20 

Definitely, my research is project studies Ceboruco Volcano in Mexico. 
Last summer I went to Mexico supported by a Whitman Internship Grant 
that funded my research position in University of Colima. I was able to 
study many volcanoes, especially Colima. 

Holden 

Cool! And, hot! It reminds me that I've been to another set of volcanoes, 
in Hawaii. We ate dinner at Volcano House, looking down on a glowing 
pool of lava. 

WC: Gustavo Bejar Lopez 
'20 SEM = scanning electron microscope :) 

WC: Prof. Kirsten Nicolaysen 

More recently, I have focused on taking students to Alaska to study 
volcanic deposits and to do a multidisciplinary project with 
archaeologists and paleoecologists. Our project investigated, how did 
prehistoric people and ecosystems react to periodic geologic events. 

WC: MJ Wilner '20 
REUs are funded by the National Science Foundation and take place at 
universities all over the country! 

WC: Gustavo Bejar Lopez 
'20 Hey Holden, isn't lava cool, uh? 

WC: Prof. Kirsten Nicolaysen 

Holden - I'm keen to hear about your experience - cool! The one 
weekend I was on the Big Island, the vog was blowing the wrong way 
and I could not visit the summit. I did see how the lava flows had 
inundated Kalapana in the 1990's. 

WC: kris surovjak 
Gustavo, could you talk a bit more about how you got a Whitman 
Internship Grant? 

WC: Gustavo Bejar Lopez 
'20 

Sure, the Whitman Internship Grant is a program from the Student 
Engagement Center. They provide funds to cover your unpaid internship 
experience in the USA or abroad. Applications are open through late in 
the fall and close early in the spring. 

WC: Prof. Kirsten Nicolaysen 
MJ - you recently had good news regarding your decision to pursue a 
graduate degree after Whitman. Can you tell us more about that? 

WC: Prof. Kirsten Nicolaysen 

Gustavo - Next spring, Assistant Professor Lyman Persico is planning to 
lead his every-other-year 9 day trip to the Mojave Desert. Didn't you go 
on that? 

Holden 

Here's a far out question. We know there are volcanoes in other places 
in the solar system. Does the Geology department study any of those, or 
only earthly geologic processes? 



    

            
          

        
         
 

    

           
          

         
       

   

           
           

         

   
 

            
           

       
       

    
            

      
             

   
      

  

           
        

   
            

   
 

          
           

           
    

    

            
             

          
      

    

          
           

          
      

   
            

     

WC: MJ Wilner '20 

Of course, Kirsten! So I got to go to a couple of research conferences and 
present the work I've been doing. While there, I got to meet people and 
discuss ideas/concepts I had never heard about before! I wanted to 
continue going to graduate school because I'm really passionate about 
research. 

WC: Prof. Kirsten Nicolaysen 

Holden - great question! Our college is unusual in that we have an 
Astronomy Department. We have had many students over the years 
who have completed an Astronomy-Geology combined major. Of course 
there are also Astro-Physics combined majors. 

WC: kris surovjak 

Hey all, if you're just joining us, we're with Kirsten Nicolaysen, Associate 
Professor of Geology, and Geology students MJ Wilner '20 and Gustavo 
Bejar Lopez '20, who are eager to answer your questions. 

WC: Gustavo Bejar Lopez 
'20 

I did go to the Mojave! As you mentioned, Prof. Persico plans this 
fieldtrip class as part of both the Geo and the Environmental Studies 
department. We visited several locations around Nevada and California 
including Death Valley, and the Mojave Desert. 

WC: Prof. Kirsten Nicolaysen 
Gustavo - you also had good news related to your post-Whitman plans. 
Would you tell us more about that? 

WC: kris surovjak Kirsten, could you tell me your favorite things about Whitman students? 
Holden MJ, Congratulation 
WC: MJ Wilner '20 Thanks, Holden! 

WC: kris surovjak 

MJ, I was hoping you could go into more depth about your conferencing 
experiences... where were they? What were the ways Whitman 
supported your trip? 

Holden MJ, Can you tell us more about your model for flank stability? 

WC: Gustavo Bejar Lopez 
'20 

Yes, Kirsten. I have also been accepted to a PhD program at Michigan 
Tech. Starting this Fall, I will be studying lahars (mudflows) from Volcan 
de Fuego in Guatemala, so that will involve a lot of fieldwork in Central 
America. I'm very excited! 

WC: Prof. Kirsten Nicolaysen 

Kris - that is a challenge to say in a short chat. I have had students from 
every walk of life and nearly every personal experience in the US and 
beyond. All of them have been curious about the Earth, enthusiastic 
about learning, and generally very fun. 

WC: MJ Wilner '20 

Of course, Holden! I'm working on a finite-difference model in MATLAB 
that tests how different factors (like water in the rock, the strength of 
the rock, etc) impact its stability. I'm specifically looking at the factors at 
Kilauea on the Big Island of Hawai'i. 

WC: kris surovjak 
I totally feel that, Kirsten. I love how much I learn from them, and how 
they learn from each other. 



    

           
         

        
        
       

    

          
            

         
         

   

        
           

 

   

            
          

            
     

          

    

          
          

          
      

   
 

         
             

        
            

  

   

        
           

  

   
 

           
           

           
      

    

              
          

          
      

    

        
         

          
           

WC: Prof. Kirsten Nicolaysen 

Kris - most of our students are passionate about the outdoors, and have 
pursued careers in managing ski resort, river guiding, environmental 
education, environmental consulting, oil and gas exploration, mining, 
and other geoscience-related careers. However, there are some that 
have gone into politics or other non-geology fields. 

WC: MJ Wilner '20 

So Kris, I went to the AGU (American Geophysical Union) Fall meeting 
both my junior and senior years. I actually gave an oral presentation my 
junior year (at my first ever conference) about work I did with Kirsten! 
The college supported my travel and lodging with a grant. 

WC: kris surovjak 

Hey, I saw you talk about SEM = scanning electron microscope :) 
Gustavo... can you tell us more about your access to that and other 
equipment? 

WC: Prof. Kirsten Nicolaysen 

Kris - not all of our students have a lot of experience with the outdoors. 
Some have never camped before. Often these students are highly 
engaged with doing science with our instrumentation , like our SEM, and 
our Mastersizer grain size analysis. 

Holden Gustavo, what is it you will be trying to learn about lahars? 

WC: Prof. Kirsten Nicolaysen 

MJ - your Geology major and your Physics major take different 
perspectives on learning about the Earth and beyond. How does the 
content or skills from these courses interact or reinforce each other to 
create understanding about Earth and solar system? 

WC: Gustavo Bejar Lopez 
'20 

Sure, so the SEM is a nice piece of equipment that Whitman owns. It 
allows us to see with magnifications up to 200 000x! The SEM also has 
detectors that allow us to get compositional information. I have been 
able to use the SEM on my own after a training session. That's unusual 
for undergrads. 

WC: kris surovjak 

Kirsten, I am looking at the list of instrumentation the Geo department 
has... do students use that equipment in classes? Do they use it in their 
own research? 

WC: Gustavo Bejar Lopez 
'20 

Holden, so lahars (people call them mudflows but they are more like 
sand flows) are flows of volcanic material that has been saturated with 
water. I will study what are the conditions that trigger this kind of flows 
and how they propagate downstream. 

WC: Prof. Kirsten Nicolaysen 

Thanks Kris - yeah, I'd say that easily 3 of my colleagues and I all embed 
use of instrumentation into one or more courses. Students in 
Geomorophology with Prof. Persico might use the grain size analyzer to 
determine the characteristics of a flood plain... 

WC: MJ Wilner '20 

So, geophysics is an interdisciplinary field that takes a physical 
perspective and applies it to geologic problems. A lot of the biggest 
questions in Geology have been solved with geophysics (like seafloor 
spreading and the structure of the interior of the earth's mantel. 



    
          

        

   
             

     
         

    

            
           

          
          

    

          
         

           
     

   
 

           
          

      

    
              
         

        

   

            
          

      

    

            
        

          
      

   
         

   
 

         
         

      
       

             
      
    
     
   

  
 

WC: Prof. Kirsten Nicolaysen 
Colleague Associate Professor Nick Bader uses the portable XRF in 
teaching his Soils course and in his research. 

WC: kris surovjak 
Ok students, we're heading into our last 10 minutes, so if you have any 
last burning question, please ask now! 

Vincent How easy would non-geology students get into a geology class? 

WC: Prof. Kirsten Nicolaysen 

I have used the pXRF and the SEM in Minerals, Volcanoes and the Solid 
Earth, and Geochemistry, depending on how many students are in each. 
I try to assign mini-research projects during the semester and our 
Penrose Library's online journals and search databases aid in that. 

WC: Prof. Kirsten Nicolaysen 

Vincent - great question! We specifically reserve half the spaces in the 
introductory courses for incoming 1st year students. We also design 
these courses for all 1st and 2nd year students so that even non-science 
majors have a lab/field based science experience. 

WC: Gustavo Bejar Lopez 
'20 

In the Mojave trip we had Psychology, Classics, and many other non-Geo 
majors. First-year students who had not taking a Geo class before tend 
to join Regional Geology fieldtrips. 

WC: MJ Wilner '20 
So, I have to go to class, but if any of you have follow-up questions later, 
feel free to reach out! My email is wilnermj@whitman.edu 

WC: kris surovjak Thanks, MJ, have a good class! 

WC: kris surovjak 

Students, thanks so much for attending! We're going to wrap up in a 
minute, but we have more department deep dives coming up this week, 
so feel free to tune in. 

WC: Prof. Kirsten Nicolaysen 

If anyone has other questions for me , feel free to contact me at 
nicolakp@whitman.edu. We can also schedule a Zoom or Google Meet 
to converse about your questions. Every year, I am glad to welcome 4-6 
incoming students as pre-major advisees. 

Vincent Thank you! 
WC: Prof. Kirsten Nicolaysen Nice to meet you Vincent and Holden! 

WC: Gustavo Bejar Lopez 
'20 

Also, if you have any questions about geology, volcanoes, or just the 
Whitman experience from the perspective of an international student, 
here's my email: bejarlga@whitman.edu. Gracias a todos! 

Holden Thank you all for the chat! 
WC: kris surovjak Yeah, thanks so much Kirsten and Gustavo! I've learned a ton! 
WC: kris surovjak Have a great day, students! 
WC: kris surovjak We're signing off! 
WC: Prof. Kirsten Nicolaysen Bye everyone! 
WC: Gustavo Bejar Lopez 
'20 Bye! 


