
Jeff J. Doyle recognized as the 2020 Asa Gray Award Recipient 
 
The American Society of Plant Taxonomists (ASPT) is proud to announce Dr. Jeff J. Doyle as its 
2020 Asa Gray Award recipient.  The prestigious award is named after the most influential 
North American Botanist of the 19th Century and recognizes a lifetime of achievements in plant 
systematics.   
 
What makes the Asa Gray Award ASPT's top honor is that it recognizes plant systematists who 
have cultivated a career that has contributed significant research to systematic botany, while 
making lasting contributions to their community, profession, and students.  Jeff's exceptional 
career represents, and elevates, those high ideals not just through his innovative research, but 
through service to his University, to the American Society of Plant Taxonomists, and the many 
students whose careers were launched under his mentorship.   
 
As a testament to Jeff's impact on the lives of people he has mentored, he was nominated by 
three of his former students—Dr. Donovan Bailey from New Mexico State University, Dr. 
Jeremy Coate from Reed College, and Dr. Shannon Straub from Hobart & William Smith 
College—and a former postdoctoral researcher, Dr. Ashley Egan from Utah Valley University.  
The nominators stated Jeff's impact on plant systematics clearly when they wrote that he "has 
played a leading role in shaping the field of molecular systematics from its inception in the 
1980s through to the use of modern genomic and transcriptomic approaches today. He has 
continuously contributed new insights and findings to our understanding of molecular evolution 
and the potential uses and pitfalls of different molecular tools in plant systematics. These 
elements have led to him being regarded as a visionary in his field throughout his career."  
Indeed, support letters repeatedly praised his continued innovation and impact throughout his 
career as a model of exceptional science.   
 
The Doyle lab’s research program has made important contributions to the systematics of the 
pea family, Fabaceae, as well as polyploidy and its evolutionary impact.  Jeff's most highly cited 
paper resulted from a collaboration with his long-time collaborator Jane Doyle, where they 
developed a DNA extraction method that is now commonly known as CTAB, a paper that has 
been cited over 18,000 times and is a staple in almost every plant molecular genetics 
laboratory.  Other equally notable contributions of Jeff’s research team include early 
discoveries of gene-tree species-tree discordance, non-maternal inheritance of chloroplast 
genomes, and the utility of rapidly desiccating plant tissues for genetic experiments.  After 
praising Jeff as being a luminary and one of the most highly regarded scientists, Dr. Jonathan 
Wendel from Iowa State University stated that "nearly all of [Jeff's] papers are substantive, 
deeply thoughtful, contributions that have implications beyond his focal group of organisms, in 
the process extending conceptual directions and offering insights that are broadly relevant to 
our understanding of plant evolution."  As he was praising Dr. Doyle's many accomplishments 
to the study of whole genome duplications, Dr. Jeffrey Palmer from Indiana University 
described just how impactful Jeff's research continues to be, stating that "the study of 
polyploidy is currently one of the most active and exciting areas of research in plant biology, 
and Jeff deserves recognition as one of the pioneers and continuing leaders in the field." 



 
The impact that Jeff has had on his students was made clear through his nomination and 
support letters.  Nineteen graduate students have benefited from his mentorship, as have 18 
postdoctoral scholars and 56 undergraduate students.  Jeff's first graduate student, Dr. John 
Freudenstein, a professor at Ohio State University, wrote of having a deep appreciation for his 
advisor's mentoring, saying that "Jeff giving us the freedom that we needed to develop as our 
own scientists while being there to keep standards high, provided a role model and guide as we 
matured." 
 
While managing an innovative and highly active lab, Jeff has been dedicated to serving his 
community and profession.  At Cornell University, he served as the Director of Graduate Studies 
(1993–1996), Associate Director of Undergraduate Biology (1997–1999), Director of 
Undergraduate Biology (1999–2000), Director of Undergraduate Study (2000–2010), and chair 
of the School of Integrative Plant Science, Plant Breeding and Genetics Section.  He has also 
been an active member of ASPT.  Starting in 1985 as the ASPT's Cooley Award recipient, Jeff has 
served ASPT in many ways, including serving on the ASPT Cooley Award Selection Committee, a 
council member, an associate editor of Systematic Botany, and as its president in 2016.  
 
Jeff currently serves a joint appointment in the School of Integrative Plant Science as the 
Professor and Chair of Plant Breeding & Genetics Section and Professor in Plant Biology Section 
at Cornell University.  Jeff earned his Bachelor of Science in Biology from the College of William 
and Mary.  Afterward, he earned a Master's Degree in Biology from Indiana University.  He 
would later receive his Ph.D. from Indiana University, under the 1988 Asa Gray Award recipient 
and acclaimed botanist Charles B. Heiser, Jr.  Following a postdoctoral fellowship and lecturer 
position at Washington University in St. Louis, Jeff joined the Cornell faculty in 1984, where he 
remains today.  Throughout his career, Dr. Doyle has received numerous accolades, including 
awards recognizing his teaching and mentoring abilities, many invited talks, and 34 externally 
funded research-grants.  Jeff's postdoctoral advisor Dr. Walter H. Lewis, Emeritus Professor of 
Biology at Washington University in St. Louis, summarized impact of Jeff's work on plant 
systematics by stating that "In my long career as a botanist I have never seen such a stellar 
contribution to plant biology. The most outstanding is the breadth and richness of his research 
in so many contemporary areas of botany. The depth of his understanding of evolutionary 
processes of plant breeding to improve crops for food and biofuel, as well as in genetics, 
cytology, integrative plant science, and systematics indicates how his contributions in these 
areas will have a lasting international impact." 
 
 
 
 
 


