
 Fall 2018 • Volume 18, Issue I |  TuftScope 9 8 TuftScope  | Fall 2018 • Volume 18, Issue I

FEATURE INTERVIEW

Dr. Michael Esmail has been a lab animal veterinarian at Tufts University for 3.5 years. He oversees the 
health and welfare of research animals across the various Tufts campuses. He received his undergraduate 
degree in animal science from Rutgers University, then went on to the University of Pennsylvania, where he 
received his degree in veterinary medicine. He then served as a veterinary postdoctoral fellow at the Mas-
sachusetts Institute of Technology, where he became board-certified by the American College of Laboratory 
Animal Medicine. This interview ties in to an event TuftScope hosted on November 13th, "Student Panel: 
Ethics in Research and Finding Opportunities," during which Tufts researchers discussed various ethical is-
sues surrounding scientific research. Several of these issues related to the ethical use of lab animals.

How did you decide to work in veterinary medicine, and 
to specialize in lab animal medicine in particular?

I think a lot of veterinarians had wanted to be vets since 
they were kids, and it was the same way for me. In high 
school, I developed an interest 
in animal welfare and behavior, 
and so I went into college with 
those interests. I went to col-
lege at Rutgers, where they had 
a class in lab animal medicine, 
so I was able to learn about how 
central animal welfare was to 
lab animal medicine. During 
that time, I also did research 
with rats, and I realized that I 
enjoyed taking care of the rats, 
and I enjoyed the research itself. 
Since I had such a great inter-
est in research, I thought it just 
made sense to go towards lab animal medicine. At the time 
that I applied to vet school I was interested in a dual degree 
VMD-PhD program, but I ended up not getting that, and it 
made me reflect on what I really wanted to do with my life. 
I realized during this process that I wanted to be a lab ani-
mal vet, not necessarily leading a lab. After vet school, I did a 
three-year residency at MIT. 

Veterinary residencies are similar to medical residencies 
— there are specialties in surgery, ophthalmology, cardiol-
ogy, things like that. In residency, I learned the basics of the 
more commonly-used research animals, performed research, 
and learned the regulations associated with lab animal medi-
cine. It was a time to refine my knowledge. I find lab animal 
medicine very personally fulfilling. At the end of the day I 
am able to go home and know that my work is helping not 
only the animals, but also the people that benefit from that 
research. It is critically important for society to have good ani-
mal research models in order to design drugs, devices, or any 
other interventions for human disease.

Author contact: Jamie Tebeau is a junior at Tufts University. Address 
correspondence to Jamie.Tebeau@tufts.edu.

A Discussion with Dr. Michael Esmail, Lab Animal Veterinarian
 Jamie Tebeau

What does an average “day in the life” look like for you?
My days are very variable. By and large, I’m really here to 

be an advocate for animals in research, so my role is to take 
care of them. From a day-to-day perspective, that involves 

clinical care of animals that 
have any sort of issues that 
come up, while also directly 
interfacing with researchers 
to help them accomplish their 
research goals. I have conversa-
tions with investigators about 
how to advance their animal 
models, which they use to emu-
late human diseases or certain 
processes in physiology.

A lot of the time the 
research is unknown, so try-
ing to develop an animal model 
which can replicate human 

disease or other processes can be a major undertaking. I 
generally examine the animals, provide support for my vet-
erinary technicians, and keep up with regulatory responsi-
bilities. Animal research is the most regulated use of animals 
in society (over domesticated animals, animals used for food 
or fiber, animals used in entertainment, or animals used for 
exhibition). That means it’s necessary for all the folks on the 
ground caring for the animals to have a solid knowledge of 
the regulations involved.

Part of my role is to provide a degree of regulatory over-
sight and assistance to the research. I ensure that we abide 
by federal regulations and federal guidelines. Some examples 
include the number of square inches each mouse gets, how 
wide the doors are in an animal facility, and the temperature 
at which animals are maintained, and each of these examples 
must be tailored to each species.

Dr. Michael Esmail

All of this is part of a body called the Institutional Ani-
mal Use and Care Committee (IACUC), which is federally 
mandated for institutions which do research with animals 
or receive NIH money or work with USDA-covered species. 
The IACUC is responsible for approving or not approving a 
research proposal involving animals. The committee consists 
of five people — a veterinarian, a scientist, a non-scientist, 
and an unaffiliated person to provide non-institutional per-
spective. The non-scientist or “layperson” reflects the greater 
need for research to have relevance. The IACUC is much 
more than five people at Tufts.

Finally, I also do some teaching at the Cummings School 
for Veterinary Medicine as part of a master’s program in lab 
animal medicine, as well as work with the Tufts undergradu-
ates in the preveterinary society. The reason I love the spe-
cialty of lab animal medicine is that it is different every day, 
by virtue of research having to be new and novel. I learn every 
day about new research models and about specific diseases.

In what ways do the animal models you work with 
increase our knowledge of human disease?

You can think of research with animals in two differ-
ent ways — animal models used to discover basic scientific 
knowledge (looking at a specific cell, organ or mechanism), 
and animal models used in pre-clinical research (looking at 
the result of a specific drug or device on the body before clini-
cal trials). Both types of research are extremely important in 
the discovery process and they both work towards learning 
more about human and animal disease.

Animal disease is important to mention, as many 
advances in veterinary medicine have come from research 
actually geared for humans. Research goes from animals in 
pre-clinical testing, to humans, then back down to animal 
health. That’s the One Health aspect of lab animal medicine — 
bringing human and veterinary medicine together. With that 
being said, there is specific research tailored to animals, such 
as that which takes place at veterinary schools and hospitals. 

What is your role in upholding the welfare of the animals 
in your care?

My role goes from a very granular scale — one particu-
lar mouse in need of additional enrichment, all the way to 
the greater scale of the entire program. We strive to go above 
what the regulations ask of us in terms of animal welfare, and 
a lot of lab animal vets feel similarly. We try to tailor the wel-
fare to each specific species. Enrichment is something that an 
animal would use that would enhance its environment, and it 
is usually species-specific.

For example, mice like to nest, so we will provide materi-
als in their cage to display that biological behavior — to build 
nests. Rats don’t like to nest like mice, so we have to provide 
them other types of enrichment, like gnawing enrichment. As 
part of other veterinary staff and others in the program, we 
ensure that the animals are provided with the best possible 
environment. Welfare includes not only enrichment but also 
freedom from illness and freedom from any undue harm. 

What are your personal research interests?
The research that I’ve been a part of most recently related 

to using hand warmers as a cheap and easy way to keep ani-
mals warm. It turned out to be pretty effective for transferring 
heat throughout the cage. That’s the flavor of research we do 
around here. Other research in my division looks at clicker 
training in pigs (just like you would clicker train a dog!). Pigs 
are very smart and can be trained to touch a specific location 
with the snout. My research interests during my residency 
involved microbiomes and transgenic processes.

What is your favorite species to work with in the lab?
I really like working with rats. I think they have great per-

sonality and they’re mostly easy to work with — they get used 
to people very fast. Guinea pigs are a close second, but rats 
really have great personalities. A recent article proved that 
rats even make pleasurable ultrasonic vocalizations when 
being tickled.

“It is critically important for 
society to have good animal 

research models in order 
to design drugs, devices, or 
any other interventions for     

human disease.”
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