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Dear Search Committee, 
 
I was excited to learn of the Chair position in the Wildlife Ecology and Conservation (WEC) Department 
at the University of Florida and write to submit my application. From 2021-2025, I served as Chair of the 
Department of Biology at the University of Kentucky, where I hired eight new faculty, promoted twelve 
others, launched our first alumni-engagement initiative, and developed cross-college partnerships to build 
new academic programs. I have also been an active researcher in population and evolutionary biology, 
with over 20 years of work on the genomics of natural populations, species boundaries, and conservation. 
Together, I believe these experiences make me an ideal candidate for your position. 
 
I am interested in the Chair position in the WEC Department for several reasons. I have enjoyed my time 
as an administrator and leader and am very interested in continuing to serve in this role. After nearly two 
decades at UK, I am also ready to consider opportunities in a new environment with the potential to build 
new relationships and advance the educational and research goals of a student-focused department with 
deep commitments to wildlife and conservation impact. I would be excited to lead such a department. 
 
My research has revolved around the use of genomic, ecological, and trait data to understand how 
populations become genetically differentiated across their range, how lineages diversify over time, and 
how genetic insights can inform conservation and management goals for species. The study systems 
employed in my work cover a broad range of organisms, from amphibians and primates to freshwater 
mussels and invasive lady beetles. My scientific work is directly relevant to the WEC’s mission. My 
research on lemur and amphibian population genomics, hybridization, and species boundaries has always 
been motivated in part by conservation imperatives; understanding the dynamics of gene flow and 
isolation in fragmented populations is foundational to effective management. In recent years, I have grown 
more interested in shepherding larger efforts in the basic and applied science of conservation. The WEC’s 
natural resources extension work, development and running of international field programs, and the 
breadth of its faculty expertise in ecological and evolutionary research are exactly the kinds of assets I 
would want to steward and grow. 
 
While scientific questions have framed the research direction of my lab, it has been built around a core 
goal of mentoring and training students and young researchers. This includes providing opportunities for 
undergraduates to gain research experience that furthers their career goals, whether it is to move on to 
medical training, graduate school, or directly into a job. At the graduate and postdoctoral level, I am proud 
to have trained and advocated for numerous people who have successfully moved on to postdoctoral 
positions and jobs in academia, government, and the private sector. More broadly, I have served as the 
Director of Graduate Studies for my department, through which I gained experience in larger 
programmatic initiatives, including the expansion of a non-thesis Master's program and the development 
of programmatic grant proposals such as the NSF IGE program. 

 
My experience as department chair has provided me with substantial management and leadership 
experience. As Chair, I was positioned between faculty, staff, and students on one side and University 
upper administration on the other, allowing me to understand the operations of a research and instructional 
institution from the perspective of all stakeholders. In this position, I learned the value of seeking broad 
 



 
input. However, I also learned that opportunities sometimes arise that require quick decision making—a 
delicate balance requiring transparency and open communication with all parties involved. My overall 
leadership style aims to foster as much listening as possible, while being prepared to act decisively when 
needed. I also believe that effective chairs need to do more than manage—they need to actively cultivate 
an environment where faculty feel supported to take risks and pursue ambitious ideas. At Kentucky, this 
meant creating protected time for both early-career and senior faculty to build their research programs or 
take them in new directions, advocating to the College and University for additional resources, and having 
direct conversations with faculty about their goals, including when improvements were needed.  
 
My principal mission as Chair was to provide effective instruction and training to our large student base of 
~1700 Biology and Neuroscience majors, and ~55 graduate students. I aimed to do this through a highly 
research-active environment, comprising faculty running cutting-edge research programs across a wide 
range of fields. With these combined aspects of teaching and research, it was my responsibility to address 
innumerable issues related to both immediate and long-term goals, and to develop strategies that align 
with the changing needs of students, as well as the charted path of the University. 
 
As Chair I worked to develop and implement a long-term hiring plan that best met our department’s 
needs, identifying strengths to build on, as well as areas that we aimed to build into strengths. During my 
Chairship, I secured hiring lines and resources to successfully recruit eight new faculty, including men and 
women from underrepresented groups in science. Beyond hiring, I am proud to have successfully 
promoted a total of 12 faculty to the ranks of Associate Professor, Full Professor, and Senior Lecturer, 
further bolstering the long-term stability and growth of my department. 
 
Given limited resources within my College, I learned to be creative in implementing my strategic goals for 
my department, including partnering with other Colleges on campus when there was clear opportunity for 
collaboration. For example, I co-led efforts with Departments in the Colleges of Medicine and Pharmacy 
to develop joint-hiring opportunities to meet our shared research strategies, and our evolving instructional 
goals. This effort particularly connected with another initiative I led to develop a new Microbiology major 
co-run with the Department of Microbiology. No other College or University in Kentucky offers such a 
major and we saw this as an essential training program to build in the wake of a worldwide pandemic and 
increased occurrences of transmissible disease, and as an opportunity to recruit Kentucky students that 
would have otherwise left the state. 
 
I have developed strong experience in budget management, working with funds totaling approximately 
$600K per fiscal year across several sources covering general operations, faculty research allocations, and 
instructional operations, as well as endowment and gift funds. I secured internal competitive equipment 
funds and led a three-year transdisciplinary initiative funded by our Vice President for Research to build 
collaborative networks in Sleep and Circadian Biology, with a long-term goal of becoming competitive for 
an NIH Program Project grant. I believe approaches like this—spanning expertise across the university—
represent the best path towards building larger research programs and enhancing faculty and student 
success. 
 
Another highlight of my Chairship has been increasing connections with alumni. Prior to becoming Chair, 
we lacked a systematic process for reaching our nearly 10,000 alumni, and I saw this as a major untapped 
resource. I created our first Biology Alumni Board, which I continue to work with to develop networking 
opportunities for students and implement a new internship program. These efforts have led to new 
philanthropy, including the establishment of an alumni-funded student success fund that is now being put 
to use funding undergraduate and graduate research fellowships. 
 
 



 
Looking ahead, I would arrive at the WEC Department with several priorities. First, I would invest time in 
listening—meeting individually with faculty, staff, and students to understand what the department does 
well and where they see unmet needs or unrealized potential. From there, I would work collaboratively to 
develop a strategic hiring plan that reinforces existing strengths and opens new directions. I would also 
prioritize building and deepening partnerships within the university and beyond that can support both 
research funding and student career development.  
 
After building and running a successful research and student training program, and developing substantial 
leadership experience, I see the Chair position in the UF Wildlife Ecology and Conservation Department 
as an ideal opportunity for me to merge these skills into efforts that can grow its academic mission. There 
is much more that I would be eager to share with you about my experiences and how they can be applied 
to the future of the department. I look forward to hearing from you. 
 
 
Sincerely, 

 
David Weisrock 

 




