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Kara: Hello this is Kara.  

Courtney: And this is Courtney, and you’re listening to STEAM Talk Episode 6.  

Kara: So Courtney, just a few weeks ago, I had a lovely time at the Miller Park Zoo in Bloomington 

[Illinois]. Have you ever been?  

Courtney: I have not been actually, but it’s on my bucket list, for sure. Because it is such a great and 

local place to go. Did you have a favorite animal at the zoo?  

Kara: While, it is hard to choose a favorite, but I would say we really enjoyed watching the otters. We 

just happened to be walking by when they were being fed. It was fun to see the otters playing and 

swimming and chasing after their food in the water. So it was a really great experience and a lot of 

fun. But that’s just one of the many awesome animals that are there. Do you have a favorite animal at 

the zoo?  

Courtney: Yes, actually I do. I am a big fan of their social media pages, so I’m absolutely in love with 

their Palace Cats. These little, wild, small, ferocious little kittens. They look like house cats, but they 

are bigger, they live in caves. They’re just so cool. And Bloomington Zoo has them. So, I’m excited 

about that.  

Kara: One of the most popular creatures at the zoo are the adorable red pandas. And in today’s 

episode we are going to have a talk with Molly Frank who had an internship at the Miller Park Zoo. 

And that led her to being up close and personal with the red pandas. She submitted a photograph to 

the Image of Research Contest entitled “Relaxing the Reds” which won the undergraduate people’s 

choice award in the contest at Illinois State University. In this episode, we’re going to share our 

conversation with her about her undergraduate research experience, her internship at the zoo, her 

passion for conservation and sea level rise, and more. So, let’s jump right into our interview with 

Molly Frank.  

Courtney: Today we are talking with Molly Frank who is a finalist in the Image of Research Contest at 

Illinois State, and she has taken, possibly, the cutest photo from the contest. I would think that's a group 

consensus that it is the cutest photo. And it also won the People's Choice Award! We're going to get into 

talking about the photo and Molly's process with this project. We're going to start with introducing 

herself, so do you want to give us a little rundown of your journey to Illinois State and what your current 

research projects are, we'd love to hear it.  

Molly: Yeah, of course. So, I'm a senior here and I'm studying conservation biology and zoology, and I 

actually started here as a freshman athletic training major. And very quickly figured out that I didn't 

want to do that, but I didn't know what I wanted to do. So, I actually went home to community college 

as an interior design major and took some sustainability courses, and it was actually there that I got 

really passionate about the sustainability side of things. I had to do a presentation on a topic we were 



passionate about, obviously in that sustainability realm, and I picked sea level rise and all of my 

comments from my fellow design major friends were like, “You need to switch your major!”, “You're so 

passionate!” “You sounded so great about it!”, like, so it was kind of ironic, and I was like, I don't want to 

switch again! I just got here! I figured out that it was my passion, And I looked up Midwest schools with 

environmental degrees, and the first pop up was the conservation biology degree at Illinois State so I 

took that as a bit of a sign to come back to Illinois State. So, by the next semester I was back here. 

Courtney:  That's such a unique journey to have, especially considering you switch to major a couple 

times, not just once, and, started here, and then ended up back, here so that's awesome.  

Molly: Oh, Yes.  

Courtney: I really appreciate the discussion about going back to community college for as a freshman. 

That's where I started my journey in college, I think Community College is definitely one of the best 

resources you have available to you when you're trying to decide what you want to do in college for 

sure. 

Molly: Exactly, yeah it was so beneficial to me. 

Kara: I also appreciate that. We all enter college just kind of trying to figure out what we want to do and 

that it's okay to not have a goal, or a game plan until you start to experience different things and try 

different things. It's so important to take advantage of those directions that you're interested in and just 

find that fit for you, and I think that's just a great story for everybody. 

Molly: Well thank you. Yeah, that's how I always felt. I remember clearly freaking out about switching 

majors, and I was with my family, and every single one of them had a story about how they're either not 

using the degree they got or how they switched and they were like, it's the process and that was just like 

so eye opening. 

Courtney: Yes, it is definitely the most normal thing in the world to do is to question and change your 

mind about yourself, because it's a big commitment to devote time to studying something and then 

potentially devoting the rest of your working career to it as well. It's not something you should take 

lightly there sure. 

Molly: Yes. 

Kara: So you talked about your journey here to Illinois State, Can you tell me a little bit about the 

research projects that inspired the photo that you submitted to the Image of Research Contest? 

Molly: Yes. Yeah, as just kind of a part of getting back to Illinois State. I really wanted to get more 

involved in things. I realized that was something I lacked my Freshman year. So, I just kind of started 

looking for more things to do. And unfortunately, there was not a lot of research at the time that had to 

do with either Zoology or something I was interested in, or something that they were accepting students 

into, so I couldn't find anything on campus. And I remember, I just googled, “zoology opportunities near 

me,” I was just so desperate for anything. And I did not know that we had a Zoo in Bloomington here! 

Miller Park Zoo. So that's actually how I found that and I started as a volunteer with them and I just did 

animal care work as a volunteer, like four hours a week, really small. And then it led into being able to 

do the internship, which was so wonderful. 



Courtney: That's so fun I love that, and I love that you just devoted yourself to finding anything. You 

could not just limiting yourself to what was being advertised you on campus, you know, taking that 

initiative to find your own path here. 

Kara: So for our listeners, what is the difference between “Zoology” and “Conservation Biology?”  

Molly: so Conservation Biology is a similar study to like an Environmental Science or anything like that. 

It's all about the conservation of the abiotic and biotic factors of our planet. So that has to do with 

saving species of animals or saving species of plants, saving environments that we're losing. So here in 

the Midwest, we work a lot with saving the natural prairie environment, and then Zoology is all about 

the study of animals, so it's not just like studying to be a zookeeper, it's about animal behavior. It's 

about animal interactions. The anatomy and physiology so it's really in depth with that so I was lucky 

enough to be able to be a double major in both of those so I'm kind of combining that as a way to do 

conservation of animal species. 

Kara: That's fantastic. So, you started this internship at the Miller Park Zoo. And that snowballed into 

this research project. Can you talk about how those two places started to intersect? 

Molly: Yeah, I was working in the animal care internship for big cats in Asia, that was a section of the 

zoo, and it was a really unique and lucky experience because it was incredible to work with our tiger 

Rojo, who was just so cool to be around. That was just incredible, and then we had snow leopard cubs 

when I was there, that were five weeks old, so I got such an incredible experience to be able to work 

with them, and then a part of the Asia side of it is the red pandas and something big that we're working 

on there is socializing the red pandas because they ended up having to be hand reared when they were 

young and by our zookeepers, because they lost their mother. So that involves constant interaction for 

feeding and vet checks and it's super necessary for their survival, but very, very difficult for those babies 

because it's like this total change from something that they would be biologically expecting and used to. 

So, all of that constant contact however necessary turns them very timid from further contact as they 

get older and, obviously we have weaned off contacts as there isn't like as our zoo it's not a handling do 

or like people interactions anything. However, they do have to have that context for Vet checks. Our 

goal was to get them more comfortable so that we didn't add extra stress on them just being around 

them, but also to allow for those vet checks. So, working with the big cats there's a lot of keeper-only 

interactions, and as an intern you do a lot of watching and helping behind the scenes, but the red 

pandas are not labeled keeper only so that kind of became my job and my experience, is to be the one 

trying to socialize them so that was incredible. 

Kara: What goes into socializing, a red panda?  

Molly: A typical day was like socializing, that has to do with your basic presence. We have three siblings: 

Burma, China, and Kashmir. Burma's our boy and China and Cashmere are the sisters, and the two 

sisters are in their own exhibit away from the boy. And it would just be sitting in the exhibit, it would be 

feeding them a lot of stuff that I did was rearrange their exhibit, and just do stuff that needed to get 

done like, mulching and weeding, and taking down extra branches and foreign plants, but by being in 

there and moving and making noise, it was forcing them to be exposed to our presence and get used to 

that. And I I kind of took it another step. I would talk to them, because the keepers are going to be 

talking a lot when they're around there. Anytime they're doing vet stuff there's going to be a lot of that 

back and forth. And that's not something that is obviously experienced in the wild. So, I would kind of 



talk to them I would say what I was doing, or I'm talking about my day like it was just kind of a fun thing 

to do and get them used to it. And we also did hand feeding, because it's just kind of like an easy way to 

have contact, but obviously low stress for them, and Burma, the boy hated it. He would not take 

advantage of that at all. I got him one time to eat out of the bowl in my hand and he stepped on my 

hand to eat out of the bowl, so I felt pretty great about that. But then, China and Cashmere, the sisters 

they are so food oriented, so they are really timid but as soon as you held up a banana or something and 

they're just they're all over it. They just wanted to say but you kind of scratch their cheeks a little bit so 

that was a wonderful experience. 

Courtney: That sounds like such a just excellent lucky opportunity to be able to get back up close and 

personal with such a beautiful animal  

Molly: right I felt so blessed.  

Courtney: And it's so funny that they're so food oriented I kind of do you feel like it's kind of similar to 

like how someone would train a pet like Do they have like the consistency and like the personality quirks 

Do you notice any similarities between that and potentially a pet?  

Molly: 100% Obviously, they're a wild animal but if you look at a timid stray dog that's never lived in a 

home or interacting with people, It's a lot like that where they kind of watch you they kind of try to stay 

as far as they can from you but always eyes on you, but you pull up that food and they just they start 

inching but you like reach to them too fast, they'll pull back like very much like a timid dog or cat. And 

it's really interesting you asked about like the personalities, like Burma was just absolutely, “No!”-didn't 

want anything to do with us, and then Cashmere was so food oriented pretty comfortable with us, she 

didn't want to be touched but it was more of like an annoyance. She'd pull away but it wasn't scared. So 

her sister would watch her, and if she took the food, then she'd come over and be like okay maybe I can 

take the food that was really interesting. 

 Courntey: So that's makes sense why Cashmere might be the subject of your photo.  

 

Molly: Yes.  

Courtney: She was the one who was kind of the more outgoing sister of the group.  

Molly: Yes, she stay still let me do that she's been on a banana, could you pull up the phone and they'd 

get a little wary like  

Kara: How did you decide that this was going to be a research project? 

Molly: It just kind of turned out that way that it was like exactly what I was kind of interested in but just 

such a weird like roundabout way to get there. And it kind of taught me what I really wanted to do with 

my career but watching how this was that after effect of what would happen if in the wild. These 

animals naturally would lose a mom, they wouldn't have survived and it was the same with our cubs. 

How they had disabilities. We had to work with to get them ready for breeding and that wouldn't have 

happened from a mom in the wild. So it was just really fascinating that I was starting to learn how I want 

to avoid that at all costs and avoid more keeper interactions with wild animals and more animals forced 

to be in the zoo. And I want to help save those natural environments of natural interactions between 

species and between their own like family units. 



Courtney I remember last year, the world was captivated by a certain Zoo documentary on Netflix, I felt 

like it brought a lot of these unethical roadside zoos and just these really disgusting behaviors going on 

in the animal industry in America. It's interesting to see some good coming out of a different situation 

involving a better, more capable, and research-based project and Zoo with what you do 

Molly: Yeah, and that's one of the most important things that I think a lot of zoos, obviously they work 

with conservation, but a huge thing is getting that across that it's, it's not just playing with the animals, 

it's not handling and cuddling like I never once with the cubs. I'd pick them up to like, to reposition their 

legs for like physical therapy and stuff but like, you're never cuddling them unnecessarily yeah same 

thing with the pandas and like it is just it was really like eye-opening experience for me to see everything 

that goes into that animal human interaction in the behind the scenes, and yeah, I like what you said 

about it was eye opening that that documentary was out.  

Courtney: That's a really, really interesting perspective on it, for sure. Every move you make is very 

calculated it sounds like you're trying to make sure like you're eliminating as much unnecessary contact 

as possible also making sure that contact you do have is, as meaningful as possible.   

Molly: Exactly, the calculated moves because you do want to look at like that further generations so we 

do have to have that hands on hand rearing them when they're young, so that we can continue to get 

more young, but then exactly you don't want to get too far out of their natural  experiences.  

Kara: Can you talk about your research project with the red pandas? And was it more observational? Did 

you set up any things connected to that for this research project? 

Molly: Yes, so, mine was just very observational, it was all about the pandas themselves. Watching 

them, letting them take it where it went. Because you don't want to push too far, and it wasn't about 

setting up an experiment to see how to get closer to them, it was very much just like, how would they 

interact? Would this type of contact be good for them? How would this be good for them? And it was 

kind of a learning opportunity for our zoos, and we can share it with others zoo. That what works and 

what doesn't work, and one of the things we had to start trying with Burma since the male was so timid, 

we would set up one of the tables that we would use. It was just like a little foldable card table, but we 

would use that to get him into his crate, or would use that for the vet appointment, something quick like 

that. So, we started putting that table out every single night in his exhibit so it would just be there all 

night so it wasn't so unfamiliar. And then we actually started putting his food, only on that table. 

Normally, we’ll scattered around, there's different feeding areas, we put it only on that table so you 

didn't have a choice to step on the table. And, really interesting, he wouldn't do it if we were watching! 

You'd look at him pick his foot back up, and climb back into the trees. So, it was observational and just 

trying to learn as much as we could from the animal. 

Kara: Sounds like me trying to train my cat [laughs].  

Molly: Oh, 100%.  

Courtney: It's funny how we can see our ourselves in a lot of animals in our pets in these wild animals  

Kara: So what are some things you've learned from your research? 

Molly: I've learned a lot, honestly, from I think the animals like I know that does sound a little cheesy. 

Just because it was so observational like watching them and learning like their behaviors, it was like I 



could take the thing I learned in chapter three animal behavior and be like, that's exactly what I talked 

about here and now they're doing it like it's very interesting to do that and I think I definitely learned a 

lot about myself and what I was interested in, for future careers so the zoo the keepers in the animals 

taught me that because initially it was like yeah I just want to be a zookeeper to work with animals I 

want to be hands on and doing this just like opened my eyes like I want to be hands on in the field in the 

natural environment like I want to be the step before the zoo and totally just reignited that conservation 

energy in me where I really want to go out and conserve not just the animals but like their environment 

their natural habitats and all of that. And I think it also taught me a lot with what zoos actually do 

because obviously I'm passionate and I don't see zoos as that cuddly place or right, not all bad just 

animals behind bars and stuff. But, it taught me every step that they do behind the scenes and it's like 

you said it's calculated everything about what's being said what day it's being said they changed the diet 

to down to the day and so it's really fascinating how much work they do. I have so much respect for 

keepers. 

Courtney: I'm glad you were able to give us that perspective on keepers too because since that's a local 

zoo, you can maybe do you have any advice for ISU students or anyone who's interested in maybe 

interning at the zoo like what is it a good place to start?  

Molly: I’d say start at that volunteer level, we at the zoo, we rely so much on volunteers like I know as an 

intern. I was constantly hands on working with those volunteers like oh I'll do this you do this today 

trying to get everything done, but as a volunteer. There's immediately tasks on your shoulders. It's not 

like you're just cleaning a little bit you're making diet for the animals you're helping with what needs to 

be cleaned and all that stuff for exhibits and everything so, I think, starting at that volunteer is huge and 

then if you want to be an intern. It's a huge commitment, and currently they're doing full time, but it's 

so rewarding and you learn so much I was only there for a short time just a month and I learned so much 

and had so many amazing experiences. I think it's a great place to be and they're great people to work 

with it's a really great work environment. 

Courtney: What qualities do you look for in a good volunteer on your team?  

Molly: Yeah, dedication for sure, you want to be dedicated you want to be committed to it easy to work 

with like kind of just go with the flow because if you're working with wild animals things are going to 

change somebody might not eat yesterday's meal or, you got to change your diet because the vet said 

something again today and so you got to be ready to work on your feet and a huge thing is following 

rules. I know that sounds like every job is like that but it's so important to follow it here. We have keeper 

only animals that changes sometimes by their behavior. So it’s definitely work on your feet, be 

committed, follow rules. 

Courtney: That's very helpful information for anyone who's interested in pursuing an opportunity like 

this because it sounds like a rewarding but also you have to remember how much is at stake, as well. 

When it comes to the health and wellbeing.  

Molly: Yes, it’s rewarding, cause its so hard.  

Courtney: Yes, exactly. That makes sense there's definite connection between that, like you said before 

to backtracking a little bit to your conservation and your zoology blending.They can't exist without each 

other when it comes to protecting the animal you have to protect the environment that they come 



from. And that's a great way to advocate for your decisions and majors you know like you can't save the 

red panda without saving the forest that they live in,  

Molly: Exactly. Yeah. but there is steps and categories in something that's endangered so it's not just 

endangered/extinct. There’s like high risk. there's low vulnerability. And you have to look at that and see 

that there are species that because we didn't work hard enough, they can't go back to the wild, we 

might have plenty in zoos and the successful breeding program but where are you going to send them. 

So is that they work very hands on and connected. 

Courtney: Yeah, that's an interesting point, they can't go back to the wild, then you're kind of forcing the 

whole species to shift to becoming only available in this artificial environment. I mean, quote unquote 

artificial  

Molly: Well exactly, cuz you've already lost all of those interactions in the wild environment that we're 

giving. It's called like functionally extinct, like they don't do their role in the environment at all anymore, 

even though they exist. 

Courtney: It's sad but it's also it helps you put things in perspective, I guess, and respect the work that 

goes into it. 

Kara: We're gonna shift gears to talk about your specific photo from the image of research contest.  So, 

how did you hear about the image of research contest and what inspired you to submit? 

Molly: I actually heard about it last year, a really close friend of mine that I met through our majors, she 

was in the competition she was a finalist and she was trying to have people vote for hers to be People's 

Choice. And I start asking more about it I was like oh my gosh how do you get into this like I thought it 

was just really like high level thing where she had to be like in this great research thing and I'm like, 

submit to this. big expectation competition, and she's like, ‘Oh no, I just do research and I just submitted 

my photo I took over the summer at work’, and it was just so cool and she has always really pushed me 

to be involved on campus I really look up to her and when I first came back she's what made me kind of 

look at like, ‘Wow you're doing this research with like wrens and their nest box like how do I get 

involved in research? How do I get hands on?’ And so that was like my thing to make me start looking 

for the zoos. And it's just kind of like full circle because then as I'm working with the zoo, it was time to 

start submitting stuff to the image research and I was just like, definitely want to do that so I hopped on 

that.  

Courtney: I love that word of mouth Advertising when that works out. 

Molly: Yes, exactly. 

Kara: So did you have to do a photoshoot with the red pandas? 

Molly: No, actually I just had so many photos from just being there and it was just they were such 

beautiful moments and experiences I didn't want to miss any of it so I had a billion photos just of the 

pandas of the cubs and stuff like that so when it was time to submit I was just kind of looking through 

my images and trying to pick the best one.  

Courtney: Was it hard to find the best one?  
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Molly: Oh my gosh, yes, it is such a process. My poor supportive boyfriend and friends and family. I was 

asking everybody I'm sending like, ‘Okay how about this one? Okay, how about this one?’ I'm sending it 

in group chats And I'm like, ‘like your favorite’  I could not decide and the first thing was deciding 

between the leopard cubs or the red pandas. And sadly, by the time I had to submit it we hadn't 

released anything on our leopard cubs yet. Other than that they had been born, and they weren't on 

exhibit, so we're not allowed any pictures that we take from the privacy, that the public can't see we 

can't post and that kind of made that decision easier but sadder cause those cubs I wanted to use one of 

those pictures. But choosing between what panda photo was really just came down to like the best 

quality one because obviously, each one they're just moving around and they're trying to get the food 

and it's blurry and this one was just a beautiful moment when Cashmere was just like looking right at me 

and like, obviously I had a banana, that’s what she cared about.  

Courtney: [laughs] 

Molly: But she was so steady, and looked right at me. It was just a beautiful photo. Showed all of her 

colors and it was great.  

Courtney: Did you use like a nice professional camera to take the photos? 

Molly: It was my iPhone seven that’s like 2 years old.  

Courtney: Your iPhone 7, Ahh. I love that, I love hearing what kinds of cameras people use because that 

was when I took my first photography class that was the most interesting lesson we learned was the 

best camera is the one you have. 

Molly: Yes, yes, I know. I have a fancy, expensive DSLR (camera) sitting at home and the best photo I’ve 

ever taken is on my iPhone.  

Courtney: Yes, absolutely. I love that you had a banana to lure her to look at the camera because that’s 

the only way I could get my German Shepherd to look at my camera in any context is just a food. He's 

just so camera shy, I don't know, he just he looks away, every time he sees it. 

Molly: And it helps that she was just a little curious about the phone too like if you were moving it was 

thinking about holding it there and something I've never seen like Oh, what’s that? 

Courtney: Did you have like like a fun case on your phone too?  

Molly: Oh, good question. I don’t know, I might have. I know I had a pop socket so maybe  

Courtney: I always wondered if animals get distracted by what is actually on the regular phone my gray 

box or a black box will they give it that much attention or do they see the colors and things. Ooh, What's 

that?  

Molly: Yeah, right. I wonder.  

Kara: Or even if there was a banana. Here's a bunch of banana pictures on your case.  

Molly: Yeah, I would have been a good idea, I’ll just tape a banana to it.  

Kara: Would you recommend other students to submit a photo in the future?  



Molly: Oh my gosh. Yes, 100% I recommend this to everybody already It was such a fun opportunity and 

such an easy one to just have something you're passionate about write a little blurb about it have a 

photo. and it's such a cool way to share it. It's not about like I definitely made this mistake when I first 

learned about it it's not about groundbreaking research, or what you're figuring it out and it's so 

important or you're so great photography. It's about celebrating with others with what you're 

passionate about and what you've dedicated yourself to and what you want to educate through that 

and what you're learning, and it's giving that platform to students, that's what this competition is so I 

think anybody should jump into it and you can see on the submissions and the finalists, just the pure 

variety of photos and pure variety of majors for people that are. 

Courtney: I love that advice for sure. I love that vibe of the contest that it's not about like the most 

groundbreaking and most like Nobel Peace Prize worthy thing you could think of. It's just what you're 

bringing to it and how you feel about it and like celebrating what you've done with it, because 

everybody learned something with their research, even if it benefits just them at that moment in time, 

you can still reflect that in this Image of Research Contest. 

Molly: Yeah.  

Kara: And celebrating your time at Illinois State too.  

Molly: I think so too. Yeah, when I say it's given me so much and obviously with my unique journey of 

like leaving and thinking I hated it and never wanted to come back had a bad freshman year and then 

find everything that I love. Now, here at Illinois State my two degrees. My time at the zoo I'm working in 

a lab now in Vogel and Bowden's lab with the turtles like it's just everything I have I owe, coming back to 

Illinois State and it is so fun to celebrate it as a senior and have this to commemorate it. 

Courtney: I must ask Do you have plans for the fall? 

Molly: I'm so I got very lucky that my research that I'm doing right now and the turtle lab is going to be 

paid in through September. So that is my immediate after graduation plan and then who knows,  

Courtney: Congratulations. you may be looking into grad school in the future? 

Molly: No, actually not currently, I'm really excited to just kind of get out there I'm impatient I'm ready 

to go so I kind of started applying everywhere and see where the job take me. 

Courtney: Excellent. That's great to hear that you're just rip roaring ready to go for the field.  

congratulations again on your summer. and you're working with turtles now?  

Molly: Yes, yeah we're working with red eared sliders. we want to learn more about like reptile 

immunity. 

Kara: Do you have any advice for your fellow students about getting involved with research on campus?  

Molly: Yeah, the best thing is to like shove yourself into it to get involved like or personal relationship 

with a professor or had them from multiple classes, no one's just going to walk up to your reach out to 

you with them from opportunity and they're not just going to present themselves and fall into your lap. 

Go to the research website look into topics you're interested look at what your past or current 

professors are doing email those professors, just go to their office I know someone gave me like the best 

advice with Perry they were like, just go knock on his door he's not going to respond to an email like go 
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be personal. Oh, time to on, so they're not afraid you're not bothering them, they're there to help 

students they want that to go knock on their door and say, I want to research with you or a trusted 

professional professor that you know ask them how to get into other lab, and just kind of make your 

own opportunities those professors are going to see the passion and the drive and that's exactly what 

they want and you  

Courtney: Definitely like that enthusiasm,  

they have is going to be like shine through and you bring it up to them kind of a thing that they're going 

to be excited for you, they're going to want you to succeed, and they're going to want you to do the best 

and most amazing research you possibly can with their help, it's something they can be proud   of, for 

sure.  

Kara: Is there anything else you want to share about the image of research contest or your research 

project that maybe just came to mind?  

Molly: I think that's everything yeah just go visit Miller Park we're open everybody should get out there.  

Courtney: I want to go so bad, especially I want to see that these pandas now. I, I think they are just so 

cute.  I'm looking at your picture again just.  

Molly: Oh, I know. she's so beautiful. 

Courtney: Her little whiskers, I love them.  

Molly: Right. 

Courtney: And that's. I'm just more impressed now that I know that it's from an iPhone 7 like wow  

Molly: Oh my gosh I was shocked I took that photo barely edited too. I think all the editing went into like 

sizing and like pixel and stuff.  

Courtney: Oh Wow.  

Kara: Is there, like a specific conservation topic that you think is the most important to focus on? I know 

there's so many out there but is there one that really builds your interest? 

Molly: Yeah, that's actually a good question. I think you could argue the importance for all of the topics 

and it's kind of like that web where they all have to be worked on. But personally, I am fascinated by sea 

level rise. It is such a huge problem that people don't realize is currently affecting us like if you talk to 

people down at the southern tip of Florida, they're already working on how to fight back and if they 

need to move back and stuff like that, with adding floodgates and just everything like it's incredible and 

there's a documentary about it, and if every ice cap from Greenland and from Antarctica melted. It 

would take out parts of Florida it would take out. New Orleans, Miami would be gone like it was just 

crazy to see. That's happening is currently melting like we will get it’s just a matter of time. 

Courtney: I'm glad you brought back that topic specifically because you mentioned that was your project 

in community college that really set you off on your journey. 

Molly: Yeah. Same, Oh, I love it.  



Courtney: Is there anything besides the documentary that people could maybe look into to learn more. 

Molly: Obviously there's so many documentaries on it so just doing some research. YouTube, Netflix, like 

you'll find plenty of stuff. But I think the most important thing right now is the education on it to get 

people to realize that it is a problem it is happening. That's the biggest thing is that everybody just needs 

to see that you might not live in the coast or your cosine might not be taking out houses in your 

neighborhood, but it is somewhere, and it is happening and it will happen to us. And as that ice, adds 

energy to the seas and water that's adding energy to our storms. So we're going to see worst storms and 

more often and I think we have started to see that worst hurricane season, more than the hurricane 

season and that's just going to continue to exponentially spiral. 

Courtney: Right. It's all connected for sure and that's that's alarming. 

Kara: Is there a species that you would love to study in the wild? or be involved with in the wild? 

Molly: Yeah, anyone that knows me knows that I am wildly obsessed the sharks. I will do anything to just 

you no, cage middle of the ocean with a shark, like I love sharks. 

Courtney: Oh my gosh, that's amazing, I hope you get that opportunity. 

Molly: Yeah, thank you. yeah you guys know who Ocean Ramsey is, you guys. There, I want to say it was 

like a year ago now, but the biggest Great White was found that female, and she's the one in the picture 

standing next to it, swimming and diving with it. I would do anything to be her she just like free dives 

with like the biggest shark she can find and like, oh it's incredible.  

Kara: Are there any other favorite form of media, like a book or movie or documentary series that has 

influenced you in your journey? 

Molly: I don't think there's too many that have influence on decision. I mean Shark Week, obviously, 

gotta love it. But, lately I got really into this, as a total like just entertainment drama show, "The 100,” on 

Netflix, but, it’s really fascinating, because long story short, it's about basically like the planet dying off 

and having to go to space and can't live because the radiation and blah blah blah on Earth, but it's 

turned into what like futuristic conservation is going to consist of it's like how to survive without the 

essentials and how to get those essentials, when they have radiation and like it's just fascinating and 

watching the show were like that is the route that our Earth, Our planet is going to go through that part 

isn't fantasy. Obviously, there's plenty of mindless drama in it right really fascinating to watch what all 

the characters are having to do because it is accurate on like what our future might have to be and it's 

kind of cool to see what like my degree and my passion might like evolved into. 

Courtney: That's really cool that you found a show that connects directly back to that, because, I heard 

the show before, I've heard of it. I knew it was about, like, an apocalypse type of situation, but, I didn't 

really realize it was that like scientific. 

Molly: Oh my gosh, I didn't either. I just started watching for fun. My boyfriend are long distance, so we 

always try to find a Netflix show, to do like the Netflix sharing. And we're like, ‘Oh, this looks good 

enough.’ and like we're obsessed, like every, other episode takes us crazy turn, like, you would not 

expect where it is now, it is so scientific now and I was like, “I thought this would be so stupid.” 

Courtney: Oh my gosh, that's awesome.  



Kara: Are there any organizations or other things you want to talk about on on campus or promote? 

Molly: Yeah. So, actually this is completely unrelated but while I have the chance. Yeah, I want to 

promote Students Ending Rape Culture, it's “SERC”. I've been involved for a long time. And it's just an 

incredible experience to be a part of it and to see the presentation that we do on dismantling rape 

culture. And it's a really hard one to get out there, when you have a platform because someone hears 

that “r” word they hear rape, it’s horrible. And it's just a, it's just a hard experience for a lot of people 

sometimes. It's trauma inducing, it brings back memories. Some people just don't want to ask the 

questions, and get involved. While I have a second, it's just, it's such an important club. It's a beautiful 

club. We're all about supporting survivors teaching, allies how to support survivors and just being a 

welcoming place that's trying to stop some of this. So wonderful, come to check out wonderful RSO.  

Courtney: Thank you for using your opportunity to talk about that club. It is a hard thing to talk about 

for sure. And I'm very thankful to hear that there's an organization on campus that's aim is to directly 

help survivors and allies, and we will definitely be sharing the club through our show notes for sure. 

Molly: Thank you guys. Yeah, thank you for the opportunity.  

Courtney: Of course, and if you were to get involved in that club would you just join the Facebook page 

or is there another step you take? 

Molly: Yeah, so we have a Facebook page, a lot information a lot of fun posts on there and then the 

Redbird life stuff, all of our stuff goes through there. I know that's kind of weird for upperclassmen we 

never use that, but all the underclassmen are so familiar with that, so yeah, Redbird life. 

Kara: Awesome. Thank you so much.  

Kara: All right, well with that, we're about out of time, so thank you. Molly for joining us today.  

Molly: Yeah, thank you guys for the opportunity was incredible. 

Courtney: Thank you.  

Kara: We look forward to seeing where you go from here.  

End Credits: 

Thank you for listening to Episode 6 of STEAM Talk. We’d like to thank our guest Molly Frank for her 

time and for being so open in sharing her experience at Illinois State and at Miller Park Zoo. 

Congratulations to her on winning the People’s Choice award in the Image of Research Contest at 

Illlinois. Also, congratulations on graduating from ISU with degrees in Conservation Biology and Zoology! 

We are so happy for you and wish you the best on your journey! Please send us some pictures if you 

ever get a chance to swim with the sharks! 

You can follow STEAM Talk on spotify, apple podcasts, stitcher, or by visiting our website: 

steamtalkpod.blubrry.com (spelled like blueberry without the e’s) 

Be sure to check out the website for episode transcripts and show notes. 



Episode 6 Show notes include: Molly’s photograph, “Relaxing the Reds,” links to check out the 

documentaries mentioned in today’s episode, and resources to get involved more in the Office of 

Student Research. Thanks for stopping by!  

We’re going to be taking a Summer vacation along with the students at Illinois State, so be sure to 

subscribe and follow us on social media to keep up with our next seasons happenings! We have a lot of 

amazing new content to look forward to in Fall 2021. Can’t wait to see you then. 

 

Commented [BK4]: I love how you worded 
this...however, it is difficult to hear above the music. 


