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Our stories distinguish 
as well as unite us
At the start of each new year, I 
usually search for an inspiring 
book to read. Recently, I was 
reminded that some of the best 
stories come from the lives of 
those I encounter every day. 

We all are walking chapters of 
triumphs and failures; love and 
loss; good and bad behavior; best-
laid plans and things that have gone 
horribly awry. (Let’s call these plot 
twists.) However, we often get so 
wrapped up in our own daily grind 
that we forget to be mindful of our 
own developing narratives as well 
as curious about those of others.

Dear World, which the Council on Inclusion and 
Diversity and the Dean of Students Office hosted on 
campus in October, clearly showed us the value of 
stopping to notice the beauty of how stories make us 
such unique individuals yet also unite us as a collec-
tive of fallible and fabulous human beings moving 
through life.

At Wheaton, the national traveling project 

conducted a series of workshops 
that invited students, faculty and 
staff members to engage with each 
other and talk about the memora-
ble events and moments that have 
made up their lives, write words 
on their bodies that intriguingly 
hint at the stories and to pose for 
portraits that were then shared 
via social media. During several 
guided gatherings, participants 
talked candidly to bring forth 
these narratives.

After the sessions, we learned 
things that we might never have 
known as we sought the full stories 

behind the brief words. “What did you write and what 
does it mean?” sparked many conversations across 
campus. 

My words, “O.J. changed my life,” for example, 
tell the story of how I met my husband. One night 
I wanted to stay home and watch O.J. Simpson on 
his ‘wild’ Bronco-versus-the-police chase on live TV 
(those of you who are too young to remember will 
have to Google this). Instead, I went to a party that 
my friend insisted I come to in order to meet a guy 
she wanted to fix me up with. My future husband—
chocolate cuteness in a linen suit, but not the guy my 
friend had in mind—came over with a cup of orange 
juice (O.J.) and a load of charisma and changed the 
trajectory of my life. 

All the chapters in the story of my life following 
that night—the amazing teenage son, the job I love, 
the beautiful home, the creative endeavors I’m able to 
pursue—stem from that one moment. 

What a treat to be the editor of a magazine that 
tells some of the stories that make up Wheaton—
even the imperfect parts.

Wheaton Magazine (ISSN 1068-1558) is published four times a year (winter, spring, summer and fall) by Wheaton College and printed by Lane Press 
of Burlington, Vt. Periodicals postage paid at Norton, Mass., and additional mailing offices. Postmaster: Send address changes to Wheaton College, 
Norton, MA 02766. Wheaton College © 2018

A snippet of a story about a memorable moment in her life is 
written on a student’s arm during the Dear World event.

KEITH NORDSTROM

KEITH NORDSTROM

EDITOR
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@DHANNO

Dennis M. Hanno, 
president

Talking about race 
The hatred and violence that was on 
display in Charlottesville, Va., during 
the summer is hard to understand. It has 
been even more difficult to imagine  
reasoning with such blind anger and 
inhumanity. As a means to help students 
think about racism and prejudice and 
the social environment that gives it life, 
Wheaton faculty members organized a 
teach-in that drew more than 400  
students, faculty and staff members into 
Cole Memorial Chapel in mid-September. 

The teach-in began by sharing insights 
about race that are drawn from scholar-
ship in various disciplines, including an 
anthropological view on race as a social 
construct, a historical look at how ideas 
about race have shifted over time and a 
sociological consideration of the ways in 

which racial biases 
are embedded in 
society. Although 
brief, each  
professor’s com-
ments challenged 
what we think 
we know about 
race, providing 
much material for 
the small group 

discussions that followed. It was a shining 
example of the value of scholarship in 
helping us to understand complex issues 
as well as the commitment of faculty to 
working together and engaging with stu-
dents beyond the classroom. 

These are incredibly valuable  
conversations. Our world offers plenty 
of evidence that we need to build com-
mon understanding as well as empathy 
and respect for others. In fact, we need 
not look beyond our own campus. The 
controversy that erupted in fall 2017 over 
a student’s Halloween costume and the 
pain, hurt and anger expressed by stu-
dents and alumni make clear that we have 
a great deal of work to do in ensuring that 
Wheaton is as welcoming and inclusive as 
we would like it to be. The emotions that 
it raised transcended that one incident, 

reflecting experiences at Wheaton and in 
the world beyond campus. 

The fact that Wheaton is not perfect 
should not be a surprise. The  
college community is a microcosm of the 
larger society to which we all belong. The 
prejudice and divisiveness and anger that 
typifies public conversations today does 
not create a constructive environment for 
civil dialogue, deeper understanding and 
positive change. Yet I believe—and I know 
many others share this conviction—that 
our college can be better, that we can be 
a model for what it means to be a diverse 
and inclusive community. 

 A teach-in cannot be our sole response 
to the issues that we face at Wheaton 
and in the wider world, but the insights 
offered by our professors make a valu-
able contribution to building the kind of 
understanding that is vital to progress. 
In place of heated rhetoric, the faculty  
introduced evidence and insight from 
their academic disciplines, providing a 
basis for common ground. As an edu-
cational institution, it is a particularly 
appropriate part of what we can do and 
what we need to do.  

At the same time, the college can 

and will make systemic and program-
matic changes that increase diversity 
on campus and improve the campus 
climate. This ongoing commitment has 
driven the work of the Task Force on 
Inclusion and Diversity that was formed 
in 2016. Through its engagement with 
faculty, staff and students, that group has 
developed a comprehensive plan designed 
to help the college realize its goal to be a 
welcoming and supportive community for 
people from every background. 

We have work to do as a college and a 
community. I personally feel a great sense 
of urgency to make progress. Each of us 
has a role to play by opening our minds to 
fully understand the experiences of oth-
ers. The faculty and staff who organized 
the teach-ins this fall made a major con-
tribution to that effort. And I invite every 
member of the community to contribute 
by participating in the life of the college, 
adding your voice and perspective to cre-
ate a truly inclusive Wheaton. 

Associate Professor of History Dolita Cathcart speaks at one of two teach-ins held in Cole chapel.
KEITH NORDSTROM
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AROUND THE  DIMPLE

Welcome, Class of 2021
A glimpse of first-
year students before 
they arrived here:

 ɲ Member of the Swiss 
national equestrian team

 ɲ Cardiovascular system 
researcher

 ɲ State extemporaneous 
speech champion

 ɲ Nepali earthquake 
relief volunteer

 ɲ National silver-medal 
winner in Scholastic Art 
and Music competition

 ɲ Software designer 
for Red Hat, Inc.

 ɲ National taekwondo competitor
 ɲ International competitor with 
the Association for Music 
in International Schools

 ɲ Intern for Sen. Tammy 
Baldwin of Wisconsin (D)

NICKI PARDO

23%

14%

Diversity
23% domestic students are 

self-declared students of 
color

14% international students

Merit 
Scholarships
awarded to 37% of 

incoming class

Most popular 
majors

Biology
Business and  
Management

Computer Science
Education 

English
Environmental Science

Film and New Media 
Studies

Neuroscience
Psychology

35
countries

including

30
states and U.S. 

territories
including

3.44
average grade 
point average

on a 4.0 scale

37%

 ɲ Colombia
 ɲ France
 ɲ Ghana
 ɲ India
 ɲ Japan

 ɲ Jordan
 ɲ Singapore
 ɲ Switzerland
 ɲ United Arab 
Emirates

 ɲ Arizona
 ɲ California
 ɲ Hawaii 
 ɲ Minnesota

 ɲ Oregon
 ɲ Puerto Rico 
 ɲ Virginia
 ɲ Washington
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Wheaton has been named one of the top 50 
U.S. liberal arts schools for the second  
consecutive year—and moved up several 
spots to 115th among all U.S. schools—in a re-
port published Sept. 27, 2017, by Times Higher 
Education and The Wall Street Journal.

The 2018 U.S. College Rankings 
evaluate the performance of more than 
1,000 U.S. universities and colleges, 
looking at a number of factors, includ-
ing student and faculty engagement, 
college resources, graduation and 
career outcomes and campus diver-
sity. This is the second year that Times 
Higher Education (THE) and The Wall 
Street Journal (WSJ) have published the 
College Rankings.

“Wheaton’s position as a top liberal 
arts college is a result of our student-cen-
tered approach to education,” President 
Dennis M. Hanno said. “What’s signifi-
cant about this ranking is that it is based 
on input from our students, as well as the 

quality of the faculty, staff and programs 
that we offer. Other rankings rely more 
heavily on admission measures, dis-
counting the importance of what actu-
ally happens on our campus and in our 
classrooms.”

Wheaton was ranked 115th overall 
in the 2018 list, rising 22 spots from 
its 2017 rank. The college also rose 
among liberal arts schools this year, 
tying for 43rd with Pitzer College in 
California (up from 46th, also a tie with 
Pitzer, in 2017).

A key part of the WSJ/THE list is a 
survey of more than 200,000 college 
and university students, which asked 
students to rate their institution in 12 
areas. Wheaton students’ rate of re-
sponse to this survey was as much as 45 
percent higher than the average school 
response.

In addition to the U.S. student survey, 
the 2018 College Rankings use data from 
several federal agencies, Times Higher 
Education’s Academic Reputation 
Survey and Elsevier reports.

Wheaton also recently was recognized 
as one of U.S. News & World Report’s 2018 
Best National Liberal Arts Colleges and 
Best Value Schools, as well as a Top 50 
school as ranked by high school coun-
selors. It also was listed among The 
Princeton Review’s 382 Best Colleges and 
Best Northeastern Colleges for 2018.

—Becca Manning

TOP

50
U.S. Liberal
Arts College

“What’s significant 
about this ranking is 
that it is based on input 
from our students as 
well as the quality of 
the faculty, staff and 
programs that we offer.”

President Dennis M. Hanno



6 WHEATON MAGAZINE

Sean MacBride, a physics ma-
jor, interned in summer 2017  
with NASA Langley Research 
Center in Norfolk, Va., where 
he gained valuable experi-
ence and learned how to be a 
professional and the impor-
tance of networking. Science 
projects: “I helped to devise a 
model to determine favorable 
laser levels that would emit in 
the mid-infrared and near-in-
frared wavelengths. I worked 
in a spectroscopy lab to 
determine the transmission, 
absorption and reflectivity of 
certain materials, and if they 

matched criteria for a near-
infrared and mid-infrared 
laser resonator. I also worked 
on the final part of designing 
a pump laser that emits in 
the near-infrared in order to 
operate a mid-infrared laser 
using a lanthanide crystal. 
This laser has applications 
in environmental analysis, 
medical technologies and 
military operations.” Valuable 
networking: “I made a quick 
Google search in November 
[2016] for ‘NASA undergradu-
ate internship.’ I found out 
that NASA had a program 

where you can create a univer-
sal application and apply to 15 
different internships. So I ap-
plied—and got rejected from 
all 15. About two weeks after 
they sent out the initial offers, 
I was contacted by [NASA 
aerospace technologist] Brian 
Walsh. He went to graduate 
school with the professor who 
gave me my first lab experi-
ence at Wheaton, [Professor 
of Physics] John Collins. I 
was hired within the week.” 
Inside view: “Being able to 
work on the early research 
and development for a major 

project that is integral to the 
NASA mission is an incredible 
experience. It allowed me to 
get an inside look at a research 
cycle and the politics of proj-
ect proposals at a research 
institution like NASA.” Facing 
fears: “The first day I walked 
into Langley, I was scared. 
I was probably one of the 
youngest people there. I had 
no experience in a full-time 
research position entering 
the internship, and not having 
that left a lot of variables as to 
what I should and shouldn’t 
expect. That inexperience also 

AROUND THE  DIMPLE

A minute with… Sean MacBride  ’20
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A minute with… Sean MacBride  ’20

Summer 
internships recap

A student looks over the booklet highlighting the summer experiences during the 2017 Internship 
Showcase held in Balfour-Hood Center.

KEITH NORDSTROM

had a positive side, as I often 
wondered how many scientists 
can say they got their start at 
NASA.” Next steps: “Working 
at NASA helped me realize 
that I need to get a Ph.D. in 
physics if I want to go any-
where in physics outside of a 
college classroom. My main 
career goals are to either get 
tenure as a professor of phys-
ics, or to research physics at 
an institution such as NASA. 
This internship has helped get 
my foot in the door to other 
research institutions.”

—Becca Manning

Every summer, Wheaton students explore 
their career interests, develop profession-
al skills, grow their networks and build 
on their education through work- and 
research-based internships, at locations 
around the world—from health clinics in 
rural India to business offices in the heart 
of New York City, to science, psychology 
and computer labs right here at Wheaton.

These experiences are made possible 
through a variety of fellowships, grants 
and other funding (part of the $1.2 mil-
lion Wheaton provides annually for 
internships, research and travel), and 
they are a key component of the Wheaton 
Edge, which includes the guarantee that 
every Wheaton student will have access 
to a funded internship before their 
senior year.

So, how did Wheaton students spend 
summer 2017? Here’s a list of some of the 
internships (go online to read the details):

 ɲ Alivia Cross ’19, Nancy 
Hemenway Barton Collection

 ɲ Nancy D’Haiti ’19, Eisenberg Exclusives
 ɲ Jennifer Elwell ’18, Wheaton 
Cognitive Neuroscience Lab

 ɲ Wesley Gallant ’18, Massachusetts 
Homeland Security Division

 ɲ Sarah Maliarik ’20, Marin 
Summer Theater

 ɲ Sol Martinez Guevara ’19, 
independent research project

 ɲ Craig Rezza ’18, NASA Jet 
Propulsion Laboratory

 ɲ Ben Sarat ’18, Above 
Average Productions

 ɲ Doug Werry ’18, Florida Atlantic 
Biomechanics Laboratory

 ɲ Andrea Wood ’19, Boston 
Medical Center

—Becca Manning

https://wheatoncollege.edu/news/alivia-cross-19/
https://wheatoncollege.edu/news/alivia-cross-19/
https://wheatoncollege.edu/news/nancy-dhaiti-19/
https://wheatoncollege.edu/news/jennifer-elwell-18/
https://wheatoncollege.edu/news/jennifer-elwell-18/
https://wheatoncollege.edu/news/wesley-gallant-18/
https://wheatoncollege.edu/news/wesley-gallant-18/
https://wheatoncollege.edu/news/sarah-maliarik-20/
https://wheatoncollege.edu/news/sarah-maliarik-20/
https://wheatoncollege.edu/news/sol-martinez-guevara-19/
https://wheatoncollege.edu/news/sol-martinez-guevara-19/
https://wheatoncollege.edu/news/craig-rezza-18/
https://wheatoncollege.edu/news/craig-rezza-18/
https://wheatoncollege.edu/news/ben-sarat-18/
https://wheatoncollege.edu/news/ben-sarat-18/
https://wheatoncollege.edu/news/doug-werry-18/
https://wheatoncollege.edu/news/doug-werry-18/
https://wheatoncollege.edu/news/andrea-wood-19/
https://wheatoncollege.edu/news/andrea-wood-19/
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AROUND THE  DIMPLE

History lessons
From paintings hanging in the Presidents’ 
House and ancient Chinese vases pre-
served in storage to the statue of Hebe 
that gets decorated during Senior Week, 
pieces of Wheaton’s Permanent Collection 
are an integral part of campus, and of the 
college’s history.

In summer 2017, four students work-
ing under the guidance of Permanent 
Collection curator Leah Niederstadt dove 
into the stories behind these objects, 
spending weeks poring over documents 
and photographs in the Gebbie Archives.

Niederstadt, assistant professor of 
museum studies, applied for and received 
a Mars Faculty/Student Research Grant, 
which she used to hire Brianna Medas ’20. 

She also brought in Madi Cook-Comey ’19, 
Christine Evers ’19 and Allison Meyette 
’18, who all received different forms of 
Wheaton funding.

One of the most bizarre stories the re-
search assistants came across was an ar-
ticle in the Wheaton News about a student 
who kept a mummified hand under her 
bed. Though it had nothing to do with the 
Permanent Collection, the story definitely 
caught their attention.

“This student in the ’30s, her great-
grandfather had traveled to Cairo, Egypt, 
and he bribed a guard to let him into one 
of the Egyptian tombs, and he ripped a 
hand off a mummy and took it back with 
him to America, and it got passed down 

through the family to this student at 
Wheaton,” Evers said, quoting the news-
paper article.

The hand was even displayed in the 
Wallace library.

“I just think that’s super interesting, 
because that would never fly now, with 
the moral questions of taking a hand off 
a body,” Evers said. “Also imagine being 
roommates with this girl who had a hu-
man hand under her bed. They inter-
viewed the roommate in the article and 
she was like, ‘Yeah, it’s a little creepy.’”

—Becca Manning

Read the full story online to see 
other lessons learned.

Student research assistants have been working with Assistant Professor of Museum Studies Leah Niederstadt to search the Gebbie Archives for 
documents and images that help trace the history of Wheaton’s Permanent Collection.

KEITH NORDSTROM
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Solid 
printing
The Johnson solids can be hard to wrap 
your mind around, but now you can 
put your hands on them easily, thanks 
to Mathew LeBlanc ’20 and Eammon 
Littler ’20, who have printed 3-D models 
of all 92 shapes.

The two sophomores spent three weeks 
using the 3-D printer in Lab 213, the new-
est makerspace in the IMAGINE network, 
to produce the full set of convex polyhe-
drons that are named for Professor of 
Mathematics Emeritus Norman Johnson, 
who passed away in August 2017.

“It’s just a really nice thing to be able 
to look at and pick up these shapes,” 
said LeBlanc, who is double majoring in 
computer science and physics. “They are 
a physical representation of Professor 
Johnson’s work and accomplishments.”

The students finished their work at just 
the right time as the college was host-
ing a celebration of the professor before 
the annual Norman Johnson Lecture on 
Mathematics held on Sept. 27, 2017.

In 1966, Professor Johnson identified 
92 convex polyhedra that, unlike 
Platonic and Archimedean solids, 
are not uniform, and he conjec-
tured that there might not be any 
others. His theory was proved 
three years later by another math-
ematician. 

In discussing his work, 
Professor of Mathematics Rochelle 
Leibowitz said, “Plato identified 
five solids. Archimedes identified 
13 others. Norman has them both 
beat with 92 solids to his name.”  

A Platonic solid is a sym-
metrical shape, such as a cube; 
an Archimedean solid would be 
a more complex pattern, like a 
truncated icosahedron (think 
soccer ball), which is composed of 
pentagons and hexagons. One of 
the simplest Johnson solids is rep-
resented by the pyramids in Egypt, 
which are made of four triangles 

and a square, Leibowitz said. From there, 
the shapes become far more complex, she 
said, noting that Professor Johnson iden-
tified them by drawing each one by hand.

“Some of the Johnson solids differ 
only slightly, and they can be hard to 
tell apart,” said Littler, who is major-
ing in physics and intends to enter the 

dual-degree program in engineering 
that Wheaton offers in partnership with 
Dartmouth College. “And the names are 
complicated—one is called a gyroelon-
gated pentagonal bicupola—so we haven’t 
memorized them all.”

The idea for the project started with 
Professor Leibowitz; the two students 

got involved at the suggestion of 
Professor of Computer Science 
Mark LeBlanc (no relation to 
Mathew).

“We had been asking Professor 
LeBlanc for projects to do that 
combined computer science, 
mathematics and technology,” 
Mathew LeBlanc said. “We’re both 
interested in making things and 
in 3-D printing.” 

“I’ve always wanted to have the 
freedom to work on my own de-
sign and then be able to produce 
it,” Littler added. “My end goal is 
that I want to be able to design 
and make things that I can use 
on a daily basis. This has been 
a good opportunity to practice 
some of the skills involved in 3-D 
printing.” 

—Michael Graca

Mathew LeBlanc ’20  and Eammon Littler ’20 work on printing out all 92 of the Johnson solids.
KEITH NORDSTROM

https://wheatoncollege.edu/news/made-by-hand/
https://wheatoncollege.edu/event/political-geometry-shapes-fair-voting/
https://wheatoncollege.edu/event/political-geometry-shapes-fair-voting/
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Jessie Knowlton
Assistant professor of biology

 ɲ Former research scientist in the School of Forest 
Resources and Environmental Science at Michigan 
Technological University in Houghton, Mich.

 ɲ Bachelor’s degree in ecology and evolution, 
University of  California, Santa Cruz; Ph.D. in 
ecology and evolution, Stony Brook University

“I grew up on the central coast of California and was 
always outside in nature with my family. The complexity 
and beauty of the natural world never cease to amaze me, 
so pursuing ecology for my career was an easy choice. I love 
sharing my passion for ecology and natural history with 
students and mentoring those who are interested in pursu-
ing this field. I enjoy the reciprocal learning that takes place 
between instructor and students. I love the small size of the 
college, which leads to greater interaction between faculty 
and students. I also recognize how unique it is to be able to 
do research with undergraduate students and believe these 
interactions greatly benefit both students and researchers. I 
want every student to embrace their natural curiosity about 
the world around them, and to learn how they can explore 
this curiosity using scientifically rigorous methods.” 

Fun fact: A direct descendant of Eng and Chang Bunker, 
the conjoined twins from Thailand (then Siam) who became 
the basis for the term “Siamese Twins.”

Christopher Kotyk
Assistant professor of chemistry

 ɲ Former postdoctoral faculty fellow at Boston University
 ɲ Bachelor’s degree in chemistry, with a minor in 
biology, Gettysburg College; doctorate in chemistry, 
University of California in Irvine, focusing on the 
chemistry of organometallic lanthanide complexes

“I’ve always been interested in the sciences, but chemistry 
in particular really drew me in. The foundation of chemistry 
is physics, and chemistry itself can be argued as the founda-
tion for biology. The different disciplines of chemistry lie 
right at the border between what is tangible and what isn’t, 
and that’s a very fun place to work. What I want every student 
to learn is that science is a process, and it can be used by any-
one to understand the world by making observations, testing 
their reproducibility and building theories.”

Fun fact: “I’m terrible at fantasy football, but I’m pretty 
good at making beer, and I’ve been a vegan for 10 years.”

AROUND THE  DIMPLE

Welcome, new tenure-track faculty

PHOTOS BY KEITH NORDSTROM
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Welcome, new tenure-track faculty

Szu-Yin “Jennifer” Wu
Assistant professor of business and management

 ɲ Former instructor at University at Buffalo 
(N.Y.), teaching undergraduate investment 
and international finance management 

 ɲ Bachelor’s degree, economics, National Taiwan 
University; master’s degree in finance, National Chengchi 
University; Ph.D. in finance, University at Buffalo

“I have a great passion for learning as well as sharing my 
knowledge with others. When I interact with students, it 
is very rewarding to see what a difference I can make. I’m 
thrilled beyond words that my students gain something 
from me that stays with them forever. I encourage students 
to explore what is important to them—their values, their 
strengths as well as weaknesses, what they really want to 
do in the future. I did that when I was in college by talking 
to people in different areas and being interested in many 
activities. I want students to know that their GPA is just one 
dimension of their college learning experience and to never 
forget to explore more outside of the classroom.”

Fun fact: Loves dancing; has been doing Zumba for almost 
five years; considering getting a Zumba instructor license 

Shenglan Li
Assistant professor of history

 ɲ Former instructor, teaching assistant and academic 
advisor at State University of New York at Binghamton 

 ɲ Bachelor’s degree, world history and international 
economics, Nankai University in Tianjin, China; Ph.D. in 
history, focusing on modern China, East Asia, medicine 
and gender, State University of New York at Binghamton 

 “There was a patriotic song taught in my grade school. Part 
of the song’s lyrics discussed the altruistic nature of teach-
ers and encouraged us to become teachers. Although I had 
no doubts about teachers’ importance, I hated the song and 
thought I would never become one of them. However, during 
my junior year, serendipity led me to Poland, where I had the 
opportunity to teach high school students about Chinese 
history. That experience made me realize that teaching is as 
much about helping students as it is about being inspired by 
them. As I obtained more teaching experiences throughout 
graduate school, I found myself passionate about communi-
cating with students and touched by watching them grow. I 
appreciate the privilege of being an educator, to guide, teach, 
impact and learn from students. All these continue to push 
me to become a better educator and researcher. As a faculty 
member, I encourage all students to think critically as well as 
empathetically. I hope they learn how the diverse and com-
plex past impacts the present, and how we can use history 
and historical skills to make a better future.” 

Fun fact: Practices calligraphy as a form of meditation
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CONVERSATION

Tuning in to the benefits of music
Assistant Professor of Psychology 
Katherine Eskine, who has been study-
ing older adults with memory problems 
for 15 years, this past summer began 
researching the effects of listening to 
music on cognition. Supported by fund-
ing from a Clemence Award, the profes-
sor worked with interns Clara Colas ’19, 
a psychology and Italian studies double 
major, and Jennifer Elwell ’18, a music 
and psychology double major (funded by 
a Wheaton fellowship), to test volunteer 
participants from several area senior 
centers, including Norton Senior Center. 
Editor Sandy Coleman loves music and 
wanted to know more.

How can we use music to improve 
our memory? 

There are a number of ways music can 
be used to increase memory: As a way to 
more effectively store memory; as cues to 
recall specific events; as a way to increase 
attention during encoding; and as a way 
to decrease stress and thereby aid in re-
trieval. Think of the ABCs. We learned the 
song and lyrics together, breaking what 
once was a complex string of letters L M N 
O P into what cognitive psychologists call 
a chunk. This works in the same way as 
trying to remember three random letters 
like WMB. If we rearrange the numbers 
into a chunk like BMW it is much easier 
to remember. Music helps group the parts 
of the alphabet into easier-to-remember 
sections or phrases. 

The second way music can help 
with memory is to cue a specific event. 
Listening to your high school class song 
might elicit memories of high school. 
Listening to your favorite album from your 
teenage years might flood your mind with 
memories of friends, parties and places 
you thought you had long forgotten. When 
we are studying information for a test or 
quiz, music can increase attention and 
decrease stress; both can have an effect on 
memory. However, listening to music with 
words when you are reading or music that 
you know how to play on an instrument 
can compete for attention with the infor-

mation you are attempting to remember. 
So if you do listen to music while you work, 
aim for music without lyrics or music that 
you do not know how to play.

Describe the testing.
Each volunteer is tested twice, once 
with babble and once with music. Babble 
sounds, like people talking at a party, are 
used as a control for music. Volunteers 
are given a number of tests that measure 
cognitive abilities like processing speed, 
short-term memory, long-term memory 
and executive function. These tests are 
given before and after music listening 
and babble. We have alternate versions 
of the tests, and the order is counter-
balanced to minimize practice effects. 
Finally, participants are asked to come 
back a final time and we record brain 
wave activation while they are listening 
to the same music they listened to during 
the testing phase. This way we can begin 
to understand the neurological under-
pinnings of any enhancements on the 
cognitive measures.

What did you enjoy most about 
working with your two students?

My lab is a collaborative environment, 
and Clara and Jenny contributed many 
excellent ideas about the path of the re-
search. They were also very independent, 
and it was wonderful to watch them take 
ownership of the project. College students 
and 70-year-old community members 
don’t spend nearly enough time with each 
other. My favorite part was hearing about 
the joy that these interactions provided 
for all involved.

Is this research connected to your 
teaching?

Very much so. Understanding how music 
affects and is represented in the brain 
is an excellent way to learn about the 
function and organization of the brain. 
In my “Cognitive Neuroscience” course 
we have a four-week section on music 
and the brain. I also talk about this 
and related research in my “Cognitive 
Psychology” course. 

Professor Katherine Eskine (right) and student research assistants Clara Colas ‘19 and Jennifer 
Elwell ‘18 prepare a volunteer for testing in the Mars Center for Science and Technology. 

KEITH NORDSTROM



PUBLICATIONS, HONORS AND CREATIVE WORKS

Faculty

Francisco Fernandez de Alba, associate 
professor of Hispanic studies, wrote the 
chapter “Cosmopolitan Postnationalists: 
The Case of Virgilio Piñera and Wifredo 
Lam” in Postnational Perspectives on Con-
temporary Hispanic Literature (University of 
Florida Press, 2017). 

Vicki Bartolini, professor of education, 
on May 5, 2017, was presented with The 
STEM Award by the Boston Association for 
the Education of Young Children, given to 
honor an educator who inspires children to 
explore and discover the world through the 
use of science, technology, engineering and 
math and encourages children to become 
stewards of the environment. 

Michael Drout, professor of English, co-
edited Tolkien Studies, Volume XIV (West 
Virginia University Press, 2017); and pre-
sented the keynote address “‘A Lesser Son 
of Great Sires’: On being a Philologist in 
the 21st Century” on June 4, 2017, for the 
Mythmoot IV, Annual Conference for Sig-
num University at the National Conference 
Center, Leesburg, Va.

Mark LeBlanc, professor of computer 
science, on Aug. 9, 2017, presented “To-
ward Reproducibility in DH Experiments: 

A Case Study in Search of Edgar Allan 
Poe’s First Published Work” at Digital Hu-
manities 2017, in Montreal, Canada. He 
also co-wrote the article “EngageCSEdu: 
Making Interdisciplinary Connections to 
Engage Students,” published in ACM In-
roads (June 2017). 

Lisa Lebduska, professor of English, won 
first place in the “Stories through the Ages” 
contest sponsored by Living Springs Pub-
lishers. The contest selects the top short 
stories to publish in Stories Through the 
Ages: Baby Boomers Plus (Living Springs 
Publishers, 2017), an anthology focused on 
stories written by baby boomers.

Ellen McBreen, associate professor of art 
history, presented “Provocations in Art: 
Cultural Appropriation“ on Sept. 29, 2017, 
and “Matisse’s Faces: A Portrait is a Quar-
rel” at the Royal Academy London on Oct. 
2, 2017. 

John Miller, professor of economics, wrote 
the article “America the Decrepit: The 
Trump Plan Won’t Fix the Infrastructure 
Deficit” in the journal New Labor Forum (Au-
gust 2017) and “Dissing the Disabled: The 
Journal’s Dyspeptic Diatribe Against the 
Disability Welfare State” in Dollars & Sense 
Magazine (July/August 2017).

Kent Shaw, assistant professor of English, 
wrote the poem “The History I’m Living in 
Right Now” published in the spring 2017 
issue of Michigan Quarterly Review  and the 
poem “People Don’t Understand What An 
Emotion Normally Looks Like” in TYPO (Au-
gust 2017).

Szu-Yin “Jennifer” Wu, assistant profes-
sor of business and management, present-
ed “Hedge Fund Activism and Corporate 
M&A Decisions,” her joint research work 
with Kee Chung, at University at Buffalo 
about the effects of hedge funds activism 
on U.S. corporate mergers and acquisitions 
and shareholder wealth, on Oct. 13, 2017, at 
the Financial Management Association An-
nual Meeting in Boston.

Alumni

Ashley Sweeney ’79 won the 2017 Nancy 
Pearl Book Award for Best Book (Genre) 
from the Pacific Northwest Writers Asso-
ciation for her novel Eliza Waite.

Susan Hyman Dowell ’63 co-authored  
Workplace Genie, advice about overcoming 
career challenges using techniques that 
enhance communication skills and provide 
insight into the perspectives of supervisors 
and co-workers. 

WINTER 2018 13



14 WHEATON MAGAZINE

LYONS PRIDE

Celebrating our  
Hall of Fame inductees
The Department of Athletics and Recreation inducted the Yowell Hall of Fame Class of 2017 members on Oct. 20, 2017, at a ceremony held 
in Emerson Dining Hall. Congratulations to Lisa Baron Benzer ’87 (cross country), Will Hawkins ’93 (basketball), Christopher Sullivan ’93 
(basketball), Shimera Daniels ’02 (track and field), Jaclyn Demling ’04 (softball), Tracy Prihoda ’04 (soccer), James Greenslit ’06 (soccer, 
basketball) and the 2000, 2001, 2002 and 2003 women’s track and field teams. 

Go online to watch a webcast of the event, see all the details about our stars and read comments from some of them about how their student-athlete 
experiences have helped them in their professional lives.

Individual highlights:
LISA BARON BENZER ’87
Wheaton’s first cross-country runner to 
earn NCAA All-American honors in 1986

WILL HAWKINS ’93
Holds Wheaton men’s basketball record 
for field goals in a career (702), points in a 
season (594) and field goals made in a single 
season (237)

CHRISTOPHER SULLIVAN ’93 
All-time leading scorer in Wheaton men’s 
basketball history

SHIMERA DANIELS ’02 
A four-time NCAA national champion and 
14-time NCAA All-American

JACLYN DEMLING ’04 
Received two National Fastpitch Coaches 
Association All-American honors, a pair 
of NEWMAC Player of the Year awards, 
and a New England Intercollegiate Softball 
Coaches Association Player of the Year 
award

TRACY PRIHODA ’04 
Nationally ranked as one of the best 
women’s soccer players in NCAA Division 
III history, ranking eighth in career points 
(256), 14th in career assists (52) and 16th in 
career goals (102)

JAMES GREENSLIT ’06 
A three-time National Soccer Coaches 
Association of America  All-American; 
two-time NEWMAC Men’s Soccer Player of 
the Year

Former men’s basketball team players Craig Keefe ’95, Will Hawkins ’93, Kevin Collins ’95, 
Christopher Sullivan ’93 and Khrystian King ’95 have a lot of fun at the Hall of Fame ceremony in 
Emerson Dining Hall. Below, the crowd cheers for the award winners. 
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Director of Athletics and Recreation John 
Sutyak ’00 congratulates Tracy Prihoda ’04 and 
presents her with a Yowell Hall of Fame award.

Members of the 2000–2003 women’s track and field teams pose with former head coach Paul Souza. 

Photos by Keith Nordstrom



16 WHEATON MAGAZINE

CAMPUS SCENE

Sharing stories,  
making connections
The Dean of Students Office and the Council on Inclusion 
and Diversity, which aims to engage the entire college in 
embracing and celebrating diversity on campus, brought 
Dear World to Wheaton in October 2017. The portrait and 
storytelling project facilitated a series of intimate sessions 
in which students, staff and faculty shared the moments that 
have impacted their lives. Snippets of those moments were 
written on their skin, and their Dear World portraits were 
shared via social media and during an event in Cole chapel. An 
email invitation to the campus best described the approach 
to connecting with others: “We all have stories that chronicle 
our lives,  and no one knows our stories better than us. We are 
a community built of wonderful and dynamically different 
people. Today we get the opportunity to move past tolerating 
or just accepting our collective differences. Today we get the 
opportunity to truly start appreciating and celebrating all the 
amazing individuals within our community.” Here are just a 
few of the portraits and stories. Go online to see more. 
Photos courtesy of Dear World



WINTER 2018 17



18 WHEATON MAGAZINE

Fighting fires, 
blazing trails
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Vermont deputy 
chief saves lives, 
leads with passion

By Laura Pedulli

As deputy chief of the Thetford (Vt.) Volunteer Fire 
Department, Mariah Capurso Whitcomb ’95 always is at 
the ready.

Her department—one of the busiest in its region of 
Vermont—receives about 380 calls per year. More than 
half of the calls are for medical emergencies, while the 
remainder involve motor vehicle crashes, incidents with 
hazardous materials, domestic situations, structural fires 
and others.

This past summer, Whitcomb—who 
balances her firefighting and emergency 
medical services (EMS) work with a full-
time job—was particularly busy.

On July 1, a storm pummeled the town, 
resulting in damage to 75 percent of area 
roads. 

“On the day of the storm, I handled all 
of the coordination for the fire response, 
police response and town government 
response as the emergency management 
director [EMD] for our town. It was very 
clear that when we saw the damage and 
amount of work that needed to be done, 
that we needed a FEMA designation to 
receive disaster assistance,” she said.

Whitcomb used five vacation days from 
her job as instructional design manager 
at the Dartmouth Institute for Health 
Policy and Clinical Practice to stay in 
Thetford for a week and coordinate the 
recovery response. 

Thanks in part to her leadership, the 
town received the FEMA disaster declara-

tion and the federal funding necessary to 
rebuild the roads and other structures. 
Also, due to her hard work during the 
storm, in September she was named EMD 
of the Year for the state of Vermont by the 
Vermont Emergency Management Agency.  

“Her efforts before, during and after 
the storm illustrate how an emergency 
management director can impact the 
people she serves,” Vermont EMD Erica 
Bornemann said. “Mariah is worthy of 
this award for her high standards and the 
example she sets for how an EMD should 
function.”

Rising to the top

Whitcomb’s leadership in the face 
of a natural disaster is just one 

small example of the range of work she’s 
involved with at the department.

Since joining the fire department 20 
years ago, she has thrived in the field 
of emergency medical services and 

has served as a care provider, student, 
instructor and officer. She heads up the 
First Aid Squad of Thetford, or FAST 
squad—a department within Thetford 
Volunteer Fire Department that handles 
emergency medical services.

When she first began her volunteer 
work at the department, there were very 
few female firefighters. However, the fire 
chief who recruited her focused more 
on ability than gender, she said, with the 
mantra: I don’t care who you are, as long 
as you do the work.

“In gear, you can’t tell I have long curly 
hair and that I’m a woman. When I used 
to take off my breathing mask, it was a 
big deal. Now it is more commonplace to 
see women who are firefighters,” she said, 
adding that her department now has a 
female captain (Robin Pettingell).

During the past two decades, 
Whitcomb has worked her way up to 
deputy chief—the highest rank a woman 
has ever held in the department. She now 
has 10 years in this role. She has made a 
name for herself, receiving awards for her 
work as an EMS educator and adminis-
trator. And on a more personal note, she 
found love: she met her future husband, a 
fellow firefighter, during her early days at 
the department. 

PHOTO BY JENNIFER HAUCK
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A life-changing discovery

Whitcomb, who comes from a family 
of health care administrators and 

nurses, originally considered a career in 
medicine. She enrolled at Wheaton with 
the goal to pursue pre-med studies.

But during her junior year at Wheaton, 
she changed her major to psychology, with 
a minor in early childhood education, 
after discovering an interest in child de-
velopment, nurtured by the late professor 
Grace Baron, and a love of teaching.

After a four-year stint as a teacher 
post-graduation, Whitcomb cultivated 
her skills as an administrator. Her 
passion for medicine led to positions as 
a residency coordinator and an admin-
istrative director at the Dartmouth-
Hitchcock Medical Center in New 
Hampshire (just over the state line from 
her hometown, Thetford).

Around that time, a chance encounter 
at a fundraising event changed the trajec-
tory of her life. While Whitcomb was 
painting the faces of children at the event 
(a skill she acquired at Wheaton, she 
notes), the fire chief approached her about 
joining the fire department. He offered to 
pay for her courses, and, if she passed, a 
spot on the department.

Whitcomb decided to take him up on it. 
“I took the firefighting classes and 

fell in love with it,” she said. She quickly 
pursued her certifications to become an 
emergency medical technician (EMT), 
and over time received accreditation as 
an advanced EMT, as well as becoming a 
state-level EMS instructor and regional 
training coordinator. 

On the job

The Thetford Volunteer Fire 
Department oversees emergency ser-

vices in a region covering 46 square miles, 
with a population of 2,600. Currently 20 
volunteers serve in the department.
Shortly after Whitcomb completed her 
training in 1997, a large structural fire 
swept through a residence.

“One of the floors had already collapsed. 
I knew the building was compromised, 
but I needed to go in and do a search with 
a more senior firefighter. It was definitely 

nerve-wracking, but it was great to make 
sure that people were safe. It was a great 
way to learn,” she said, noting that there 
were no injuries.

While there are dangers involved in fire-
fighting, safety is paramount. “The depart-
ment promotes a culture of safety, and that 
is what we emphasize above everything,” 
she said. There have been no fatalities at 
her department during the past two de-
cades, although a neighboring department 
did lose someone in 2016, she said.

As a volunteer, Whitcomb has seen both 
extremes of the good and the bad.

“You are in situations that can be really 
happy or really sad,” she said.

She noted two of her most proud mo-
ments, which occurred thanks to her 
expertise in advanced obstetrics. “I got to 
assist in two baby deliveries as an EMT. 
One was in the back of an ambulance, 
and the other was in a woman’s bedroom. 
Those are the happy moments,” she said.

On the other end of the spectrum are 
heart-wrenching scenes. “I’ve answered 
a call for a 12-year-old who committed 
suicide. It’s the kids’ calls that are the 
hardest.”

She said her courses in child develop-
ment at Wheaton have proven particu-
larly useful in understanding the mental 

health struggles children and teens face, 
especially when working with families.

Capt. Pettingell said that Whitcomb 
demonstrates a high level of compassion 
and care during every call she answers.

“Mariah has been involved in the field of 
EMS for many years, but her passion and 
compassion continue to be important to 
her character,” she said.

Whitcomb also maintains a calm 
demeanor when dealing with family mem-
bers in the midst of an emergency, said 

Thetford Volunteer Fire Department Deputy Chief Mariah Whitcomb at the station in Thetford, Vt.; 
below, with a little girl who she helped deliver in her mother’s bedroom five years ago

JENNIFER HAUCK
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Pettingell, citing two examples.
In one case, someone at a local 

campground called 911 when a 
man suffered severe burns after 
dumping gasoline on a campfire. 
“The man, his wife and four chil-
dren were from another country 
and did not speak English. The 
mother did not drive and the 
husband was on his way to the 
hospital in the ambulance. 
Mariah reassured the children 
and wife during this scary situ-
ation, then arranged to have the 
family transported to the hospi-
tal to join the father,” Pettingell said.

Another example of Whitcomb’s com-
passion and going beyond expectations 
involved a motor vehicle accident during 
the winter. 

“A young mother had crashed her 
vehicle on the interstate. Fortunately, 
the young driver was fine but the vehicle 
was totaled. The woman was 60 miles 
from home and unable to contact anyone 
to come and pick her up. Mariah and 
her husband, Chad, drove the woman 
to her home after the call was cleared,” 
Pettingell said.

A passionate educator

A s head of the FAST squad at the 
Thetford Volunteer Fire Department, 

Whitcomb has put her knowledge of edu-
cation to practice. These same skills she 
applies to her work as an instructional 
design manager at Dartmouth Institute 
for Health Policy and Clinical Practice.

Within the Thetford Volunteer Fire 
Department, she provides EMS training 
sessions to volunteers.

In addition to teaching these classes, 
she brings in guest presenters to give 
expert advice, including psychologists, 
physicians and nurses. 

Many of the towns near Thetford—in-
cluding Strafford, Vershire, West Fairlee 
and Norwich—are geographically isolated 
and small, with limited EMS person-
nel. Whitcomb regularly invites staff 
from these departments to her monthly 
trainings. Also, she teaches seminars 
at Vermont’s EMS conference as well as 

a higher-level CPR class to high school 
students at Thetford Academy.

“If you take any class from Mariah, 
the first thing you will notice is she loves 
EMS. She consistently tries to share her 
passion for EMS with every one of her 
students. She has a wonderful sense of 
humor and enjoys back and forth dialogue 
with her classes,” Pettingell said. 

“Mariah truly cares about the EMS 
profession and works hard to develop and 
improve students in her care. Countless 
hours are spent producing lessons and 
PowerPoint presentations, mentoring 
new EMTs, collaborating with colleagues, 
researching best practices and the nu-
merous other components needed to be a 
great educator,” she added.

Whitcomb also is at the forefront of 
establishing firefighter rehabilitation, 
which helps firefighters cope with the 
physiologic stress after fire incidents. 
Thetford has offered this service to many 
towns in the area during an incident, 
and Whitcomb has been teaching EMS 
personnel from other departments how to 
establish this practice within their own 
departments.

Professionally, Whitcomb also excels as 
an educator. 

Whitcomb joined the Dartmouth 
Institute for Health Policy and Clinical 
Practice as an instructional design 
manager in April 2013, moving away 
from coordinator and administrator 
roles she had held since graduation. In 
addition to her Wheaton degree, she had 

earned an M.B.A. in organiza-
tional leadership from Franklin 
Pierce University. She received 
a certificate of advanced 
graduate study in instructional 
design from the University of 
Wisconsin-Stout in 2015. 

As an instructional design 
manager, she works with 
content experts to design and 
develop online curriculum for a 
master’s degree in public health 
program and uses strategies to 
present information in a way 
that students can retain it. She 

uses her knowledge on how adults learn, 
and develops methods to assess their ac-
cumulation and active comprehension of 
information.

“I was looking for a change, and to get 
back to my education roots, and this posi-
tion just popped up. It fit the skills I was 
already using,” she said. 

Accolades

Whitcomb’s commitment to EMS 
and firefighting has not gone un-

noticed. The state has recognized both 
her and the Thetford Volunteer Fire 
Department for their outstanding work.

In 2017, Vermont named the FAST squad 
its First Response Service of the Year 
during EMS Week, which took place May 
21–27. The FAST squad was chosen out of 
the state’s 175 EMS departments.

At the same ceremony, Whitcomb re-
ceived recognition as EMS Educator of the 
Year for her work providing innovative, 
quality education throughout Vermont. 

At the event, Vermont EMS Chief Dan 
Batsie said it’s difficult to underestimate 
the contribution EMS providers make to 
their communities.

“They work 24/7 to promote and 
protect public health in ways ranging 
from conducting infant and child car 
seat safety checks to working with older 
Vermonters about fall prevention, to 
responding to individual and community 
emergency situations,” he said. “There 
are many people with us today who know 
firsthand the life-and-death difference 
EMS responders make.” 

Whitcomb starts to remove a door from a vehicle 
during a training exercise.

JENNIFER HAUCK
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at race
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Talking about race
By Michael Graca

“Come and challenge what you 
think you know about race.”

That invitation filled Cole Memorial 
Chapel with students, faculty and 
staff on Sept. 18, 2017, for a teach-in 
titled “Understanding Race After 
Charlottesville.” The purpose of the 
gathering: “to emphasize the importance 
of evidence-driven discussions on race 
as our over-reliance on opinion, divorced 
from knowledge of a topic, has put us, as a 
society, in peril,” said Associate Professor 
of Anthropology M. Gabriela Torres, who 
proposed the idea for the event that was 
organized by a small group of faculty. 

“I was compelled to work on this initia-
tive because I believe that understanding 
the social science of race and leveraging 
that into informed discussion on this 
difficult topic is critical work for national 
reconciliation,” Torres said.

The Wheaton professors who or-
ganized the event also drew inspira-
tion from their professional associa-
tions—the American Anthropological 
Association, the American Historical 
Association, and the American 

Inside
Commitment to building community
Michael Graca
Page 24

Creating meaningful differences
Professor Donna Kerner 
Page 25

Turning perception into reality 
Professor Karen McCormack
Page 26

Accounting for time and place 
Professor John Bezis-Selfa
Page 26

The psychological development of 
inclusion and exclusion
Professor Peony Fhagen
Page 27

Looking 

Photos by Keith Nordstrom

at race



24 WHEATON MAGAZINE

Commitment to building community
During the past year, Wheaton developed a strategic 
plan for promoting diversity and inclusion on campus. 
A task force that President Dennis M. Hanno 
established in September 2016 wrote the plan in a 
yearlong process that included several rounds of 
open meetings with students, faculty and staff, as well 
as consultation with the Board of Trustees, which is 
scheduled to review the final plan in February.
The plan calls for the college to undertake a 
comprehensive set of initiatives, some of which are 
already underway. They include:

 ɲ Creating institutional 
leadership positions for 
diversity and inclusion to 
provide coordination for 
initiatives across the college

 ɲ Establishing the Center 
for Social Justice and 
Community Impact, which 
opened at the start of 
the fall 2017 semester

 ɲ Designing a specific protocol 
for managing incidents of 

bias and prejudice, modeling 
this system on the college’s 
existing sexual and gender-
based misconduct protocol

 ɲ Increasing diversity and 
inclusion programs for 
students throughout 
their college career and 
integrating these themes 
into existing offerings, such 
as leadership workshops

 ɲ Sponsoring campuswide 

Sociological Association—which called 
for faculty across the country to spur 
constructive conversations on college 
campuses. Wheaton’s gathering began 
with brief remarks from several faculty 
members (three of the essays featured 
here come from the event), followed by 
small group discussions facilitated by 
faculty and staff. Those more personal 
discussions about race—what it is, indi-
vidual experiences of its impact—were 
not easy. 

“Everyone who might enter into such a 
conversation has to calculate the poten-
tial risk involved and then decide how 
to proceed,” said Associate Professor of 
History John Bezis-Selfa. “Those risks 
may differ considerably from individual 
to individual and according to whether 
one is ‘white’ or a ‘person of color.’

“The vast majority of people in our na-
tion, Wheaton faculty and staff included, 
face and share many of the same chal-
lenges,” Bezis-Selfa said. “There is just 
an awkwardness to such conversations 
that is virtually impossible to avoid and 
that should be expected. The more po-

larized this na-
tion and the world 
become, the more 
awkward these conversa-
tions will likely be, but the more valu-
able they’ll become.” 

The Wheaton community had many op-
portunities for these difficult discussions 
during the fall semester. Provost Renée 
T. White sponsored new installments of 
an ongoing series of community conver-
sations on race, gender, ethnicity and 
other areas of bias that began in 2016. The 
Psychology Department also convened 
a symposium on the subject. The fourth 
essay featured here—on the formation of 
self and group identities—was delivered 
at that gathering in October. 

Such events are critical. Despite the 
seemingly idyllic nature of Wheaton and 
other colleges and universities, campuses 
often serve as a battleground for debating 
the issues that divide society.  

“The Wheaton bubble, our bubble, is a 
microcosm of the world in which we live,” 
Associate Professor of History Dolita 
Cathcart said, in opening the college’s 

second teach-in on November 
2. “Racism, sexism, misogyny, 

prejudice against LGBTQ people, 
nationalism—all of these issues and 

more find their way onto our campus.” 
We can fear these difficult issues, she 

said, or learn from them. “Conversations 
like these are hard, but that’s OK.”

Cathcart offered those thoughts at 
the teach-in held in November, in the 
wake of a controversy that erupted at 
Wheaton over a white student who wore 
blackface as part of a Halloween costume. 
That teach-in filled the chapel, too, and 
faculty members once again called for 
the community to work together toward 
understanding racial bias, cultural appro-
priation, prejudices inspired by differ-
ence and other challenges to creating an 
inclusive community.

“Today will be a success if we apply the 
skills of critical thinking,” Cathcart said. 
“I’m sure you hear faculty members talk 
about critical thinking in class all the 
time. It’s not only important in the class-
room; it’s even more important outside of 
the classroom.” 
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opportunities for students, 
faculty and staff to appreciate 
differences through 
dialogue and experiential 
activities, such as the 
Unity Project in fall 2016

 ɲ Implementing a set of 
strategies to improve the 
college’s ability to recruit 
and retain a diverse and 
talented pool of faculty 
and staff members

 ɲ Introducing a new, 
comprehensive curricular 
requirement that addresses 
both global and domestic 
diversity topics 

 ɲ Broadening the engagement 
of the extended Wheaton 
community in the life of the 
college through programs 
such as the celebration 
of alumni of color event 
scheduled for spring 2018

 ɲ Offering more programming 
that promotes a welcoming 
and inclusive atmosphere, 
such as the Dear World 
program that took place 
in October 2017

 ɲ Expanding staff and faculty 
professional development 
programs on diversity 
and inclusion, an effort 
that began in 2015

 ɲ Incorporating assessment 

of intercultural competency 
skills into staff performance 
evaluations

 ɲ Establishing campuswide 
benchmarks for progress 
on diversity and inclusion, 
and instituting ongoing 
data collection and 
analysis that can guide 
future programming 
and initiatives 

—Michael Graca

Creating meaningful differences
As an anthropologist, I want to make three points 
about race: 

 ɲ Race is a critically important  
issue—politically, economically, 
socially and morally. It is real. It is 
important to state this at the outset 
because what I say next may sound 
as if it goes against accepted wisdom 
on race, which is often phrased in 
terms of biological difference. Race 
is not a significant biological feature 
that differentiates human beings 
from each other or other species.

 ɲ Evidence from five million years 
of human evolution tells us that all 
humans share a common ancestry as a 
species, which is defined as a popula-
tion that can successfully reproduce 
fertile offspring and pass along its 
genetic inheritance to the next gen-

eration. Evidence also points to the 
fact that human populations have 
been on the move and migrating for 
eons and mating with each other.  

So while there may be variations in 
factors such as blood types, immunity 
to certain environmental hazards, 
etc., that distinguish one geographical 
population from another, all of us are 
born with the capacity to be human.

There is no such thing as a pure race. 
Being born into the human species 
means that an individual possesses 
the equal capacity to learn and operate 
in a culture. Culture is shared and 
learned, not inherited genetically.

 ɲ Variations in human populations that 
may be socially and politically critical 

are often based on perceived differ-
ences in physical features that you can 
see (skin color, hair, body type, etc.). We 
call these phenotypic characteristics. 
Scientific evidence indicates that the 
phenotypic differences and genetic 
variation within groups that are identi-
fied as races are larger than between 
groups. In other words, human popula-
tions are more alike than different. 

These features may be perceived as 
socially significant, but the evidence 
about how they figure into the 
mosaic of evolutionary adaptation to 
different environments is complex. 
Phenotypic features are not associated 
with intelligence, or the capacity 
to create and learn culture. 

—Donna Kerner,
William Isaac Cole professor 

 of anthropology
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Accounting for time and place 
Race and races are never born but always made; they 
are real, but they are not immutable—they change.

What race means and what purported 
characteristics constitute members of a 
racial group have changed according to 
time and space.

For a historian, the most important 
dimension here would be time—how-
ever things may be now, they most likely 
weren’t that way in the past and they 
almost certainly won’t be the way they are 
now in the future.

Here’s one example:
Someone who might seem obviously 
“white” to us in the United States today, 

like an Italian or someone from Ireland, 
often would have been considered a dif-
ferent and non-white “race” in the 1800s.

How such groups of people came to be 
seen as white and to see themselves as 
white isn’t a biological question, but a 
historical one.

In addition, a person or group’s race 
(how they’re seen in the eyes of the law as 
opposed to their lived experiences) is also 
often situational.

Another example: the history of 
Mexican immigrants and Mexican 

Americans.
The U.S. government saw virtually all 

of them as “white” and often treated them 
accordingly in court and at the ballot box 
when the U.S. conquered much of Mexico 
in the 1840s.

But most Anglo-Americans and local 
officials saw them as a different race, not 
white, and increasingly subjected them to 
discrimination and often segregation.

As a consequence, a significant share 
of Mexican Americans have come to see 
themselves as not white, but members of 
some other racial group (although they of-
ten disagree on what to call that group). 

—John Bezis-Selfa,
associate professor of history

Turning perception into reality
Race is very much a part of our social structure 
and is much larger than the individual.

Race is constructed and changed through time, 
but not arbitrarily—definitions of race, the racial 
categories that people create and how we assign 
individuals to the categories are most often a 
matter of power. And these definitions are held in 
place through institutional policies and practices.

These policies include laws, but also 
economic policies, educational opportuni-
ties, housing, criminal sentencing, bank-
ing and lending, voting rights and more. 
For example, consider the “one drop” 
rule, which categorized anyone with 1/32 
of African or African-American ancestry 
as black. Or contemplate the example of 
Chinese exclusion laws in the U.S. that 

kept Chinese immigrants and Chinese 
Americans out of workplaces and residen-
tial communities, leading to the growth of 
Chinatowns.

And while policies in the present con-
tinue to disadvantage some groups to the 
benefit of others, past policies also con-
tinue to affect us. Discriminatory housing 
policies—even those that are now strictly 

forbidden—have created a society marked 
by residential segregation. Workplace 
discrimination and the history of slavery 
before it have created marked differ-
ences in access to wealth and, as a result, 
education. The debts of the past are not 
removed simply by removing the policy—
those might be really important steps, 
but they don’t level the playing field since 
parents pass down access and privilege to 
their children.

Two very important things that we 
learn from this structural view: 1) even if 
we could wave a magic wand and elimi-
nate individual prejudice, we would still 
have enormous inequality as the result 
of accumulated advantage and disadvan-
tage; and 2) if we want a more just and fair 
society, we need to tackle the structural 
roots of inequality alongside attitudes and 
beliefs. 

—Karen McCormack, 
associate professor of sociology
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The psychological development 
of inclusion and exclusion
We often ask the question: why is it so hard to 
rid our society of racial labeling and racism? The 
answer is surprisingly simple: because both are 
culturally constructed concepts that are easily 
learned by young children without any direct 
instruction and are passed down from generation 
to generation.

Children encounter many examples 
of how to racially label themselves and 
others, and how to behave in a discrimi-
natory way toward others. As a result, 
this knowledge and understanding is 
entrenched in all of us from a very young 
age. In addition, it is an integral part of 
our cultural identity formation.

Consider this: children develop a sense 
of themselves and society by focusing first 
on themselves, then on groups, and then 
on other individuals, before returning to 
the self again. This enables children to 
answer the questions: “Who am I?” then 
“Who are we?” and finally “Who are you?”

Here’s what we know about these three 
areas of understanding:

Who am I?

Children can label themselves boy or girl, 
child or adult, by age 2; they can describe 
themselves using other cultural identity 
labels, such as Chinese, Mexican, Native 
American, black and white, by age 4.  
U.S.-based research tells us that minor-
ity status adolescents usually develop 
cultural identities that are bicultural—

balancing their sense of belonging and 
pride in their racial, ethnic and/or reli-
gious group with their sense of belong-
ing and pride in their national identity.  
Research also indicates that, by contrast, 
majority status adolescents develop 
cultural identities that involve belonging 
and pride in regional affiliation, hobbies 
and extracurricular activities as well as 
national identity. 

Who are we?

By ages 3 and 4, children have the 
capacity to reason about their behavior 
and the behavior of others based on cul-
tural categories. At this age, they begin 
making generalizations about people’s 
behaviors based on cultural categories. 
In other words, young children are  
using both negative and positive  
stereotypes to understand their cul-
tural identity and cultural groups and 
then using cultural identity categories 
as a tool for inclusion and exclusion in 
their peer interactions. Research dem-
onstrates that children’s awareness of 
and ability to stereotype is usually  

occurring without any direct instruc-
tion by parents or teachers.

Who are you?

Between ages 4 and 9, children demon-
strate an in-group bias, preferring to be 
friends with, and think more positively 
about, people from the group to which 
they belong. Research demonstrates that 
in multicultural nations such as the U.S. 
or Australia, majority/minority status has 
an influence. Children who are members 
of racial/ethnic minority groups tend to 
make either neutral or positive evalua-
tions of majority status group members.  
Conversely, majority status children tend 
to evaluate minority status group mem-
bers negatively.

As part of the process of identity devel-
opment, we place ourselves and others in 
cultural groups, and we adopt stereotypes 
for those groups as early as 3 or 4 years 
old. By the time we reach 7 or 8 years of 
age, we begin to have expectations for 
how people will behave based on their 
cultural identity, and we form a sense of 
pride in our own group and cultural iden-
tities. Our psychological development of 
identity helps to reinforce existing  
societal patterns of discrimination, 
whether they be based on race or another 
group identity. Ending racism (and other 
“isms,” too) requires us to stop providing 
so many examples, at the individual and 
institutional levels, of how to be discrimi-
natory against the “other.” 

—Peony Fhagen, 
associate professor of psychology 
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The scoop 
on Hunter 
Walker ’06
Yahoo White House correspondent 
thrives on getting the story first, right

By Ted Nesi ’07 

By the time Hunter Walker ’06 woke 
up one Monday last fall, he had already 
broken news.

It was a week after Labor Day, and the 
White House correspondent for Yahoo 
had spent the past 48 hours collaborat-
ing with Michael Isikoff, the site’s award-
winning chief investigative reporter, on 
a significant scoop: the FBI was investi-
gating Sputnik News, an outlet funded 
by the Russian government. The story, 
about whether Sputnik was in violation 
of federal law by acting as an unreg-
istered propaganda arm for the Putin 
government, had so consumed Walker’s 
weekend that he’d wound up being late to 
his own birthday party.

“Nothing is as good as a scoop,” Walker 
explained a few days later. “I have learned 
in this profession that really the whole 

reason you do it is to tell people some-
thing, ideally something important, that 
they couldn’t get somewhere else.”

Yahoo published the Russia story at 
5 a.m. that Monday, September 11, and 
Walker was already the center of atten-
tion when his alarm went off at 7:30, 

with dozens of journalists from other 
outlets sharing the article on Twitter, and 
MSNBC inviting him on TV to discuss it 
that evening.

After a 10 a.m. editorial call with 
the rest of Yahoo’s news staff, Walker 
spent the day tracking the fallout from 
the story, including a formal statement 
from a U.S. senator saying she was “very 
encouraged” by Yahoo’s report, as well 
as other developments in D.C. He barely 
had enough time to refuel at Starbucks. 
By 5 p.m. a hired car was whisking him 
to MSNBC’s Washington headquarters, 
where he chatted live with host Ari 
Melber about the Russia investigation. His 
workday still wasn’t over once he left the 
TV studio: from there he joined a group 
of reporters at an off-the-record dinner 
with an important Capitol Hill source, 
a gathering that kept him out until well 
after midnight.



WINTER 2018 29

Oh, and through it all Walker was sort-
ing through roughly 100 emails an hour, 
interacting with his 23,000 Twitter 
followers and responding to his iPhone’s 
endless flood of text and alert notifica-
tions. On any day when he doesn’t have 
breaking news to cover, Walker’s goal 
is to make contact with 50 sources, 
whether by phone, text, Facebook mes-
sage, Gchat or in person. He admits it’s 
“a lot of incoming,” and he wouldn’t have 
it any other way.

“This is all I really ever wanted to do,” 
said Walker, who majored in English at 
Wheaton.

As a White House correspondent, 
Walker’s title is among the most presti-
gious in American journalism, allowing 
him to chronicle one of the most tumultu-
ous periods in the nation’s history from 
up close. “We have a front-row seat to the 
biggest story in the world. It’s fun and 
exciting, and it’s a personal and profes-
sional honor,” he said. “But it’s also a mas-

sive, massive burden. We need to use that 
vantage point to bring people what they 
need from us.”

Walker’s approach and his work ethic 
have earned him the respect of those on 
the other side of his notebook: among 
his fans is Sean Spicer, who met Walker 
as a top Republican National Committee 
staffer before joining the White House 
as President Trump’s first press secre-
tary. “Both during my time at the RNC 
and White House I enjoyed working with 
Hunter,” Spicer said in an email. “He was 
tough but fair. He was always looking to 
get the story right.”

“Hunter is driven by a deeply com-
petitive drive to get his hands on break-
ing news and then publish it as fast as 
humanly possible,” said Colin Campbell, a 
Yahoo editor who has worked with Walker 
at three news outlets since 2012 and is 
one of his closest friends. “At the same 
time, he’s willing to put in the months of 
relationship-building to get there—and 

committed to getting it right.”
Associate Professor of History Dolita 

Cathcart, who taught Walker in several 
courses during his time at Wheaton, said 
they do their best to keep in touch, but 
his busy schedule these days means she’s 
more likely to see him on MSNBC. “And no 
matter what he is reporting or comment-
ing on, lately some pretty horrible stuff, 
I’m smiling all through the collective pain 
while watching him,” she said. 

Newsroom with a view

Walker’s Yahoo office is barely 250 
yards from the White House, just down 
Pennsylvania Avenue in the United 
Nations Foundation building, where he 
shares a small space with two colleagues. 
It’s a prime location for keeping tabs on 
Washington’s movers and shakers; in 
fact, on arriving to meet Walker at a café 
across the street from the White House, 
top Trump advisor Kellyanne Conway was 

Hunter Walker ’06 raises his hand to ask White House Press Secretary Sarah Huckabee Sanders a question in the briefing room. 
TED NESI ’07
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seen standing outside. She was quick to 
inquire about Walker’s upcoming wed-
ding, which was a few weeks away at the 
time—evidence of how well-known he is 
among senior administration officials.

Even after nearly a year on the White 
House beat, Walker remains awed by his 
professional habitat. “This is my country,” 
he said. “That place is so important, and 
the work that gets done there every day 
is so important, and the history there is 
so overwhelming. When you’re sitting in 
those briefing room seats and thinking of 
the incredible journalistic legends who’ve 
come in that room before you, not to men-
tion all of the historical figures who’ve 
been there—when you walk in the Oval 
[Office], seeing that room and being aware 
of the decisions that have been made in 
there—the weight of that is just incred-
ible. It is one of the most iconic spaces in 
the world, and deservedly so.”

Yahoo’s close proximity to the White 
House makes it easy for Walker to walk over 
for the press briefing, which comes in handy 
since he sometimes doesn’t know what time 
it will be held until a few hours beforehand. 
He has a coveted “hard pass” to access the 
West Wing, allowing him to get through 
security more quickly than other visitors. 
And he never shows up unprepared.

“I always try to go to the White House 
and have in my mind—if I see Trump in 
the West Wing, what am I going to ask?—
because it’s happened before,” Walker 
said. “Or, if I go watch Marine One take off, 
what question do I shout at him? Every 
time I see him, I consider it my duty to at-
tempt to ask a question.”

The day after his Russia scoop was 
published, Walker headed over to the 
West Wing about an hour before Press 
Secretary Sarah Huckabee Sanders’s  
2 p.m. briefing. Yahoo has one of 50 as-
signed seats in the briefing room, which 
is more cramped than it looks on TV, with 
reporters and photographers crammed in 
cheek by jowl.

Once the briefing began Walker man-
aged to get in two questions—one on the 
Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals 
(DACA) immigration program, and 

another on whether Trump planned to 
read Hillary Clinton’s then-new mem-
oir about the campaign. Riffing off the 
book’s title, Sanders replied: “I think 
it is pretty clear to the president ‘what 
happened’”—a jab that lit up the internet 
and which Clinton was asked about on 
ABC’s “The View” the next day.

Walker was pleased with the exchange, 
dismissing the idea that reporters should 
only use the briefing to ask wonky ques-
tions about public policy. “I like to ask 
the fun and colorful stuff because I think 
that’s part of what gets people engaged 
in politics,” he said. “We have sort of two 
functions to our job: engage and inform. 
And nobody’s going to get informed if 
they’re not engaged.”

That ability to engage people is also why 
Walker likes working for Yahoo, which 
ComScore ranked in June as the third-
largest digital media website in the U.S., 
behind only Google and Facebook. He 
describes Yahoo as “a really unique place 
where they have old-school values and a 
real commitment to quality, serious work, 
but where we also have some fun some-
times.” Its massive audience totals about 
185 million visitors a month. 

Reliable sources

Walker’s path from Wheaton to 
Washington was a winding one.

He was born and raised in Brooklyn, 
N.Y. One of his mothers was a corporate 
lawyer, while the other had a number of 
jobs, including one in telemarketing that 
he credits with giving him early insight 
into the value of a telephone call.

But Walker never considered following 
either of his moms’ professional paths. “I 
have wanted to be a reporter since I was a 
very small child,” he said. Growing up, he 
would sit in his backyard with a recorder 
making fake radio shows, and at the age of 
10 he was picked to host a Halloween pro-
gram for kids on a New York City station. 
His parents also instilled in him the habit 
of reading the newspaper every morning.

(Walker also honed his future craft at 
Yankee Stadium. A longtime Bleacher 

Creature, Walker credits hours spent in 
the stands in the Bronx with teaching him 
how to make his voice heard over a crowd, 
saying with a laugh, “I’m very, very loud.” 
Campbell concurred: “On rare instances, 
he can turn on that stadium voice to make 
sure his questions get answered at a cha-
otic press conference.”)

 Walker was brought to Wheaton by 
the Posse Foundation, which recruits 
and supports students from urban public 
schools. He acknowledged Norton was 
a major adjustment for someone who’d 
spent his whole life in New York, and he 
credits Posse—and particularly his Posse 
mentor, the late Dean Gordon Weil—with 
helping him find a path to success.

 “You have that support system right off 
the bat,” he said. “And they really infuse 
you with the ethos of making a positive 
difference both in the society at large and 
on campus. I think that kept me driven in 
journalism. I am in this business because 
I want to have a positive social impact.”

In addition to Weil and Professor 
Cathcart, Walker singled out Associate 
Professor of English Shawn Christian and 
Professor of Religion Jonathan Brumberg-
Kraus as faculty members who had a 
profound influence on him. In Cathcart’s 
case, he said, “I cannot tell you how often, 
particularly lately as we’ve been dealing 
with Charlottesville and this controversy 
over Confederate monuments, things that 
she taught me pop back into my head.”

Christian, also an associate provost, 
said looking back he isn’t surprised 
Walker went into journalism. “It wasn’t 
just his ability to pose thoughtful ques-
tions and engage in spirited debates 
about the deployment of themes in a 
novel,” Christian said in an email. “He 
also displayed a capacity for journalism, 
a penchant, if you will, for getting at the 
story (or stories) behind the story, in how 
he handled assignments.”

After graduating, Walker returned to 
New York, where he wrote for a number 
of outlets before eventually enrolling 
in the Columbia University School of 
Journalism. While he knew he wanted to 
cover politics, he decided he would take 
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the first full-time job offer that came his 
way. It turned out to be with The Wrap, an 
online entertainment news site. “I barely 
watched TV; suddenly I’m at the Hilton 
having sushi with Jerry Seinfeld and Tina 
Fey,” he recalled. “It was incredible.”

Before long Walker was poached from 
The Wrap by Richard Johnson, the leg-
endary editor of the New York Post’s Page 
Six gossip page, for Rupert Murdoch’s 
startup The Daily. He continued to 
become better-sourced in Hollywood—
Walker was texting Charlie Sheen 
during the actor’s intense public break-
down—but when the opportunity came 
to cover city hall politics for the New York 
Observer, he grabbed it. From there he 
went to Talking Points Memo and Business 
Insider, before finally landing at Yahoo 
in October 2015, just as the presidential 
campaign was getting into full swing.

“I walked in, did my paperwork, got my 
Yahoo backpack and laptop, then got on a 
plane and flew to Las Vegas for Bernie and 
Hillary’s first debate,” he recalled.

To be continued
As someone who grew up in 1990s New 
York, Walker says Donald Trump has 
been omnipresent in his life for almost 
as long as he can remember. When he 
moved to Hollywood, then-reality-star 
Trump became more than a virtual 
presence.

“He used to call me and email me all 
the time,” Walker said.

Walker did not think then he was in-
teracting with the next president of the 
United States. But by the time he joined 
Yahoo, Walker knew Trump was a real 
political phenomenon, largely because 
of what he saw as he crisscrossed the 
country tracking the campaign. He 
spent more than one-third of 2016 on the 
road, visiting or passing through about 
half the states. And he was at Trump’s 
victory party on election night, when 
many didn’t expect their candidate to 
win—only to watch as a few swing states 
tipped the balance in his favor. As one of 
Yahoo’s lead Trump reporters, Walker 

was soon asked to move to Washington 
and take the White House beat.

He admits to being unnerved by the 
current political climate. He worried 
about his safety at a turbulent Trump ral-
ly in Phoenix last August—partly because 
of rising hostility toward journalists—but 
said the atmosphere has not deterred him 
from doing his job.

“I want to bring home to people the 
on-the-ground reality of these events,” 
he said. “Our politics have gotten very 
violent and nasty, and I’m doing my best 
to make sure people have photos and 
videos and stories about that. They can 
decide what to do with it, but this is a 
really ratcheted-up climate that we find 
ourselves in.”

Despite such concerns, Walker remains 
grateful to be reporting from inside the 
White House, and hungry to continue 
breaking stories that grab attention and 
make an impact.

“It really is an honor and a privilege,” he 
said, “to get to work in there.”  

Donald Trump poses for a photo in his office before an interview with Walker (Yahoo News national correspondent at the time) in the Trump Tower in 
midtown Manhattan, on Nov. 17, 2015. 

GORDON DONOVAN
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Alumni board presidents reflect 
on challenging, rewarding work
Leading Wheaton’s Alumni Association 
takes time, energy and talent, but when 
asked about their service, those who 
have done it talk mostly of everything 
they’ve gained.

Jane Martin ’74 and Zoe Hack Keller 
’05—current and former presidents of the 
board, respectively—are passionate ad-
vocates for the college, and both say they 
have benefited immensely by giving back: 
making new, lasting connections; build-
ing leadership skills and policy chops; and 
having fun.

“I loved being the president,” said 
Keller, a health and nutrition coach and 
longtime Wheaton volunteer who served 
as president from 2012 to 2015. “It really 
was one of the highlights of my life to 
date. It felt so good to give back tangibly to 
a place I really care about. I met the most 
wonderful people, and I found the work 
challenging, interesting and rewarding.”

Martin, whose three-year term will 
end in October 2018, said she is extremely 

honored to serve Wheaton as president 
and chair.

“Being a Wheaton alumna is, for me, 
a lifelong commitment. And one that 
I love,” said Martin, a business owner 
and photo editor.

The board president’s three-year term 
provides ample time to cultivate mean-
ingful change at Wheaton while gaining 
personal and professional benefits.

During her tenure, Keller worked on  
executing the Strategic Plan for 2014, 
which in part involved widening the cir-
cles of alumni engagement and support.

“We far exceeded our goals in this area 
and re-engaged a tremendous number of 
alumni through these efforts,” she said.

Serving as president helped Keller 
develop leadership skills and foster new 
connections—and friendships.

“I gained experience with board 
management, governance and internal 
politics. I also became more comfortable 
with public speaking after speaking at 
Commencement, Homecoming and other 
various alumni events,” she said. “I’ve  
enjoyed the camaraderie of other like-
minded volunteers of all ages and back-
grounds. It’s a thrill to find that I’ve made 
new and lasting friendships.”

Under Martin’s leadership, the board 
has succeeded in helping grow alumni 
engagement; restructuring to increase 
impact; improving transparency by 
publishing information on meetings 
and projects online (thanks to Deirdre 

Jane Martin ’74Zoe Hack Keller ’05
NICKI PARDOKEITH NORDSTROM

Alumni Board of Directors members gather at a reception on campus. First row: Emily Firment 
Fahey ’11, Elena Wong ’07, Erica McLean Helm ’91, Lindsay Nason Villone ’08; second row: Katie 
Leiby Schneider ’06, Pamela Reid Graham ’85, Makiyah Moody ’00, Jane Martin ’74, Shawn Blake 
’98; third row: Chris Paquet ’03, Maya Ennis ’14, Amanda Gray Idema ’97; back row: Andy Lounder 
’05, Marcia Coleman Williams ’72, Deborah Goddard ’78, Mario Suarez ’06, Patrick Summers ’94, 
Melissa Grove Beecher ’07 and Michelle Rhodd ’87

MARK STOCKWELL

ALUMNI ASSOCIATION NETWORK
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Phillips ’78, the board’s vice president for 
strategic planning and governance); and 
developing a strong, working partnership 
with the Board of Trustees.

“Our five alumni trustees—who sit on 
both boards—offer skilled and respected 
advice and leadership in both arenas,” 
Martin said.

As president, Martin has made an ef-
fort to increase diversity on the board so 
it more closely mirrors the 18,000-plus 
members of the Alumni Association. 

In tandem with this, she is working to 
improve Wheaton’s commitment to inclu-
sivity. Under her leadership, in October 
2017 the alumni board voted to update the 
organization’s name to the Wheaton College 
Alumni Association—a name that removes 
any gender-specific grouping and welcomes 
graduates of all gender identities into the 
college community. 

“This is about inclusion and diversity, 
not about coeducation,” she said. “The 
term ‘alumni’ is overwhelmingly used and 
understood today by colleges all over the 
world as a gender-neutral term. While 
it undoubtedly referred to men in the 
original Latin, it is not understood in such 
restrictive gender terms today. Adherence 
to the original Latin (as represented by the 
term, alumnae/i) enforces a binary gender 
identity choice that is unwelcoming to 
many members of our community.” 

Also, Martin oversaw an initiative to 
rebuild the structure of the board, so mem-
bers with similar backgrounds can accom-
plish specific tasks with more efficiency.

“Our goal is to establish fluid and 
flexible committees in order to take on 
projects and initiatives with a beginning, 
middle and end, with tangible successes,” 
she said.

Martin currently is working on engage-
ment to fit everyone’s different interests 
and lifestyles. “Instead of falling back 
on ‘one size fits all’ events, we are trying 
to find ways to engage new graduates” 
through Friday pub nights, parent groups, 
professional networking events and  
ongoing opportunities for older alumni, 
she said.

—Laura Pedulli

We can’t imagine our 
future without you. 

Refl ection & Renewal
Remembering Our Past, Shaping Our Future 

A Celebration of Our Alumni of Color 

REGISTER NOW
April 6–8, 2018

Come share your experiences, stories and 
accomplishments. Inspire students. Engage 
in opportunities. Celebrate the strength that 

alumni of color bring to Wheaton and the world.

wheatoncollege.edu/alumniofcolor
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Sounds inspiring

Biologist/poet sparks creativity through auditory prompts
As a wetlands biologist and a poet, 
Carolyn Decker ’14 spends her days pay-
ing close attention to her surroundings 
and what they have to say. Now, she’s 
using that finely tuned ability—gained 
at Wheaton and during her Watson 
Fellowship—to encourage others to tap 
into their own creative work.

Decker, along with writer Lucas Pralle, 
is the co-founder of Endless Beautiful, 
a web-based creativity workshop and 
podcast that promotes writing and com-
munity arts using sounds that they collect 
and produce as inspiration.

She won a Thomas J. Watson Fellowship 
in 2014 to investigate the intersections 
of creative writing and nature conserva-
tion in various ecosystems and cultures 
as she traveled to Dominica, Botswana, 
Australia, Tuvalu and China. 

Decker met Pralle while traveling 
for the Watson, and they developed the 
idea for Endless Beautiful. In person 
and online, their workshop and podcast 

participants are encouraged to engage the 
creative process of their choice—writing, 
composing, drawing—while listening to 
15-minute audio sessions and then reflect 
on their creations and share the results.

Endless Beautiful releases a new 
podcast every Monday with Decker and 
Pralle co-hosting. Guests create some-
thing alongside the hosts while an audio 
recording provides background; listen-
ers can join in and create at home. At 
the end of the audio session, the hosts 
and guests share what has been cre-
ated. The listening audience can submit 
creations online.

“The project is really driven by the idea 
that we all have a creative capacity, and 
that it is vital to express our creativity,” 
Decker said. “Our goal is to help anyone 
unlock their creative spirit and produce 
an unexpected piece of art.”

Since 2016 she has worked as a biologist 
at Natural Resource Services, an envi-
ronmental consulting company in Rhode 

Island. Her duties include fieldwork tasks 
such as wetland delineations and habitat 
assessments as well as writing the cor-
responding reports that clients use when 
applying for wetland permits at the town, 
state and federal levels.

“My education at Wheaton developed 
my sense of inquiry and my ability to 
express my ideas. That holds true for my 
work as a biologist and as a poet,” Decker 
said. “Also being around so many differ-
ent people at Wheaton and ideas—both 
on campus and abroad—taught me a lot 
about being a good listener, which is ab-
solutely vital to all aspects of my life, both 
professionally and personally.”

In addition to podcasts, Endless 
Beautiful, which refers to the immense 
possibilities the world has to offer, has 
presented several free workshops in 
Rhode Island, thanks in part to a grant 
from the Rhode Island State Council on 
the Arts.

—Sandy Coleman

ALUMNI ASSOCIATION NETWORK

http://www.endlessbeautiful.com/
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Activating a digital revolution
When Rudy Blanco ’06 saw that stu-
dents at Bronx, N.Y.-based DreamYard 
Preparatory High School lacked access to 
technology, he decided to take action.

“We were running old computers in poor 
working condition,” recalled Blanco, who 
at the time was teaching special education 
at DreamYard Prep. “If the Department of 
Education required standardized tests on 
the computer, our kids wouldn’t know how 
to log into their accounts.”

Blanco approached administrators 
at DreamYard Project—a nonprofit and 
community arts organization that works 
closely with the high school—with a 
proposition: establish the position tech-
nology coordinator, and hire him to fill it. 
They accepted. 

That was five years ago. Since then, his 
success shepherding tech-savvy stu-
dent leaders has landed him accolades, 
including June 2017 national honoree by 
nonprofit HonorEd. 

During his tenure, he arranged a dona-
tion of 100 Chromebooks from Google. He 
also partnered with and launched Mouse 
Squad—student techies who train teach-
ers and students in using online resources. 

Blanco, a Queens, N.Y., native and Posse 
Foundation scholar, originally planned to 
major in computer science. He loved tech-
nology, but soon discovered that coding 

and web development wasn’t quite a fit.  
His Posse mentor, the late Professor 

Gordon Weil, persuaded him to consider 
sociology, given his natural aptitude and 
high marks in the subject. “He guided me 
through stressful and intense moments, 
helping me realize what field I was meant 
to do,” he said.

As a student, Blanco developed an ap-
preciation for mentorship as a resident 
advisor. He knew firsthand the struggles 
of adapting freshman year. “I always felt 
that if I don’t sit down to help freshmen, 
no one else will,” he said. 

He also found his voice, and confidence, 
in Professor Michelle Harris’s sociology 

course. “Her courses taught me to speak 
up and hold my own. It clicked for me,” he 
said. 

Harris (who now teaches at the 
University of Albany) recalls Blanco as a 
student with infectious energy. “Rudy was 
curious, engaged and, most importantly, 
invested in seeing the links between theo-
retical concepts and the real-life applica-
tion of those ideas,” she said. 

After graduating from Wheaton, Blanco 
received his M.Ed. in special education from 
the City University of New York City College. 
By the time he was at DreamYard Prep, he 
knew he wanted to focus on instruction, 
mentorship and leadership building. 

With the $1,000 award from HonorEd, 
Blanco assisted teachers and administra-
tors working on technology initiatives. “I 
liked that feeling of helping projects meet 
their goals,” he said.

Blanco is transitioning to a new role at 
DreamYard so he can develop more oppor-
tunities (DreamYard Project works with 
over 45 schools). He will work half time at 
DreamYard Preparatory High School and 
half time in the central office.

“I want to work to build partnerships, 
help schools get funding and inspire 
philanthropists to empower more young 
people,” he said.

—Laura Pedulli

Rudy Blanco ’06 assists student Noorjahan Aktar at DreamYard Preparatory High School in Bronx, N.Y.
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Do you have any mini-reunions 
or get-togethers coming up? 
In addition to showing off your 
smiling faces, wear your Wheaton 
swag when you send in your 
photos.

Making the cut: August Avantaggio ’09 has opened a successful small business, Riverside Butcher Co., in Damariscotta, Maine. Read more, Page 41

Computer whiz: Nancy Cobean Hassel ’72 helped develop one of the first supercomputers at the Naval 
Undersea Warfare Center in Newport, R.I. Read more, Page 39

ERIN LITTLE

CLASS NOTES

36 WHEATON MAGAZINE



WINTER 2018 37

Sarah Hilton ’16 has started a new position in IBM’s global business 
services division as a business transformation consultant. 

Emma Thesenvitz ’09 spent a week in Bar Harbor, Maine, in the 
summer of 2017 with her grandmother, Nancy King Stover ’54.

Did your contact information change?
Report changes of address and email to Alumni Relations 
at 508-286-8207 or alum@wheatoncollege.edu.

Looking to volunteer?
Contact our Alumni Relations Office to get involved at 508-
286-8207.

For class secretaries: How to submit Class 
Notes
By email: Submit Class Notes to quarterly@wheatoncol-
lege.edu. Include your class year in the subject line (e.g., 
“Class Notes, 2001.”) Also, we accept Class Notes by snail 
mail: 

Class Notes
Wheaton Magazine
Wheaton College
Norton, MA 02766

Deadlines
Spring: Jan. 9, 2018
Summer: April 4, 2018
Fall: July 2, 2018
Winter: Sept. 27, 2018

Photos
To submit digital photos (preferred), attach them to an 
email message addressed to quarterly@wheatoncollege.
edu. For complete guidelines on taking and submitting 
digital photos, visit wheatoncollege.edu/quarterly/contact/ 
submitting-digital-images/.

Photographic prints: Photos should be at least 4x6 
inches in size. Mail your photos to address above. (Copies 
only; we cannot return photos.)

For all photos: Please supply a brief description of the 
event and all the names and class years of the alumni who 
appear in the picture.

Please note: The photos you send in must be sharp and 
clear. Photos that are out of focus, or that have harsh shad-
ows, over-exposed areas or “red-eyed” subjects may not be 
usable. Often we receive more photos than we can use in 
any one issue. When this happens, we will select photos 
that represent a variety of class years and timely events.

Join us for A Celebration of Our 
Alumni of Color, scheduled for April 
6–8.  Registration is now open at 
wheatoncollege.edu/alumniofcolor
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A natural 
writer
Leslie Sharpe ’68 
writes book on 
Catskills wildlife
Two passions fuel Leslie Sharpe ’68, 
from her time as a student at Wheaton 
until now: a love of writing and admira-
tion for the natural world.

She combines both of these loves with 
the publication of her latest book The 
Quarry Fox and Other Critters of the 
Wild Catskills (Overlook Press, 2017)—a 
nonfictional lyrical account of wildlife 
that reside in the Catskill Mountains in 
southeastern New York.

“My aim is introducing readers to wild 
animals, and their habitats, to get people 
interested in these critters so they care 
about them. That is the first step in car-
ing about—and preserving—our natural 
world,” Sharpe said. 

The book is making waves. New York 
Times book critic Sam Roberts described 
it as “a poignant and modern reminder of 
untamed creatures so close to home.” 

Before writing this book, Sharpe 
worked extensively in publishing and 
academia. She began her career at pub-
lishing house Farrar, Straus and Giroux 
(supervised by Susan Sontag, a well-
known writer and activist), and eventu-
ally wrote Editing Fact and Fiction: A 
Concise Guide to Book Editing (Cambridge 
University Press, 1994). She also con-
tributed personal essays to publications 
including New York Newsday, Village 
Voice, The New York Times and Albany 
Times-Union, among others.

Sharpe then pivoted to a career in 
teaching. First, she taught a manu-
script editing course within New York 
University’s certificate publishing pro-
gram, and then a course on publishing 
and editing in the City College of New 
York’s certificate publishing program. 

Her experiences at Wheaton, where 
she majored in ancient Greek, inspired 
her career pursuits. 

“When I told my undergraduate 
thesis advisor, and revered Latinist, 
David Bishop, as a junior, that I wanted 
to write when I grew up, he assured me 
that I could not have chosen a better 
field of study for that purpose,” Sharpe 
recalled. “Traditionally, many writers 
study the Classics, both for language 
and literature, the foundations of 

Western culture. And to this day, my 
primary writing ‘mentors’ are Plato for 
prose, and Homer for poetry.”

She also credited Doris Bishop, then 
head of the Classics Department, for in-
stilling in her rigor and discipline, which 
serve writers well.  

Sharpe’s love of nature began at a 
young age. Her father had always called 
her “nature girl,” she said.

“One of the things I loved most about 
Wheaton was the Wheaton Woods, 
where I could take long, reflective 
walks,” she said.

Later in life, she served as vice presi-
dent of the New York City Audubon 
Society, and as editor of The Urban 
Audubon. 

With Quarry Fox, Sharpe hopes to 
promote connectedness, and to show 
the delicacy of the “web of life;” and how 
sustaining natural resources makes 
economic and political sense. 

What’s next for Sharpe? In addition to 
writing a memoir and children’s poems, 
she is gearing up to write a sequel. 
This time, bluebirds will star in her 
new work. 

—Laura Pedulli
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Computing success
Nancy Cobean Hassel 
’72 is longtime tech 
expert at Navy
Before smartphones and computers 
graced the pockets and homes of the av-
erage American, Nancy Cobean Hassel 
’72 helped develop one of the first super-
computers—large, powerful mainframe 
computers that can fill a room.

Her work did not involve just any 
supercomputer, but the first one in use 
on a submarine, said Hassel, a computer 
scientist at the Naval Undersea Warfare 
Center (NUWC) in Newport, R.I.

“The Defense Advanced Research 
Projects Agency provided funding to 
NUWC for a state-of-the art parallel pro-
cessor from AT&T, and I wrote the pro-
grams that were tested at sea,” Hassel 
said. “These days our home computers 
are probably substantially faster than 
that supercomputer.”

Forty years later, Hassel remains 
at NUWC. As a software and database 
developer, her skills have kept pace with 
changes in technology. 

In the late 1970s, she began program-
ming in Fortran—one of the oldest 
programming languages—and transfer-
ring data on giant reeled tapes. Over the 
years she has developed proficiency in 
now-obsolete languages like Ada and 
Pascal as well as languages still in use, 
including C, Java, Visual Basic and PHP. 
She currently works with a team that 
hosts secure web applications. 

“NUWC has kept up with the rapidly 
evolving computer technology. In addi-
tion to languages, I have also watched 
the evolution of operating systems and 
hardware technology,” she said. 

As a teenager, Hassel loved math; 
she competed on her high school math 
team. At Wheaton, she majored in psy-
chology as she found the classes intel-
lectually stimulating, she said.

She received her master’s degree from 

Boston College in educational research, 
measurement and evaluation, and 
was hired as a statistician to advise in 
experimental design at the Food Science 
Labs of the Natick Army Food and 
Clothing Research Center (now called 
the U.S. Army Natick Soldier Systems 
Center).

Hassel maintained a big computer 
that was a precursor to the enormously 
popular 32-bit VAX. This computer had 
a terminal, and it was no longer neces-
sary to program using punch cards, she 
said.

“I was proud to be technically able to 
assist the technician when he loaded 
an update to the operating system from 
the big reeled data tape. The day came 
when the operating system update 
loaded itself, and I realized that com-
puter technology was about to get away 
from me unless I made a career change 
to become more directly involved with 
computers,” she said.

Hassel found that opportunity when 
she secured a position at NUWC—a bit 
by accident. An avid sailboat racer, she’d 
visit Newport on the weekends “while 
simultaneously trying to figure out a job 
that offered more challenging computer 

interactions.” 
She learned about NUWC’s openings 

from its employees, who happened to 
be racing on sailboats alongside her. As 
a statistician, she became eligible for 
transfer to NUWC as a computer spe-
cialist—so she made the move.

Since her transfer, she has not looked 
back.

“I have thoroughly enjoyed my 39 
years at NUWC,” she said. “The work has 
always been interesting and challeng-
ing. NUWC fosters a culture of coopera-
tion. Differences of opinion are resolved 
by digging deeper into comparisons of 
technical detail.”

Along the way, Hassel has benefited 
from her Wheaton degree. 

“My Wheaton education left me with 
a breadth of philosophical resources 
to fall back upon,” she said. “Over the 
course of my long career, there have 
been many moments when it has been 
necessary to stop and reflect upon the 
wisest next course of action. My liberal 
arts education has provided helpful 
resources during such moments.”

—Laura Pedulli
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Venture 
in baby-
sitting 
Matthew Clarke ’03 
serves as COO for 
promising startup
Since graduating from Wheaton with 
a double major in economics and phi-
losophy, Matthew “Preston” Clarke 
’03 has helped businesses achieve 
success as an investment banking 
professional.

He has advised on leadership, oper-
ations and growth strategy to execu-
tives in all types of industries—from 
health care technology and construc-
tion to exotic cars and media.

But this past summer, he was ready 
for a change. “I really enjoyed see-
ing a variety of business challenges, 
but it was honestly a bit lonely and I 
missed being part of a team working 
toward a common goal,” he said.

So he joined ZipSit, a company that 
has developed an app that helps par-
ents or guardians secure a reliable 
baby-sitter. The mobile app connects 
users to a management system that 
helps them communicate, schedule 
and transact with a  trusted network 
of sitters. 

“I don’t have kids, but it wasn’t dif-
ficult for me to see the opportunity 
in the market,” Clarke said. “I liked 
ZipSit’s mission of simplifying lives, 
and how they used parents’ social 
graphs to connect families with sit-

ters within their social circles.”
Clarke met the founders of ZipSit 

several years ago, and developed a 
friendship with them during a busi-
ness deal. When they offered him a 
position at ZipSit, he jumped at the 
opportunity.

“What I really enjoy about the team 
at ZipSit is that egos are left at the 
door. They have created a collabora-
tive environment where everyone’s 
opinion is valued regardless of posi-
tion,” he said.

It is no surprise that such an envi-
ronment would be appealing, given 
Clarke’s appreciation for the small 
class size and close-knit commu-
nity at Wheaton, where philosophy 
immediately grabbed his attention 
freshman year.

“[Associate] Professor Stephen 
Mathis’s classes were engaging and I 
was really drawn in by the way differ-
ent philosophers approached prob-
lem solving,” he said.

Mathis recalls Clarke as inquisi-
tive and open-minded. “His desire to 
learn always reflected an apprecia-
tion of what he did not know, which 
according to Socrates, is a particu-
larly philosophical sort of wisdom. 
He was also a very polite and respect-
ful young man,” he said.

Clarke describes himself as an 
operational leader who focuses on 
strategy, growth and data-driven de-
cision-making. The ability to bridge 
different perspectives together to 
analyze situations is a skill he consid-
ers most valuable to his current role.

“I strongly believe that the best so-
lutions come from teams who listen 
and value each person’s input, that 
type of company culture is driven 
from the top and I try my best to 
reinforce that,” he said. 

—Laura Pedulli
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A cut above
August Avantaggio ’09 launches successful butchery business 
August Avantaggio ’09, a self-described life-
long learner, enjoys both formal education in 
the classroom and teaching himself trades 
and crafts. 

After delving into various experiences—
including nonprofit work in Guatemala and 
carpentry in Maine—he staked a claim to his 
hometown of Damariscotta, Maine, by open-
ing up a butcher shop.

“The inspiration to open the business 
came from brainstorming a way to be able 
to live in my hometown, but on my terms,” 
Avantaggio said, adding that his great-grand-
father and grandfather were both Italian 
grocers. 

“The town in which we live has a very 
strong local food scene and so I felt that a 
butcher shop that sold mostly local meats 
would be well-received and well-supported. 
Thankfully up to this point I have been cor-
rect,” he said.

The butcher shop, Riverside Butcher 
Co.—which first opened in May 2016—has 
gained notice. Avantaggio and his business 
recently were spotlighted in the Portland 
Press Herald. 

Avantaggio sells local meats year-round. 

In the summer, ground beef and house-made 
sausages are popular; during colder months 
customers commonly request pot roasts and 
pork loin roasts. 

Associate Professor of History John Bezis-
Selfa—Avantaggio’s advisor at Wheaton—is 
not surprised by his former student’s suc-
cess.

“He has an adventurous spirit and vora-
cious curiosity,” Bezis-Selfa said. “He has an 
unusually clear sense of what he wants and 
someone who is OK with changing or aban-
doning course if the journey doesn’t seem 
right to him, even if he finds the destination 
appealing.”

After Avantaggio returned from studying 
abroad in Chile, he considered undertaking 
an honors thesis on Chilean military rule. 

“Once he realized that time and distance 
would prevent him from doing the project 
that he wished to do, August simply called 
it quits and moved on,” Bezis-Selfa said. 
“Last time we talked, he informed me he was 
building heritage barns in Maine and was 
contemplating opening a butcher shop. I did 
not doubt it when August also told me that he 
was using what he learned as a history major 

at Wheaton every day.”
Avantaggio said that Bezis-Selfa always 

pushed him to explore his curiosities and 
strive for excellence.

Also, he said he actively uses his liberal 
arts education. “Being trained to think 
critically has allowed me to continue my 
education outside of the classroom. I had 
little business experience or training before 
undertaking this project, but I was confident 
that I had the skills to teach myself most of 
what I needed to know.” 

Avantaggio also said his time as a student-
athlete on Wheaton’s rugby team “taught me 
the importance of finding an activity that 
helped make college more than just about 
classroom learning,” he said. 

Wheaton honed his ability to seek out the 
information he needs. “I utilized the exper-
tise of friends and contacts who have been 
down the startup road before. Without the 
critical thinking and problem-solving skills 
I received at Wheaton, my path in life could, 
and probably would, be very different,” he 
said.

—Laura Pedulli

ERIN LITTLE
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IN MEMORIAM

1940
Luella Davis Murri, 97, of 
Springfield, Va., passed away on 
Aug. 26, 2017, in Poquoson, Va. 
Luella graduated from Wheaton 
with a bachelor’s degree in 
French. The following year, 
she graduated from Harvard 
University with a master’s 
degree in French. Luella worked 
for the Department of the 
Navy in New York City, Boston 
and then Philadelphia, where 
she also worked for the Civil 
Service Commission and met 
her husband, Albert. In 1957, the 
couple relocated to Springfield, 
Va., to a house where Luella 
would live for the next 55 years. 
Following Albert’s death in 1973, 
she began to travel around the 
world and earned membership 
in the Circumnavigators Club. 
She took up photography 
to capture images from her 
trips. Her photographs were 
exhibited in the Smithsonian 
and in Nature’s Best magazine, 
and received numerous awards 
from the Northern Virginia 
Photographic Society, of which 
she was a longtime member. 
She was the originator and 
host of the television program 
“Photographers of Northern 
Virginia,” which aired on Fairfax 
Channel 10 from 2001–2006. 

1946
Marilyn “Lyn” Barlow 
Argersinger, 92, died at 
Westview Nursing Care and 
Rehabilitation Center in Dayville, 
Conn. She was a devoted 
member of First Church of West 
Hartford. She is predeceased 
by her husband, John. Lyn 
studied languages at Wheaton 
and Middlebury Colleges and 
became fluent in French, 
German, Spanish and Russian. 
She traveled extensively before 
returning to West Hartford, 
Conn., to raise her family. She 
worked for many years as an 
underwriter for the Connecticut 
General Insurance Company. She 
frequently served as a translator 
and host for visiting foreign 
dignitaries. 

1947
Phyllis Marsh Prouty, of 
Moultonborough, N.H., died 
on Aug. 15, 2017. In 1951, she 
married Sherman Dane. They 
moved to Marshfield, Mass., 
where they raised three children. 
Phyllis was active in the school 
system, helping to implement 
the school volunteer program, 
and serving for nine years on 
the school committee—the last 
six as chairperson. She was also 
active in the North Community 
Church and served as the first 
woman moderator. In 1989, 
five years after the death of 
Sherman, she married Jordan 
Prouty. Phyllis and Jordan 
retired to Moultonborough, N.H., 
and became very active in the 
community, town government 
and Moultonborough United 
Methodist Church. Phyllis’s 
passion was the Moultonborough 
Public Library. She joined the 
Friends of the Library in 1989, 
quickly becoming president. She 
was later elected, by the town, 
to the Library Board of Trustees, 
serving for 15 years—the last 
eight as chair. She was especially 
proud when, in 2008, the library 
was named “New Hampshire 
Library of the Year.” In 2015, 
Phyllis and Jordan were honored 
to be selected as the grand 
marshals of the Moultonborough 
Fourth of July parade. The town’s 
2016 annual report was dedicated 
to this community-active couple.  

1948
Jacqueline “Jackie” Flagg Little, 
91, died in North Andover, Mass., 
on Oct. 30, 2017. Jackie had a 
lifelong interest in entertaining 
and loved spending time with 
friends and family, playing bridge, 
fly fishing, lawn bowling, playing 
the piano and riding horses. 
She was an adventurer at heart, 
traveling to South America, 
Alaska, Europe, the Bahamas, 
Canada and across the U.S. Jackie 
was born in Newton, Mass., and 
spent many summers at Fort 
Pond in Littleton, Mass. Her dad 
taught her fly fishing at an early 
age, a sport that she enjoyed well 
into her 80s. She graduated from 
Wheaton with a bachelor’s degree 
in music. She married Ashton 

Little and moved to Lexington, 
Mass. She worked for AT&T as a 
customer service representative 
in her post-college years, and 
then became a full-time mother. 
Throughout her life, Jackie 
volunteered and raised funds 
for a number of organizations 
in the communities she lived in, 
including the Symmes Hospital 
Auxiliary, Wheaton, Florence 
Crittenton, Hancock United 
Church of Christ, and visiting 
nurse associations and hospices. 
She retired to Sunapee, N.H., with 
Ashton, and remained there until 
2015, when she moved to North 
Andover, Mass., to be closer to her 
children. Jackie spent her winters 
in the family home in Mount 
Dora, Fla. 

1949
Mary Scott Curtin died on Aug. 
28, 2017. She was predeceased 
by her husband of nearly 
64 years, Victor. Mary was 
born in Woonsocket, R.I. She 
graduated from Wheaton with a 
bachelor’s degree in psychology. 
After college, she worked at 
Boston Suffolk University 
conducting psychological 
testing on Korean War veterans, 
followed by a position at the 
New England Telephone and 
Telegraph Company as a service 
representative. She married 
Victor in 1952. They lived 
for five years in Southwest 
Miami, followed by 48 years in 
a community now known as 
Pinecrest. There, she was active 
in the Pinecrest PTA, Royal Palm 
Tennis Club and Coral Pines 
Garden Club. She also was a 
docent at the Lowe Art Museum.

Jean Purinton Kellom, 89, died 
on Nov. 23, 2017. Jean earned her 
bachelor’s degree in mathematics 
from Wheaton and a master’s 
degree in mathematics from Bryn 
Mawr College. In July 1951, she 
married David Kellom. In 1953, 
David and Jean moved to Midland, 
Mich. Jean was a Sunday school 
teacher and Cub Scout and a Girl 
Scout leader. Jean served for more 
than 20 years as Midland’s Girl 
Scout troop organizer, several 
years as Winterberry Girl Scout 
Camp director and one summer 
as Camp Oak Hills Girl Scout 

director. She was executive 
director of the Midland County 
Emergency Food Pantry Network 
for 25 years. Jean also sang with 
the Midland Choral Society and 
various church choirs for more 
than 60 years. 

1953
Shirley Freedley Green, 85, 
of Madison, Conn., and Apex, 
N.C., died Oct. 16, 2017. She 
was a member of the First 
Congregational Church of 
Madison, serving in many 
capacities, and was a member 
Apex United Methodist Church 
of Apex, N.C. For 25 years, she 
taught developmental reading at 
Brown Middle School in Madison 
and she is remembered and 
respected to this day by many of 
her former students. Her favorite 
pastime involved planning 
and tending flower gardens. 
Complementary to that endeavor, 
she was a member of the Madison 
Garden Club for more than 45 
years. During this time, she 
became a master flower show 
judge and was awarded Emeritus 
status upon her retirement. She 
loved to visit fine art museums 
and formal gardens both in the 
U.S. and in the British Isles.  

1956
Valerie Richards Ault of 
Bannockburn, Ill., died on Sept. 
27, 2017, at the age of 83. She 
attended Wheaton. Valerie was a 
lifetime member of the Women’s 
Board of Lincoln Park Zoo, a 
member of Lake Forest Academy 
Mothers Association and a trustee 
of the Lake Forest Academy 
Board. She also was active in the 
Junior League of Chicago and the 
Service Club of Chicago.  

Mary ‘Molly’ Edson Whiteford, 
83, of Lake Oswego, Ore., passed 
away on Sept. 21, 2017. Molly 
graduated from Wheaton with 
a bachelor’s degree in French 
literature. She moved to Lake 
Oswego in 1970 with her husband, 
Mike, and together they spent 
many years skiing and hiking on 
Mount Hood, sailing in the San 
Juan Islands, and whitewater 
rafting on the many Oregon 
rivers. Molly was an expert 
tennis player who enjoyed 
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passing her love of the game on to 
younger players. She was an avid 
gardener.

1957 
Sheila Denton, 82, died on Sept. 
21, 2017, in Walnut Creek, Calif. 
After graduating from Wheaton, 
she worked in the field of 
advertising until her retirement in 
1993. Sheila was an avid sports fan 
and closely followed golf, the San 
Francisco Giants and held season 
tickets to the San Francisco 49ers 
for almost 50 years. Sheila was a 
talented gardener. 

Kalliope “Kallie” Garoufes, 
81, of Centerville, Mass., died 
on July 29, 2017. She graduated 
from Wheaton with a bachelor’s 
degree in arts and European 
history. She received her master’s 
degree from Boston University in 
education and secondary reading. 
Kallie taught for 37 years in North 
Attleborough, Mass., Wayland, 
Mass. and Dennis Yarmouth 
Public Schools combined. 

1959
Angea Sheffield Reid, 79, of West 
Newbury, Mass., died in Topsfield 
on Oct. 5, 2017, to be reunited 
with her husband Norman Reid, 
who passed in 2013. She was 
born in Orangeburg, S.C. Angea 
graduated from Wheaton with a 
bachelor’s degree in chemistry, 
and later received her master’s 
degree in library science in 1960 
from Rutgers University. She 
became a chemical research 
librarian, working at the Cabot 
Corporation in Billerica, Mass., 
for more than 25 years. Angea 
enjoyed being a den mother for her 
son’s Cub Scouts and volunteered 
at St. Anne’s Episcopal Church 
in Billerica. In their retirement, 
Angea and Norman enjoyed 
traveling and spending time with 
their family in Stowe, Vt. In 2012, 
they moved to West Newbury to 
be closer to family and be part of 
their grandchildren’s lives.

1964
Rebecca “Becky” Serviss 
Stevens died on Feb. 24, 2017. 
She was a longtime resident of 
Waldoboro, Maine, and a teacher 
at both Miller School and A.D. 
Gray Middle School.

1966
Mary Griffith Lynch, 73, died on 
Sept. 28, 2017. After graduating 
from Wheaton, she received her 
master’s degree in education 
from Boston University, and 
later, a second master’s degree 
in teaching English as a second 
language. She married Jack Lynch 
in 1965 and they spent three years 
in Palo Alto, Calif., early in their 
10-year marriage. She and her 
two children lived in Cambridge, 
Mass., while Mary worked at a 
craft gallery in Harvard Square 
and for the class reports office 
at Harvard University; she later 
taught English for six years 
in Prague, Czech Republic. In 
2004, Mary moved to Portland, 
Maine, where she taught English 
as a second language to recent 
immigrants at Portland Adult 
Education for 10 years. 

Rona Sokolsky Ross, of 
Manhasset, N.Y., died on July 28, 
2017.

1968
Kim Briggs, 70, passed away on 
Oct. 4, 2017. After graduating 
from Wheaton, she moved to the 
Washington, D.C. area, living in 
Georgetown and later Alexandria, 
Va. Prior to becoming a freelance 
technical editor for many years, 
she worked on Capitol Hill and 
with the Peace Corps.

1969
Louise “Weezie” Osborne, 
70, died on Nov. 24, 2017, at 
the Connecticut Hospice in 
Branford, Conn. Weezie grew up 
in Chatham, N.J. After graduating 
from Wheaton with a bachelor’s 
degree in government, she 
worked her way across Europe 
doing odd jobs, having many great 
adventures, learning several 
languages and making friends 
wherever she went. She lived in 
England, France, Italy, Spain, 
Brazil, Argentina and Mexico. 
She finally settled in New York 
City, where she met her husband, 
David Haedt. She raised her 
children in the Connecticut 
towns of Westport, Wilton, New 
Haven and Litchfield. She had 
a very successful career doing 
executive search for architecture, 
engineering and design firms. In 

recent years, she simultaneously 
maintained residences in 
Litchfield, Conn.; the Upper East 
Side of Manhattan; Sun Valley, 
Idaho; and Harpswell, Maine.

1970
Deborah “Debby” Saltonstall 
Twining, of Ipswich, Mass., 68, 
died on Sept. 15, 2017. Debby 
was an accomplished musician. 
She played the recorder; sang 
for decades with Cantemus, a 
premier chorus on the North 
Shore; participated in her church 
choir; and took up the ukulele in 
recent years, helping to establish 
the musical group Ukululus. 
Debby chaired Hamilton’s 
Planning Board and served 
on the leadership team of the 
Hamilton-Wenham League of 
Women Voters. The First Church 
in Wenham was a vital part of 
Debby’s life. She joined as a young 
mother and wife and remained 
an active member of the church 
community, finding meaning in 
music, relationships, community 
outreach and grant making, and 
most recently faith and social 
justice work. 

1972
Deborah “Debbie” Hoeveler 
Campbell died on Oct. 31, 2017. 
After graduating from Wheaton 
with a bachelor’s degree in art 
history, she moved to Atlanta, 
Georgia. She worked in the 
graduate library at Emory 
University for one year and then 
entered graduate school there 
to earn a master’s degree in 
librarianship. Between 1974 and 
2001, Debbie held positions at Pace 
Academy, Emory Graduate School 
of Education and Marist School. 
Debbie married David Bullard, a 
law student at Emory and they set 
up house in Atlanta where Debbie 
lived for the next 29 years. Together 
they raised two sons until the 
sudden, unexpected death of David 
in 1993. Many years later, she met 
Robert Campbell. They married, 
quit their jobs, and bought a small 
farm in Virginia, four miles from 
the western edge of the Chesapeake 
Bay. Living on the Northern Neck, 
raising border collies and chickens, 
expanding their land to 72 acres, 
and sailing their classic sailboat, 

“Tupelo Honey,” on the Bay set the 
structure of her life until Debbie’s 
passing. 

1980
Cassandra “Candy” White 
Sweeney died in Pound Ridge, 
N.Y., on Aug. 5, 2017. Candy was 
married to Thomas Sweeney. 
Candy graduated from Wheaton 
with a bachelor’s degree in 
history. She married Thomas 
in Watch Hill, R.I., in 1982. In 
1985, the Sweeneys moved from 
New York City to Pound Ridge, 
N.Y. Candy worked until 1983 at 
Bankers Trust, New York, in the 
investment, personal trust and 
recruiting departments. From 
1985–1988, she was associate 
director of development/alumnae 
director for Westover School. 
From 1988-1993, Candy worked 
at the New Canaan Country 
School in New Canaan, Conn., 
as associate in the school’s 
development office. Candy earned 
her master’s degree in teaching 
from Manhattanville College in 
2004. She taught at Convent of 
the Sacred Heart in Greenwich, 
Conn., through 2016. 

Friends
Thora Stukas, former registrar, in 
October 2017

Relatives
1948 Thomas Martin, husband of 
Elizabeth Deyo Martin, in August 
2017

1970 Roy Johnson, husband 
of Karen Sarkala Johnson, in 
September 2017

1974 Martha Holland, mother of 
Martha Holland, in September 
2016

1981 David Ruksznis, husband 
of Elizabeth Cahill Ruksznis, in 
November 2017

1981 Susan Shire, mother of 
Monique Shire, in November 2017

1986 Herbert Burger, father of 
Simone Burger Robin, in August 
2017

1986 Hilda O’Doherty, mother of 
Noreen O’Doherty Cacchione, in 
October 2017

1988 Philip James, husband of 
Carla James Hill, in October 2017

http://www.legacy.com/memorial-sites/harvard-university/?personid=186816312&affiliateID=1444
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Kevin Batson ’19 captured the picturesque Madeleine Clark Wallace Library as the sun set on campus. 

Cole Memorial Chapel, the Mars Arts and Humanities building and the gazebo are 
aglow in a photo by Ramya Chaturvedi ’21.

#WheatonMAsunsets

Picture perfect
Wheaton asked its Instagram community to submit 
their best campus sunset images for a contest. The 
two prize-winning photographs were taken by Kevin 
Batson ’19 (above) and Ramya Chaturvedi ’21 (left). 
Below are other entries. See more; follow Wheaton on 
Instagram. 



Learn how you can give for the future right now.
Call the Office of Gift Planning at 508-286-3459 or 
visit online at giftplanning.wheatoncollege.edu.

Your gift. Your way.

My gift. 
My way.

Deborah “Deb” Figart ’81
Distinguished Professor of Economics, Stockton University (N.J.)

Winner of the Thomas F. Divine Award for lifetime achievement

Married to Ellen Mutari 

“I am successful today because of my education and leadership 
experiences at Wheaton. My life as a teenager was pretty challenging. At 
one point, I was not sure I would be able to afford college. But Wheaton 
welcomed me with open arms. Financial aid staff helped me secure the 
best aid package. I also benefited from Wheaton’s academic scholarships. 
The college not only gave me a great education but improved my overall 
well-being. I learned from teacher-scholars across the disciplines. I 
completed a senior thesis in economics, which improved my writing 
skills and helped prepare me for graduate school and my future life 
as an academic. I also relished my friendships—like the classmates 
who showed me around Boston and took me disco dancing. (It was 
1978 after all!) My time on the synchronized swimming team and in 
student government leadership helped me thrive. I have given to the 
Wheaton Fund, but I want to do more. In revising our estate plans, 
Ellen and I decided to focus on bequests to educational institutions and 
nonprofit associations that unite our professional and personal passions. 
Wheaton is absolutely an important part of that for me. In this age of 
growing economic inequality, I hope that our support will help another 
struggling teenager flourish in this wonderful community.” 

SUSAN ALLEN

http://wheatoncollege.edu/gift-planning
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Guide the 
future.
David Rich ’90
Managing director and associate general 
counsel, BNY Mellon
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Call 800-896-3145 (option 2) or visit
wheatoncollege.edu/giving.

INVEST TODAY. 
INSPIRE TOMORROW.
Support the Wheaton Fund.

Provides leadership: 
“I am director of the Office of Public Policy and 
Regulatory Affairs. My team provides legal and 
regulatory guidance, but we spend most of our time 
focused on risk, liquidity and capital matters for the 
world’s largest custody and safekeeping bank. I’m also 
on several senior management committees, including 
the company’s Asset/Liabilities Committee.”

Invests long-term: 
“I was raised about one mile away from Wheaton and 
graduated from Norton High School. My paternal 
grandfather was the college’s electrician. Some of 
my earliest childhood memories consist of feeding 
the ducks in Peacock Pond on weekends. My mother 
was a bookkeeper at Emerson Dining Hall. During the 
summer while in high school, I worked with Wheaton’s 
grounds crew cutting grass, and during the school year 
I worked part time in Chase and Emerson dining halls 
washing dishes and doing other odd jobs. I’ve seen this 
terrific school through many lenses—as a student, a 
student-athlete, and now an alum. I would not have 
been able to attend Wheaton without the school’s 
generosity, and I am delighted to give back.”
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