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Kelsey Curd Ladt is bringing new
meaning to the phrase “Young Alum.”

Kelsey, who turned 14 just three months
ago, anticipates becoming one of the
youngest females to graduate from the
University of Kentucky as Commence-
ment takes place this month. 

In fact, she is one of the youngest females
to graduate from any university in the
United States.  Graduating from college so
young with a bachelor’s degree in biology
is remarkable by anyone’s account. But
what is really significant is that Kelsey 

appears to be unfazed by her accomplish-
ments. Okay, dare we say it? People close
to her say she seems so “normal” for a 14-
year-old graduating from college. She likes
popular music, sings in her choir, has
friends visiting for sleepovers, and relishes
every chance she gets to play soccer and
basketball. 

“I like going to the mall with friends,
going to the movies, the youth group at
church, and sports,” she says.

ere are other “firsts” associated with
Kelsey. She also is the youngest researcher 

to have worked at the National Institutes
of Health (NIH) in Bethesda, Md., and —
let’s not forget this one — she is the
youngest female graduate to join the UK
Alumni Association! 

Kelsey joined the association when she
came to Senior Salute in the King Alumni
House to order a cap and gown and have a
senior photo taken for the Kentuckian year-
book. Kelsey says she is proud that she is
about to graduate from UK and that joining
the association is the most natural thing for
her to do to stay connected to the university. 

Youngest UK Alumna?
Paducah native is 14 and earning a degree in biology.

By Linda Perry

Kelsey holds her three Yorkshire terriers: Minnie, Mocha and Mazie.
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The Beginning of a Journey

Vickie and Ric Ladt, Kelsey’s parents,
knew something was unique about their
daughter early on. She started skipping
grades at Concord Elementary in Paducah
and aer the start of fih grade, her par-
ents decided she would be home-schooled
with tutors. 

Kelsey was able to start high school
when she was 8 because she skipped mid-
dle school. While attending Lone Oak
High School, she simultaneously was en-
rolled at West Kentucky Community &
Technical College (WKCTC).  She gradu-
ated from high school in 2006 while at the
same time earning an associate’s degree
from WKCTC. is allowed Kelsey to
enter UK as a junior at age 11.

e family had a plan. Kelsey and her
mother settled into a home in Lexington
so that Kelsey could go to UK. Vickie’s
work as president of Ladt Consulting Serv-
ices Inc., a human resources firm, had
enough flexibility to allow Vickie to follow
this path. Ric continued with his two jobs
in Paducah: president and CEO of
PEBCO, a manufacturer of powder and
bulk solids handling equipment, and presi-
dent/owner of PeTroCoke, a supplier of
ground petroleum coke to the paper indus-
try. He would make the trip to Lexington
on the weekends. is lifestyle was an am-
bitious undertaking, but worked. “Vickie
is a great organizer and planner,” says Ric.

When Kelsey had an opportunity to
perform research during the summer of
2008 at the NIH in Maryland, the family
followed the same path: Kelsey and Vickie
found a place to stay and Ric visited on
the weekends.

Ric says they are just doing what parents
do, and although their schedule is a little
different from other families, their family
is much the same as others. “Parents want
to try their best to provide a nurturing en-
vironment for their children and to sup-
port them the best way they can,” he says.

Vickie says that so far, this unusual jour-
ney for their family has actually been fairly
smooth. “Kelsey has been very lucky all
along the way,” she says. It especially
helped, right from the start, that the school
system in Paducah was so accommodating
in helping Kelsey get the education that
she needed in the way that she needed it.
“Although Paducah is not a large city, the
McCracken school system and WKCTC
were very open-minded and flexible,”
Vickie says. 

Research And Campus Life

Kelsey says that she has known from the
time she was very young that she wanted to
be involved in medicine. She chose UK for
her pre-med studies, she says, because of its
research opportunities that are not available
at smaller colleges. At UK, she was able to
participate in spinal cord injury research in
state-of-the-art laboratories. 

“Dr. Todd should be very proud of his fac-
ulty and staff,” Ric says. 

Dr. C. Darrell Jennings, senior associate
dean for medical education, says UK pro-
vided a rigorous academic experience for
Kelsey, as it would for any student, but it also
took into consideration her unique situa-
tion. “We approached her as a ‘special needs’
student, just as we would a physically-handi-
capped student or a student from a vastly
different culture. UK thrives on having a
highly-diverse campus and Kelsey is ex-
tremely talented. We just extended the con-
cept of what constitutes ‘special needs.’
Kelsey’s presence enriched the campus and
other students in our program,” Jennings
says. “is whole experience shows the best
side of UK — how a large school can accom-
modate special needs in the broadest sense.”

Neuroscience holds Kelsey’s interest and
it’s also the type of research she was involved
with at the NIH last summer.  ere, her re-
search involved transcranial magnetic stimu-
lation to measure the brain’s reward
processing function. She was actively in-
volved in many areas of the study, including
recruiting/interviewing potential partici-
pants to data analysis. 

Kelsey was three years younger than the
program’s minimum age requirement. But
luckily, the staff at NIH agreed to let her
participate. Kelsey received an “Exceptional
Summer Student
Award” for her
work there.

In high school
and at WKCTC
Kelsey main-
tained a 4.0 GPA
and is ending her
stint at UK
Summa Cum
Laude. Her goal
is to become a
physician scien-
tist so this young
lady never shied
away from the
rigorous pre-med
curriculum. 

Vickie and Ric had to deal with things
that parents of other college students
don’t even think about — like when
study groups at the library ran past 4
a.m. and Kelsey would call home saying
she was ready to be picked up. But they
all adjusted!

Kelsey says she never felt uncomfort-
able as far as being younger than other
students. Once she got taller, it was
harder to tell that she was younger. She
points out that in the past, nontradi-
tional students were typically older indi-
viduals, but it is becoming more common
for much younger students to attend col-
lege, given the fact that grade accelera-
tion is becoming more common. 

Campus life was not all-work and no-
play for Kelsey. She was involved in sev-
eral UK clubs and activities, such as
helping the biology honor society Beta
Beta Beta with its plans for the Dance-
Blue fund-raiser. 

She says that she has enjoyed herself
the whole time she was on her unique
journey and she is looking forward to
pursuing her MD-Ph.D combined de-
gree, starting in the fall of 2010 — and
possibly — at UK! But first she is return-
ing to Bethesda for a one- to two-year
post baccalaureate position with the
NIH. The family will have the same
arrangement in Bethesda as they did in
Lexington, with Vickie and Kelsey mov-
ing to Bethesda and Ric visiting when-
ever possible.

“We were able to find a completely fur-
nished home within 48 hours of arriving
in Bethesda during Spring break,” says
Vickie. “Kelsey truly has been blessed
with so many wonderful opportunities.”

Kelsey Ladt, far right, attends a UK football game with friends 
Lauren Tallio and Sarah Bush. 




