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Feb. 27, 2020 
 
Dear Members of the IAPT Committee,      
 
I am writing to indicate my strong support for Jacob Keshtvarz’s application for an IAPT 
Research Grant.  I have known Jacob for several years, first as an undergraduate working 
in my laboratory, and more recently as a graduate student working with Dr. Eric Tepe 
(with whom I share a lab).  I was also his co-instructor for Medical Botany, a course that 
he completed in 2017 with one of the highest scores in the class of 110 students (an “A” 
letter grade).  During that same semester, he also completed his required capstone 
experience in my course, writing an excellent literature review of the medical efficacy of 
the red tea plant (Aspalathus linearis).  Last semester, Jacob is enrolled in my graduate 
Data Analysis course, where he was an active participant.  Overall, Jacob has excelled 
and in the 2+ years that I have known him, has developed into a mature student who 
strives for excellence.   
 
Jacob is the type of individual who sees a problem or issue needing attention, and quickly 
and efficiently addresses it.  For example, after taking the Medical Botany course and 
enrolling in our graduate program, he asked if he return to the course as a TA.  He 
quickly and efficiently took on more than the typical TA responsibilities for this large 
upper-level elective typically taken by pre-med students.  Not only was Jacob responsible 
for and did an excellent job with grading the students’ weekly written assignments, but he 
completely revised our associated capstone opportunity.  He recognized that many 
students are ill-prepared to undertake an extensive review project and to write an 
effective term paper.  So he created webinars and PowerPoint presentations to teach the 
students such concepts as how to find relevant literature using search engines and what 
are the best components of a research paper.  This turned out to be an excellent 
opportunity for the 20+ students who had enrolled in the Medical Botany capstone 
course. 
 
Jacob’s dedication and hard work ethic has also carried over into the research arena.  He 
began in our laboratory as an undergraduate, starting out learning how to conduct basic 
DNA extractions in Hedoma todseneii, a small rare herb from New Mexico. Jacob 
quickly excelled in this area as well, often asking questions about what, why, and how 
something was being done.  He would often come with up ideas for improving the 
process, typically with very effective results.  During this research experience, it became 
clear that he was especially interested in and attracted by the taxonomical work being 
conducted in our shared lab by Dr. Eric Tepe.  Both Eric and I agreed that Jacob would 



make an excellent graduate student and we proposed that he apply to the graduate 
program. His work, as described in his Research Plan, then developed around a 
herbarium project involving the fascinating plant genus Piper.  In short, he plans to revise 
the taxonomy of Piper sect. Hemipodium and generate a phylogeny of the species 
complex using in part ddRAD sequencing.  I am personally very much excited about this 
project because I know that with Jacob’s dedication and expertise, the project is sure to 
be successful. 
 
Finally, I wanted to mention that Jacob has been a top-notch research mentor for 
undergraduate students in out lab.  He has a core group of students who come to work 
with him each day and I always see them in the computer room of our laboratory.  
Jacob’s mentees have also become quite active participants in our weekly lab meetings 
and I can clearly see that he has become a very effective role model.  Of all the students 
that I have had (graduate or undergraduate), Jacob is in the top 5% as an effective 
research mentor. 
 
In summary, I find Jacob to be an excellent student. I wholeheartedly support his 
application for the IAPT Research Grant. 
 
Sincerely, 

 
     
 
Dr. Theresa M. Culley     
Professor of Biology, Head of Biological Sciences 
Editor-in-Chief, Applications in Plant Sciences 


