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Carolyn Ball is clear about the catalyst for her 

undergraduate studies in geology at the University of 

Florida and future career as a geologist. She describes 

herself as “very outdoorsy” and loves a variety of activities 

that allow her to get out into nature, whether riding her 

bike, hiking, playing soccer or sand volleyball. Just as clear 

as her love of the outdoors is the importance of the work 

that led her to being selected as the featured scholar for the 

Journal of Undergraduate Research.  

Ball, who will graduate with her Master‟s degree this 

summer after completing her undergraduate work last year, 

works with one of the world‟s most important resources: 

water. At the outset of the article she co-wrote with Dr. 

Jonathan B. Martin, “Surface Water and Groundwater 

Exchange during Floods,” Ball articulates how integral the 

quality of surface water and groundwater is to life on this 

planet. These resources are used for “drinking, irrigation, 

transportation, entertainment, and are a major service for 

ecosystems.”  

But it is the connection between surface water, including 

streams, rivers, and lakes, and groundwater that was the 

focus of Bell‟s research. The stakes, Ball argues, are high: 

surface water polluted by particular land use can negatively 

affect groundwater. Likewise, contaminated groundwater 

can impinge on otherwise unspoiled surface water. Ball 

gives the example of a spring as a location where this 

exchange might occur, and which can taint one of Florida‟s 

most beautiful natural features. In fact, Ball conducted 

fieldwork at one of the most popular natural attractions 

near Gainesville, the Ichetucknee Springs State Park: an 

experience that Ball describes as both “unforgettable and 

invaluable.”  

While her research into the interchange between surface 

water and groundwater is the culmination of her time in the 

College of Liberal Arts and Sciences, Ball‟s time at the 

University of Florida has been multi-faceted. Sitting 

outside Williamson Hall, Ball, when asked what she will 

miss most about UF, glances to her left, briefly sizing up 

the structure that dominates the landscape of this part of 

campus. Across the road is Ben Hill Griffin Stadium (more 

commonly known to us all as “The Swamp”), one of the 

focal points of the Gator Nation, and Ball quickly answers 

that “game days” are amongst those uniquely college 

events she will pine for. “I love the Gators!” Ball exclaims. 

“UF is the number one school in Florida. Who wouldn‟t 

want to come here?” 
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Ball‟s pride in being a Gator and her passion for what 

that means is evident the moment that talk turns to what 

she has taken from her time in Gainesville. However, 

unlike so many students at UF, she had not spent years 

hoping (and indeed working towards) becoming a Gator. 

Even as late as her senior year in high school, Ball was not 

sure where she would attend college and was even 

considering staying in her hometown, Tampa, to attend the 

University of South Florida. It took up until the moment 

that she realized the prestige that comes with attending the 

best public university in the country‟s fourth-largest state. 

Once she was accepted to UF, Ball says that the decision to 

leave her family and hometown was a straightforward one. 

She wanted to have the opportunity to turn her passion for 

the outdoors into a career. After beginning her 

undergraduate studies, Ball admits that she “was so blessed 

and lucky to find the Geological Science Department.”      

This was where Ball met Dr. Martin, a teacher and 

scientist who she describes as an “absolutely amazing” 

mentor. “I started working in the geology department for 

(Martin) who was working on groundwater quality, looking 

at the chemistry (of the water),” Ball says of the point of 

origin of the article. She told Martin that she was extremely 

interested in his work, and this proved to be the start of 

their research together. “He said, „Well, good news for 

you, because I have all this data that needs to be analyzed, 

and I think that we can come up with a good story about 

what happens to groundwater during floods,‟” Ball recalls.  

After looking through the data, Ball started to see 

patterns between low groundwater elevation and the 

amount of floodwater that can flood the aquifer, a body of 

saturated rock (or silt, gravel, or sand) through which water 

can pass with some ease. “We compared low groundwater 

elevation to high groundwater elevation,” Ball states, “And 

we worked on quantifying that and coming up with an 

equation and model that other people could use (when 

looking at) and apply to their own aquifers.” The usability 

of this model is very important to Ball: “(We want people) 

to be able to say, „If our groundwater level is around here, 

we can predict how much contaminated floodwater is 

going to flood into the aquifer.” 

The ramification for this work goes well beyond the 

local human population, however. The Floridan Aquifer 

provides water for all the southeast states; it is, Ball points 

out, “a huge water source, and we have to make sure that it 

is good quality because hopefully it can sustain our 

population for many years to come.” But Ball‟s research 

has not just been confined to Florida and the southeast. 

Due to the wide-ranging focus of the Geological Science 

Department, she has had “unbelievable” opportunities to do 

fieldwork in exotic locales in the United States, including 

Death Valley National Park, and abroad, San Salvador in 

the Bahamas.  

More importantly, however, is that Ball is able to put 

into practice all that she has learned in what she describes 

as “a dream job”: a position as a geoscientist with Shell 

Exploration and Production Company in Houston, Texas. 

It‟s a dream job, Ball contends, because she will “get to 

pick a few areas of the company that I am most interested 

in and rotate through them within the first three years.” So 

far, she says, she is interested in a number of areas: 

alternative energy geochemical research, reservoir quality 

analysis, and source quality and maturation analysis. But 

there is other excitement coming up in Ball‟s life. On July 

28
th
 she is marrying Ciro Luysterburg, a fellow Gator she 

credits as being “so supportive” throughout her incredible 

college career. “I could not have achieved as much without 

his love and encouragement,” she admits. As for her future 

career as geologist in Texas? Her enthusiasm is as clear as 

a pristine spring: “I am very excited and can't wait!”   

 

—Christopher Garland 

 


