
foR thRee lsa students, 
enviRonmental woRk is 
downRight fiLtHy 
theIr jobS: to overCome mud, StenCh, monotony, 
and overall ickiness to accomplish an environmental 
project while earning college credit and on-the-job 
research experience. from transplanting cattails, 
spraying herbicide, and searching for fish eggs, lSa 
students Emily farrer, Matt Koski, and Dana Rudy 
routinely dealt with unpleasant tasks to make the 
Great lakes region a little bit greener.

an ItChy, Smelly marSh 
“I smelled like cattails,” says Emily farrer, 

explaining the rotten-egg smell that came 
from the sulfur and bacteria in a marsh 

on the coast of lake Huron. Since 
2004, farrer, a graduate student 

in Ecology and Evolutionary 
Biology, has been braving 

the stench to study 
how an invasive 

cattail species 
is chang-

ing the 

natural habitat and the biodiversity in this marsh.
to do that, farrer divided a portion of the 

marsh into 50 one-meter squared plots. She then 
transplanted live cattails and dead cattail “litter” 
(plant material that is left over from previous years’ 
growth) to certain plots and left some plots with 
only natural vegetation in order to compare the en-
vironmental effects. 

Setting up her experiment and logging the results 
meant long days in the marsh. She transplanted 
cattails by digging in the muck with trowels and 
her fingers to find a portion of the underground 
stem to cut with clippers. She also counted the 
stems of cattails and native vegetation by hand, and 
she took soil samples back to the uM Biological 
Station in Pellston, Michigan. the samples “made 
my Honda civic stink, too,” she says, and the odor 
announced her presence to the other researchers. 
“Everyone would know when I was back in the lab 
weighing my soil samples.” 

She wore gloves and boots while working in the 
marsh, right? “No, you kind of get used to it,” far-
rer says, explaining that she wore rubber boots — at 
least until water got in them. “Eventually, I gave up 
and just wore sandals and got totally wet.” as far as 
encountering creepy-crawlies, “there are not a lot of 
insects,” she says, “and I only saw one leech.”

What she found instead were red-winged black-
birds that tried to dive-bomb her when she was close 
to their nests, large male carp that swam with frenzy 

into her legs during mating season, and swim-
mers’ itch (bumps caused by water-borne 

parasites), which was inevitable after eight 
long hours a day in a marsh. 

Despite all that, her work goes 
on. farrer plans to continue her 

research at the marsh this 

f a c u l t y

StuDENtS

fluency, and truth. Easy and familiar information 
is, in our minds, more likely to be true. What our 
brain often fails to remember is where and why we 
heard the information. 

 “there’s the vague feeling that ‘I heard something 
like this before,’” Schwarz says, and “once memory 
for details fades, familiar statements are more likely 
to be accepted as true rather than rejected as false.” 

 take the flyer on the left produced by the cen-
ters for Disease control and Prevention(cDc) for 
example. It’s common for organizations to counter 
a myth, such as “the flu shot can cause the flu,” 
with the facts. But Schwarz warns that by trying to 
discredit the false information, the myth is repeated 
over and over. the repetition causes the information 
to feel more familiar, so it’s more likely to be believed.

after volunteers read the cDc flu vaccination 
flyer, they were immediately able to tell which 
statements were true and which were false. But 
when readers were tested just 30 minutes later, 
already 15 percent of the myths were mistaken for 
true statements, according to a study by Schwarz 
along with carolyn yoon, a uM associate professor 
of business and psychology, and Ian Skurnik from 
the university of Virginia. 

What makes the repetition of myths worse for 
the cDc is that now the familiar message is not 
only more likely to be believed as true, but that 
“true” statement has been linked to a highly cred-
ible source — the organization that was trying  
to discredit it. 

and a dramatic finding, Schwarz says, is that after 
reading the facts & Myths flyer, the volunteers sur-
veyed in his study were less inclined to get a flu shot.

So what should the cDc and other well-meaning 
organizations do?

Stick to the facts. “always say what is true,” 
Schwarz says. “frame all things positively, and 
make things easy to read and pronounce.”

Rebekah K. Murray is the Assistant Editor of LSAmagazine.

by Rebekah K. Murray

TRue oR FalSe: Birds of a 
feather flock conjointly? 
It’S a true Statement, but it doesn’t have that 
familiar ring to it. When information is easy to 
understand and sounds like something we’ve heard 
before, we’re more likely to believe it, says Norbert 
Schwarz, lSa’s charles Horton cooley collegiate 
Professor of Psychology.

Schwarz has been studying how people evalu-
ate true and false information, what he calls truth 
judgments, since the mid-1990s, and the results 
were not what he expected.

“I did my first study thinking it wouldn’t actually 
work,” he says.

But it did. What he 
found was that he could 
manipulate the font, text 
size, and background 
color of a document and 
the easier the informa-
tion was to read and 
process, the more often 
readers judged it as true. 
People even assumed if 
something was hard to 
read, it was hard to do. 
for example, recipes 
were judged more dif-
ficult when they were 
written in small cursive, 
discovered Hyunjin 
Song, a graduate student 
studying with Schwarz.

through these studies 
and more, Schwarz and 
colleagues discovered a 
link between familiarity, 

facts, Myths, 
and the Grey area in Between
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This CDC flyer attempts to 
dispel myths using facts, 
but that’s not the best 
strategy, according to Pro-
fessor Norbert Schwarz. His 
studies show that repeat-
ing a myth increases its 
familiarity, and thereby its 
believability.

Dirty 
(Green) 

Jobs
by Rebekah K. Murray
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summer. “you learn a lot by being in a marsh for two 
months straight,” she says. Her research will help oth-
ers see how invasive species can alter native habitats, 
and her findings provide insight on what can be done 
to stop it. the answer is not always obvious. In the 
case of invasive cattails, removing the live cattails 
won’t bring the marsh back to its native state when 
cattail litter has already changed the soil environment. 

hot, endleSS duneS
“I really wanted to work outside; I didn’t want 

a desk job,” says Matt Koski of his decision to do 
a summer internship in 2006 with the nonprofit 
Student conservation association’s (Sca) Native 
Plant corps. 

Koski worked with a team of four students at 
Pictured Rocks National lakeshore on lake Supe-
rior in Michigan’s upper Peninsula. their job: to 
attempt to gain control over an invasive weed — 
spotted knapweed. according to the Sca, invasive 
species like spotted knapweed are ecologically dam-
aging and economically destructive. they threaten 
native plant populations, can harm fisheries and 
wildlife habitats, reduce recreational opportunity, 
and damage agricultural land.

Koski, now a third-year student in Program in 
the Environment, hiked through the Grand Sable 
Dunes in the heat to combat these weeds, wearing 
long sleeves, long pants, rubber gloves, and often a 
hard hat and goggles. In addition, he wore a back-
pack that, when full, carried three gallons  
of herbicide.

“using a Global Positioning System (GPS) unit, 
we would mark off an area that we planned to spray 
with herbicide,” Koski says. “then, we would line 
up and spray every spotted knapweed plant that we 
came across.”

When their backpacks were empty, Koski and 
his teammates would walk back a half mile or so 
through dunes and woods to the truck to refill their 
packs with herbicide and start the process over, 
again and again. Besides the heat and chemicals, 
the team had to deal with the monotony of the 
task. “We would close our eyes and see spotted 
knapweed,” Koski says.

to keep the mood light, the team would sing and 
joke around. It wasn’t an easy trek through the dunes 
— especially with a three-gallon backpack. Once, 
the team had to get help scaling up the backside of a 
dune by tying a rope on a tree at the top of a hill.

the worst part, Koski says, was feeling herbicide 
leak down his back. It was dyed purple so the students 
could see what they were spraying. Koski’s free clothes 
from the Sca were soon stained purple as well. 

It was a long, hot, tiring, dirty job and when 
Koski took his gloves off, “my hands would be 
wrinkled, sopping wet, and smelly.” But was it 
worth it? “It was awesome,” Koski says. “I’d wake 

habitat. Eventually, a model will be produced that 
will allow researchers to predict musky habitats in 
order to protect the fish.

It was a long, cold, wet job. “Sometimes we were 
out searching for fish until two in the morning and 
then we’d wake up and start searching for eggs,” 
Rudy says. While she didn’t mind touching the 
eggs with her fingers, she says her hands were really 
cold and once she slipped and fell in the lake.

Despite the muck and vicious-looking fish, Rudy 
says the project was worth it. She felt good about 
playing a part in protecting the Wisconsin state fish.

Rebekah K. Murray is the Assistant Editor of  
LSAmagazine.
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up and realize I can be outside, hike, look at plants, 
and still do something I feel is important.”

muCKy, muSKy-FIlled laKeS 
In the lakes of Wisconsin’s Northwoods is a fish 

that spawns legends. the muskellunge, or musky, 
has teeth, can grow to three feet, and can weigh 
more than 25 pounds. It takes an average angler 
more than 50 hours to catch one, and even then 
the musky is known to crack rods, strip reels, bend 
hooks, mutilate the bait, and do whatever else they 
can to escape, according to the Wisconsin Depart-
ment of Natural Resources.

“Muskies are huge!” Dana Rudy (’07) con-
firms. She saw them last summer, while assisting 
a uM graduate student with a research project in 
northern Wisconsin. “It wasn’t too hard to spot a 
35-inch fish,” she says, as “they are dark, torpedo 
shaped,” and their eyes would reflect the spot-
lights that she and her teammates used to search 
for them in the dark. 

the researchers were on a mission to identify and 
protect musky habitats. their base was the uni-
versity of Wisconsin’s Kemp Biological Station. at 
night, the team went out with spotlights to look for 
muskies. When they caught sight of the fish, they 
recorded the GPS coordinates so they could come 
back to that site during the day. 

In the daylight, they ventured into several 
northern Wisconsin lakes with waders, trays, and 
nets to find musky eggs. “We scooped up the sedi-
ment with nets, dumped it in a tray, and fingered 
through it to search for eggs,” Rudy says. When 
they identified the eggs, which Rudy says “look like 
tapioca balls,” the team released them back in the 
water and wrote down the GPS coordinates of that 

Dana RuDy
HomeToWN: Detroit, 
Michigan

maJoR: Program in the 
Environment, graduated 
December 2007

INTeRNSHIP: Habitat 
conservation, northern 
Wisconsin

DIRTINeSS: “I only fell 
in the lake once but my 
hands were really cold.”

moTIvaTIoN: “It’s so 
much fun to get outside 
and see what you’re 
learning.”Matt KoSKI

HomeToWN: Midland, 
Michigan

maJoR: Program in the 
Environment, minor in 
Ecology and Evolutionary 
Biology

INTeRNSHIP: Invasive 
species removal, shore of 
Lake Superior

DIRTINeSS: “My hands 
would be wrinkled, sop-
ping wet, and smelly.”

moTIvaTIoN: “I’d wake 
up and realize I can be 
outside, hike, look at 
plants, and still do some-
thing I feel is important.”
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4.      use boTh sides of a 
sheeT of paper. According  
to the Environmental Defense Fund, 
Americans use about 700 pounds of 
paper per year, one sheet every 12 
minutes. Making the most use of each 
sheet of paper will consume less energy, 
will conserve natural resources, and will  
reduce paper waste. 

5.      use compacT fluores-
cenT bulbs. Compact fluorescent 
bulbs use about one-quarter of the energy 
of an incandescent bulb to produce the 
same amount of light, according to the 
Environmental Defense Fund. Their recom-
mendation: Look for Energy Star bulbs, as 
they are the most energy-efficient and have 
been rigorously tested.

[  e a s y  g r e e n  ]

EMily FaRReR
HomeToWN: Kalamazoo, 
Michigan

maJoR: Ph.D. student in 
Ecology and Evolutionary 
Biology

ReSeaRCH: The negative 
effects of invasive cat-
tails, Lake Huron

DIRTINeSS: “I got totally 
wet and muddy.”

moTIvaTIoN: “The best 
way to go about studying 
an ecosystem is to be 
there.”




