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Dawn Cusick, the WCU alumna of 2008, writes about anything from the acid-spraying 

behinds of ants to the sweet nectar of a hummingbird’s snack. As a children’s science 

author and publisher at EarlyLight Books, this former Catamount has forged her own 

niche in the fields of creative writing and biology.  

 

One of her older pieces, Bug Butts, explores the abdomens of insects. Its pages display 

vivid green praying mantises and browning exoskeletons. A section entitled “Bubble 

Butts” delves into the habits of the spittlebug while a piece on “Breathing Butts” 

showcases dragonfly nymphs. 

 

In 2010, the beetle-infested book went on to win the Animal Behavior Society’s 

Outstanding Children’s Book Award. After being reviewed by a panel of biologists, the 

honor was offered partly because of the book’s accuracy.   

 

Cusick’s ability to preserve the factual integrity of science rests in her education. After 

taking a single biology course per semester for 12 years at UNC-Asheville, she began 

pursuing a Master of Science in Biology at WCU.  

 

Though she did not have a specific career path in mind, Cusick knew she wanted to meld 

science and her degree in English-Creative Writing, which she earned from the 

University of Florida in 1984.  

 

With these hopes in mind, she immersed herself in the complexities of community 

ecology and evolutionary genetics. Faculty members Jim Costa and Tom Martin acted as 

mentors, offering both respect and time. Beyond the classroom, the weekly Paul Burton 

Seminar Series and the Highlands Biological Station provided access to an “amazing 

array of scholars and taxonomic diversity.” 

 

“Every biology professor at Western treated me as a colleague,” said Cusick. “That 

sounds like a small and perhaps silly thing, but it helps you begin to feel comfortable in a 

new world.” 

 

Cusick’s “rigorous and thought-provoking” experience in the Whee helped her secure a 

position as a biology instructor at Haywood Community College in 2008. Since 

graduating, she has also produced texts like Get the Scoop on Animal Puke, a title that 

offers a puke-splattered table of contents and diagrams of the digestive tract. Scientists’ 

Bookshelf named the book to their 2015 Best Kids Books of the Year list. 

 

In 2012, Animal Eggs: An Amazing Clutch of Mysteries and Marvels! a piece that 

explores the pre-hatched lives of multiple creatures, was also offered the Animal 

Behavior Society’s Outstanding Children’s Book Award.  

 



Though education has guided her career down “some interesting paths,” Cusick values 

the interdisciplinary perspective biology offered her. “The combination of critical 

thinking and creativity that biology requires will make your everyday life a richer 

experience,” said Cusick. “That combination of skills translates well in so many work 

environments.” 


