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“My favorite part of my trip to Italy was the 
countless miles of exploring I was able to do, 
including climbing to the top of the Florence 
Duomo and seeing amazing Renaissance art, 
like Michelangelo’s ʻDavidʼ!”

Emma St. Pierre,  
Exercise Science and Psychology, sophomore,  
Italy, fall 2018

The University Honors College has a global 
reach. Check out where our students have gone 
this year, in trips made possible by generous 
donations to the UB Fund for the Honors College.

HONORS 
abroad



Asia
Christiana Johnson,  
History and Political Science, junior, 
Israel, spring 2018

Joshua St. Louis,  
Public Health, junior,  
China, winter 2019

“ Going to China really redefined 
my global perceptions. I so am 
glad I studied abroad ... I feel more 
educated and experienced as a 
result of my time away.”

Europe
Laura Bristol,  
Classics, senior,  
Greece, summer 2018

Sarah Wagner,  
Environmental Engineering, sophomore, 
France, summer 2018

Abigail Grabowski,  
Biomedical Engineering, sophomore,  
France, summer 2018

Kelsey Marlowe Jessup,  
Music Theatre, junior,  
United Kingdom, winter 2019

Nile Williams,  
Business Administration, junior,  
Spain, spring 2019

Julian Roberts-Grmela,  
English and Philosophy, junior,  
United Kingdom, spring 2019

Alexandria Iadanza,  
Global Gender Studies, sophomore,  
Netherlands, spring 2019

The Caribbean
Olivia Slotman,  
Biomedical Sciences, sophomore,  
Jamaica, winter 2019

“ The best part of my experience was 
meeting the wonderful people who 
live in that beautiful country—
including local farmers selling their 
produce at the Papine Market.”

South America
Elizabeth Napolitano,  
English, Spanish and Social Sciences 
Interdisciplinary, junior,  
Ecuador, fall 2018
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As any literature student will tell you, 
there’s nothing like a good metaphor. 
Whether found in the pages of a book or 
in the world around us, metaphors bring 
complex ideas within reach and deepen 
our understanding of abstract ideas.  
I like to think we do the same in Honors. 

That’s why, when we set out to develop 
this issue of “Honors Today,” we spent a 
lot of time thinking of how to thoughtfully 
frame it. What emerged was the 
“possibilities of place,” a metaphorical  
look at what the Honors community did this year, and more importantly,  
why it matters. 

Honors is said to be many things, but at our core we are the launching point 
for students who seek to enter unfamiliar spaces and exit having contributed 
meaningfully. Along the way, they fill in the details, and we, as a community, 
benefit from the stunning array of their ideas, experiences and perspectives. 

The stories you’ll find in this issue originate in places as close as Capen Hall and 
as far away as outer space, but they are united by our students’ drive to make 
these experiences their own—whatever that means to them. Whether you read 
about a love for travel that started in Honors (p. 4), our students’ transformative 
work with the Buffalo community (p. 10-11), or excavating civil rights history 
in the UB archives (p. 6-9), I hope you will be as inspired as I am by the 
possibilities our community has uncovered in literal and metaphorical places.  

Big things start in our little corner of the world, and we never quite know which 
direction they’ll take. And we like it that way.
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The following students and alumni 
were recognized by the National 
Science Foundation Graduate 
Research Fellowship Program:

Winners:
Meghan Capeling, BS ’17
Destiny Diaz, BS ’19
Matthew Falcone, BS ’18

Honorable mention:
Anthony Taboni, BA ’19

DID YOU 
know?
UB’s Office of Fellowships and Scholarships provides 
dedicated support for helping students and alumni 
compete for prestigious fellowships and scholarships. 
Read more: buffalo.edu/fellowships.

Dalia Antonia Muller, PhD

HONORS 
PRIDE
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Student Feature

As a Filipino-American, I’ve always had a 
foot in both countries. But I never expected 
my family would have to flee our rural village 
of Raw-an to escape kidnappers because 
we were foreigners. Though I was only nine, I 
learned then that the world is filled with diverse 
challenges. This realization would cultivate a 
desire to pursue a career in international affairs 
and public service.

“When I began my first 
semester as an Honors 

Scholar, I stepped into a 
world much larger  

than myself.”

With the right combination of financial 
assistance through scholarships, constant 
support from my advisor, Dr. Karyn St. George, 
and a culture that emphasizes learning beyond 
the classroom, being an Honors Scholar 
has helped catalyze countless amazing 
experiences, found in both the ordinary and the 
extraordinary of everyday places. 

Over the next four years, I would teach English 
while wearing a grass skirt in the Dominican 
Republic, walk through the blonde sandstone 
courtyards of the Universidad de Salamanca, 
help conduct research in UB’s Department of 
Romance Languages and Literatures, show 
high school students from Puerto Rico how 
to dissect an onion, and run an 82 on the 

FitnessGram Pacer test (in jeans) with a class of 
multilingual fourth-graders. Among the most 
incredible and life-changing of my experiences 
during these four years, however, was being 
chosen as UB’s first Rangel Scholar.

The Charles B. Rangel International Affairs 
Summer Enrichment Program, funded by the 
U.S. Department of State, promotes diversity 
in the Foreign Service. The program exposes 
students from historically underrepresented 
backgrounds to careers in international affairs 
and diplomacy. Over six weeks, I and 14 other 
Rangel Scholars took courses at Howard 
University in professional writing, international 
economics and the history of U.S. foreign 
policy. Outside of the classroom, we engaged 
in a number of professional development 
workshops, panel discussions and site visits to 
governmental agencies and nongovernmental 
organizations. The panel discussions and site 
visits offered insight into careers in international 
affairs from practitioners who were excited to 
share their wisdom and perspectives. A few of 
the places we visited included the United States 
Institute of Peace, the United States Agency for 
International Development, the World Bank, 
Capitol Hill, the Department of Defense and the 
Department of State where I, to my horror and 
my peers’ amusement, haphazardly launched 
a piece of salad on the suit of the assistant 
secretary of state for western Hemisphere 
affairs during a formal lunch. In my defense, it 
was my first time practicing continental-style 
dining etiquette.

Twelve years after that life-changing 
summer in the Philippines, I would find myself 
staring through a glass of expensive-tasting 
champagne, watching waves of summer heat 
rise from the streets of our nation’s capital. 
We were invited to witness the swearing in of 
Brian A. Nichols as the U.S. ambassador to 
Zimbabwe on the eighth floor of the Harry 
S. Truman Building, a moment I remember 
by how it felt to be surrounded by so many 
accomplished individuals devoted to a life of 
public service and a belief in the importance of 
diplomacy in action. I already knew I wanted 
to become a Foreign Service economic officer. 
This program confirmed this notion and 
pushed me further down the path toward the 
life and career I want to make for myself.

Nowadays, you can find me running between 
my ASL and Mandarin classes, listening to 
songs by Juan Luis Guerra in the weight room, 
and drinking copious amounts of tea from Tim 
Hortons as I prepare to graduate with a double 
major in international studies and economics. 
I am currently working toward medical and 
legal clearance as I prepare to depart for 
Indonesia in September as a Peace Corps 
volunteer. I sincerely doubt I would be where I 
am today without the opportunities afforded 
me by the Honors College. And so I continue to 
step out fearlessly into the world, focused on 
where I am going, but never forgetting where I 
came from.

by  Daniel Courteau, International Studies and 
Economics, class of 2019

Foreign 
Service

PREPARING 
FOR A  
FUTURE IN

I didn’t understand why we had to leave the farm in the dead of night or why we were 
told to keep our heads down. I only understood what my mother was telling me from 
the passenger seat of the van: “You have to be brave ... for your brother and sister.”
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Alumni Feature

by Randi Weinstein, BS ’88

fromFACTS7
The University Honors College is a gateway to the world. Just ask Randi Weinstein, an Honors 
alum who can proudly say she’s been to all seven continents. Below are some field notes from 
Randi’s global adventures. 

Randi and  
Dr. Clyde 
Herreid at UB, 
1985.

1998 | Europe  
Notre Dame Cathedral, Paris

All smiles 
on the  
Inca Trail.

Randi Weinstein’s world adventures started at UB, where research 
opportunities through the Honors College took her across the 
country. Her first overseas trip was to Europe with a small group 
of friends, including fellow Honors classmates Daphne Bascom, 
BA ’88, and Brian Piotrowski, BA ’88. Randi graduated from 
UB in 1988 and earned her PhD from UC Berkeley in 1994. She 
is currently a faculty member at the University of Arizona and 
performs clinical work at Tucson’s Reproductive Health Center.

 If you’re going 
to ice fish, do it 
in Antarctica!

1980s | North America 
Buffalo

Dr. Herreid, my college mentor, has shaped the 
way I think about science, research, teaching 
and advising students. He also taught me the 
right way to pack a suitcase. Working in his 
lab as an undergraduate opened doors to 
international conferences, a summer research 
opportunity at a prestigious marine lab and 
graduate school.

Summer glacier skiing may sound like fun, but 
never ski alone or with Austrians you only met 
that day. If you fall and injure your knee, your 
new friends may not come back to find you! At 
least transportation in the first-aid gondola and 
the ambulance ride to the nearest clinic were 
exciting ... and quite reasonably priced!

1988 | Europe 
Stubai Glacier, Austria

Despite the sweltering summer heat, do not 
pitch your tent in the shade under the trees. 
During the day, the rainbow lorikeets make 
an incredible amount of noise. You may be 
relieved when they quiet down at night, only to 
realize that’s when enormous fruit bats swoop 
in to knock fruit from the trees.

1994 | Australia 
Cairns

January in Antarctica averages a balmy 31 
degrees F, which happens to be the average 
temperature in Buffalo at that time of year. And 
because Antarctica is a desert, we saw a lot of 
sun (often all day and all night).

1996 | Antarctica 
McMurdo Station

Safari vehicles are equipped with buttons for 
passengers to press when they see wildlife so 
the driver will stop. After the exhilarating first 
five minutes of your two-hour safari drive, your 
guide will inform you that they will no longer 
stop for gazelles.

1997 | Africa 
Kruger National Park

It takes four days to hike the 25-mile Inca 
Trail to Machu Picchu, which reaches a peak 
elevation of 13,800 feet. Each morning after 
leaving camp, the local guide would run by me 
wearing sandals and carrying my backpack. 
By the time I reached our next campsite, my 
tent was pitched and a hot cup of tea was 
waiting for me. 

1998 | South America 
Peru

Be wary of overly friendly young couples. I met 
my first couple when I got lost trying to find the 
City God Temple. They took me to a delightful 
(although incredibly overpriced) tea ceremony 
then led me to the temple’s entrance. After 
encountering another couple with a similar 
introduction on Nanjing Road the next day, I 
looked up “Shanghai tea ceremony.” The next 
word that appeared in the search was “scam.” 

2017 | Asia 
Shanghai, China
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Café
INTERNATIONAL

HONORS

Destination: Tibet

Tour Guide:  
Rebecca French,  

School of Law

Artifact: Singing bowl Destination: Japan

Tour Guide:  
Thomas Burkman,  
Asian Studies

Artifact: Sushi

Destination: Costa Rica

Tour Guide:  
Trevor Poag, Global 
Learning Opportunities

Artifact: Carreta— 
a traditional oxcart

Destination: Ghana

Tour Guide:  
Dorothy Siaw-Asamoah, 
UB School of Management

Artifact: Handcrafted wood and 
cotton fan, trade bead bracelet

A gathering place showcasing scenes 
and cuisine from around the globe.

Destination: Spain

Tour Guide:  
Colleen Culleton,  
Romance Languages

Artifact: Soccer scarf
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AN  
IMPOSSIBLE 

project.

Since 2017, Honors Presidential Scholars have 
been asked to take on an “impossible project” 
during their first semester at UB. The purpose 
is to help students gain two critical skills: the 
ability to handle failure and the ability to work 
effectively in a team. For high-achieving students, 
failure and teamwork are their worst nightmares. 
Encouraging our students to face these challenges 
head-on when individual grades do not matter 
allows them the freedom to think expansively and 
take risks they might otherwise avoid. 

This year, we challenged our students to unearth 
a part of history that has not been extensively 
explored by scholars: the university as a hotbed 
of student activism during the 1960s-70s. Our 
scholars explored this lesser-known aspect of UB’s 
past by focusing on political figures and speakers 
who visited our campus during this time.

by Dalia Antonia Muller, PhD
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Our Honors Scholars started with 
comparatively few resources inasmuch as 
little scholarly work had been published 
on the relationship between major civil 
rights leaders and the City of Buffalo, and 
none that they could find on their specific 
connection to UB. The students could not 
unearth the whole history in 15 weeks, and 
they knew it. But they gave this project 
their all anyhow.

Students dove into the University 
Archives, poring over old newspaper 
clippings and digging for historical 
photographs and audio recordings. In 
addition to developing original research 
and presenting their findings to faculty, 
staff, administrators and peers, they 
contributed to the foundation for the 
“Revolution” exhibition displayed in 
Silverman Library. At the formal exhibition 
opening, several students spoke about 
their research before a large audience.

The challenge of historical research was 
especially intense for our group of mostly 
STEM students who generally equate 
research with the laboratory. While we 
know that interdisciplinary thinking and 
collaboration are key to solving complex 
problems, our STEM students still have 
too few opportunities to engage in 
research in the humanities, arts and social 
sciences. This is why we were so excited to 
give our scholars this particular challenge. 

On February 27, history came to life when 
Angela Davis, the legendary human rights 
activist, spoke at UB as part of the annual 
Distinguished Speakers Series. Our 
Presidential Scholars were photographed 
with the very historical figure whom they 
had researched in the classroom, and 
one of our scholars, Jeannine Nwade, 
was invited to ask Davis a question on 
behalf of the class. A key theme of Davis’ 
talk was how we need to come together 
across many divisions and with eyes 
and hearts wide open to tackle the most 
pressing problems and greatest injustices. 
Keenly aware that the individuals who 
invited leaders to UB were students who 
came together just like them, our current 
students concluded their “impossible 
project” engaged and empowered to 
make a difference in our world. 
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ABOUT THE  
legacy.
by Marcene Robinson

Long before the Distinguished Speakers Series, 
UB was a destination for powerful figures 
in the civil rights and political movements of 
the 1960s-70s, hosting influential guests who 
ranged from Malcolm X to Muhammad Ali.

The university revisited this era through 
“Revolution: Civil Rights at UB, 1960-75,” an 
array of visual displays in libraries across 
the campuses documenting the social 
transformation that occurred on campus 
and across Buffalo. The project was a 
collaboration among the UB Office of Inclusive 
Excellence, UB Libraries and UB Honors 
College.

 “One powerful myth that this exhibit can help 
challenge is that the civil rights movement was 
something that happened somewhere else, 
and that Buffalonians were simply observers,” 
says Victoria Wolcott, professor of history and 
an expert on race and civil rights in the U.S. 

UB’s Presidential Scholars were instrumental in 
creating the exhibit. In addition, [their] reports 
will become part of an archival collection 
in the UB Libraries that will provide future 

researchers who are interested in the topic 
with a starting point.

“Through this exhibition, we have an 
opportunity to strengthen our understanding 
of and appreciation for the individuals and 
events that shaped UB and the world we live 
in today,” says Amy Vilz, university archivist. 
“We hope that the students who conducted 
research in the University Archives have gained 
a deeper sense of place and a stronger 
connection to our shared past.”

Jatsia Kramer Chen, a nursing student and 
Presidential Scholar, is motivated by the 
advocacy of past UB students.

“It showed that the student body was very 
much aware of what was going on in the 
world around them, so that they could figure 
out how to change it for the better,” Chen says. 
“It not only gives me hope for the future, but it 
also inspires me to be a part of that movement 
for a better tomorrow, too.”

“Revolution: Civil Rights at UB, 1960-75”  
will remain on display through 2019. 

Presidential Scholars had the opportunity to meet Angela Davis (center) before her remarks in UB’s Alumni Arena on Feb. 28, 2019. From left to right:  
Dalia Muller, director, University Honors College, Samantha Nelson, Michael Mu, Stephie  Ikama, Angela Davis, Jeannine Nwade, Clayton Markham, Nayana 
Madhudi, Jonathan Garriques, Karyn St. George, administrative director, University Honors College.



Honors Today § SPRING 2019, NO. 46

9

“As someone who primarily takes courses in the 
STEM fields, [researching] civil rights leaders 
was an excellent opportunity to step out of my 
comfort zone and become more in touch with 
UB’s rich history. It was interesting to learn more 
about the archival research process, because we 
were able to form and answer more questions 
as we found new information. Since I was a 
member of the Angela Davis research group, 
I observed how her speeches evolved over the 
years to fit the changing political climate of the 
United States. This experience was not just an 
academic challenge, but it also [gave me an] 
increased appreciation for historical research as 
a whole.” 

– Nayana Madhudi, Presidential Scholar, class of 2022

“So many of the lessons that Davis spoke about 
in the 1970s need to be heard by politicians and 
citizens today. I did not think this project could 
come to life any more until my group and I were 
able to see Angela Davis speak at UB this past 
February. When we walked into the room where 
Angela Davis stood, we were all in shock from 
seeing the woman standing before us that we 
had only previously seen in black-and-white 
photographs. Everyone was tongue-tied. As we 
made our way out of the room I sputtered, ‘We're 
speechless!’ Everybody laughed, but it's true!

Where do you start when you 
have 75 years of history smiling 
back at you?”
- Clayton Markham, Presidential Scholar, class of 2022

ABOUT THE 
experience.

ABOUT THE  
revolution.
As a companion piece to the 
“impossible project,” Honors 
offered a course that had 
students collect the oral 
histories of individuals who 
engaged in activism locally 
during the period. The course 
was led by Michael Frisch, 
professor emeritus of history, 
who returned to UB to teach 
this class. Frisch, who joined 
UB in 1969, was one of 45 
faculty members who staged 
a sit-in at Hayes Hall that 
year in response to the police 
presence on campus after 
student protests. The course 
trained students to conduct 
long-form interviews, use 
audio and digital recording 
technology and index 
materials for future reference. 
After the course, the oral 
histories were archived within 
the UB Libraries. Interactive features 

include audio 
recordings of speakers 
and a timeline of the 
civil rights movement.

ABOUT THE 
exhibition.
24' x 4' structure. Located in the 

Silverman Library 
in Capen Hall on 
the North Campus.

Showcases five transcendent 
leaders who visited UB: Martin 
Luther King Jr., Malcolm X, 
Angela Davis, Shirley Chisholm 
and Cesar Chavez. 

Read more and watch a video about “Revolution: Civil Rights at 
UB, 1960-75” at buffalo.edu/inclusion/projects/civil-rights.html.
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Student Stories

Many Honors students, including myself, catch 
the service bug early on. I had such a great 
experience with my Honors Colloquium service 
partner, The Tool Library, that my work with 
them has continued beyond my colloquium 
experience. At the Tool Library, we maintain 
an inventory of tools to loan out to community 
members looking to improve their homes, and 
we use the inventory for our own community 
clean-up and tree planting events. My 
experience with this organization has prompted 
me to seek other service opportunities, 
including the Buffalo Architecture Foundation’s 
Architecture + Education program, which is 
organized in part by Professor Beth Tauke. 

The program challenges a coalition of 
architects, preservationists, design students 
and Buffalo Public School teachers to use 
architecture as a tool to teach any subject. 
My group was made up of three architecture 
students and a docent from the Darwin D. 
Martin House designed by Frank Lloyd Wright. 
Our task was to teach Leonardo Da Vinci High 
School students the elements and principles of 
art using architecture and design. We put our 

heads together and devised a lantern design 
project. Students learned about pattern and 
shape, and we took them to the Darwin Martin 
House to study the patterns found throughout. 
During the semester, students came to class with 
photos of their favorite buildings and patterns 
around Buffalo. They brought in images of 
classic landmarks, as well as photos of their 
favorite houses on their block and signs with 
missing letters—perspectives that made us 
rethink how much high school students care 
about and notice design.

Our lessons evolved to include local history, 
principles of planning, accessibility for differing 
abilities and more. Students started their lantern 
projects, learned about positive and negative 
space, and how they relate to geometry for 
fabrication. The students grew passionate and 
protective of their designs, coming to school 
early and leaving late to work on them more. 
Some lanterns fell apart and became lessons 
for the group, but every student produced at 
least one lantern. At the end of the project, the 
Architecture + Education program took over the 
CEPA Gallery in downtown Buffalo to showcase 

the work of several hundred students, ranging 
from preschoolers to high school seniors.

We were lucky to work with a group of students 
able to recall influences from as nearby 
as Buffalo City Hall to as far away as their 
hometown in the Himalayas. Surrounded by 
Buffalo’s rich architecture and design, students 
could recognize their lessons in the real world 
on their walks home. As they learned and made 
more, they would come back to class with 
another example of something in the city or on 
a class trip that they found beautiful, building an 
appreciation for the environment around us.

The services opportunities I’ve pursued through 
the Honors College have deeply influenced 
my education and my career trajectory. I now 
understand how my skills as an architect-
in-training can power design outreach and 
community development to benefit underserved 
communities and populations. I hope to continue 
to use architecture to design more than just 
buildings–I can use it to make a difference. 

THROUGH ARCHITECTURE,  
building a better Buffalo.

by Matthew Straub, Architecture, class of 2019
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Over the past three semesters, UB’s high-achieving students of color 
have created a unique and emerging community at our university. 
The Honors/Acker Student of Color Council joins scholars from both 
academic communities and is a grassroots approach to enhancing 
diversity in Honors.

Following my first year at UB, I sought to resign from the Honors College 
because I did not feel it was a place for me. Dr. Dalia Muller reached 
out and shared information about the valuable opportunities the Honors 
College could provide. She encouraged me to give Honors a try for 
another semester, and then another. 

Last November, I was elected president of the Student of Color Council. 
The council seeks to recruit and retain students of color in the Honors/
Acker programs and to increase visibility of the events, benefits and 
opportunities that are available. As president, I hope to intercept other 
students, like myself, who need someone to believe in them. All it takes is 
one person and one friendly conversation. 

Honors Seminars are intellectually engaging and consistently have 
been the most fulfilling courses I’ve had in my academic career. 
While they have a heavy concentration of local students—unlike my 
departmental courses—they are always the least diverse, even though 
people of color make up more than 50 percent of Buffalo’s population 
(U.S. Census, 2017). As a council, we will work in Buffalo high schools 
to raise awareness about and increase access to resources at UB. 
Community involvement will include collaboration with Buffalo Prep, 
an organization for academically gifted high schoolers, which operates 
on South Campus. I am humbled to have the full support of both 
communities to pursue these goals.

Next year, I will graduate, with honors, with a degree in African-
American studies, a studio art minor and a creative writing certificate. 
Under the direction of Dr. Muller, I have conducted research to answer 
questions about African identity, assimilation of Diaspora descendants, 
and diversity practices in university settings and how they relate to 
contemporary issues of inclusion and positive representation. I hope to 
earn my PhD and establish a career in consulting, where I can use my 
talents to help others value diversity while transforming the dynamics of 
social spaces. 

In the Honors College, everyone is encouraged to explore what lies 
beyond academia, and value opportunities that help connect us to 
the bigger picture. The community I once sought to dismiss myself 
from is now shaping the academic future I always imagined. With the 
foundation of the Honors College and the unconditional support of 
peers and faculty alike, I will continue to be endlessly inspired to work for 
positive changes in my environment. 

I was confident that 
I wanted to study 
biomedical engineering in 
college. I always enjoyed 
math and science, and I 
wanted to better the lives 
of people around me. 
I did my research early 
on and realized there 
are so many attractive 
possibilities that combine 
these interests.

Prosthetics always interested me—how they connect to the body, how 
they can be customized and how they can have so many different 
functional applications. I was accepted into an engineering intramural 
at UB, led by Dr. Andrew Olewnik, that partnered with ECMC’s 
occupational therapy branch. I began to understand the reality of 
prosthetics by working with patients who need them. Soon, I realized 
prosthetics are not a magical solution that patients can just pop on and 
go home.

There, I met Mark, a refugee from the Republic of Congo who had lost 
part of his right arm. Mark has many young children, and he expressed 
to us how badly he wanted to get back to work. However, his prosthetic 
was not expected to arrive for a few months. This time factor poses a 
huge problem for amputees and occupational therapists, because in 
the time it takes to actually receive the prosthetic, patients lose bone 
density and muscle mass and they learn to be unimodal (relying on 
their “good” side). Patients become used to life without their limb, and 
the process of learning how to use a new, heavy one seems like too 
much of a bother–which is why, surprisingly, many amputees decide to 
forego their prosthetic once it becomes available.

This problem has created a growing demand for pre-prosthetic 
devices that keep a patient’s muscles and neural connections active. 
My group and I engineered a pre-prosthetic for Mark, which will 
enable him to carry out tasks at home, help him get a job and make 
him feel less self conscious about not being able to do things. Without 
the Honors College pushing me to make connections outside of the 
classroom, I probably wouldn’t have become part of this amazing 
engineering intramural that opened my eyes to so many new 
possibilities. I saw how Buffalo tries to welcome refugees with open 
arms. Many programs work hard to find them jobs and homes, which 
keeps Buffalo growing in more ways than one. ECMC’s occupational 
therapy branch helps refugees with disabilities build strength and learn 
how to go about daily activities that could help them gain employment. 
Buffalo is called “the City of Good Neighbors” for good reason.

This experience opened my eyes to how fortunate I am to live in a 
safe, caring community like Buffalo. Whether it’s healing a disease, 
improving a surgery or allowing someone to move their arm again, 
I know that the path I’ve chosen will continue to fulfill my dreams of 
helping people.

by Kelly Ann Swartz, African-American Studies, class of 2020 by Kristen Benson, Biomedical Engineering, class of 2019

BRINGING HONORS  
to the Community

LIFE WITHOUT LIMB?  
Engineering a solution.

The community 
I once sought to 
dismiss myself from 
is now shaping the 
academic future I 
always imagined. 
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Up & Running

Less than 48 hours after walking across the 
graduation stage, I set out west to Denver. In the 
years since I’ve found myself back in Buffalo, in 
my hometown of Saratoga Springs, N.Y., and 

now Washington, D.C.

Each city has brought a lot of newness: 
new friends, new cultures and new 
opportunities. In Denver, I focused on 
finding a role in my field. And I did–as 
a graphic design coordinator for a local 
restaurant group. When the social media 

coordinator went on vacation, I took over our 
social channels and fell in love. 

Fast forward to last January when I found 
myself ready to find the next opportunity. Of 
the 88 jobs I applied to, only one felt like the 
right fit: ExecVision. We are a SaaS startup 

in the conversation intelligence space. The 
platform analyzes, transcribes and captures call 
recordings to uncover key insights and coachable 
moments.

My official title is content marketing manager, 
but like at many startups, I wear a lot of hats. 
This past December, we secured a $5.4 million 
funding round, which I supported with a LinkedIn 
video campaign from our team that earned more 
than 150,000 views across all of our profiles.

It’s been a wild ride so far and it’s not slowing 
down anytime soon. Running webinars is no 
longer anxiety-inducing. Creating videos for 
LinkedIn is actually really fun. And I’m starting to 
understand that “sales” is not a dirty word. I’ve 
learned an incredible amount in one year and 
can’t wait to see what unfolds.

When we were on the cusp of entering the 
university, we always got the same two questions: 
what would we major in and what would we do 
after, as though the two were different. 

The Honors College encouraged us to explore 
the world, and accordingly, we did. We studied 
best-seller novels from the 1960s, myths and 

mythologies in world literature, all of Nathaniel 
Hawthorne’s short stories and novels, France 

from the 14th through 18th centuries, Native 
American images in film and fascist 
movements in Europe. Soon, the question 
of what we would do after college was 
no longer relevant. A new possibility 
opened—doing what we enjoyed. 

College became the place where we 
realized what we do and what we enjoy 

could be one and the same; that the stories we 
read, watched and listened to didn’t have to end 
just because our classes did. 

We enjoyed building and sharing stories that 
intersected with our own experiences as citizens 
of this world. Initially, we worked with K-12 
educators to study literature, television, film, 
music, science and mathematics. Soon after, 
we started Pretty Deep Media for people of all 
ages and all backgrounds to do the same. With 
help from the Honors College, students from 
the University at Buffalo are publishing their 
narratives about the various arts, travel in a 
global culture, politics, feminism and more. 

When people ask what we do, we realize how 
fortunate we are. Our work is the things we enjoy, 
and the things we enjoy don’t feel like work.

Four cities in four years: How one alum found 
her way to an east coast startup.

How Honors made it possible  
to do what we love.

by Samantha Niro, BFA ’15

by Deepa Govindaraj, BA ’06, EOM ’08, and Preethi Govindaraj, BS ’02, MBA ’05
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For as long as I can remember, I’ve been a fan of TV. For me, television is a vehicle that transports 
viewers to places they’ve never been, allowing them to experience stories far different than their 
own. We’re able to fly with dragons alongside Daenerys Targaryen, explore the afterlife with Eleanor 
Shellstrop and break down barriers with the cast of “Queer Eye.” TV shows entertain, inspire and 
change perspectives—with the possibilities stretching as far as the imaginations of the creators.

It’s these stories (and many more) that inspired me to work in entertainment. 

At UB, I studied art and marketing, landed several internships and worked at Hulu as a social media 
intern. After graduating in 2017, I worked for the social teams at the University at Buffalo and hi5.agency 
before getting renewed for a second season as a social engagement associate on Hulu’s Culture and 
Innovation team in 2018. 

It’s an insanely creative space. A few highlights from my career include 
photographing the set of “Veronica Mars,” interviewing talent on the red 
carpet at the Academy Awards (yes, Lady Gaga was there, and yes I 
gasped aggressively loud) and crafting the perfect responses to Chrissy 
Teigen on Twitter.

@IGOTsCHUpbach TWEET YOUR WAY TO THE TOP  
(FROM UB TO THE ACADEMY AWARDS)

Tweets

8,059 659926
FollowingTweets Followers Likes Lists

20.5K 8

Tweets & Replies

1,551 photos and videos

Media
Jacob Schupbach, 
BA, BS ’17 

Tweet to Jacob

I also get to spend a lot of my time connecting with people from around the world. Much like TV, social 
media allows users to gain new perspectives. On any given day, I read thousands of posts relating to 
topics ranging from the implications of decisions made by political leaders to gay Twitter freaking out 
about the latest Kim Petras updates. It’s this direct link to the thoughts of others that allows me to better 
understand the intricacies of culture and how it evolves while tapping into important conversations as 
they happen.

With this knowledge, I’ve been able to contribute to various campaigns that help use Hulu’s platform for 
good. We’ve used our Seasons Streamings campaign to give back to the American Library Association 
and were even the first brand to work with the World Record Egg to promote mental health awareness. 
The space I work in is continually evolving and I’m excited to continue pushing the boundaries of what 
marketing can do.
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Alumni Feature

BRAD 
CHEETHAM, 
BS ’09

AN INTERVIEW WITH BRAD CHEETHAM,  
CEO AND CO-FOUNDER OF ADVANCED SPACE CORPORATION

Compiled and edited by Sarah Smykowski

Read more about Brad’s recent visit to UB 
at buffalo.edu/ubnow/stories/2018/11/
brad-cheetham-visit.html. 

Bradley Cheetham is a three-time entrepreneur and lifelong commercial space advocate who 
has built a career on showing people he can solve their biggest problems. He’s also an Honors 
College alum. We recently caught up with Brad to discuss his time in Honors, the possibilities 
unfolding in the space industry and how he’s helping people get to the moon. 

Describe your 
experience in the 

Honors College. What 
did it represent for 
you during your time 
at UB?

Honors was, first and foremost, about building relationships with 
peers in totally different fields of study. As an aerospace and 

mechanical engineering student, I didn’t have a lot of chances to take 
electives, but Honors exposed [me] to courses that almost led to a 
minor in art history ... and prepared me incredibly well for subsequent 
experiences at NASA, in graduate school and in entrepreneurship.  

A:Q:

What lessons did 
you gain from 

Honors that have 
been important in 
your academic and 
career pursuits?

I spent countless hours improving my ability to write 
compelling and persuasive proposals [for] fellowship 

applications to the Goldwater Foundation, the National Science 
Foundation and the National Defense Science and Engineering 
Graduate Program. This [skill] contributed tremendously to 
my ability to effectively communicate new technical ideas and 
innovative solutions for my business. 

A:Q:

Briefly 
describe what 

the space industry 
is like to a non-
specialist audience.

Most people would be surprised to learn the breadth of what is 
going on in the space industry right now. The space industry is 

growing as an incredibly vibrant and diverse ecosystem of government 
and non-government entities. 

NASA is making tangible progress on returning humans to the moon 
in a sustainable way. Commercial companies are actively flying and 
testing systems to take people into suborbital space. SpaceX and 
Boeing are preparing crewed systems to bring astronauts to the 
International Space Station. Some companies have begun launching 
satellites that will connect everyone on the planet to the internet, and 
others are deploying dozens of satellites to image and monitor Earth. 
This is just scratching the surface of how investment and innovation are 
driving entirely new opportunities at a rate the industry has never seen. 

A:Q:

Today’s students 
are told the jobs 

they will have don’t 
even exist yet. What 
opportunities does the 
space industry hold? 

Technology trends are driving new opportunities such as 
miniaturization, standardization, re-usability, cloud computing, 

deep learning and much more. There are also significant 
opportunities in nontechnical areas, like finance, accounting, 
insurance, marketing, public relations, law and operations. The 
space industry holds potential for anyone who wants to contribute to 
furthering human knowledge of the universe and our place in it. 

A:Q:

What is 
something fun 

about your life now?

About two years ago I became a father. My son, Harrison, has 
started telling me as I’m about to leave for work: “Daddy go to 

work and help people go to the moon!” 

A:Q:

HONORSin orbit



Honors Today § SPRING 2019, NO. 46

15

1993
Kevin Kurtz,
BA ’93
Kevin’s newest nonfiction 
children’s book, “A Day 
in a Forested Wetland,” 
was published in 2018. His 
book “Living Things and Nonliving Things” 
was named a National Science Teachers 
Association and Children's Book Council 2018 
Outstanding Science Trade Book for Students 
K-12. It was also a finalist for the American 
Association for the Advancement of Science 
(AAAS) and Subaru SB&F Prize for Excellence 
in Science Books 2019 Children's Science 
Picture Book Award. kevkurtz.com.

1995
Joseph Szustakowski,
BS ’95 
Joseph joined Bristol-Myers Squibb in 2015 
and is the executive director and head of 
Translational Bioinformatics. He leads 55 
computational scientists who are responsible 
for analysis of large-scale molecular 
biology data sets to support drug discovery, 
biomarkers and precision medicine. His  
team recently contributed to a successful 
phase III clinical trial that tested a drug based 
on a tumor genetics biomarker and which 
was published in The New England Journal  
of Medicine.

1999
Dana Lukin,
BS ’99 
Dana moved to Weill Cornell Medical College 
and is an associate professor of medicine 
(gastroenterology) and the clinical director 
of translational research for the Jill Roberts 
Center for Inflammatory Bowel Disease.

2001
Michaelangelo 
Rocco,
BFA ’01 
Mike and his wife 
welcomed their first 
child, Lana, in 2018. He 
is currently employed 
as an art director for Universal Studios Japan 
theme park in Osaka.

2003
Joseph Brittain, 
BA ’03 
In June 2018, Joe married 
Alexandra Wyman Brittain. In 
September, he presented a 
new body of artwork at the international art 
fair, Art Chicago, his third solo presentation 
with Catinca Tabacaru Gallery, New York.

2005
Ruth Kleinman, 
BA ’05
In 2018, Ruth began a new job as 
development associate at Congregation Beit 
Simchat Torah, the largest LGBTQ synagogue 
in the world. The synagogue hosted the first 
“Trans Jews are Here: A Convening” in March 
2019. 

2011
Reese 
(Hornbaker) 
Aitken, 
BS ’11
Reese is pursuing her 
PhD in immunology 
at MD Anderson 
Cancer Center in 
Houston, Texas. She 
married Samuel 
Aitken, PHRMD ’11, on 
Sept. 1, 2018, in her hometown of  
Colorado Springs, Colo.

Claire Lochner, 
BS ’11
In 2018, Claire completed her PhD in Electrical 
Engineering and Computer Sciences from UC 
Berkeley and joined the sensing hardware 
team at Apple as an engineering program 
manager.

Laura Neese, 
BA, BFA ’11
Laura is currently an MFA graduate  
fellow at The Ohio State University 
Department of Dance.

SPRING 2019Alumni Updates

2009
Erik Zavrel, 
BS ’09
Erik received his PhD in Biomedical Engineering from Cornell 
University in 2018 for his dissertation, “Clinical Validation of 
Consumer Sleep Monitoring Devices and Design, Prototyping, 
and Pilot Testing of Non-Pharmacological Interventions for 
Obstructive Sleep Apnea and Insomnia.” During his time as 
a graduate student, he published 13 research abstracts and 
papers, six papers and four chapters on teaching STEM, was 
issued a medical device patent, received numerous awards 
for medical device design and received a 2017-18 Clinical and 
Translational Science Center (CTSC) TL1 Pre-Doctoral Training Award. 



2012
Karl Barber, 
BA, BS ’12
Karl is pursuing his PhD at Yale and was 
awarded the Schmidt Science Fellowship 
for his postdoctoral work. Drawing upon his 
background in chemical engineering and 
biology, Karl’s planned research involves the 
use of microfluidics and personalized human 
peptide microarrays, with the promise of 
revolutionizing personalized medicine and 
making it scalable and cost-effective. Much 
of his work in biotechnology is inspired by the 
death of his close friend and fellow Honors 
alumna, Rebecca Stempel, BA ’13.

Katherine Spoth, 
BS ’12
Katherine graduated in 2018 with a PhD in 
applied physics from Cornell University; her 
thesis title was “Cryo-Electron Microscopy 
for the Study of Hybrid Materials and 
Biological Specimens.” She works as an 
electron microscopy facility manager at the 
Cornell Center for Materials Research and 
married Patrick Wick, BA ’12, on June 9, 2018, 
in Porter, N.Y.

2013
Paige Melin, 
BA ’13
In January 2019, Paige 
was honored with a Spotlight Professional 
Award from Buffalo Niagara 360 in 
recognition of her contributions to the Buffalo 
Niagara region as a young rising leader. 
Paige has worked as education coordinator 
for Explore Buffalo since July 2016, serves as 
the board secretary for the AIDS Plus Fund of 
WNY, and hosts the 4th Friday Reading Series 
at Dog Ears Bookstore and the Burchfield 
Penney Art Center’s Entropy: The PoetExpo.

West Richter Jr., 
BS, Mus. B, MBA ’13
West was promoted to 
vice president at M&T 
Bank where he leads the 
IT Asset Management 
function in the 
technology division. 

2014
Jenna Swarthout, 
BS ’14
In 2019, Jenna passed her written qualifying 
exam for a PhD in environmental health at 
Tufts University.

2015
Nida Syed, 
BS ’15
After two years 
in Malaysia on 
the Fulbright 
Program, Nida is 
currently serving 
as an AmeriCorps VISTA under the Mayor of 
Buffalo’s Division of Citizen Services. Recently, 
they began a city-wide conversation about 
winter life in Buffalo through the program 
Wintermission—aimed to address social 
isolation among vulnerable populations 
in winter through creative outdoor 
programming. The city will review community 
feedback and develop a series of pilot 
activities to animate public spaces next winter.

Ryan Thorne, 
BS ’15
Ryan is an attorney working for the patent 
litigation firm Desmarais LLP in New York City. 

2016
Alexandra Van Hall-
Beauvais, 
BS ’16
Alexandra completed her master’s degree at 
Cornell in August 2018 and relocated with her 
husband to École polytechnique fédérale de 
Lausanne in Switzerland to finish her PhD. 
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ALUMNI 
CHEER ON 
THE SABRES
On Oct. 25, 2018, several University Honors 
College alumni and staff enjoyed a Buffalo 
Sabres game from a suite at Key Bank Center. 

Pictured from left to right:
Front row: William Feigenbaum, JD ʼ73;
Janice Feigenbaum, MS ʼ70, PhD ʼ88; Kathleen Crosby,  
BA ʼ10, MSW ʼ12; Dalia Muller; Kerri Nowak, BA ʼ93, 
EdM '97, EdM '16; Henry Nowak Jr., BA '90, JD 93; 
Patricia Adams; Michael Draves, BS ʼ93; Cassandra 
Irwin, BA ʼ00; Christopher Irwin, BS ʼ92, MS ʼ94; 
Garin Tomaszewski, BA ʼ94, MD ʼ98.



Bold moments are what make us great. Moments when 
we stand up for what we believe in. When we make a life-
changing decision. And when we work together toward 
the greater good. The Boldly Buffalo campaign provides 
countless opportunities for students to discover their passions 
and achieve their dreams. To learn how you can help create  
a better world, visit buffalo.edu/campaign.

ONION STUDIO

My Bold Moment
“I wouldn’t have been able 

to afford a study-abroad 
program if it weren’t for 

the scholarships I received. 
That trip changed my 
educational direction, 

career goals, personal 
interests and, ultimately,  
my life. That’s powerful.” 

Boston Kistka  
Class of 2019
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Nayana Madhudi, Presidential Scholar and Class of 2022, 
stands in front of Diefendorf Hall on South Campus, where 
UB activists once made history during the civil rights era.
Photo credit: University Archives.
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