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It may seem that the most interesting subjects for a profile would be people who are
extremely well known. That is not necessarily the case, as Stephanie Guzik shows in the fol-
lowing profile of Diane Turcotte, a fellow college student whose life is not limited to the
time she spends "Behind a Plain White Lab Coat." As you read this profile. notice the differ-
ent ways Guzik helps readers see how remarkable Diane Turcotte is.

Stephanie Guzik

Behind a Plain White Lab Coat
After an exhausting day of classes one Monday afternoon early

in the semester, I decided to walk across campus to the cell culture
lab to feed my fibroblast cells. As I lazily walked up the three flights
of stairs to the biology floor and wandered slowly into room 309, I
saw Diane Turcotte's smiling face peer up from her computer screen.
According to our instructor, George, Diane was the pride of our Can-
cer Cell Group. He often told me, "You could learn a lot from that girl.

She's a wonderful, dedicated member of this group," and I always
had to hold back from asking, "What could this senior possibly teach
me about this program that you couldn't?" I always seemed to run
into Diane whenever I went to the lab: in fact, it often made me won-
der if she ever left.

On this particular Monday afternoon, Diane was waiting for the
components of a reagent solution to dissolve in a beaker of distilled
water and writing a paper for one of her classes in the meantime.
"Hey Steph!" she called out cheerfully. "How was your day?" I looked
at her, feeling somewhat dazed, and replied, "How in the world can
you be so extremely perky after classes on a Monday?" She just

smiled and went back to her paper. I put down my bag, grabbed my
lab notebook, and went across the hall into the sterile culture lab,
closing the door behind me.

I prepared myself in the lab, setting up all my equipment, wash-
ing my hands, and putting on my plain white lab coat. I logged into
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the lab in the notebook that we keep on top of the refrigerator and
went to open up the incubator. I took my two large culture flasks off
the second shelf and looked at them under the microscope. One
appeared very clear, with a good growth of cells, while the other had
black blotches floating in the bright orange growth medium. I wasn't
sure what to do, but I fed my cells anyway, cleaned up the lab, and
left, saying goodbye to a still-perky Diane as I walked out.

Thursday rolled around and it was once again time to feed my
cells. After class, I wandered over to the lab, trudged up the stairs,
and walked slowly down the hall. Once again, Diane was in room 309,
this time waiting for proteins to run through her polyacrilamide gel.
"ls today any better?" she asked. "Well, it's not a Monday; we'll put it
that way," I replied as I put my things down and went back into the
sterile lab across the hall. I prepared everything again and went to

Fig. l. Diane at work in the lab.
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open up the incubator in the lab' As I swung the door open' I imme-

diately noticed a nast<;; il" second strelf with bright yellow growth

rnedium: a clearcign'oi;ontamination. My stomach dropped as I saw

the letters SG on th";;tt"* of the flask' I took out both of my cul-

tures and saw that tne one was bright yellow and the other was

cloudy orange, *t'iti m"u"t I had ttitt"A utt the cells I had been grow-

in g ro r armo st .h,"" ;;;;' i :t :-:"0-lYlHTi;' ;:ll ;lt#ir::ll
*ftit" tuU coat, and went back into room I

Diane was hu"ched over her gel' waiting patiently for the pro- 5

teins to be pulled to itt" bottoni by the current running through the

apparatus. She saw me as I walked in' somewhat frustrated' I quietly

asked, 
"Does this happen to you?" Diane took one look at the flasks I

held outstre,.n"a urij understood. she smiled and replied, 
"Actually'

this is perfect,'t"'fl'"" been growing roller bottles of cells for

about a month "ow"und had finally gotten a culture to grow' but

today I came in uno inJy nua utl.i:i-ry.d off '' So I get to start all over

too. come on, let's g;:;il";t;n"i oit the current running through

her gel, took the "p;;;; apart'and walked past me into the sterile

Iab. I put down my iontutinuted flasks long enough to pYl on my lab

coat again. Stiff nusi'ated' Lqui't"d bleach into my two flasks to kill

off all the bacteria unJ ,".ui"ing cells, while Diane washed her

hands and put on n"' ptui" wtrite taU coat' We sat there together in

that lab, purruging i"i tlftt from one flask into another' for a little

under an hour' In that hour' I began to understand what our instruc-

tor had been talking about'

As we sat down at the sterile hoods to begin working'-Diane

said, "Stephu"i", you can't give up' That's what I've learned in this

place. I've spent tnree yeari in this- room' and no matter how many

flasks and rott"' Uotit"' l'u" go"" through' no matter how many cells

I've stained incorrectly' no matter how-many gels I've run' I finally

realized that getti;; rJrrir""a over this stuff is completely pointless'

Cell culture i, "";;;;*not" life' There's so much beyond this one

little room that is mt'ch rno'" important than passaging these cells

into a new flask'"
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It struck me as funny that this woman who I had seen so many 1times in the lab was tarking about everything outside of the rab. Butone hour in the lab tarking with Diane convinced me that she is notonly the amazing and dedicated cell culturist George tord me about,
but also such an active participant in so many campus activities thatshe far outshines every other student I have met in my time here. Icame to realize that behind Diane's plain white rab coat is a woman
who has had a full life at college, who has experienced ever5rthing,
and who has made her time on campus one to remember and
cherish. Behind it was someone I wanted to be like.

Whereas I simply go to class, go to the lab, go back to my dorm, oand occasionalry go out with my friends (and to itris point ttrougnt
that I was doing pretty wet), I discovered that Diane has an entire
spectrum of things to do once she warks down that staircase out ofthe lab' our college is known to have students who struggre to do
well in their classes and struggle even more to have a gooA ti_"
while at school because classes outweigh the rest of their activities.
Diane has certainly overcome that challenge.

Diane told me she's taking a senior Advanced Lab course based ein Molecular Biorogy, a statistical Anarysis course, and Immunology
and Human Physiology' In alr, she said, it adds up to seventeen hours
of class time each week, not including the several hours of home-
work required by each crass. It was crear to me that even though she
is a senior, Diane had chosen courses that are quite difficurt ana
time-consuming-unrike other seniors, who coast through their rast
two semesters with less inteilectuaily chailenging courses rike Intro_
duction to sculpture. The only response I could manage was, *That,s
amazing." "lt 's not too bad," Diane replied. "r just go to class, do alr of
my work after class either here or in the library, and then I have time
to do everything else I want to do." Euerything erse? what erse courd
there be,l wondered. I,m hauing enough of a hard time balancinp
school, the lab, and my sorority. 

('

Diane belongs to the same sorority I do on campus, so I know l0how much time she spends at the house. She has been a member
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Fig. 2. Sorority sisters after a formal. Diane is the third from the left

in the middle row.

since her freshman year and is so kind and enthusiastic that all the

sisters adore her. I have yet to find a sister who has anything bad to

say about Diane, and I believe Melissa put it best when she told me,
"Diane is just your average, run-of-the-mill amazing person'"

until I started working in the cancer cell Group, I never would

have guessed that Diane was so involved in academics, simply

because the majority of people on our campus who 4re extremely

involved in their courses don't seem very happy or relaxed'

However, Diane is an exception. During recruitment periods for our

sorority, she is constantly at the house, socializing with the sisters

and the potential members. She is so relaxed that no one could

guess that she'd be heading back to the lab afterwards. When

recruitment is over, Diane can still be found hanging out at the
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house a few times during the week or getting ice cream at the local
Friendly's with some of the other senior sisters.

Although I knew about Diane's sorority involvement, before this
afternoon in the lab I had no idea that she cared about any activities
beyond that and her coursework. But she told me about several
other groups on campus that are important to her. First, there's
CASA-the Chinese American Student Association. When Diane came
to college, she initially wanted to be a member of the Vietnamese
Student Association, but since our campus didn't have one, she
decided to join CASA instead to "embrace her Asian ethnicity." "lt's

really nice to be able to associate with people that have a similar
background to me," Diane said. "l grew up in a house that embraced
Vietnamese culture, and I wanted to continue that feeling once I got
to campus."

Second, she told me about TriBeta, which is a national Biology
Honor Society. Our campus has not established a definite chapter of
TriBeta, but Diane, along with some other biology students, is work-
ing very hard to get the campus TriBeta group recognized nationally.
For the past year she has acted as the secretary of the campus Tri-
Beta group, and she is currently in the process of contacting the rep-
resentative who will come examine our facilities to make sure that
we have met the national society's requirements. She is also actively
recruiting students to become a part of the group she helped estab-
lish. "Right now, TriBeta is a lot of work just because we don't have
our chapter established yet, but once the menial labor is done, it
should be a lot of fun," she said enthusiastically.

After she told me about her involvement in CASA and TriBeta, I
was expecting Diane to say something along the lines of "Between

those groups and my coursework, I'm fairly busy." Instead, she
continued, "l 'm also part of the Order of Omega for being a sorority
sister and for meeting the requirements." Although Diane said this
modestly, I personally know that being a member of this, the national
Greek Honor Society, is much more than "meeting requirements"; it
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hastodowithbeingaleader,beingact ive-basical lybeingamazing
in one way or another.

Finally, Diane added that she lives at home, which is close to r5

campus, and spends as much time as she can with her family and

her iwo nephews. She usually goes home for dinner and spends a lit-

tle time with her parents, then goes back to the lab to work for most

of the night. / haue trouble seeing my friends on a weekly basis' I

thought, but she makes sure she spends time with her family euery

night. How does she do it? How can she be so actiue on campus' so

wonderful in her courseworh, and yet so inuolued at home? I just didn't

get it. While I sat there absorbing what Diane had told me' she

decided to add that she also does work-study for our instructor'

spending some time testing new products that George is considering

fo, pur.t ure, purifying reagents that the group uses on a regular

basis, and organizing and cleaning the lab' Was I sitting next to some

sort of machine? "Oh, and I also had to study for my GRE's all

semester because I wasn't sure if I wanted to go to graduate school

or go directly into a lab to work'" After Diane took the exam and

ttrougtrt about it a lot, she decided to look for a research position

andwork fora fewyears .Yes , indeed, there isamach inebeh ind tha t
p la inwh i te labcoat , Idec ided.Therehas tobe.Noonecou ldposs ib ly
be so actiue and yet seem so relaxed at the same time'

Therewasanawkwards i lenceaf te rD ianeto ldmeaboutevery -16
th ingshed id ' Id idn ' tknowwhat tosay .A l l l cou ld th inko fwas
"wow"butsomehowld idn ' t fee l tha twou lddoany jus t ice towhat l

had iust heard.
As we were doing our final steps for the passaging' I decided to r

ask, "so what about sleep? Do you ever sleep?" Diane just smiled'

like she always does, and said, ..of course I sleep. It's not always as

muchas l 'd l i ke ,and i t ' sno tasmuchassomeof theothers tudents
on campus, but I get my rest' Sometimes I'm in the lab for anywhere

from 5 to 24 hours in a day doing protocols, so when it's a busy night

with work and with the lab, I get anywhere from no sleep to 3 hours'

On nights when I'm not quite so busy, I get around 6 hours' It's not
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so bad once you get used to it." //o sreep? who does r/rcr? That,s all Icould think as we capped up our flasks and rabered them with thedate and our initials.
By that time, it was around 7 o,clock. I was completely

exhausted and still trying to absorb everything Diane had iust toldme' we put our flasks in the incubator-mine on the second shelfand hers on the top shelf. we cleaned up the hoods and all our mate-rials' we washed our hands. we took ofi our prain white rab coats.Then I fotowed Diane out of the ster'e rab and into room 309. 1She went back over to her gel as I put away my lab notebook. Asshe sat there preparing her gel for a western blot protocol, whichwould take about another five hours or so, I thought to myself, ?nftepoor thing is going to be stuck in the tab a, night again.gui ttren trealized that whereas I would be "stuck" in the lab, she would simply"be" in the lab, enjoying just one of the many tasks in the busy rifethat she leads.
As I put my bag on my back, Diane said with a smile, ,.Are you 20going out tomorrow night?" This time, I smiled back. ,,1 know a cou_ple of the sisters are going out, and Vanessa and I definitely are.would you like to come with us?" As always, Diane smiled, looked ather gel, and said, ,,lf all goes well with this thing, I,m with you. Justlet me know what time."
"Of course," I said, and turned to walk out the door. .,Have a 21good night," I added. As I walked to the door I heard Diane say, *you

too. Don't forget, there's a whore different place outside of that door.Take advantage of it while you can." I sm'ed and slowly warked outof room 309, down the hallway, and down the stairs in a better,n"ro
than I had been at any other time during the past few weeks. I feltinspired, still touched by my conversati,on with the amazing woman Ihad discovered hidden behind a plain white lab coat.




