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As a former laboratory analyst at the Scientific Analytical Institute, Kristin Cooke, who 

graduated from WCU in 2013, spent well over a year trying to clear the air, quite 

literally. Stationed out of Greensboro, the WCU alumna searched atmospheric and other 

environmental samples for trace amounts of mercury, lead and hexavalent chromium.  

 

Now, with hopes of advancing professionally, this North Carolina native has returned to 

Cullowhee to obtain a Master of Science in Chemistry.  

 

“I want a research position with room to grow,” said Cooke, explaining her dream of 

working at an environmental company. “After being trained out in the field, I needed a 

higher degree.” 

 

Still, before deciding to hang up her lab coat in 2014, Cooke was an undergraduate at 

WCU. Though originally a student at UNC-Wilmington, she felt the large classes of 100 

were compromising the quality of her education. Thus, during sophomore year, she 

decided to move to the mountains.   

 

In Cullowhee, she forged a bond with David Evanoff, a chemistry professor with a 

particular interest in nanoparticles. After collaborating with the scientist-turned-mentor 

for two summers, Cooke presented a piece on the synthesis of silver-Teflon AF 

nanocomposites at the Pittsburgh Conference on Analytical Chemistry and Applied 

Spectroscopy and the fifteenth annual WCU Undergraduate Expo in 2013. 

 

This Catamount also found guidance on the West Coast during a “Research Experience 

for Undergraduates” (REU) program at the University of California-Davis. Under the 

watchful eye of Kirill Kovnir, an assistant professor touting a doctorate from Moscow 

State University, Cooke worked on a project that dealt with the synthesis of new 

superconducting materials. 

 

During the inorganic project, titled "Synthesis and Characterization of Novel Transition 

Metal Selenides," Cooke discovered a new chemical complex of cobalt selenide, which 

was published in Acta Crystallographica Section E: Crystallographic Communications, 

the open-access journal of the International Union of Crystallography. 

 

Cooke’s research experience, though tedious at times, made her “versatile” to employers. 

Her summers in the mountains and California ultimately earned her a position with the 

Scientific Analytical Institute.  

 

“On the first day of my new job, I was asked if I knew how to use a certain piece of 

equipment,” said Cooke. “When I did, it surprised my boss.”  

 



After 13 months of adhering to standard operating procedures and Environmental 

Protection Agency protocol, she had come to a standstill. With nothing else to learn in 

her current position, Cooke headed back to school.  

 

Though now juggling thesis writing, tutoring, and a teaching fellowship, she still finds 

herself spending long nights in the lab, exploring her “diverse interests.” 

 

“Load up on research,” suggests Cooke, perhaps with her academic and professional 

pursuits in mind. “If you’re not doing enough research, apply to REUs at other schools. It 

will help you earn experience and will make you an asset to future employers.” 


