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Greetings! As an alumna of the University at Buffalo, I am so 
excited to be back on campus as an academic advisor in the 
Honors College. It was the experience of working with my own 
academic and career advisors here while earning my Bachelor 
of Science in Business Administration that led me to pursue 
this fulfilling path in higher education. After graduating from 
UB, I advanced my education and in 2011 earned my Master 
of Science in College Student Personnel Administration from 
Canisius College in Buffalo.

Prior to joining the University Honors College, I served as an 
associate director in the Career Development Office at Kenyon 
College in Ohio and as an assistant director in the Griff Center 
for Academic Engagement at Canisius College. At these two 
colleges, I had the opportunity to work one-on-one with students 
to develop professional skill sets that would allow them to take 
their career to the next level. I am passionate about connecting 
students with engaging and meaningful experiences throughout 
their academic careers, and look forward to helping current 
Honors Scholars chart their journey toward a successful future.

In addition to one-on-one advising, I coordinate our annual 
workshop series, serve as a liaison for the Office of Fellowships 
& Scholarships, and maintain internal databases to monitor 
student progress throughout the curriculum.

Outside of the office, I enjoy spending free time with my 
family, friends, and fur-kids, organizing anything and 
everything, listening to music, dancing, playing volleyball 
and pickleball, and traveling to places I’ve never been before.

Welcom e...
By Allison Suflita, 
Academic Advisor, University Honors College
UB Class of 2008

Jessica Seabury
Senior Assistant Director, 
University Honors College
Honors Scholar, Class of 1994
jseabury@buffalo.edu

Maybe it is the spring sunshine, perhaps it is the 
exuberance of our cover photo of Amy Hardy, or maybe it 
is my co-worker Tim Matthew’s selfie glee (page 2) at our 
summer Honors orientation, but this issue of Honors Today 
has me thinking a lot about joy and gratitude: Joy in the 
celebrations and accomplishments of our alumni and in 
the unexpected energy our freshmen engineering students 
brought to their honors seminar in dance (page 8). 
There’s the excitement of our Class of 2017 students finding 
their path in unexpected places, like in making pot brownies 
(page 15) or in a hotel ballroom in Florida (page 16).  
There’s the gratitude the entire Honors family feels for the 
leadership and contributions to Honors education of our  
outgoing Academic Director, Dr. Andy Stott (page 5) and 
for the devoted teaching of the late Dr. Peter Nickerson 
(page 18). Kelly Asher recalls the positive mentoring of past 
Administrative Director Dr. Josephine Capuana in her piece 
(page 13), “The Great Pretender.” Wherever you find your joy 
and gratitude, I hope this issue inspires you to go outside of 
your comfort zone and seize it.

to Senior Assistant Director Tara Jabbaar-Gyambrah,  
who received the Excellence in Volunteer Administration 
Award in February 2017. Supported by The Service 
Collaborative of WNY and United Way of Buffalo and Erie 
County, this award recognizes excellence in leadership of 
volunteers and administration of volunteer programs by a 
local professional.  Tara was one of nine finalists selected by 
a committee made up of community volunteers and leaders.  
She was recognized for her work in the Honors College with 
HON 102, Freshman Honors Colloquium, which matches 
350 honors freshmen with community partners in the city of 
Buffalo, and with HON 201-202, the community service based 
shared interest experience for honors sophomores living in 
Greiner Hall. Congratulations, Tara!

Congratulations…

Letter from the Editor 
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Farewell! if ever fondest prayer
For other’s weal availed on high,
Mine will not all be lost in air,
But waft thy name beyond the sky.
‘Twere vain to speak, to weep, to sigh:
Oh! more than tears of blood can tell,
When wrung from guilt’s expiring eye,
Are in that word - Farewell! - Farewell!

These lips are mute, these eyes are dry;
But in my breast and in my brain,
Awake the pangs that pass not by,
The thought that ne’er shall sleep again.
My soul nor deigns nor dares complain,
Though grief and passion there rebel;
I only know we loved in vain -
I only feel - Farewell! - Farewell!

By Carly Gottorff, 
Class of 2017Just recently, we learned the sad news that Peter

Nickerson, Professor in the Department of Pathology, 
and a long-time friend of the Honors College, had passed away. 
Peter was a legend in Honors for his seminar “What They Died 
From,” a course that took many generations of students through 
the ailments and maladies that saw to famous figures such as 
Eleanor Roosevelt and Al Capone. Peter was a wonderful educator 
and a loyal servant of the institution, who not only sat on the 
Honors Council and taught for us almost every year, but who 
served three terms as the chair of UB’s Faculty Senate. Although he 
will be sorely missed, his memory will long live in the history of 
the College and in the minds of the many alums who took his 
course. If you have a memory of Peter you would like to share, 
please do get in touch. His good friend and another wonderful 
partner of the Honors College, Mary Anne Rokitka, pays him full 
and deserving tribute in this issue of Honors Today (see page 18).

It’s also time for me to announce my own departure. After five 
years as the Director of the Honors College, I will be stepping 
down at the end of this semester. It’s been a wonderful 
experience, and without question the best job I have ever had, 
but as my responsibilities at the university have grown, the 
amount of time I have been able to dedicate to Honors has 
diminished. As such, I recognize that it’s time to pass it on to 
someone who can devote to it the full attention it deserves. 
A search for my successor will be announced soon. As one 
of my fellow administrators said to me wistfully, Honors is 
“a good news job;”           I’m sure we’ll get an incredibly strong
pool of candidates.

I’m proud of all that we’ve achieved in the past five years, 
serving as only the College’s second-ever academic Director. 
That time has seen a complete revision of the curriculum, 
updating the Honors Colloquium and bringing the seminars in 
line with the university’s new general education program (itself 
designed with the intent of bringing the benefits of an Honors-style 
education to every student at UB). As our reputation has grown, 
we’ve scaled up to meet unprecedented demand, expanding the 
Advanced Honors Program to take in more talented students 
already on campus, and increasing the size of the freshman class by 
a third. We’ve also launched the Honors Faculty Fellows program 
to make sure that mentorship and strong academic relationships 
remain the backbone of our scholarly community. On that note, 
I’d like to take credit for doing my part to bring back the lost art of 
conversation and inducing five cohorts of students to turn off their 
electronic devices for one half hour a week to partake in that most 
civilized of institutions, British tea time. Most of all, I am proud of 
the work we did to set up the Christopher Peterson Commitment 
to Service Award, named for Honors student Christopher Peterson 
who, along with his sister, Emily, lost his life in a car accident in  
July 2013. Announcing that award every year at graduation and 
having Chris and Emily’s parents, Bill and Sandy, there on stage 
to present it has been the most moving experience of my life in 
higher education. I am so grateful to them for their strength and 
dedication to the mission of the Honors College and for teaching 
us all a lesson in selflessness and love. 

5

Our current 
administrative 
director Karyn 
St. George, past 
administrative  
director Josephine  
Capuana, & Andy 
enjoying our
Honors College
35th Anniversary
alumni happy
hour this past fall.

By Andrew McConnell Stott
Vice Provost & Dean of Undergraduate Education
Director of the Honors College, Professor of English

It is a time for 

(Yes, Byron was a bit of drama queen. Farewell!)
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Although I’m stepping down, I’m not leaving UB and hope to be 
invited back for tea at some stage soon. I was a total naif when  
I took the job five years ago, straight off the back of a year-long 
sabbatical that I’d spent in the archives of the poet Lord Byron. 
Getting up to speed could not have been accomplished without 
the support, forbearance, and good humor of the greatest staff at 
UB. And so as I take my leave, I’ll say a huge thank you to Megan 
Bragdon, Sam Cavalleri, Elizabeth Colucci, Jessica Gorski, Tara 
Jabaar-Gyambrah, Krista Hanypsiak, Tim Matthews, Brandi Moses, 
Karyn St. George, Jessica Seabury, Megan Stewart, and Allison 
Suflita. Thanks also to the hardworking members of the Honors 
Council, and all the alums, both those we have met on the road and 
the ones reading this now. It’s my custom to conclude Honors 
graduation with a poem - mainly because it’s fun to confuse the 
engineers. So here, for my final Honors Today column, I’ll leave 
you, fittingly, with some lines from Lord Byron: (to the left)
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When I graduated from the Romance Languages Department on 
a beautiful breezy spring day in 2009, Dr. Jeanette Ludwig read 
a short paragraph I had written about myself and my goals for 
the future. I had stated some serious goals, such as moving to a 
foreign country or writing a book, as well as some kind of 
nonchalant “life goals,” like becoming a fitness instructor in said 
foreign country and teaching Les Mills Body Pump® courses in 
French or German. She even laughed as she read it, and then 
looked up at me with this expression of “Really?” To be fair, 
I laughed too because: Really? BUT, at that moment the 
universe was paying attention to that paragraph and conspiring.

In fact, the universe took my little blurb very seriously. It started 
out with a Buffalo State College post-baccalaureate Teaching 
Certification brochure somehow finding its way into my 
possession, my completing the coursework and student teaching, 
then to applying as a Fulbright Teaching Assistant in Germany, 
and subsequently transforming a teaching assistantship into a 
teaching career and my current life. I now live in Bremerhaven, 
Germany (you will probably need a map to find it because no 
one has ever heard of it even though this city was the first place 
Elvis Presley set foot onto European soil on October 1st, 1958. 
And no, it’s not near Munich or the original Hofbräuhaus). 
It’s in the north of the country near the North Sea. If you own a 
German car it most likely was shipped on a huge container ship 
through Bremerhaven. The name itself essentially means “port of 
Bremen.” Here I teach English and French at two schools: one is 
a Gymnasium, which is like a college preparatory school, and the 
other is an inner city middle school. If that ain’t a contrast, then I 

By Amy Hardy
Class of 2009

don’t know what is. 
It’s great and it’s 
hard. Some days 
I leave feeling 
like I am slowly 
saving the world 
with my lessons, some days I leave and pop the cork of a bottle of
something off a shelf in the basement. Such is the life of a teacher! 

It’s a lot of work but I get to do amazing things. Every January I 
chaperone the ski trip to Söll, Austria and instruct students how to 
ski (a special thanks to Tamarack and Kissing Bridge for all those 
years of preparation). In September 2016 I took a group of eight 
students to the USA on a school exchange (and even gave them 
free time in New York City - panic!). Last school year I got to travel 
to breathtaking Ireland and tour from Dublin to Killarney and 
the Ring of Kerry! This spring I will travel to Cyprus on a physical 
education trip. Other places I have been to just with my school are 
England, the Baltic Sea, and Berlin. Who knows where else this 
job will take me in Europe in the next few years (hopefully 
Scotland). This is the decadent icing on the cake of my life! 
Outside of school I try to get away during the breaks and 
experience more of Europe and the world as well. When I’m not 
sitting at my desk in front of one hundred uncorrected exams 
(and tears in my eyes!), I am indeed living the life I asked for at 
the Romance languages ceremony. 

Oh! And about that fitness instructor thing . . . I got certified in 
Zumba Fitness® in August 2011 before I left for the Vaterland. 
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  When you’re sick - you’re sick and no one makes you feel  
  bad about it. The doctor types up this amazing little yellow  
  sheet of paper and not even Angela Merkel herself can   
  dispute it or demand that you come in to work. In fact, 
  my colleague was furious with me for coming to school   
  with a cough because I may have infected other people on 
  the staff. Also, healthcare is universal and every individual  
  residing in or travelling to Germany MUST have 
  healthcare, which is socially responsible.

The people. ‘Nuff said. Northern Germans may start out a  
  bit skeptical of newcomers, but once you’re in, you’re in for  
  life. I have incredibly loyal, reliable, caring, wonderful 
  people all around me. Do I miss my family and friends?   
  Nope. Just kidding, of course I do! Sooooo much. I have   
  missed weddings and parties and baby showers and family 
  reunions. I see pictures on Facebook and it pulls on my   
  heartstrings. But still I stay, because no matter where you  
  are, you can build a life and a home. When you pursue a   
  dream of living abroad you make the sacrifice of leaving 
  behind your loved ones, which is the ultimate challenge of  
  my life. Luckily I was able to attract the right people into  
  my life in Bremerhaven and have a large support system. 
  Plus, all my American family and friends then have a 
  contact in Europe who speaks a few languages. 
  COME VISIT ME!

 Germany is the country that separates ALL its trash and   
  has a 25-cent bottle deposit return. It’s the country in  
  which nearly every street has a bicycle path (WARNING:  
  get out of the way when someone rings their bike bell 
  as fast as you can!) and makes you pay for a green 
  environmental sticker for your car! Hardly anyone 
  drives automatic. Living here has made me much more 
  environmentally conscious as well as aware of my own   
  personal carbon footprint. Just when looking out my 
  window, I see houses with solar panels, most roads are   
  built with bike paths, and yes, I religiously separate 
  my trash. I guess what I’m saying is that there is a 
  stronger feeling of collective social responsibility here than  
  in America: for individuals, society, and the environment.  
  I’m sure some would argue this with me, but it is my 
  own impression after living here for six years.

All that said, I do feel very torn between the American and 
European lifestyles. I will never give up my laughing-out-loud, 
Mighty-Taco-loving, 24-hour-grocery-store-appreciating, 
UGG-Boots-and-North-Face-wearing American self, but there are 
aspects of life in Germany that I admire. I don’t think Germany 
is a utopia, but I like it. Will I stay? And for how long? What are 
my next steps? I honestly don’t know. I hope to someday write 
and publish a book - maybe a transnational, bilingual novel about 
being a strange cultural hybrid! - and I hope to study again, 
especially something along the lines of how vulnerability affects 
second language acquisition. I will leave you with some words 
from Paolo Coehlo: “When you want something, all the universe 
conspires in helping you achieve it.”

I was but a week in the country when I received phone calls to give 
Zumba® courses. Somehow I learned eighteen choreographies in 
fourteen days and people liked it! I instruct Zumba® in Denglisch 
(my own German-English language mix), and have consequently 
met dozens of crazy, hilarious, fun-loving people through it. I also 
created my support system through Zumba®, which has served 
me in many ways in the last six years. That certification became 
the coveted golden ticket of my life in Bremerhaven. I give two to 
three Zumba® courses a week at two different gyms. Voila - fitness 
instructor abroad: check! The universe was indeed listening.

Living abroad does, however, have its embarrassing, vulnerable 
moments. When I meet new people and they find out I speak three 
foreign languages, their response usually is: “Holy moly! You must 
be a language genius!” (Some liberties have been taken). I have 
to smirk: if they only knew how many times I nervously wonder 
about the gender of a noun and sort of mumble it so my 
interlocutor doesn’t hear the mistake. “Making it” abroad, as 
much as it means being linguistically apt and capable, is more 
importantly about being capable of endurance and vulnerability: 
the true grit of being an ex-pat. It’s not possible to learn about 
diverse cultural perspectives without leaving your comfort zone 
and taking risks. I would have never made it this far in Europe 
without surrendering to my fallibility. So allow me to share some 
things I have learned while being here and the reasons why I stay: 

 1. Being a teacher in Germany is awesome! Not just because  
  of the places I get to visit but because we get ample down  
  time - five to six weeks of paid vacation. Any teacher reading  
  this knows that these are precious reset and reboot weeks  
  that we desperately need when teaching the future of the  
  planet. Furthermore, here you aren't haunted by looming  
  state exams, so we also have a certain amount of freedom  
  and autonomy to teach units how we want and not to a test.  
  I like that. This leads into . . .

Somehow
I learned
eighteen

choreographies
in fourteen
days and

people
liked it!

" 

" 
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This past fall I was invited to teach an Honors seminar on a dance 
related focus of my choice. I was thrilled at the opportunity to 
share with non-dancers an art form that utilizes the very medium 
at the core of their existence - the body. My fear-laden question 
was answered on the very first day of class, when, bounding into 
the room, a male student asked with great eagerness, “Are we 
going to dance?” If this young man was excited to move, I thought 
that it was possible others would be too. I immediately altered my 
plan from reviewing the syllabus to making groups and generating 
dances based on first names. Day 1 was a success! 47 bodies were 
moving mindfully in a collaboratively created work of art. One 
successful movement day after another, students were making 
dances, moving fully, collaborating, and engaging in a creative 
process through a medium that most were previously unfamiliar.

In this one-credit seminar I titled The Art of Motion, we watched, 
made, discussed and wrote about dance. Coursework - including 
notes, reflections, and project videos - was documented in 
students’ UB ePortfolios and was based on three major projects.  
We were lucky enough to create the first, the Walking Dance, 
outside while the weather was still nice. It was comprised only 
of basic locomotors and utilized change of direction, change in 
level and in duration, repetition and re-ordering to move through 
space. All group members functioned as both choreographers 
and dancers, collaborating in the making of this first piece. 
The Walking Dances were presented in class to various music 
selections chosen by me. Student Will Swartwood reflected in 

  

41 men, 6 women,
1 Honors seminar room, 

12.5 contact hours.

Will they be
willing to move?
" " 

By Melanie S. Aceto
Associate Professor of Dance, 
Department of Theatre & Dance

Editor’s Note: In fall 2016, UB launched a new general education 
program, the UB Curriculum; all UB freshmen now enroll in a small 
faculty-led UB Seminar in their first semester.  For engineering 
majors, this UB seminar is the departmental requirement EAS 
199, modeled after EAS 140.  As their Honors fall course, 
Honors engineering freshmen took a newly designed 
one-credit HON 214 course, taught by faculty from 
disciplines across campus. Melanie Aceto instructed 
two sections of HON 214 in its inaugural semester.

                                                                his ePortfolio: 
                                                          “We discussed how lyrics 
                                      and other vocalizations in  
                                                               dance can have a profound   
                                          effect on how an audience  
                      interprets a dance (as we   
                                 learned from switching music). 
           This idea of the same core dance with   
                                     different music can apply to engineering, 
                in that certain principles such as equations, 
         or methods of problem solving can be used in 
                    multiple settings.” The second project, Rhythm Dance,  
               was introduced by learning a hand and foot rhythm from        
         the Broadway show “STOMP.” Students then had to generate     
     their own percussive body rhythms to be presented in class.

Finally, we spent multiple weeks building the Table Gesture 
Dances. Students swiped, spread, gathered, pounded, chopped 
and finger-walked on the tables with their hands, wrists, forearms, 
elbows and even their heads, in the creation of movement 
material that was danced on, over, and around a seminar table. 
The movements were then shaped over the next couple of weeks 
through the manipulation of elements of space, time, and energy. 
The table dances were solo dances performed two-by-two in 
front of class. Although most students expressed reluctance 
and nervousness to perform their solos in front of the class, 
their performances were gorgeous!

Students were also required to see live performances outside 
of class including UB’s Zodiaque Dance Company and Battle 
@ Buffalo, a family friendly dance competition where hip-hop, 
b-boyers, and break dancers dance one-on-one. Student Alan 
Christie, who saw Lehrer Dance, wrote, “It will stick with me for 
quite a while. Beyond all of the searching for meaning in elegant 
movement, I will remember it for the simple fun I had in watching 
and being able to appreciate the hard work of people dedicated to 
their craft.”
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At semester’s end I had time for one more 
movement exploration. I wanted to explore 
Contact Improvisation, a movement form where 
two or more bodies employ concepts including push, 
pull, roll, and manipulate to move together 
improvisationally. I again found myself wondering if they, 
mostly 18 year old men, would be willing to move - this time 
in contact with one another. If they were not willing to push, 
pull, and roll, I had no class content. Student Tim Swenson 
provides an indication of just how well things went: 
“Today we explored contact improvisation, and I have 
to admit it was probably the most fun I have had in an 
hour since I walked onto campus . . . contact improv 
is as much fun as you can legally get away with
in a classroom setting, despite the fact that 
it actually kinda is hard to pick up and                       run with it, 
especially in groups.”

I so enjoyed my semester with 
these engineering Honors 
students. We laughed a lot! 
I hope I imparted not only an 
interest in the art of dance, but also 
that experimentation, observation, 
and investigation can be fun and to not 
worry about being right or wrong - put your 
best ideas out there and take a look at them; 
you’ll know what is right after you present your ideas, 
but not before. And finally, I hope this class taught them 
the idea of iterations - the practice of making and revising. 
This way of working is utilized in science and architecture, 
and hopefully this was emphasized through the semester in 
making dance.

9NUMBER XLIV | SPRING 2017

(Left) 
   Student use balloons to        
       study the art of motion.

An example of the
Table Gesture Dance

9

(Above, left, below)
    Students participate in 
         Contact Improvisation.

(Below) 
    The Walking 
         Dance.
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Hakala, an assistant professor in UB’s English department and 
a current Honors College faculty fellow, studied astronomy and 
physics in high school, conducting research at George Mason 
University, winning first prize in the state science fair, and working 
at the Naval Research Labs in Washington, D.C. When he 
began his undergraduate education at the University of Virginia, 
he approached the director of undergraduate studies in astronomy 
and expressed interest in assisting in faculty research. “He said, 
‘Come back when you’re a senior,’” Hakala recalls. Disheartened, 
Hakala changed his major to Asian Studies after seeing how 
accessible and enthusiastic his Hindi and Indian history 
professors were. Today, Hakala studies the literature, languages, 
and religions of South and Central Asia while helping to develop 
the South Asian curriculum at UB. In 2015, he won the Edward 
Cameron Dimock, Jr. Prize in the Indian Humanities for his work 
researching the role lexicographers played in shaping the Urdu 
language from the 17 th century through the present.

The roots of Hakala’s interest in Asia were planted well before 
college. Hakala was born in India, where his father was learning 
Hindi and conducting fieldwork for his PhD. Hakala’s family 
moved back to the United States a few months after he was born 
but returned to India when he was three years old. After three and 
a half years there, Hakala’s father, who worked at the U.S. 

Embassy, relocated his family to Peshawar, Pakistan, near the 
Afghan border. Hakala also lived in Morocco for a year and a half 
before finally settling down in Virginia when he was eleven years 
old. Upon completing his undergraduate degree, Hakala pursued 
his master’s in Urdu literature at Jawaharlal Nehru University 
in India. “It was a really challenging place to be a student,” 
Hakala says, citing his difficulty understanding his professors and 
the university’s different learning structure. “But it really convinced 
people back in the U.S. that I was committed to and very 
interested in studying the literatures of Asia.” Hakala eventually 
completed his PhD at the University of Pennsylvania in 2010. 
When he began his job search, there were only two jobs advertised 
in South Asian literature in the U.S.. One was a junior faculty 
position at UB, which he accepted six years ago. “It was very 
fortunate that I was able to get the job here,” Hakala says. “I was 
preparing myself to go anywhere.”

One of the two courses Hakala teaches each semester is an 
Honors seminar, and he is deeply involved with UB’s Asian 
Studies program. While the program offers a both major and a 
minor, it is not yet a department; instead, Hakala describes it as a 
group of faculty who are passionate about the field and who teach 
classes on various aspects of the languages, cultures, and history 
of Asia. This interdisciplinary quality of the Asian Studies program 

A Field Less Traveled
Walter Hakala never envisioned working in the humanities. “I was convinced I was going to 
go into science,” Hakala says. “I was very interested in astronomy and physics.”

By Cathleen Draper
Class of 2017

Walt Hakala (right), 
with students from his 
summer 2016 course
at Kyungpook
National University 
(South Korea).
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In 2015, Hakala received $5,000 from the Humanities Institute 
Seed Money in the Arts and Humanities Fund. The grant allowed 
him to hire three student research assistants for the year, 
which helped further his mission to show that humanities 
research can accomplish a lot with small investments and 
demonstrate that one doesn’t need to wear a white lab coat to 
change the scope of one’s field. Hakala notes that research in 
Asian Studies is wide open, with an endless number of subjects yet 
to be explored. Furthermore, when imagining new research paths, 
a forward-looking Hakala says, “I’m designing projects not just for 
my students but for my students’ students, hoping that I’ll be able 
to train students who will go on to train students in the future.”

Hakala’s work at UB and within the Honors College goes beyond 
educating and conducting research. His true passion is helping 
students find their own passions and assisting them in developing 
and nurturing those interests.  Hakala notes that his work as a 
faculty fellow with the Honors College presents him with a unique 
opportunity: the ability to work with freshman students in a small 
class setting. When they’re in their first or second semester of 
their undergraduate education, Hakala knows there is time - four 
years, to be exact - to develop their interests.

Hakala’s love of research in his field is just one of his passions. 
Beyond research, his knowledge and excitement about the 
world and his willingness to help students explore international 
opportunities provides a door for Honors Scholars to embrace the 
world around them. One such student, junior Kayleigh Reed, an 
English and Classics major with Asian Studies minor, is currently 
in Varanasi, India studying abroad on a David L. Boren 
Scholarship. “I can attribute much of my success and motivation 
throughout my undergraduate career to Professor Hakala's 
influence,” Reed says. “He encourages all of his students to pursue 
as many opportunities as they can. More importantly, he offers 
help at every stage - whether a student is applying to graduate 
school or just needs a good Bollywood film recommendation.”

A 2017 recipient of the Meyerson Award for Distinguished 
Undergraduate Teaching and Mentoring, Hakala exemplifies a 
true mentor. He becomes an insightful resource and friend for 
his students. His guidance has helped students find their niche -
something not all college students find until after graduation. 
For Hakala, that is his greatest achievement. “What I love is 
helping students discover what they really care about, what they 
want to do, and what they can become the world’s greatest expert 
on,” he says. That’s not enough, though: “They need to share that 
expertise with others.”

allows Hakala to immerse himself in multiple areas of research. 
Likewise, he views his classes as a way to expose students to 
various methods of studying and researching Asian societies.

“I see it as my job to get students from different backgrounds to 
talk to each other, but also to make things that seem normal to 
them a little bit less normal so they can realize that there is more 
around them than maybe they were aware of,” Hakala says. 
He incorporates his personal travel history into his teachings, 
encouraging students to embrace the world around them and 
travel while they are young - especially by pursuing funded 
research abroad. “My main task is to make them a little bit 
less afraid to leave what they know and try something new.”

As a faculty fellow in the Honors College, Hakala teaches 
seminars such as Islam and Literature to Honors students, 
many of them freshmen. These Honors seminars offer 
instructors an interdisciplinary environment different from their 
usual departmental classes. Hakala attempts to expand Honors 
Scholars’ horizons as well, and they in turn push the boundaries 
of his teaching. “Honors College students - they’re expecting to 
have to work hard,” Hakala says. “Students who never would 
ordinarily take a course with me are in my classes and are asking 
me questions I’ve never heard before. They keep me on my toes.” 
This mingling of students from different majors is something 
Hakala wishes to achieve in his own research. For example, 
he hopes to work with computer science students to develop a 
digital system to preserve manuscripts. In the past, Hakala has 
worked with students in the biological sciences who speak the 
languages he studies to study, among other things, early modern 
medical vocabularies. Hakala says students from other disciplines 
push him to try new things with the materials he’s examining.

(L to R)
Linden Hakala 
(son), Walter 
Hakala (father), 
and Jinhee Song 
(mother) in
England, 2014.

Walter Hakala in 1999, 
standing outside 
East-West Medical 
Centre, where he was 
born in 1979.

Walt as a PhD student, 
speaking at a conference 
on Persian and Arabic 
Manuscripts in Tonk, 
Rajasthan (India), 2008.
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Screen-printed slogans
decorate the walls of
Facebook's NY office: 

Be bold."
"Move fast."

"Break things.

" 
" 

After four years at the University at Buffalo studying computer 
science and mathematics, I wound up at a company that advocates 
for risk-taking more strongly than my college admissions essays. 
And it's awesome. Since graduation, I've been working as a 
software engineer on the performance tools team at Facebook. 
I build and support systems that enable other engineers to more 
easily understand the performance characteristics of their code. 
With these tools, developers are more likely to catch CPU and 
memory regressions before they get "shipped" to our datacenters, 
often saving thousands, and sometimes millions, of dollars.

Although I'm now comfortable with my role and responsibilities, 
my first few months on the job were daunting. Despite the fact 
that UB did a great job of preparing me to be successful as a 
software engineer, I lacked the experience possessed by my 
extremely over-achieving peers. So, I did what anyone in my 
position would do: I played catch up. Days spent in "bootcamp," 
the company's onboarding program, were accompanied with 
nights spent studying PHP, Memcache, and Mercurial.  
Weekends were sprinkled with advanced C++ and Python 
tutorial videos. Lunch consisted of burritos and statistics papers. 
My determination ultimately paid off and seven weeks in, 
I officially joined the perf-tools team.

Since then, I've maintained a strong pace and I feel great about 
my career trajectory. I received my first promotion in August of 
last year (I celebrated by treating myself to an ungodly number of 
White Castle sliders, a punishment I wouldn't wish upon my worst 
enemies), and I'm on track to receive another in the near future. 

I'm still growing my technical knowledge and soft skills, and, 
on top of everything, I really enjoy my work. Life is good.

All that being said, I feel, now more than ever, susceptible to the 
human condition. Allow me to explain:  Back in school, it was easy 
to take life one day at a time. My focus constantly shifted from one 
assignment to the next, all the while secure knowing that I was 
headed in the right direction. I didn't have to think about where 
I was going. Obtaining my degree was obviously the right thing 
to do, and thus so was finishing that term paper (or that math 
homework). The thought of graduation, and the freedom 
accompanying it, was what kept the wind in my sails.

Thing is, once we, the class of 2015, found dry land, I realized 
that freedom is a double-edged sword. The ability to choose how 
to spend your time goes hand-in-hand with the responsibility to 
spend it well. At first, I thought that getting a promotion was the 
next "right thing" to do, and so I equated being on track for a 
promotion with being on track in life. And don't get me wrong, 
that first promotion felt amazing. I'm glad I pursued it as fervently 
as I did. But not long afterward (and I'm sure almost everyone 
reading this can relate), I felt as though I was back at square one. 
"What's next?” I thought. "Do I just try to get promoted again?" 
It's slowly dawning on me that there's no easy answer to the 
question, "What should I do next?” For the first time in my 
twenty-three year existence, "There are no rules in life" is more 
than just a saying - it's reality (and it's not lost on me how 
privileged I am to conclude something like that).

I've spent many a recent night thinking about what to do with 
the years I have ahead of me. And while I haven't yet been able to 
answer that specific question, I have concluded that to give myself 
the best chance of success (where success is measured in arbitrary 
units of life satisfaction at some point in the future), I should 
simply heed the advice that's right in front of me:

"Be bold."  "Move fast."  "Break things."

Simply doing something, anything, with curiosity and excitement, 
is what I've come to understand as life's purpose. And so I plan to 
do just that. In fact, I've already gotten off to a good start: I'm an 
active member of a few Facebook clubs, including guitar club and 
board game club; I've spent some time giving back to those in 
need, and I'm slated to marry the woman of my dreams, also a UB 
alum, later this year. I'll probably stick around Facebook's New 
York office for a few more years; I really do love it here. But when 
the time does come for me to choose a new adventure, you can be 
sure that I'll be taking some of those screen-printed slogans with 
me. Until then, feel free to drop me a line. Facebook is always 
hiring, and I'm only a poke away.

REFLECTIONS

FROM A RECENT GRAD 

By Mack Ward
Class of 2015

Mack Ward at Facebook Headquarters

in Menlo Park, California
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FROM A RECENT GRAD 
Battery (ASVAB) to join the Air Force, which was my first choice 
of the four branches. I took the test, and much to his surprise
I passed with flying colors. I thought they must have made a 
scoring mistake because there was no way I, the Great Pretender, 
could have done so well. Although I was an emancipated minor 
I still had to obtain parental permission to join the Air Force. 
Along with his permission my father gave me his prediction of my 
failure. But I was more determined than ever to make something 
of myself. While in the Air Force I obtained my GED, married, 
and had two children. I was honorably discharged at the age of 21. 
I returned to New York without my husband and we eventually 
divorced. I struggled over the next few years working as a  
 supply clerk at the 
 Buffalo Psychiatric   
 Center, and then,  
 at Allentown  
 Industries, a sheltered 
  workshop for the   
 developmentally 
 disadvantaged. 
 Working there, 
 I slowly began to 
 realize that I was   
 smart, had a great  
 deal of knowledge   
 and was just as able 
 as my colleagues; 
 I merely lacked the   
 formal education and  
 an official degree.

After the birth of my third child I started as a full-time student at 
Erie Community College. I received some grants, took out some 
loans, and worked as a bartender three nights a week to pay for 
my education. I did this while raising three children. They were 
my motivation and my inspiration. I wanted them to have a 
different life than I had. Although I carried a 4.0 GPA, I still felt 
that I didn’t quite measure up. My advisor at ECC saw something 
in me that I could not. She convinced me to apply to the transfer 
Honors Program at UB. I did not believe they would ever accept 
someone like me but I applied anyway. The day I received that 
acceptance letter and the scholarship award is the day that I 
really started to believe in myself. If the people who awarded the 
scholarships thought I was worth something then perhaps I was. 
Josie Capuana was the Director of the Honors Program in 1992 
and I am forever grateful to her for being such a positive mentor 
in my life. If not for her and her many words of encouragement, 
I don’t know if I would have ever learned to truly believe in myself. 
I was finally no longer the Great Pretender.

As with much of my untraditional life, I was not your typical 
Honors student. I entered the Honors Program in my junior
year after transferring from Erie Community College. I was 
28 years old and a single mother of three young children.

There was a great deal of turmoil in my childhood home and I 
experienced more than my fair share of trauma. When I was three 
years old I taught myself to read. I used books as an escape which 
allowed me to experience entirely new worlds. Although I was 
an excellent student and earned outstanding grades I was always 
uncomfortable when praised by my teachers. I felt like I was the 
Great Pretender. If they knew who I really was and where I came 
from surely they would withdraw their praise. 

As difficult as my early childhood 
was, through circumstances and 
immature choices, my teenage years 
were a nightmare. I continued to 
excel in school but I felt like even 
more of a fraud. Instead of escaping 
my home life through the written 
word, I would often run away for 
days. When I was 14 years old, 
at my father’s request, the New
York State Court System placed me
in a Person in Need of Supervision 
(PINS) program and I became a 
ward of the state. Although I had 
never committed a crime I was
sent to the secure county detention 
facility for juvenile delinquents to 
await a more permanent placement. For the next two years I 
was lost in the system, experiencing things no child ever should. 
While I received no formal education I continued to read 
everything I could get my hands on. I did however earn a PhD in 
the darker side of human nature at the “University of Hard Knocks.”

At 16 years old I was released from the system and became an 
emancipated minor. Since I had to support myself I did not return 
to school. For the next 18 months I struggled to survive and stay 
out of trouble. I grew weary of the poverty and hopelessness that 
surrounded me and began to despair for my future. I did not want 
to live and die in my dilapidated, crime-ridden, impoverished 
neighborhood. But as my resources were limited and my support 
system non-existent, I was uncertain that I would find a way out.

When returning home from my menial job one night I spotted the 
Armed Forces Recruitment office and I knew I had found a way to 
escape. I was 17 years old with nothing more than an eighth grade 
education; my recruiter wasn’t too encouraging about my chances 
of scoring high enough on the Armed Services Vocational Aptitude 

NUMBER XLIV | SPRING 2017

Kelly jokingly 
trying out the 
bike raffled off 
at the Choppers 
for Charity 
Event. While she 
didn’t win the 
bike, she does 
have a beautiful 
2010 Harley 
Davidson Fat 
Boy that she 
is rather fond 
of riding.

PRETENDER

By Kelly J. Asher
Class of 1994

I don’t know if I would have ever learned to truly believe in myself. 
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After graduating Summa Cum Laude with a BA in psychology and 
health & human services, I went on to earn an MS in applied 
public affairs and social science interdisciplinary from UB. 
Much of my graduate work focused on combining urban planning 
and design, the science of sociology and human services to correct 
and prevent social problems. I also learned how effective public 
transportation systems, mixed development, progressive zoning 
laws, shared common areas, building green space, regulation, 
and policy can most effectively address social problems and bring 
about lasting, positive change for the largest number of people. 
I have been applying these lessons since the day I graduated. I 
have worked in the family violence field, served as the Educational 
Service Manager for The Buffalo News, was the Wellness 
Coordinator for Erie County Department of Senior Services, 
and served as an Immigration Enforcement Officer. I have been 
with the Erie County Department of Health as the Community 

Coalition Coordinator since 2002. Through my current job, 
my volunteering, and my personal interactions with others, 
I work to make our world a better place by addressing issues 
and working toward creative and effective solutions to the 
obesity epidemic, the opiate epidemic, health disparities, 
suicide, chronic disease, economic and racial segregation, 
urban flight, political corruption, and environmental 
degradation.

I am a firm believer in giving back to the community. While in 
college and since, I have served the community in many 
capacities. In 1995 I received Volunteer of the Year Award for 
Erie County CAO, in 2002 I became a Kellogg’s Foundation 
Leadership for Community Change Fellow, co-chaired the 
Choppers for Charity event in 2009 (raising $18,000 for the 
Food Bank of WNY) and have served on eight different boards, 
the most recent being the Global Concepts Charter School 
Board of Trustees until 2015. I took a volunteering break for 
the past two years but I now am ready to serve again.

I am a firm believer in giving back
to the community. While in college
and since, I have served the
community in many capacities.

Kelly and her husband and two 
grandchildren on a recent visit 
to the Buffalo Zoo.

In April 1994,
Kelly and her fellow 
Honors students in 
Herbert Foster’s 
"Ribbin, Jivin' and 
Playing the Dozens, 
the History of 
Black Street Corner 
Language" went 
on a three-day 
experiential 
backpacking trip as
part of the course.
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All last summer the most common thing people said to me was, 
“Wow! You could move to Colorado and start an edible business.”  
I certainly never pictured myself making pot brownies, especially 
not for a job, but that’s just what I ended up doing during my 
internship with the Erie County Forensics Lab.  Each time I told 
someone, “Yeah I have been making cannabutter for a few weeks 
now,” I would get looks of pure skepticism and judgement.  
Trust me, I couldn’t believe it either.

I have been interested in the forensics field from a very young 
age. I have multiple family members who work in the field, so I 
grew up hearing their stories about the tests they were running 
and their cases. I learned that it can be a very routine job and not 
at all similar to how it is portrayed on TV, but it is still incredibly 
fascinating. As I grew older, the interest didn’t go away, but it was 
replaced with other subjects. In deciding to major in biomedical 
engineering I basically accepted that I would not end up in the 
field of my childhood dreams, but would pursue a different dream.  
Then I applied for a chemistry internship at the Erie County 
Forensics Lab, which is how I found myself making pot brownies.

My main lab responsibility was to develop an extraction procedure 
that would remove sugars and other contaminants when testing a 
sample of food evidence for the presence of tetrahydrocannabinol 
(THC). The problem with the current testing procedure was that 
the sugar in the food would not allow for proper detection of THC 
in foods such as brownies and candies. To develop the procedure, 
I made a few batches of cannabutter using marijuana that was old 
enough to be inventoried for destruction by the lab. I had no idea 
how involved this process was; there is actually a lot of science to 
creating THC-infused butter - who knew!

Once I had the butter, I tested using the lab’s current procedure 
and the skeleton of the extraction procedure the Drug 
Enforcement Agency (DEA) provided to the lab. The DEA gave 
very unspecific directions because, as the chemists in the lab told 
me, the agency prefers to keep these types of procedures secret, 
even if they may help out other labs across the nation. I discovered 
that the procedure would not work the best for the butter, so I 
moved on to making the brownies. Admittedly, these are not the 
best looking desserts that I’ve ever made, but they did the trick for 
the experiment. It was incredibly tedious to figure out the right 
amounts of each chemical needed to produce the positive presence 
of THC with minimal contaminants. I broke the instrument twice 
while trying out different procedures, which showed me exactly 
why the new procedure was needed. After a few incredibly 

frustrating weeks, 
the brownie extraction 
was perfected, so I 
moved onto creating 
a procedure for 
non-chocolate food 
products, such as 
Jell-O candies.

Although this part of my internship was helpful with actual 
research and laboratory skills, I ended up learning even more 
through some of my other duties. One such job was helping 
inventory old drug evidence for destruction. I saw things I never 
imagined I would see, including large quantities of illegal 
substances - baggies on baggies of cocaine and heroin - and various 
paraphernalia that I would have never come in contact with 
outside of that lab. I learned a lot about drug use and the actual 
scope of local substance abuse. With the ongoing opioid epidemic 
impacting the Buffalo area, I cannot say I was necessarily 
surprised. I was more overwhelmed. You often hear about the 
drug problems, but you don’t necessarily witness them first hand.

I realize I did not absorb the full impact of substance abuse since 
I didn’t see the people these drugs came from.  It was odd to have 
the person separated from the crime because the inventory made 
it seem like just a number. I constantly reminded myself that this 
had belonged to someone who could very well have had a serious 
problem. It was disheartening because the epidemic seems 
never-ending.  I’d like to focus on the process of helping such 
people, not necessarily on just punishing them.

Through my time at the Forensics Lab, I learned valuable skills 
that I can apply to my future career and I redeveloped an interest 
I had as a child.  I can honestly say that this internship completely 
changed my life by clarifying what I want to accomplish and 
broadening my perspectives on the WNY area, and the criminal 
system as a whole.  It was a lighthearted, but also very serious 
experience that has shaped my present and my future.

(Top)
Brownie sample 
soaking in HCl, 
one of the first steps 
of the procedure.

(Bottom)
Extracted sample 
using pet ether.

By Rebecca Simich
Class of 2017The

Science
of Baking
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In August 2015, I was a 
junior beginning my first
year in the accounting 
program, surrounded by 
students that already had 
their top Big 4 firm picked 
out, their resumes perfected, and what seemed to me like a lot of 
experience in the field. I, on the other hand, had just decided on 
a psychology and accounting major last year, still was not sure 
why resume paper came in two colors, and was wondering how I 
would fare in this new field which I knew little about. Fast forward 
to June 2016: I am inside a ballroom in Orlando, surrounded 
by 2,000 other people who also have been given an awesome 
opportunity. I wasn’t outside enjoying the beautiful Florida 
weather because I was taking the first step in my accounting 
career. This conference, better known as NIT, or National Intern 
Training, was the start of my internship with KPMG. 
It turns out that I was more prepared for the recruiting season 
than I gave myself credit for. My involvement in the UB Honors 
College had encouraged me pursue opportunities such as being 
a research assistant and teaching assistant, so even without any 
previous accounting experience, I still had the skills necessary to 
excel in the field. I soon found my top Big 4 firm as well: KPMG. 
I instantly clicked with the people at the firm, and I took a special 
interest in their Family for Literacy Program, which gives books 
to students in low income areas; the KPMG internship became 
my goal early on in the recruiting process.

The glamour of NIT and meeting interns in different fields from 
across the country was short lived. I found myself the next week 
at my first client site in NYC working on my first audit in financial 
services. I was nervous and excited to hit the ground running, 
as my client was in the middle of busy season with a filing 
deadline at the end of June. The audit we were performing was 
over a fund of funds, or money invested in this fund to invest in 
other funds. This creates a large amount of financial statements to 
audit and a lot of work papers need to be completed, which gave 
me opportunities to really get involved in the procedures. I am 
proud to say that the audit file was completed with my initials on 
it as the preparer!

Throughout the next few weeks, I was exposed to various aspects 
of the audit, and I was able to become an integral part of the team. 
I spent the second half of my internship with a different client, 
auditing more of the banking functions. One of the great things 
about my internship was that splitting time between two clients 
helped expose me to a wider range of experiences in the field. 
My first audit engagement team was on the larger side, while my 
second team was very small - only six people total. Additionally, I 
learned about both the beginning and ending stages of the audit, 

since my first client was about to sign off, while my second client 
was just starting to prepare for their busy season. 

Another great aspect of my internship was the chance to network 
with professionals. At the intern/partner networking event, 
we had the opportunity to meet with the partners at the firm. 
All of the partners I met made me feel welcome throughout my 
internship, and I was proud to be working at a company where 
all levels of management are invested in helping others at the firm. 
At my second client, my desk was right next to the partner’s desk, 
and at the networking event I had the opportunity to speak with 
the lead partner of Financial Services in NYC. 

Every person I met throughout my internship continued to 
enforce what I already knew about KPMG: everyone there was 
so nice, and I fit in well. After my internship, I was ecstatic to 
be offered a full-time position in the audit field in the New York 
Financial Services office. I also learned that KPMG is launching 
a new program, the KPMG master’s in accounting with data and 
analytics. This program partners with Villanova University and 
The Ohio State University and students earn their master’s degree 
in data and analytics and then begin full time with the firm as a 
second year associate. I was instantly interested in the program, 
and after an application and interview process, I found out I was 
one of 52 students chosen to be part of the inaugural class. I am 
looking forward to starting at Villanova University in the fall of 
2017, followed by a busy season internship, before beginning my 
career with KPMG. 

After all of the great experiences I have had so far, I cannot wait 
to see what my future career with KPMG has in store for me! I am 
grateful to the UB Honors College for encouraging me to step out 
of my comfort zone and make the most of all of the opportunities 
that the University at Buffalo has to offer. Although I am sad to be 
finishing my time at UB, I am graduating with fond memories and 
a unique skillset that I would not have gained anywhere else. I am 
so grateful for my experiences here, and I look forward to what the 
future holds as I begin my journey as a UB Honors alumna and a 
future CPA!

By Emily Wheeler
Class of 2017

Finding
my

Emily (center) with other KPMG interns from UB.
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AlumniUpdates
1984 
Helen (Hess) Cappuccino - Helen is on the 
Board of Directors of the Albright Knox Art  
Gallery, the WNY Women's Foundation, and the 
University of Buffalo Foundation Board, all while 
working as a Surgical Oncologist at Roswell Park 
Cancer Institute. She is grateful her husband 
Andy is three years free of Acute Myeloid Leukemia 
after a stem cell transplant. Her daughter 
Elizabeth is starring in the movie Super Dark 
Times to be released at TriBeca Film Festival, 
in Jessica Jones on Netflix as young Jessica 
Jones, and is filming the Syfy pilot The Haunted.

1993
Marilyn (Pfahl) De Meyer - Marilyn is 
working as a staff physical therapist at 
Rochester Regional Health System.

Laurie (Wienecke) Vahey - 
Laurie is a founding partner 
at the litigation law firm of
Leclair Korona Vahey Cole
LLP in Rochester, NY and 
is married to Mark Vahey. 
They have four children. 

1994
Jennifer (Ferguson) Friedman -  
Jennifer recently became Of Counsel to the law 
firm Schroder, Joseph and Associates, LLP.

2006
Mary Schmid-Carter - Mary had a very busy 
summer and fall.  She took a new job as the 
Director of Secondary Partnerships at Central 
Carolina Community College in August and then 
married her husband, Justin, three weeks later. 
They currently live in Southern Pines, NC with 
their dog, Abraham Lincoln Schmarter.

2007
Daniel Hatem - Danny is pursuing his 
doctorate in politics at the University of 
Oxford in the United Kingdom.

2008
Kelly (Sayles) Currie - Kelly and her husband 
are expecting their first child in May 2017.

2009
Przemyslaw Garbaczewski - Przemyslaw is 
currently working as a management consultant 
at McKinsey & Company in Washington DC. 
He spends most of his time traveling for work 
and for pleasure. He recently returned from 
Africa, spent Thanksgiving in Buffalo, 
Christmas in Poland and New Year’s in Italy.

John Robinson - John is expecting his first 
child in 2017.

2010
Nick Kabat - Nick is graduating law school 
in May 2017.

What they’re doing now...

2014
Klara Chomicka - Klara is pursuing a master's 
in social science at the University of Chicago.

Jocelin Thomas - Jocelin is currently working 
at Ernst & Young's Boston office in the audit 
practice, primarily working on public technology 
and biotechnology companies.

2015
Ezra Goldberg-O'Neil - Erza is currently 
attending UB's School of Dental Medicine.

Elizabeth Hennessy - Elizabeth is an 
environmental engineer at AECOM. 
She published a young adult novel, 
Grigory's Gadget, in March 2015.

Jessica LaPiano - Jessica is a second year 
medical student at the Jacobs School of 
Medicine and Biomedical Sciences. She is 
engaged to fellow Honors grad Scott Will ('15). 
She is the recipient of the 2016 WNY Medical 
Scholarship.

2016
Sampurna Chakrabarti - Sampurna has 
joined the University of Cambridge on a Gates 
Cambridge Scholarship awarded by the Bill and 
Melinda Gates Foundation to pursue a PhD in 
pharmacology.

Kristina Monakhova - Kristina finished her 
first semester of graduate school at UC Berkeley. 
Only ten more to go!

Davis Podkulski - Davis is still pursuing a 
JD at UB Law. He was elected Vice President of 
the Frontier Board of Education this past July, 
where he has served as a member since 2015.

Nick Pokoj - Nick is currently a medical 
student at the Jacobs School of Medicine and 
will be getting married to Chelsea Wheeler 
('15) in June 2017.

Luke Scannell - Luke graduated from the
University at Buffalo with a PhD in civil
engineering. His technical concentration is
in environmental and water resources 
engineering.

Alexandra (Van Hall) Van Hall-Beauvais - 
Alexandra got married last July and started her 
PhD in chemical biology at Cornell University.

2011
Kathryn Drzewiecki - Kathryn graduated 
with a PhD in biomedical engineering from 
Rutgers University and is engaged to Jonathan 
Schuster (UB '10).

Lucas Hammill - Lucas moved to Chicago
and began a new job last fall as a reporter
with the Chicago Tribune Media Group.

Reese Hornbaker - Reese is currently 
working on her PhD at MD Anderson Cancer 
Center in Houston, TX. She plans to complete 
her MD/PhD program in 2020.

Justin Karter - Justin is pursuing a doctorate 
in counseling psychology at UMass Boston.

2012
Andrew Hunt - Andrew is currently studying 
for an MFA in lighting design at Carnegie 
Mellon School of Drama. Last summer he 
interned at an NYC architectural lighting firm 
called Reveal Design group. He has the 
opportunity to travel to France for an 
interdisciplinary class project that involves 
designing two theatres for the Avignon festival 
where he will be responsible for the 
architectural lighting design.

Ashley Smith - Ashley is graduating from NYU 
in May 2017 with a master's in urban planning. 

Rebecca Stempel  - 
Rebecca was a graduate 
student at Emerson 
College in October 2013 
when she was diagnosed 
with fibrolamellar 
carcinoma, a rare form of 
cancer that tends to affect only 
otherwise healthy young adults. Since then she 
kept a blog of her struggle, "Stage IV & Strong." 
While undergoing treatment, she married Tadhg 
Mac Liam in November 2014. In February 2016 
she succumbed to the disease.

Emily Warren - Emily married a fellow UB 
alum in January 2017. They met while earning 
their master's degrees in architecture and
planning at UB. Emily now works for the
architecture firm Atelier MjK. She is about 
to achieve her professional license in 
architecture.

2013 
Elizabeth Caputi - Elizabeth just started 
her first job at Horizon Health Services after 
graduating with a master's in mental health 
from UB in May 2016.

Eric Ennis - Eric is an Economic 
Development Specialist for the City of 
Syracuse, Department of Neighborhood 
and Business Development.

West Richter - West was recently promoted 
to Assistant Vice President of Technology 
Operations Support Services at M&T Bank.

We would also like to thank the parents of 
Natalia Alexandridi (Class of 2017), 
who contributed $500 in honor of their 
daughter! This gift will be used to maintain 
the Honors College Innovation Fund which 
supports Honors student scholarships and 
programming such as study abroad, 
research grants, and special projects. 
Donations to this fund can be made at 
honors.buffalo.edu/donate or by calling 
Jessica Seabury at 716.645.3020. 
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POST-MORTEM
What He Died From

Honors College student Elyssa Mountain, a double major in business and Spanish, 
hopes to find a job post-graduation that sends her around the globe. A scholarship 
made it possible for her to study abroad in Spain, where she practiced the language 
in and out of classroom. Next, she hopes to spend a semester in Singapore to 
study international business. Between classes, she volunteers as an Honors College 
ambassador, mentoring incoming honors students to “help them get as much out  
of their experience at UB as I have.”

Gifts to the UB Fund have an immediate impact on students.

BUFFALO.EDU/GIVING OR TOLL FREE AT 855-GIVE-2-UB

The best public universities have the strongest private support. 

Elyssa Mountain
CLASS OF 2018
HONORS COLLEGE AND  
SCHOOL OF MANAGEMENT

YOUR GIFT

For many years a UB professor of pathology offered a popular 
Honors seminar that became legendary. Dr. Peter Nickerson 
designed a seminar known as “What They Died From” 
to introduce Honors Scholars to the circumstances 
surrounding the deaths of men and women who live on in 
our collective memories. 
The seminar attracted students whose career goals had a 
medical focus, as well as students whose majors were as diverse 
as engineering, accounting, computer sciences, linguistics and 
psychology, among many others. Not only were the students’ 
interests diverse, so too were the prominent figures whose lives 
and deaths they studied. Dr. Nickerson effectively introduced his 
students to Arthur Ashe, Nelson Rockefeller, Princess Grace of 
Monaco, and President McKinley, among others. More often than 
not, students were not familiar with these figures until they spent 
time delving into their backgrounds, professional careers, and 
end-of-life issues as chronicled by reliable sources. Dr. Nickerson 
exposed his students to the reality of disease and death by 
opening the course with a consideration of the principles of 

disease and a videotaped showing of an autopsy. After all, the 
seminar was designed to consider “what they died from.” 
Seeing a cadaver being “dismantled” provided little escape from 
the reality of the course. 
Almost three years after Dr. Nickerson became unable to offer 
this honors seminar due to medical issues, recent news of his 
death saddened the university community. While my academic 
credentials do not enable me to determine the cause of his death, 
I am able to speculate that MUNIFICENCE and DEVOTION 
contributed to Dr. Nickerson’s meaningful life. He was generous 
with his time and resources, especially when undergraduates 
were the intended recipients. Dr. Nickerson was known to 
have a special commitment to Honors Scholars. He not only 
nurtured them academically, he actually provided “nutrition” 
for their bellies: his honors seminar was scheduled when 
students were looking forward to their evening meal. He was 
notorious for providing snacks during seminar breaks. 
Evidence of his largesse could frequently be found in the 
crumbs left behind by ravenous students. 
Many Honors Scholars were repeated recipients of Dr. 
Nickerson’s devotion to students. Not only did he mentor them 
in the classroom, he also became their mentor if they were 
headed to medical school as members of the Association for 
Premedical Students. As APMS faculty advisor, he provided 
guidance to premed students, while helping them identify 
research and physician shadowing opportunities. 
The World Health Organization does not list munificence and 
devotion as two of the leading causes of death in the U.S.. 
It’s clear that in Dr. Nickerson’s case, they contributed to the 
quality of life that he enjoyed. Generosity and commitment have a 
way of enriching one’s life, and by extension, enriching the lives of 
its recipients. What then led to the death of Dr. Peter Nickerson? 
What did he die from? The answer to that question eludes us. 
What we do know is that he lived for UB’s students, particularly 
for Honors Scholars - his pride and joy! 
May he rest in peace.

By Mary Anne Rokitka

What we do know is that
he lived for UB’s students,

particularly for Honors
Scholars - his pride and joy!

" 

" 
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Honors College student Elyssa Mountain, a double major in business and Spanish, 
hopes to find a job post-graduation that sends her around the globe. A scholarship 
made it possible for her to study abroad in Spain, where she practiced the language 
in and out of classroom. Next, she hopes to spend a semester in Singapore to 
study international business. Between classes, she volunteers as an Honors College 
ambassador, mentoring incoming honors students to “help them get as much out  
of their experience at UB as I have.”

Gifts to the UB Fund have an immediate impact on students.

BUFFALO.EDU/GIVING OR TOLL FREE AT 855-GIVE-2-UB

The best public universities have the strongest private support. 

Elyssa Mountain
CLASS OF 2018
HONORS COLLEGE AND  
SCHOOL OF MANAGEMENT

YOUR GIFT
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Alumni reunion happy hour, October 2016

Like us on Facebook:  
University at Buffalo Honors College
 
Follow us on Twitter:   
UBHonors
Join us on LinkedIn:   
University at Buffalo Honors College

Find us on Instagram:   
ubhonors

Look for us on YouTube:   
University at Buffalo Honors College

Honors College Events
NYC Alumni happy hour, March 2017.

Alumni tailgate, October 2016.

Annual freshman Buffalo tour, August 2016.

Pierce Arrow

UB Alumni Event, 

August 2016.

HonorsFreshmanWelcome, August 2016.
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