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Transcript Jan Dahl Part 1 

 

This show is brought to you by the Center for Mathematics Science and Technology at Illinois State 

University. 

 

00:22 

Courtney: Hello and welcome to STEAM Talk. This episode is part one of a two part interview with 

microbiologist and Illinois State professor Dr. Jan Dahl. Dr. Dahl runs a laboratory on campus that 

studies bleach and how bacteria responds to it. Today, we will be listening to the story of how it all 

began. Join us as we listen to Jan talk about his upbringing in Germany, how he developed his love of 

the sciences, and what it was like to set up his own research lab at Illinois State. All that and more 

coming up on Steam Talk. 

 

Kara  01:50 

Hello, everybody, this is STEAM Talk. Today we are interviewing Dr. Jan Dahl who is an assistant 

professor in microbiology and studies bacteria resistant to chlorine-bleach. Thanks for coming on and 

telling us about yourself in your research. 

 

Jan  02:11 

Thanks, thank you so much for the invitation. Yeah, my name is Jan Ulrich Dahl. I'm assistant professor 

of microbiology. I'm at ISU since January 2019. It's now three years already. Before I did my undergrad 

in Germany, my PhD was split between Germany and France. And then I did my postdoctoral training 

at the University of Michigan, between 2014 and 2018. And since 2019, I have my own lab here at ISU.  

We are interested in bleach and how bacteria respond to bleach. And I'll talk a little bit later about why 

we are so interested in that. we also expanded into new areas and look into how bacteria defend 

themselves and respond to antibiotics with the goal to at some point hopefully also treat antibiotic 

resistant bacteria effectively.  

 

03:21 

Courtney: That's a lot of small but mighty war going on I can believe. [laughs] 

 

Kara  03:40 

How about we start with your journey to Illinois State and your research and science experiences? 

 

03:47 

Jan: I think I was always interested in science ever since I was I would say in middle school. biology, 

chemistry, physics was always easy on me. I was not so much interested in foreign languages, such as 

English. [laughs] I did not expect I would need it later.  Chemistry, biology was always what I was 

interested in. And I'm from the German system. The educational system is a little bit different than it is 

in the US. We go to elementary school and then directly Middle School from fifth grade on and we have 

to choose a foreign language. And I was I guess always a little bit different because I was not interested 

in English. I started with Latin because I would go to medical school and in Germany in order to be 
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eligible to go to medical school you have to complete Latin. I really enjoyed that part. Then as a second 

foreign language in seventh grade, I chose English because I had to and again I didn't really enjoy it. 

So, there was the question in the ninth grade. Do I want to do a third foreign language or, and this was 

unique to my school, Do I want to focus was on natural sciences? And they offered a biochemistry 

class. And I said, I want to do biochemistry. And this is I think that was the first milestone that I 

remember that really convinced me I want to go into natural sciences.  

05:26 

And then we had different majors in high school. So mine were, it's probably easy to guess, biology and 

chemistry. And yeah, I completed high school, enrolled into biochemistry. And then much like many 

students at ISU exposed to lab work. But I didn't really enjoy that much, to be honest. And this is mainly 

because you were paired in groups, and you did some experiments, but only one person can type it, 

the other one has to watch. That was kind of disappointing for me. So, I reached out to professors. I did 

undergraduate research in a lab. And that was where I got really excited about science because I had 

my own little project, which for me back at the time was like a huge project, I worked with a postdoc 

together. And I also contributed data to a paper. That was something that I really enjoyed. Even though 

back at the time, I don't think I realized what it would mean to become a professor. I think I was more 

the person who really was living in the moment and enjoyed what I did in the moment.  

 

In Germany, you have to do a Master after the Bachelor in order to be eligible for a PhD. So I was in 

the Master program, then I worked in different labs pretty much like rotations, this small rotations, I did 

one in a company, which I really enjoyed, one in a neurobiology lab, because back in the day, I actually 

wanted to become a neurobiologist, I found this cool with all the neurodegenerative diseases, and I 

thought I could contribute and, and cure diseases. And then I had some not so pleasant experiences 

with animal work that made me realize that's not really the way I want to go.  

 

My last rotation during my master's was actually in protein biochemistry. And I really enjoyed that part. 

And so I did my Master thesis in protein biochemistry, it was really nice lab, we got along, really well. I 

really enjoyed the mentorship of my advisor at the time, and she offered me a PhD position. So I was 

first a little bit hesitant because I felt I was for such a long time in Berlin, and I wanted to see a new. 

And I said, you know, I really appreciate the offer. But I think I would like to move on somewhere else. 

And she said, Well, I have a collaboration in Marseille in France, why don't we just split your project, I 

have this and this idea and you could do the transcriptomics part in Marseille, whereas you would do 

the protein biochemistry part here with me. I thought about this for exactly like two seconds. And that's 

it. Yeah. Now, that's a good deal. And it was it really was I was not only exposed to protein 

biochemistry, protein expression and purification and the analysis of protein activities in vitro later on. 

But I also learned a lot about transcriptomics, real time PCR, microarray spec, at the time promoter like 

that fusion. So I think early on, it was important to me to have a really broad skill set in techniques 

because I felt the need that this might be important at some point. 

 

09:09 

I was working on my PhD on something that was not medically relevant. So, I was working on how 

bacteria transfer sulfur to certain cofactors. The cofactors parts of enzymes that are essential for the 

activity so that those enzymes can actually catalyze the reaction that they catalyze. Without those 

cofactors, they wouldn't be able to do that. And that would lead to certain phenotypes, that can be part 

of a disease, but it doesn't have to be, right. So those cofactors that I was interested in that contain 
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those sulfers, they were nonessential. So there was there wasn't really a disease associated with which 

during my PhD was fine with me. But I realized through the PhD, I want to go transition more into a 

medically more relevant topic. During my PhD the last year because you have to start already early on 

think about those things. And I realized I wanted to go to the US because it was always a dream of 

mine with like, all those movies that you watch that that come from the US. So I think my dream was 

always I wanted to drive a car on the American highway, basically doing a road trip.  

 

So I thought, okay, I apply to the US and I made some connections. I built up a network in France, but 

also in Germany. And so I met several people that were supervised in their postdoctoral training by my, 

then by that time future advisor at the University of Michigan, they put me in contact with her. We met, 

she invited me for an interview. And I spent a week in Michigan, she let me hang out with a lab. And 

then we talked a little bit about projects. She needed a protein biochemist, and I said, ‘Well, I am a 

protein biochemistry, but I really would like to go more into microbiology.’ I've read a lot of papers about 

her previous stories that she has published. And I had a tendency to work with bleach, she had done 

some work on that already. And she's like, well, you know, that's not really what I need. Why don't you 

start as a protein biochemist? And I was like, nah, nah, I don't think that's what I want to do. And she 

tried to convince me to work with worms, he had an aging project is I think I mentioned that at some 

point, I was interested in neurobiology and aging related diseases. And she's like, Oh, I have a project 

on aging that might be ideally suited for your as a no, I do not want to work with worms. I want to work 

with bacteria. And I really like your bleach project. And then at the end of this one week, she said, you 

know, one thing that I really like about you is you know exactly what you want, and you should not work 

on a project that you're not convinced of. So why don't we make you work on bleach, that was basically 

the start of my career working in the bleach field. And ever since we made some discoveries there that I 

then took to ISU as it is, I think in almost every lab, you start with one project, but then there are 2-3-4-5 

side projects that might develop into your main project. And that's how it was for me. So I had this 

phenotype on bleach, which was very, very convincing, very strong, but I had no time to work on that, 

because there were those other questions that came up. And some of which I could only do in 

Michigan, because they had the resources to do so that helped me to keep this project in the back. And 

then started here at ISU, I think we've made some really cool progress, and just submitted the very first 

big paper that was recently reviewed, and is right now under revision. So we have to do some extra 

experiments that the reviewers requested, and then send it again back to the journal for the final 

review. 

 

Kara  13:34 

That was a really big journey that you told us about it. And what I really love about every step along the 

way you came into your experience, like you looked for those experiences in lab spaces. But then you 

came into those experiences with a really open mind. Like, you're ready to say, Hey, I just want to 

figure out what's what and see if this is a fit for me. And if I really like it, and that I think is just so 

powerful for students to hear like it's okay to go into these spaces just to see what what it's like, 

because then, you know, yeah, this is the direction I want to go. Or, you know, this is interesting to me. 

But I'd like to use these ideas, like your protein biochemistry, within a different system. Like I really want 

to focus on bacteria. Because I think there's some really great medical connections to it. Every step 

along the way. You've talked about how your experiences really influenced your next direction. And you 

have that open mind as you go. And I think it's just great for students to hear that journey. 
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14:37 

Jan: Yeah, the system was back in the day a little bit different in Germany, we did not have the 

Bachelor Master System, which is pretty much like high school and grades are very important, but as it 

was slightly different. So you only had this pass/fail and then at the end of the bachelor equivalent and 

master equivalent. You had oral exams, different sub disciplines. So, the only grades that you would 

get from those final oral exams. And so that gave you a little bit more flexibility in terms of classes that 

you could take, but also took off the pressure a little bit more. So, you could really explore subjects. So, 

I remember that I took a class patent law, which I really did not enjoy. I mean, I almost fell asleep every 

single time. But it was, it was a good lesson, because patent law is a job that you could do with a 

degree, obviously, there are some other degrees in both in that later on as well. But you could certainly 

go with the biology undergraduate degree into this direction at some point. And so being exposed to 

that early on, and knowing whether this is something that you want to explore not for that is suited for 

you or not, it's in my opinion, super important. 

 

Kara  15:58 

We talked a little bit about this, but what drew you to microbiology, specifically, you were working in the 

biochemistry realm, what really drew you into the microbiology and studying bacteria. 

 

16:12 

Jan: I think even though I was a protein biochemist, I always use bacteria as a tool, because they are 

easy to handle, they are cheap. And you can use them in order to produce proteins of interest, and then 

kill them lyse them and get those proteins that then a protein biochemist would use for subsequent 

analysis. So, there was always the exposure to bacteria. And I realized that there's different ways how I 

could proceed after my PhD, right? I realized during my PhD that I really liked the academic system 

because I really enjoy teaching, I really enjoy doing the research, and having the flexibility to work on 

whatever I would like to do. And that obviously can be funded. The question would then be after my 

PhD, would it make sense to go back and again, I'm a biochemist, by training, a lot of the biology 

subjects like ecology, or botany, I was not exposed to that, because I was trained in a hardcore 

chemistry department with some biochemistry and some biology classes. So, neuro was an elective for 

me which, which I took, you can stay in the field that you were working in your PhD, and stick with the 

subject, but learn different techniques. And I also interviewed in those labs. So I was more protein 

analytics, I was then considering going into structural biology, and realized that that's not for me, but I 

think it was the exposure to transcriptomics in France, where you look at how certain situations on our 

environmental cues affect gene expression in bacteria. That was something that really piqued my 

interest I wanted to have a new, more medically relevant topic. But I also wanted to learn new 

techniques. In terms of phenotypic analysis, I wanted to definitely go the more challenging way. That's 

how I picked my postdoc lab b ased on that. When I started, the expectation was that I apply for 

fellowships so Germany provides postdocs that go abroad with good opportunities to to do research. 

But with every grant, those evaluations pay can take up to a year, what I did is I started writing this 

fellowship proposal. At the beginning of my postdoc, I had a backup project, which was a biochemistry 

project. That was basically the agreement that we had, I can work on those bleach projects already, but 

I have to finish something for my boss in order to get a publication out, which is good for me good for 

her until I get my own funding. That worked out pretty well. So I did a characterization, which also was 

already the first step into bacterial stress responses, where I was interested in seeing how E. coli 

responds to and then defends themselves against low pH stress. So really acidic conditions. And if you 
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think about this, a lot of those foodborne diseases are caused by bacteria that actually have a really 

good stress defense against low pH. It's an environment that we find in the stomach right and so does 

foodborne E. coli strain, they in order to cause diarrhea, they have to pass through the stomach. They 

have defense strategies, and one of which I characterize more biochemically but also some 

phenotypical essays were involved. And this is something that I completed in my first year, then I got 

the funding for my postdoctoral training. And that's when I started working on bleach. 

 

Kara  20:08 

Can you tell me a little bit about who was influential in your journey toward your exploration in science, 

but also your journey into microbiology? 

 

20:19 

Jan: I think it starts with my dad, who was a pharmacist. So there was anyways, already the curiosity 

and natural science and my family, he had his own pharmacy. So as kids, we would always hang out 

there and get this type of exposure, then definitely my middle school teacher who taught me chemistry, 

biology and biochemistry. And she exposed us to research that is probably more common on a 

university level, and not so much on a high school level. So that's something that I found very 

appealing. And then also, the high school teachers in those majors, but most importantly, the 

professors that I connected with in my university in France, and then ultimately became my mentors. 

 

21:13 

Courtney: Have a lot of teachers and instructors that were really helpful to you, which is amazing to 

hear that I'm sure every teacher that's their goal, is to have a lot of students like you who take what they 

learn and run with it and keep going.  

 

Jan: Yeah.  

 

Courtney: Moving on to your time at Illinois State. What is it like to set up a research laboratory? 

 

21:35 

Oh, yeah, that's, that's a good question. It's, it's an interesting time, that's for sure. So I think you're 

never completely prepared for that step. Because you go from a postdoc, which is literally mainly lab 

work, maybe some mentoring of undergraduate students, and then all the sudden, especially when you 

do your postdoc in more like our R1 environment, those top tier universities where they have lab 

miniatures, they have administrative agents, a lot of those background work, administrative work, you're 

not exposed to that at all right? I think I paid close attention to at least like the ordering system early on. 

And this is something that I felt helped me then in my transition here. I was also extremely lucky, I have 

to say, because our department was located in an old building, and six months prior to my move to ISU, 

we moved into a new building. There were a lot of professors that were retired or didn't have an active 

research program any longer. Some have left. Some labs became smaller. There was a freebie area. 

So, there were a lot of labs that had to get rid of the equipment. And so, I went there every night after 

my work and brought stuff home. So, I asked the department they said, Well, it's a freebie area, take 

whatever you need. And I took literally everything I could get that made sense to me. So, I have right 

now several incubators in my lab, there was another professor who was in a neighboring lab where she 

retired at the time, she gave me a lot, a lot of her lab equipment. I got this equipment from Michigan 
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and then started moving in here. This was in the middle of the academic years, I was not able to 

actually start right away with a graduate student, which was fine, because I realized that it probably 

would take a little bit of time to set up a lab even though I have to say it did not take as long as I thought 

it would. So ISU gives you a teaching release in your first year. And you can choose whether this is in 

the first semester or the second semester. And I purposefully chose the second semester because first 

of all, I had teaching experience not necessarily microbiology, but I know how long it takes to set up 

classes. And I thought that would be ideal in the first semester. And it was actually great because in 

that way I became immediately exposed to ISU undergraduate students. I got so many requests to 

work in my lab to volunteer my lab or take it for credit. I think I started right away with about six or seven 

different undergraduate students, one of which actually started as a freshman in my lab, he's still in my 

lab is one of the most productive undergraduate students here and really develop into a scientist he 

wants to get into a Ph. D program. Those guys they did a really, really great job they help setting up all 

the equipment, I also started a little bit different. We did not immediately start working on the projects. 

But I thought given that those really really young scientists with probably no to very little exposure to 

research. We start with very simple experiments that are not necessarily related to my projects just to 

train them some techniques and to get a feeling for how experiments are actually executed. And that I 

think paid off really, really well. That was the first semester. So, some of them stayed over the summer, 

they were more or less full time over the summer, which also helped by that time they worked on 

individual projects really helped to get the research going. And then I had the first graded student 

starting in fall 2019. And I could focus on her because by that time, the undergrads were with a limited 

number of experiments that they did, they could do it on their own. So, I focused on the graduate 

students who really came along, and came together very nicely. Now we are lab with four graduate 

students, one PhD, three masters students. And then we have six undergraduate students at the 

moment, we have published so far, two papers. Third one is right now in revision, and so far, every 

undergraduate student that is my lab has contributed data to a paper that can be published, which I 

think is really cool. 

 

Kara  26:11 

You talk a little bit about just the work on setting up the lab, do you have other roles on campus beyond 

teaching and research? 

 

26:19 

Jan: I have some service duties. I dedicate some time in the grad studies committee, we make 

decisions about the next generation of graduate students that come here, we also talk to current 

graduate students and listen to their problems or give them advice. For instance, something that I also 

really enjoy is serving as a pre-health committee member. Pre-health or pre-professional students are 

exposed to a real interview scenario, they get questions from us just to see how prepared they are. And 

we can point out some areas where they need some improvement. And this is really something that I 

enjoy. And I think this is because I see, I've always been a little bit different in that way. I think I always 

reached out to people, professors to get the information that I needed. And I see that this is often 

missing. And I don't know why. Because I think one of you pointed out earlier that yeah, I was able to 

figure out a lot of things in my undergrad. And this is through asking questions and bugging people. 

This is I think the nice part of my job as well, which I would actually like to explore a little bit more. 

Giving the students the opportunity. That's why my door is always open. Like, just stop by ask me any 
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questions that you have doesn't necessarily have to be content related to microbiology, right? I'm happy 

to give you my view on application to medical schools or PhD programs research anything. 

 

Kara  28:14 

You were recently awarded a grant that included some professional development for students just from 

what you last said, that is something that's you're really passionate about helping students reach their 

potential and find their interests in the STEM fields. Could you talk a little bit more about that 

professional development, either things that you've done or things that you're planning to do in the 

future? 

 

28:34 

Jan: the grant is on the beach response of bacteria. So we have two different aims that we want to 

explore a little bit more in this part of the grant, I get money for, obviously, the consumer goods, I get 

money to pay undergraduate students and also graduate students. And then there's also a certain 

amount of money set aside for something like professional development. And this is mainly going to 

conferences because it is super important for already the very, very young crowd such as 

undergraduate students, master students, but certainly also PhD students to build up a network early 

on because master students might not necessarily want to stay here or want to move on to a different 

school and be exposed to a different environment to do their PhD. That same for undergraduate 

students, right. We also take students from from other universities into our credit program and I think it's 

part of the scientific process to be exposed to, to as many different systems as possible. You learn so 

much what you like and what you dislike. What we do is that we use that money to send students to 

conferences. We actually came back from a microbial pathogenesis conference in East Lansing in 

Michigan. I took my lab three graduate students and a visiting scholar drove to Michigan. Each of them 

gave a presentation there, presenting their research They got in contact with other peers. And it's very 

funny. My graduate students are mostly from other countries. I have one graduate student from Ghana. 

One is from India, and the other one is from Bangladesh. You don't believe it, but the PhD student from 

Bangladesh, she went there. And the first person that she saw was a student in a different program 

somewhere, I think, Indiana, who also went to this conference from her home institution in Bangladesh, 

how small as the word, right? So, they have now the possibility to connect and exchange ideas. It's it's 

not necessarily only research, but it's also about jobs, research, mentoring, whatever problems or 

concerns they have. It's really important to build up this network and have like-minded peers. 

 

Kara  30:51 

Do you have any advice for students who want to pursue a career in microbiology? 

 

30:57 

Jan: It's not necessarily limited to a career in microbiology, but I think it's important to reach out to 

people ask all the questions that you have. Don't be shy, there are no stupid questions, right? I think 

everyone who is established or in the process of being established in their job, is happy to share their 

experiences. I truly believe that every human being likes to talk in a way and help others. Just back as 

many people as possible, especially if you're not sure whether something or a certain discipline is for 

you, I might be able to ask you questions that you don't even think about. And that makes you think 

more. Also take advice. Take advice by other people. So, reaching out to people is important. And then 

listening to advice. There is obviously sometimes good advice, and there's not so good advice, but the 
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more people you ask, you will be able to distinguish the difference. Yeah. Seek out for mentors 

because it is super important. And I totally believe that there are many out [there] that really want to 

help other people. 

 

Kara  32:10 

Alright, we have a few fun questions for you. Are you ready? Maybe a little bit rapid fire. What is your 

favorite US movie? 

 

32:18 

Jan: Oh, gosh. I like though all the horror thrillers. 

 

32:24 

Courtney: You like horror thrillers? 

 

32:26 

Jan: Oh, I love them.  

 

Courtney: Me too. That's my favorite.  

 

Jan: One of the last ones that I actually watched. But it's not the last one. But one that I found really 

interesting, and quite shocking, was Antebellum. 

 

Kara  32:41 

Have you gone on a road trip since you have come to the US?  

 

Jan: Yes.  

 

Kara: What's your favorite road trip? 

 

32:47 

Jan: So did a road trip to Colorado. I really enjoyed that part. I have to say, I would no longer do a road 

trip [laughs]. Because now that I drive very frequently between Peoria and Bloomington, I have to say 

I'm a little bit sick of driving. But I really like to explore the areas I've also done once a road trip to 

Florida. That one is actually also really cool. I just get tired relative relatively easy. This might be just 

the age. So I can only do it now smaller chunks of driving. 

 

Kara  33:24 

Is there a favorite thing you got to see on one of those road trips? Like is there a favorite landmark or 

place you explored? 

 

33:32 

Jan: Yes, I saw one of my favorite animals in Colorado, which is the moose,  

 

Kara: Which is a moose? So that leads me into the next question, what's your favorite non-bacterial 

organism? 
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33:42 

Jan: I have actually two answers that I really like dogs. Even though I don't have my own dog, I had 

one when we grew up, we always had dogs. So that's something that I would like to have at some 

point. Again, everything calms down a little bit more than one eukaryotic cell type that I really like is part 

of our innate immune response: neutrophils because they chase bacteria. And there's some really, 

really cool videos out there. And this is something that I think would be the next goal in my lab. Once 

this grant is going and we make more progress. I would actually like to add because you always have 

to find a new goal in life, right? Also, professionally, I would like to explore working in cell culture and 

maybe exposing bacteria to neutrophils and maybe recording such a video myself, but I think that that's 

something that I would bank with. 

 

Kara  34:42 

Awesome. Well, that wraps up the first half of our interview. 

 

35:00 

Courtney: Thank you for listening to part one of our interview with Dr. Jan Dahl. Part two of our 

conversation will be focused on the research that goes on within the Dahl lab at Illinois State University. 

 

35:18 

STEAM Talk is a production of the Center for Mathematics Science and Technology at Illinois State 

University. Episode transcripts show notes and more can be found on our website link in description. 

You enjoyed this episode, please rate and subscribe wherever you get your podcasts. We'll see you 

next time. 
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