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ll as an assis-

iology. Her work focuses 

vitro selection. Using DNA or amino

acids, Sooter creates organisms called molec-

ular recognition elements. These are species

that have an affinity for or bind to specific

compounds and materials.

She developed a handheld assay system

with the Army Research Lab in Adelphi,

Maryland, using nucleic acid and pept

binding sensors for the detection 

cal, chemical, and explosive warfa

Current work with molecular rec

elements  is being used to help in the

tion of chemical toxins. These elemen

detect threats to homeland security.  

“No other nation on earth has the f

doms and privileges that we do,” says Soot

“I have great love and tremendous pride fo

our government, and it is my honor to do

research that helps the U.S. defend itself.”

Out-of-this-World Science, 
Down-to-Earth Scientist
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Just like the creatures in Spore, Sooter’s in 

vitro selection work has possible applications 

to aid in human space travel to Mars. Her ex-

amination of bacteria (E. coli and  Deinococ-

cus radiodurans) growth explores the evolu-

tion and resistance of single-celled organisms 

and their exposure to radiation present on 

the Martian surface. As Sooter applies radia-

tion to bacteria, a new phenotype is isolated 

that may one day be used to provide oxygen 

and a rich food source for astronauts living 

nd working on Mars.

Sooter is currently teaching upper-level 

ergraduate biochemistry and a new spe-

opics course on in vitro selection to both 

graduate and graduate students. Her 

teaching style includes real-world 

ces. She invites speakers who are 

working in the field and distributes ads so 

her students can prepare for the job market. 

has a genuine concern that all of her 

earn the material and often teaches 

fferent ways to ensure that every 

derstands.

eeing a student’s eyes light up 

derstand the material. It makes 

hile,” said Sooter. 

ation is not the only area 

her science skills to help 

d like to implement the 

s program in middle 

rgantown community. She 

he program challenges children to use 

math, engineering, and computer concepts 

to build mechanical robots with Lego blocks, 

something she also enjoys.

Sooter is the first biologist hired to col-

laborate with WVNano. The WVNano 

Initiative is the State of West Virginia’s fo-

cal point for nanoscale science, engineering 

and education (NSEE) research, workforce 

development, and economic development. 

At WVU, WVNano is a multi-disciplinary, 

faculty-driven effort that is the catalyst for 

campus NSEE discovery and innovation, 

shared resource stewardship, and culture.

“WVNano was a huge selling point for 

me,” she said. “I am very excited about hav-

ing a center that draws from diverse areas of 

the University to further nanoscience and 

nanotechnology. I believe WVU’s collabora-

tive environment and state-of-the-art facili-

ties will enable us to be leaders in today’s re-

search communities.”

Letha Sooter double majored and re-

ceived her bachelor’s degree in biochemistry 

and genetics from Texas A&M in 1999, and 

earned a doctoral degree in biochemistry 

from the University of Texas at Austin in 

2004. She was born in Oklahoma and grew 

up in Japan and Malaysia. In her spare time, 

she collects art glass and spends time with her 

pets, Tsukiji, a cat named after the largest fish 

market in the world, and her dog, Hachiko, 

a black Brussels Griffon. Visit Letha Sooter’s

website at http://sooterlab.org.

To learn more about WVNano visit 

http://wvnano.wvu.edu.
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“I am very excited about having a center that draws from 
diverse areas of the University to further nanoscience and 
nanotechnology. I believe WVU’s collaborative environment 
and state-of-the-art facilities will enable us to be leaders in 
today’s research communities.”


