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KATHLEEN SHEA CARL MELLBY
Kathleen Shea earned her B.A. in biology from Grinnell 
College, her M.A. in biology from Washington University, and 
her Ph.D. in environmental, population and organismic 
biology from the University of Colorado, Boulder. In 1985 she 
joined the St. Olaf faculty, teaching biology and also teaching 
in the Paracollege, where she joined an interdisciplinary group 
of faculty preparing to create the environmental studies 
program. This nascent program was the beginning of our 
current Environmental Studies Department.

Shea’s professional work in plant ecology examines how environmental variation 
influences plant growth and reproduction. She teaches ecology-related courses in 
both the biology and environmental studies departments. Ecology is a core course for 
the biology major and her Field Ecology course offers a more advanced look at how 
ecology is studied. She helped develop the Introduction to Environmental Studies, 
Conservation Biology, and two Tropical Ecology courses. As Curator of the Natural 
Lands since 2009, she oversees the management of 350 acres of natural habitat and 
works with farmers to use sustainable agricultural practices on St. Olaf farmland. 

Offering students study abroad and field experiences has long been a priority, 
leading Shea to develop an Interim program to study ecology, conservation, and 
sustainable land use in Costa Rica. She led a similar program in Ecuador and was a 
field supervisor for the St. Olaf Environmental Studies in Australia program. Her 
current research focuses on collaborative projects with students on the St. Olaf 
Natural Lands, with projects ranging from analyzing tree growth patterns in forest 
restoration areas to studying the effects of burning and restoration on prairie soil 
health and plant biodiversity. She follows the model of doing research with students 
during the summer, often continuing into the academic year, and presenting the 
results of this research with the students at professional meetings. She has worked 
with more than 65 students on independent research projects.

Shea also has held a number of positions on campus, from chair of the Biology 
Department and director/chair of the Environmental Studies Department and 
concentration, to chair of the Faculty Development (Life) Committee, and vice-chair 
of the Curriculum Committee. Since 2010 she has been on the leadership team of 
the National Science Foundation-funded Ecological Research as Education Network. 
She has coauthored several publications showing how collaborative research at 
primarily undergraduate institutions can enhance ecology education and produce 
publishable research, and serves as an editor for the Ecological Society of America, 
EcoEd Digital Library, which promotes sharing of ideas for ecology education.

When not studying ecology, Shea can be found running, hiking, or playing with 
her granddaughter.

In High on Manitou, William C. Benson called Dr. Carl 
A. Mellby “the father of the social sciences.” In History 
of St. Olaf College, Joseph M. Shaw ’49 noted the 
following:

“Dr. Mellby has been regarded as the dean of St. 
Olaf’s teaching personnel, the prototype of the 
complete professor, competent, imaginative, 
congenial, and unaffected.

“His first interest was history, which he taught with phenomenal breadth 
and perception, lecturing in seemingly casual fashion on the cultural and 
social interactions of the Middle Ages, the Renaissance, and especially the 
modern history of Europe. Mellby also originated and taught the first courses 
in economics, sociology, political science, and history of art. He is credited 
with introducing one of the earliest marriage and family courses in the 
country. He was instrumental in starting the teacher placement bureau, and 
St. Olaf President John Kildahl in making arrangements to begin the honor 
system in examinations.

“At one time or another Mellby also taught Greek, German, French, religion, 
and philosophy. He was acting president for one year and vice president for 
two years. He wrote the 50th anniversary history of the college, articles for 
church papers, historical sketches, and numerous resolutions and tributes 
when the right word was needed for the occasion.”

The Faculty Life Committee of St. Olaf College acknowledges the 
accomplishments of Dr. Carl A. Mellby, professor and administrator, 
1901–49, by sponsoring a lecture series in his name. With this, the Faculty 
Life Committee also honors his successors among both the junior and senior 
St. Olaf faculty by inviting them at regular intervals to reflect on the 
significance of their own scholarly work and on developments in their 
chosen academic fields.
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