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BACKGROUND 
 Individuals differ from each other in a myriad of ways, from their DNA to their behavior 
and lifetime health. Understanding the underlying causes of this variation is of the utmost 
importance for promoting the success of both the individual and the population within which they 
live. However, the directionality of cause and consequence is complex, and the pertinent factors 
that underlie why individuals are the way that they are span disciplines and cross the traditional 
boundaries of research. Human health, for example, is investigated by clinical researchers and 
healthcare professionals, basic and applied biologists, sociologists, statisticians, and more. While 
genetics clearly affects individual health outcomes, health cannot be fully understood without 
uncovering the cognitive processes of decision-making. Decision-making is mechanistically based 
in the structure and signaling of the brain, but family and friends, education, and socioeconomic 
status all play important and overlapping roles in health-related decisions and, therefore, health 
outcomes. Different populations—based in ethnic background, gender, sexual orientation, 
socioeconomic status, geographic location, and more—have differential access to education, work, 
and health care. These population-level metrics affect individual mental and physical health, thus 
shifting the state of the population. The interactions between individual and population are 
reciprocal, dynamic, and not well understood. 
 The recent explosion of interest in “Personalized Medicine” (often also referred to as 
Precision Medicine) has underscored the complexity of the causes and consequences individual 
and population variation. These issues are at the forefront of the new Dell Medical School, with 
its focus on Population Health, and healthcare in general, because there is fundamental 
responsibility in medicine to both the patient and the population. A promising and popular 
approach to understanding the causes of variation at the individual and population levels relies on 
technological advances in the collection, management, and analysis of large amounts of data (i.e., 
‘Big Data’) (Fig. 1). For example, it is now feasible to sequence all of the genes expressed in the 
tumor of a patient with cancer. But it is not straightforward how information about tens of 
thousands of genes from a single individual (n=1) can be used to optimize treatment and care. 
Using conventional models, there is no statistical power in predicting outcomes for a single 
individual. Furthermore, it is a fallacy to assume that more data necessarily results in a more 
complete understanding or improved care. Patterns within the data may or may not be meaningful, 
and choices surrounding analysis and interpretation can have dire consequences for individuals 
and populations. 
 Although in many ways the questions and challenges associated with Personalized 
Medicine appear unique to human health, understanding the causes and consequences of individual 
and population variation also lies at the core of biological research. An individual’s phenotype 
(i.e., the collection of observable characteristics) determines its fitness, or the amount of genetic 
material passed on to the next generation(s). Comparable measures of individual success in other 
disciplines could be human health, or personal, academic, or professional success. Natural 
selection acts on phenotypic variation within a population such that more successful, higher fitness 
phenotypes are more likely to persist. However, little is known about how this phenotypic variation 
develops or is maintained—and at which mechanistic level (e.g., genomic, neural, 
physiological)—within and across populations and species. 

Multiple fields of research have embraced the gathering of Big Data, including in biology: 
genomics (e.g., measuring genome-wide expression in multiple brain regions), physiology (e.g., 
sensors that monitor cardiovascular activity continuously), behavior (e.g., tracking software to 
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capture nuanced behavioral expression from video), and populations (e.g., social networks, 
population genetics). But just as Big Data in healthcare does not guarantee improved patient 
outcomes, unless the right questions can be asked of these biological data, sheer volume does not 
guarantee understanding. For example, the questions asked in most biological research considers 
a limited scope of cause and consequence: How does neural signaling affect behavior? How does 
behavior affect fitness? To understand how and why an individual succeeds requires mapping 
genomic, developmental, and neural mechanisms to phenotype to fitness, integrative data which 
are challenging to collect, analyze, and interpret. The current statistical models, for example, are 
not designed to incorporate the interacting effects of gene expression, development, and the 
environment given that development a) shapes gene expression, b) the environment within which 
an individual lives, and c) modulates gene by environment interactions. 
  There are fundamental questions that motivate life science research about the breadth, 
underlying mechanisms, and consequences of biological variation.  Within the life sciences, there 
are many disciplines that share these questions but have nonetheless carved out their own 
identity.  In addition to departmental divisions, related disciplines often have separate funding 
opportunities and initiatives, conferences, and training curricula. There are many ways in which 
this ‘divide and conquer’ approach to research has been productive; however, there are 
consequences to specialization, as well. We suggest that questions about individual and population 
variation extend far beyond the life sciences, and we consider how the current degree of division 
between fields makes it more difficult to conduct, and can even disincentivize, the integrative 
research needed to answer these fundamental questions.  Finally, we recommend that collaboration 
across traditional research boundaries—including the biological, medical, and social sciences, 
along with the humanities—will be critical to progress.  This is especially true in areas at the 
intersection of science and society, including in the analysis and interpretation of Big Data, the 
emerging fields of precision (also known as personalized) medicine, and community and 
population health. Although the importance of interdisciplinary collaboration and research is 
acknowledged, these collaborations are often unfeasible within current academic structures. This 
is why initiatives like the Pop-Up Institutes are so important.   
 
 
INSTITUTE PERSONNEL AND STRUCTURE 
 The leadership of the Pop-Up Institute consisted of a director, Dr. Hans Hofmann 
(Integrative Biology, Center for Computational Biology & Bioinformatics), a Principal Team of 
faculty—Drs. Molly Bray (Nutritional Sciences), Mike Daniels (Statistics & Data Sciences), Mark 
Hayward (Sociology), Vishy Iyer (Institute for Cellular and Molecular Biology), and Chris Webb 
(Dell Medical School)—and Institute Coordinator Dr. Tessa Solomon-Lane (postdoctoral fellow, 
Integrative Biology). Administrative support was provided by Nicole Elmer (Center for 
Computational Biology & Bioinformatics). Leading up to the Institute in May 2017, this group 
was responsible for developing the topic, deciding on the Institute structure and schedule of events, 
inviting speakers, and leading the Working Groups. 
 
Eight Pop-Up Institute Fellows were chosen based on an application process and provided with 
one month of funding (stipend plus fringe): 
Amelia Hall (grad student, Molecular Biosciences) 
Amy Velchoff (grad student, Population Research Center) 
Andrew Grotzinger (grad student, Psychology) 
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Dr. Ashley Teufel (postdoc, Integrative Biology) 
Connor Sheehan (grad student, Sociology, Population Research Center) 
Dr. Farya Phillips (postdoc, Social Work) 
Dr. Margherita Malanchini (postdoc, Population Research Center) 
Dr. Maryjka Blaszczky (postdoc, Anthropology) 
 
  
PREPARATION 
 In preparation for the Pop-Up Institute, the Principal Team met regularly with the Director 
and Coordinator, beginning around September 2016. A number of additional meetings between 
the Director and Coordinator ensured progress between group meetings. We also held a Town Hall 
meeting for all interested faculty, staff, postdocs, graduate students, as well as two Focus Group 
meetings specifically for trainees. These meetings, in and of themselves, were very productive and 
helped shape the specific topics of the Working Groups.  
 Feedback: Potential participants frequently asked for more information about what, 
exactly, we were going to focus on and accomplish. The answer that the topics and products were 
to depend on the participants, their interests and expertise, was unsatisfying for some and possibly 
resulted in researchers deciding not to participate. The organic process was very productive, 
however, and we would not change this in the future. The organic structure of the Pop-Up Institutes 
could be more clearly communicated. It may also be better understood now that the first year of 
Pop-Ups are complete. It was also challenging to access the appropriate listservs to advertise the 
Institute to diverse faculty, postdocs, and graduate students.  
  
 
INSTITUTE EVENTS  
 The Pop-Up Institute included three weeks of scheduled events (Appendix A), starting with 
a full-day Symposium open to the UT community, three full days of Workshops, Working Groups 
then met over a period of two weeks, and, finally, a wrap-up event called Launching the Future.  
 The Opening Symposium (May 8, 2017) for the Pop-Up Institute was also the 5th Annual 
Big Data in Biology Symposium, organized by the Center for Computational Biology & 
Bioinformatics. Every year, this symposium provides a setting for researchers and trainees with an 
interest in computational biology, bioinformatics, and systems biology to interact. Excellent 
research that takes advantage of high throughput approaches, complex data, and/or high 
performance computing is showcased from The University of Texas at Austin, including TACC 
(Texas Advanced Computing Center). This event was open to the whole UT community and 
brought together diverse researchers—from biology, medicine, statistics, nutrition, sociology, 
public health, anthropology, athletics, and more—to collaborate across traditional research 
boundaries, investigating the causes and consequences of individual and population variation. The 
schedule (Appendix B) included three keynote speakers invited from outside institutions—Drs. 
Alfred Hero, Margaret (Peg) McCarthy, and George Weinstock—UT speakers including Drs. 
David Paydarfar and Fellows Dr. Maryjka Blaszczyk, Dr. Farya Phillips, Dr. Margherita 
Malanchini, and Andrew Grotzinger. Drs. Howard Ochman and Molly Bray also gave keynote 
talks, standing in for Dr. Weinstock and Dr. McCarthy, who both had to cancel last minute. The 
Symposium also featured a panel of Pop-Up Institute Principal Team members, Dr. Hans Hofmann 
as moderator and Drs. Molly Bray, Vishy Iyer, Mark Hayward, and Chris Webb, as well as a poster 
session. 157 people pre-registered for the Symposium.   
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 The Workshops lasted three days (May 9-11, 2017) and brought all Pop-Up Institute 
participants together in the same room. The goals were to: 1) identify fundamental similarities 
across disciplines and promising, central research questions, 2) establish a unique and 
comprehensive research plan, and 3) develop solutions to shared problems that currently limit 
progress. The schedule (Appendix C) included ample time for introductions, including why 
participants were attending the Institute and the kind of research they do; “Post-it” sessions in 
which participants addressed and discussed broad questions about Health, Data, Mechanisms, and 
Barriers to Progress; designed interdisciplinary research projects; built a common glossary by 
discussing and defining important terms shared across disciplines; and the challenges and promises 
of funding and publishing interdisciplinary, collaborative research. 46 people pre-registered for 
the Workshops.   
 Three Working Groups (May 15-25, 2017) were planned that focused on more specific 
topics, including 1) Personalized Medicine; 2) Society and Health Ecosystems; and 3) Gene 
Variation, Disease, and Precision Medicine. Each Group had a different approach and set of goals 
(see below). 37 people pre-registered for the Working Groups.   
 The Pop-Up Institute ended with Launching the Future (May 26, 2017). After putting in 
the work to build collaborations across the University and Medical School, this final event was 
planned to share what had been accomplished, strategically plan for the future, and reflect and 
provide feedback about the Pop-Up Institute (Appendix D). 38 people pre-registered for Launching 
the Future.  
 
 
FELLOWSHIPS 
 We widely advertised Fellowship opportunities that would fund the participation of 
postdocs and graduate students in the Pop-Up Institute (Appendix E). Eight fellows were chosen 
and represented a variety of departments: Amelia Hall (grad student, Molecular Biosciences), Amy 
Velchoff (grad student, Population Research Center), Andrew Grotzinger (grad student, 
Psychology), Dr. Ashley Teufel (postdoc, Integrative Biology), Connor Sheehan (grad student, 
Sociology, Population Research Center), Dr. Farya Phillips (postdoc, Social Work), Dr. 
Margherita Malanchini (postdoc, Population Research Center), Dr. Maryjka Blaszczky (postdoc, 
Anthropology). The Fellows were critical to the success of the Institute, in particular through their 
intellectual and written contributions. Additional trainees, staff, faculty, and administrators, 
representing a wide variety of departments from UT and Dell Medical School, participated in all 
phases of the Institute.  
 Feedback: We would strongly recommend that trainee Fellowships be included in any 
future Pop-Up Institutes.  
 
 
CONTENT AND PRODUCTS 
Opening Symposium 

The Opening Symposium lead to building a university-wide community; identifying topics 
and discussion points for the Workshops and Working Groups; identifying opportunities and 
challenges for implementing Pop-Up-related research and education programs across the 
University; and enhancing UT’s reputation.  
 
 



 7 

Workshops 
 The collaborative Post-it sessions, and resulting discussions, lead to interesting conclusions 
about the similarities and differences across disciplines for the topics of Data, Mechanisms, and 
Health. The word clouds generated from the transcribed post-it notes revealed topics that are 
critical across disciplines (Appendices F-H).  
 A Guide Page (http://guides.lib.utexas.edu/PopUpVariation) was developed by Porcia 
Vaughn, Biosciences Librarian, for Pop-Up Institute information, content, references, and 
contacts. On May 8th (Opening Symposium), the page was viewed 59 times. The highest number 
of views—175—occurred on May 12th, our “off day” after the Workshops and before the Working 
Groups. The total number of views for May was 1,280. The homepage had the most views, 
followed by the Working Groups, followed by the Gene Variation, Disease, and Personalized 
Medicine Working Group. The page is hosted by the UT Libraries and is searchable by Google.  
 A critical part of interdisciplinary collaborations is being able to communicate with each 
other. Through our conversations during the Symposium and Workshops, a list was made of 
commonly used and important words that either have different definitions across disciplines or 
lack a clear operational definition entirely. The list included: variation, mechanism, learning, data, 
cognition, achievement, outcome, development, heritability, resilience, functional, fitness, health, 
personality, and success. Understanding domain-specific definitions and usage is important not 
just for basic comprehension, but also to avoid offending collaborators in other fields.   
 
Working groups 
 We prepared for 3 Working Groups: 1) Precision Medicine (led by: Chris Webb, Jay 
Marrow); 2) Society & Health Ecosystems (led by: Hans Hofmann, Mark Hayward); and 3) Gene 
Variation, Disease, and Personalized Medicine (led by Molly Bray, Vishy Iyer). Each working 
group had a different approach, topic, and meeting schedule over the 2-week period.  
 
Precision Medicine: [Focus: grant applications] We contacted 15-20 faculty from across Dell 
Medical School and UT prior to the start of the Pop-Up Institute. While everyone was invited to 
take part in all phases of the Institute, most did not. We reviewed several potential multi-level, 
multi-disciplinary RFAs to focus on proposal development and identified 2 top candidates for the 
future and best potential for leveraging expertise of Dell Medical School: 1) Genomics and 
Neurosciences (identified lead: Dr. David Paydarfar) and 2) Genomics and Behavioral Health 
(identified lead: Dr. Stephen Strakowski). Dell Medical leads (Paydarfar, Strakowski) are currently 
opening clinics and recognized the great potential of these efforts, especially for future grant 
cycles.  
 
Outcomes: The group did not, ultimately, meet or write grants because the faculty leaders needed 
to sign on could not commit.  
 
Lessons learned: 
1. UT Austin and Dell Medical partners had fruitful discussions and learned about research 

strengths through “Pecha Kucha” format (i.e., quick introductions, quick insights) 
2. Intense, contiguous day scheduling is difficult for Dell Medical faculty participation, especially 

during finds / summer transformation.  
o Potential solution: scheduling during early morning, early evening  

3. The timing of NIH’s hiatus for “All of Us” Precision Medicine initiative decreases our options 
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4. We tried to convene the “right” people in the room, but 
need to explore more “organic” ways to get folks in the 
room together. 

5. A collaboration coordinator would be useful for bringing 
together groups. For example, Lourdes Rodriguez at Dell 
Medical has a “tree” of campus / community connectivity  

 
 
Society & Health Ecosystems: [Focus: review paper] 
Participants were recruited from those who were already 
involved in the Pop-Up Institute (Symposium, Workshops). 
Participants (10 researchers) represented three primary 
research areas: biology, social science, and healthcare. From 
the outset, our goal was to write a review paper describing the 
intersection of these fields, how integrative research is critical 
to understanding society and its role for health and health 
ecosystems. We relied on organic interactions among 
participants who were committed to the Working Group to 
drive discussion and collaboration. This was a highly effective format and led to the formation of 
2 subgroups that each wrote a Health Catalyst grant. One, entitled “Geo-genetics: A visualization 
tool to quantify the impact of neighborhood characteristics on mental health,” was submitted. The 
second proposal, which focuses on patient-centered care, was ultimately submitted to the 
Livestrong Cancer Institute, a better fit for the research than the Health Catalyst competition.  
 
Content:  
• Biology, social science, and healthcare share a large proportion of relevant terminology, but 

there can be key differences in controlled vocabulary / domain-specific operational definitions 
• Participants from different fields largely agreed from the outset on which biological levels 

were relevant and important to include (genome, physiology / hormone, behavior, social 
network / environment); however, fields differed in how often those different biological levels 
of analysis were included and whether researchers had the necessary expertise. For example, 
genomics / transcriptomics were of great interest to everyone, but the logistics were unknown. 
Participants did not know what kind of samples could be collected to get genomic data (blood, 
saliva), how much it costs, who to collaborate with for data management and analysis (CCBB), 
or what kinds of (integrative) conclusions could be made with these data (including fairly basic 
to cutting-edge questions, for example, about how to interpret associations between genomic 
data from saliva and behavior).  

• Bridging the divide between human and animal research was also of great interest, but it was 
also a source of frustration in a variety of ways.  

o For both animal researchers and human researchers, there was a great interest in 
accessing and utilizing relevant research. For example, for social scientists studying 
hormones, there is a rich animal literature that could be used to understand the 
reciprocal interactions between hormones and behavior and hormone-hormone 
interactions. For animal researchers studying social behavior, there is a rich human and 
medical literature on interactions between individual behavior, social networks / 
groups, and physical and mental health.  

Tree of campus / community 
connectivity, by Lourdes Rodriguez. 
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o However, it can be difficult to know how to find this parallel literature because search 
terms are different (e.g., life history in animal research and life course in human 
research) and the baseline / assumed knowledge in each field differs, making studies 
difficult to interpret. 

o There was frustration expressed that widely accepted biological principles are not 
allowed in particular areas of human research. For example, data clearly show that there 
is a biological (including genetic) basis for behavior and mental / intellectual traits and 
abilities. In particular human-centric fields, this view (reality?) is not accepted. It either 
may not be accepted as true, or it may not be included as a focus for a particular 
initiative, program, grant, etc. From a historical and ethical perspective, it is not 
unreasonable to hold this area of research to the highest of standards. For example, 
given the systemic, and systematic, racial inequalities in the US, these social factors 
should be weighted heavily before citing race as the cause for achievement differences. 
However, this must be balanced with the reality that a research program cannot function 
if particular outcomes are not accepted from the outset (i.e., behavior has a genetic 
basis). It is also noteworthy that the social scientists, biologists, and healthcare 
providers discussed not necessarily having the historical or ethical training to navigate 
these issues. In some instances, it may not be something they should navigate. An 
ethicist should be involved.  

o Ethicists have a desire to be involved with researchers, and collaborations can and 
should be established for all stages of the research process. This is especially important 
and relevant for researchers in healthcare; however, it is not limited to this field. For 
example, an ongoing research project aims to identify what aspects of an environment 
are responsible for interacting with the genome to result in negative phenotypes. Once 
identified, interventions can be designed that change the interaction and reduce the 
incidence of the negative phenotype. However, an interesting ethical question was 
raised: how do the researchers plan to both share their findings with the public—
including the research participants—and protect those people living in problematic 
environments. What if property values drop, as a result of these findings, causing 
further insult to injury?  

 
Outcomes:  
• Review / perspective paper 
• Health Catalyst grant: Geo-genetics: A visualization tool to quantify the impact of 

neighborhood characteristics on mental health 
• Livestrong Cancer Institute: Patient- and family-centered cancer care  
  
 
Gene Variation, Disease, and Personalized Medicine: [Focus: Hack-a-thon / data analysis] 
Participants were recruited from those who were already involved in the Pop-Up Institute 
(Symposium, Workshops). 21 researchers participated, including a few faculty members who've 
attended at least one of our sessions. Time was spent examining data from the TIGER exercise 
study that was kindly provided by Dr. Molly Bray. It gave a good sample of data that integrates 
phenotypic/biometric data and genotype data. Various analyses were discussed, driven by 
questions from the group (e.g. how does FTO gene allelic status relate to gene expression, splicing, 
methylation). Analyses of additional datasets of interest were also discussed, including datasets 
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for tumor variation/heterogeneity, and pseudomonas genotype data. Critically important 
discussions also took place about motivating questions, data access, integration, and analysis, 
using these example datasets, as well as possible solutions to these obstacles. A diversity of 
software programs was used for integrative analysis, to address issues of missing data and clean-
up, analysis methods (PCA, probabilistic modeling), reproducibility, and code availability. 
 
Content:  
• The need for secondary data was an important focus for participants. Discussions included 

what data is out there, what is included, whether it focuses on a clinical or population level, 
etc.  

• Challenges and potential solutions (novel and from other institutions / countries) to data 
accessibility and sharing issues were discussed, such as creating a visa or passport system for 
data access. Delays are a problem with the current system.  

• Databases can differ substantially, and there are no standards for systematically downloading 
datasets, interfaces, whether the data is in raw or processed form, etc.  

• Researchers, especially those new to Big Data analysis, need to be able to predict the scale of 
their computing needs. For a project, researchers also need to know what kinds of analyses 
they will need, what outside or learned expertise, software needs, how the interpret 
appropriately for a given field (social science vs. biomedical sciences vs. both), and how to 
visualize data.  

• Finding collaborators and supporting interdisciplinary collaborations.  
• Graduate curricula are not giving trainees the breadth of expertise needed to support their 

scientific careers. Trainees need both domain knowledge and skills, and opportunities to apply 
that knowledge. There are workshops and short courses already on campus, but PIs can be 
reluctant to pay for it. Branding these as professional development is often more successful 
than branding as training. 

• Consulting services are also an option, but PIs do not want to pay for it. PIs also often want to 
generate data rather than working with secondary data. Communication barriers are also an 
issue if the consultants and the researchers come from different disciplines.  

• What is the incentive structure for researchers (graduate students, postdocs, and faculty) for 
collaboration? Interdisciplinary collaboration?  

• Solutions: Validate results through multiple analytical methods; describe the analytical 
methods in manuscripts with enough detail that they can be reproduced; publish code; use code 
written in multiple programming languages; support / mandate policies for open access, data 
sharing, transparency, and reproducibility.  

• UT could lead by example by organizing / building infrastructure for campus-wide data 
management, data sharing, and collaboration.  

 
Outcomes:  
• Biomedical Resource Center library guide page for –omics research 

(http://guides.lib.utexas.edu/biomecdicalresourcecenter): This page is designed to be used as a 
tool for upper level undergrads and graduate students, and to help Dell connect to UT 
researchers.  It will be a living document that maintains an up-to-date curated list of on campus 
research, publications, tools, datasets that are being used, recommendations for training (on 
campus, off campus, and online), and a tool that helps a researcher develop their analysis 
pipeline. It could also be used to facilitate collaborations among faculty and aid new graduate 
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students or prospective postdocs in finding a lab by listing primary research areas, techniques 
in use, and skills that PIs are looking to recruit. Because the page is Google searched and 
crawled, it will also increase UT and UT researcher visibility.  With VPR backing, a GRA 
could help make this guide page become a robust information tool.  

• A paper describing the creation and utility of the Biomedical Resource Center guide page (to 
be published in PeerJ) will enhance the tool, increase visibility, service as a campus case study 
(especially for data quality control, management, and sharing), discuss what solutions are 
already in place, as well as future directions.  

 
Launching the Future  
Was there a discipline (or disciplines) that was NOT represented at the Pop-Up Institute that 
would have been useful to include? 
• Direct care providers and clinical faculty who signed up for the Pop-up Institute and but did 

not attend 
• Economics  
• Computer science (applied machine learning, image processing, AI, deep learning) 
• Engineering (biomedical, industrial) 
• Bioinformatics 
• School of Information (archival resources) 
• Humanities and liberal arts 
• Communications 
• TACC 
• Technology 
• Psychiatry 
• Post-Modern researchers 
• Geography (physical + cultural geography) participants, especially for the conversations about 

integrating medical, environmental, and phenotype/genotype data. 
• Journalism 
• Design Institute for Health 
• Ethicists  
  
Discussion topics: 
• Incentive structures (especially for promotion and tenure) for collaboration and participating 

in Pop-Up Institute-like initiatives. How can synergistic activities be quantified and rewarded?   
• There are different ways of building infrastructure, and these multiple ways are needed. There 

are emergent properties of groups and community building.   
• It is critical to get people into a room together (provide food) because the organic process of 

getting to know you is invaluable. Could be facilitated through periodic get-togethers, at which 
researchers from Dell Med, CNS, and the Liberal Arts can share what they have been doing 
and what they want to do. The VPR could instigate and support this at a low cost. 

• Additional opportunities for grad students and PIs to present to interdisciplinary groups (e.g., 
lunch seminars). A cancer seminar series, and some departments and centers (e.g., the 
Population Research Center has rotating groups), is already doing this. Events that are faculty 
only, postdoc only, or grad student only are important and okay, but trainees should not be 



 12 

ignored. A survey to assess what is already happening would be useful (e.g., data blitzes, 
science speed “dating” / networking).  

• Collaboration pipeline: Interdisciplinary classes / teaching are great opportunities to build 
collaborations and recruit collaborators and trainees to do the work, but bureaucratic red tape 
can prevent this. Example: T32 training grant on Data Science, new grad course which is intro 
to data science. A collaboration coordinator would be useful. The libraries are in a good 
position to know what researchers are doing and what they want to do; however, this is an 
immense amount of work to manage for the campus. It would require a dedicated position.  

• Collaboration in the context of raising the profile of the University. The VPR needs to know 
what it will take to change the culture and create the collaborative environment.  

• UT should take advantage of Influuent, an Elsevier-based researcher networking portal at Dell 
Med (automatically populated by Scopus), but researchers must enter their information for this 
to work. It breaks down outside of the biomedical sciences.  

• Focusing on postdocs and new faculty can help facilitate making this change towards a more 
collaborative environment. UT can set the standard for what the culture of collaboration is.  

  
 
COMMUNICATION STRATEGIES  

[Published as a BEACON Center blog] One of the highlights of our Institute was talking 
to each other—faculty, administration, staff, postdocs, and graduate students, together—about our 
research and discovering shared interests, approaches, and future goals. However, communicating 
with each other wasn’t always easy. Here are some approaches we used to build bridges across 
disciplines.   

First, we introduced ourselves. This seems simple, but how often do we take the time to 
learn who is in the room, especially if there’s a large group? But the time invested here will be 
worthwhile. Not only does it start the getting-to-know-you process, knowing the areas of expertise 
represented facilitates collaboration.  

Second, we participated in a number of activities together that required communication but 
had their own end goals, other than research collaboration. For example, many BEACONites will 
be familiar with the Post-It note exercise where an overarching question is posed to the group and 
each participant answers on a Post-It note. All of the Post-Its get placed on a wall, and participants 
work together to organize the answers into categories. This organizational process is a great 
motivator for conversation!  

Third, we explicitly tackled the differences in vocabulary and domain knowledge by 
building a common glossary. We started with a list of important words that participants used when 
discussing their own research, prioritizing those that prompted the most questions and interest, 
such as health, variation, mechanism, learning, achievement, personality, and development. The 
resulting discussions were fascinating and highlighted areas of overlap and gaps to be addressed 
among disciplines.  

Finally, the importance of time cannot be overstated. While one-time workshops can be 
very productive, building relationships and developing ideas takes time. For the Pop-Up Institute, 
the goal was to work together in the same physical space, but technology can facilitate additional 
formats, such as video conferencing and collaborative digital workspaces.   
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POST-INSTITUTE SURVEY  
 Pop-Up Institute participants (n=29 responses) were asked to answer and respond to the 
following questions and statements. See Appendix I for responses.  
 
1. In which phases of the Pop-Up Institute did you participate? Please select the box even if you 

could not participate for the full time. 
2. Please indicate how useful each part of the Pop-Up Institute was to you: Symposium, 

Workshops, Working Groups. 
3. I benefited from my involvement in the Pop-Up Institute.  
4. After the Pop-Up Institute, I am likely to stay in touch with new (or renewed) contacts from 

the Institute.  
5. After the Pop-Up Institute, I am likely to collaborate with new (or renewed) contacts from the 

Institute. 
6. I would participate in future events related to this Pop-Up Institute.  
7. The goals of the Pop-Up Institute were clearly defined.  
8. The organizers were well prepared. 
9. The goals of the Pop-Up Institute were met.  
10. The Pop-Up Institute topics were well organized.  
11. The length of the Pop-Up Institute was appropriate.  
12. How useful was it to have a cross-disciplinary librarian (Porcia Vaughn) involved in the Pop-

Up Institute? 
13. How likely are you to seek out Porcia and/or other library services for your research, teaching, 

or other projects in the future? 
14. How much did the Pop-Up Institute Fellows and Fellowships contribute to the success of the 

Institute? 
15. After participating in the Pop-Up Institute, your interest in communicating to other disciplines 

is: Much higher, Moderately higher, Slightly higher, About the same, Slightly lower, 
Moderately lower, Much lower? 

16. After participating in the Pop-Up Institute, your ability to communicate to other disciplines is: 
Much better, Somewhat better, About the same, Somewhat worse, Much worse? 

17. How important do you think interdisciplinary collaborations or events are to scientific / 
medical progress (e.g., to understanding the causes and consequences of individual and 
population variation)? 

18. How likely are you to seek out or enter into an interdisciplinary collaboration? 
19. Has your experience with the Pop-Up Institute affected your likelihood to collaborate across 

disciplines? 
20. Are your colleagues supportive of interdisciplinary collaborations? 
 
Participants were also asked the following open-ended questions:  
 
1. Please provide any comments or suggestions for how the library and librarians could continue 

to support your research after the Pop-Up Institute. 
• Continue updating the online resource + develop similar for other areas 
• The life sciences librarian will be a key driver of our proposed "Biomedical Big Data 

Resource Center" resource. 
• Show and tell 
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• Data archiving of genomic data.  
• Just knowing Porcia and the biosciences libraries will be helping to archive and maintain 

our page after we've finished the initial population of resources is really helpful.  
• Porcia is an invaluable resource and a force of nature 

 
2. Please provide any comments or suggestions about the Pop-Up Institute Fellowships or the 

roles of the Fellows. 
• Have specific worktimes scheduled just for the fellows 
• Use the fellows more 
• Might be better to have fewer fellows but all summer long fellowships. 
• Their enthusiasm and hard work made the PUI a success! 

 
3. Please share any other comments, suggestions, questions about this Pop-Up Institute. 

• This was awesome!! 
• In an important sense the lack of specific focus helped us learn to talk to one another. In 

another way, given the large time commitment, it might have been beneficial to have break-
out groups to focus on more specific questions & issues. 

• It has been great and if I find a way to be able to stay at UT I would love to work with some 
of the people I met at the pop-up institute 

• Need to try to identify external funding opportunities that could be aimed for as a 
collaborative group. 

• Really enjoyed it.  Learned a lot. 
• Great opportunity to meet interesting people across disciplines 

 
4. Please share any feedback for the VPR Office about the Pop-Up Institute initiative. 

• This Pop-Up institute was a great idea -- thank you for supporting it. We look forward to 
working with the VPR office to sustain and enlarge such cross-disciplinary research 
opportunities. This is not a request for huge pots of $$; rather we think it is an opportunity 
to target high-value, relatively low-cost measures ("mini-initiatives") to build on the 
momentum generated here. 

• Perhaps providing support for a low-intensity month following the intense pop-up institute 
month to facilitate follow-up to complete deliverables 

• Need to support this initiative in the form of monthly/bi-annual symposium where students 
and faculty could continue to interact, share data, and share barriers that might be overcome 
by people here at UT. 

• Excellent connections were made, please continue to support similar future ventures! 
• Better organization of space in same building throughout the Pop-up, rather than have 

groups move around constantly. 
• Maybe keep a follow-up meeting in a few months from now. 
• Thanks for supporting this! 
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AGENDA FOR DISCUSSION WITH VPR 
• Administrative support 
• Budget  
• Advertising / communications 
• Small grants program for immediate follow-up  
• Overlap among PUIs, which ran almost concurrently  

o There were similar discussions and needs across the three Pop-Ups 
• What is the plan to archive this work and share the information? 
• Strongly recommend including libraries or service providers (TACC) 
• Strongly recommend including Fellows 
 
 
MOVING FORWARD 
• Keeping the group together 
• Small grants 
• GRA with Porcia Vaughn, Biosciences Librarian 
• Collaboration coordinator  
• Campus mandate to enter the Influuent database to facilitate collaboration Mandating  
• Campus mandate for data sharing and open access (make a pre-print available) 
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Appendix A: Calendar of Events  
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Appendix B 
Opening Symposium | Pop-Up Institute 

5th Annual Symposium in Big Data in Biology 
Texas Union Ballroom (UNB 3.202) 

May 8, 2017 
 
8:30 Breakfast 
 
9:00  Opening remarks: Drs. Hans Hofmann, Chris Webb 
 
9:10  Keynote I: Prof. George Weinstock (Jackson Laboratory): “Variation of the Human 

Microbiome” 
 
9:55  Local talk I: Prof. David Paydarfar (Chair of Neurology, Dell Medical School): “Tailoring a 

Brain Therapy: How Can We Break the Curse of Dimensionality?” 
 
10:25  Coffee Break 
 
10:45 Keynote II: Prof. Alfred Hero (University of Michigan): “Integration and differentiation in 

multimodal longitudinal datasets” 
 
11:30  Local talk II: Dr. Maryjka Blaszczyk (Anthropology, UT Austin): “Into the wild: behavioral 

variation in a natural primate population” 
 
12:00  Lunch 
 
1:10  Keynote III: Prof. Margaret McCarthy (University of Maryland School of Medicine): 

“Neuroinflammation, Neuroepigenetics and Male Vulnerability” 
 
1:55  Pop-Up Institute Fellows:  

Dr. Farya Phillips: “The impact of parental cancer on children & families” 
Dr. Margherita Malanchini: “The origins of individual differences in educational 17chievement: 
beyond cognitive skills” 
Andrew Grotzinger: “Relationships between hair testosterone, hair cortisol, and adolescent 
externalizing behaviors” 

 
2:35  Coffee Break 
 
3:05  Interactive Panel by the Pop-Up Institute Principal Members: Drs. Molly Bray (Nutritional 

Science), Mark Hayward (Sociology), Vishy Iyer (Molecular Biosciences), and Chris Webb (Dell 
Medical), moderated by Dr. Hans Hofmann (Integrative Biology) 

 
4:05  Reception with Poster Session 
 
5:30  Adjourn  
 
 
 
 
   



 18 

Appendix C 
Working Groups | Pop-Up Institute 

 
DAY 1: TUESDAY MAY 9 (Meet in CLA 1.104; breakout rooms: CLA 0.104, 0.106)  
9:00am  Introductions��
9:20am  Soap Boxes 1: What I do, Why I’m here (10 participants x 5 min) 
10:15am  Coffee Break and Snacks  
10:45am  Post-Its: Data (Hero)  
11:30am  Report back  
12:00pm  Lunch  
1:30pm  Soap Box 2: What I do, Why I’m here (10 participants x 5 min) 
2:30pm  Post-Its: Mechanism  
3:15pm  Report back  
3:45pm  Coffee Break and Snacks  
4:15pm  Glossary session��

Identify relevant research terms across disciplines  
Which are important? Which definitions are discipline-specific?  
Develop operational definitions, shared vs. different across disciplines  

4:30pm  Wrap-up; Funding and publishing  
 
DAY 2: WEDNESDAY MAY 10 (Meet in UNB 2.102; breakout rooms: UNB 4.224, 4.206)  
9:00am  Plan for the day  
9:20am  Post-Its: Health 
10:05am Report back  
10:20am Coffee Break and Snacks  
10:50am  Soap Boxes 3: What I need (10 participants x 5 min) 
12:00pm  Lunch  
1:30pm  Breakout groups: similar disciplines discuss; Refining the questions� 
2:00pm  Breakout groups: interdisciplinary groups discuss; Refining the questions 
2:45pm  Post-Its: Challenges and Future Directions  
   What are the most promising research questions?  

What are the challenges preventing progress?  
3:30 pm  Coffee Break and Snacks 
4:00pm  Writing (individual, small groups) 
4:50pm  Wrap-up�� �
 
DAY 3: THURSDAY MAY 11 (Meet in UNB 2.102; breakout rooms UNB 3.116, 4.206)  
9:00am  Writing��
10:15am  Coffee Break and Snacks  
10:30am  Writing��
12:00pm  Lunch  
1:30pm  Soap Boxes 4: Are we being ambitious enough? (10 participants x 5 min) 
2:30pm  Assemble White Paper 
3:30pm  Coffee Break and Snacks 
4:00pm  Wrap-up; Introduce Working Group themes and schedules, participant sign-up  
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Appendix D 
 

Launching the Future | Pop-Up Institute 
 

 
9:00   Recap and Updates (word clouds from post-its) 
 
9:30  Compiling the white paper 
   Outline sections 
 
10:30  Coffee Break  
 
11:00  PUI Fellows: How the PUI has affected me (post-its)  
 
12:00  Lunch  
 
1:00  Resources we’ve developed (Porcia & Tessa) 
 
1:30  Feedback from VPR Office (Jennifer Lyon Gardner)  
 
2:00  Feedback survey: What worked, what didn’t? 
 
2:30   Strategic planning 
   Hiring: What faculty are needed, joint hiring  
   Grants 
   Status on the budget 
 
3:00   Adjourn  
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Appendix E 
 

Seeing the Tree AND the Forest: Understanding Individual and Population Variation in 
Biology, Medicine, and Society 

 
Director: Hans Hofmann��
Institute Coordinator: Tessa Solomon-Lane (tksolomonlane@utexas.edu)  
 
Announcement: One month Pop-Up Institute Fellowships (May 2017)  
 
About the Institute: The Vice President for Research recently funded three Pop-Up Institutes in 
an effort to foster interdisciplinary research and collaborations across campus. Seeing the Tree 
and the Forest will pursue the fundamental question: what are the causes and consequences of 
individual variation? Individuals differ in a myriad of ways, from their genetics to their lifetime 
health. Understanding this variation is critically important for promoting the success of 
individuals and the populations within which they live. This Institute brings together faculty and 
trainees from the Natural Sciences, Liberal Arts, Dell Medical School, and other institutions to 
collaborate across traditional research boundaries. Together, they aim to identify fundamental 
similarities and shared research goals across disciplines; establish a unique, integrative, and 
collaborative and research plan; and develop solutions to shared problems that limit progress.  
 
Fellowships: The fellowships provide one month of funding, plus fringe, to support the work of 
graduate students and postdocs in the Pop-Up Institute. Fellows will have the opportunity to take 
on leadership roles in one of the themed working groups. The preliminary themes are: 1) 
Relationship between personalized medicine and population health; 2) Society & Health 
Ecosystems; 3) Decision-making in clinical contexts; and 4) Hackathon: Gene variation and 
disease.  
 
Timeline: The Institute itself begins on May 8, 2017 and ends on May 26, 2017, including the 
Opening Symposium (May 8), workshops (May 9-11), working groups (May 15-25), and 
Launching the Future (May 26). Fellows should also expect to dedicate some time before and 
after the Institute events (May 1-5; May 29-31).  
 
To be considered for this Fellowship: Please send Tessa Solomon-Lane 
(tksolomonlane@utexas.edu) the following materials with the e-mail subject line “Pop-Up 
Institute Fellowship”:  

1. A current CV � 
2. Identify the working group theme in which you are most interested � 
3. Write a short paragraph (250 words max.) describing what you do and why you are 
�interested in being a Pop-Up Institute fellow � 
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Appendix F: Post-Its 1: Data 

 
 
 
Appendix G: Post-Its 2: Mechanism 
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Appendix H: Post-Its 3: Health 
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Appendix I: Survey results 
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