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We recognize our generous partners who donate both financially and through 
their engagement with the university as ambassadors of our mission. 

We value the members of the UWM community who 
provide support to our graduate students. 

Finally, we honor the recipients of these fellowships, whose dedication and 
pursuit of excellence help make UWM a top-tier research university.



Distinguished Dissertation Fellows (DDF)
The DDF recognizes exceptional scholarly achievements and recognition relative to expectations in the field of study and 
exceptional potential contribution of new knowledge.
Who is eligible? UWM PhD students who either have dissertator status or will achieve dissertator status by the start of the  
award year.
Annual stipend is presently $17,000 for current dissertators.

Tanvir Ahmed, Engineering (Biomedical Engineering) PhD Program
“This award is a genuine recognition of my efforts. It will support me financially in my doctoral studies.”
Tanvir is researching robot-aided rehabilitation of upper limb and motion assistance in daily activities. Conventional 
rehabilitation therapy may fall short due to several factors: the requirements of one-to-one patient-therapist interaction; 
financial restrictions; and a high number of patients compared to available therapists. Robots designed for rehabilitation 
can address these issues in conventional therapy programs. 

“My keen interest to improve the quality of life of people through robotic technologies has brought me to this field.”

Kathryn Balistreri, Psychology (Clinical Psychology) PhD Program
“This award will allow me to dedicate more time to research and my dissertation and help me achieve my goal of 
working as a pediatric psychologist in an academic medical center.”
Kate’s research explores the emotional well-being of caregivers of children hospitalized in a pediatric intensive care unit 
(PICU). She believes a better understanding of current models of psychology practice in the PICU will lead to improved 
support of caregivers. 

“My interest in helping families cope with pediatric medical conditions was solidified when I began working in a 
children’s hospital and understood the need for psychologists in that setting.” 

Robert Bavisotto, Chemistry PhD Program
“This fellowship will allow me to focus on research. I’ve always enjoyed complex puzzles.”
The use of reflection absorption infrared spectroscopy (RAIRS) has been used to study surface processes of selected 
molecules on pristine model single crystal surfaces in ultrahigh vacuum to identify the nature of the adsorbate and its 
orientation. 
Used to study systems in fields such as biofuel synthesis and molecular electronics, the primary technique has been 
supplemented by scanning tunneling microscopy, Auger electron microscopy, x-ray photoelectron spectroscopy, and 
temperature-programmed desorption mass spectrometry. 

Taraleigh Davis, Political Science PhD Program
“This award will enable me to focus entirely on my dissertation, submitting articles for publication, and preparing 
materials for the job market.”
Taraleigh seeks to understand the U.S. Supreme Court’s “shadow docket” – the cases the Court hands down that are not 
orally argued or accompanied by a majority opinion.  She is looking at their impact on policy, precedent, and public 
opinion. 

“Initially, I was drawn to political science because I wanted to deepen my understanding of government and politics. 
However, I came to enjoy sharing information and teaching others how to make informed decisions by being able to see 
both sides of an issue.”

Andrew Frohmader, Mathematics PhD Program
“This award will allow me to focus more of my time and energy on research.” 
Andrew explains Earth Mover’s Distance (EMD) as a tool that measures the difference between two objects. It has 
applications in a wide range of areas, including computer vision, statistics, and even understanding how equitably 
grades are distributed.  He is working specifically on developing additional mathematical tools to make calculating EMD 
more efficient. 
Andrew earned his undergraduate degree in business and worked as a CPA. He was not satisfied in that career, so self-
studied computer science and math. “As I studied, I found I gravitated towards math.”

Kathryne Gargano, English (Creative Writing) PhD Program
“This award will give me the time and financial security I need to focus on my manuscript.”
Kathryn is working on a book-length poetry manuscript that deals with ekphrasis (literature about art), mythological 
retellings, queer love, and religion. This manuscript, along with a critical introduction, will be her dissertation. 
Kathryn says that she loves those rare moments when she puts the right words in the right order, and the right person 
feels something about those words. “It’s lovely when that happens.” 

Danielle Harms, English (Creative Writing) PhD Program
“This award gives me time and space to invest in my dissertation.” 
Danielle’s dissertation is a creative nonfiction project exploring early miscarriage. She explores themes of miscarriage 
and memory, pregnancy and power.
Having suffered an early miscarriage, Danielle found it is rarely discussed and often stigmatized.  She notes that cis 
white women are often insulated from things that render people of color vulnerable and that zones of silence make the 
miscarriage experience harder. 

“I had internalized the idea that having a healthy, happy child was something to do in public, and having a miscarriage 
was something to do in private.” 

Hyun Seung Lee, Information Studies PhD Program
“This award gives me a chance to dedicate more time and effort to my dissertation and present my work at conferences.”
Hyun researches information-seeking behavior and serendipitous encounters with information on social media. 
Information-seeking refers to human behavior related to intentional and conscious effort and the process of identifying 
needed information. 
Interested in human interaction with information systems and social media, Hyun wanted to venture into the impact of 
social media on users. “I was intrigued by the change of methods and interactions in using information retrieval systems 
and social media.”

Tek Narsingh Malla, Physics PhD Program
“This award is a realization of all the hard work I have done so far. I can now focus more on my research.” 
Tek is interested in proteins, the small molecules that form the basis of life and perform nearly every task in cells. 
Understanding how protein works is understanding how life works. However, protein molecules are so tiny that a 
single cell contains tens of millions of proteins. Powerful X-rays are needed to study these proteins at an atomic level to 
understand how they function.  
Biophysics draws ideas from various fields to solve a common problem. “It is because of this interdisciplinary nature that 
I decided to join this program.”

Rudi Marciniak, Health Sciences PhD Program
“This award has made it possible for me to solely focus on completing my dissertation to the highest quality.” 
As an undergraduate and master’s degree student, Rudi developed an interest in workload and optimizing performance 
within occupational populations. Her research and dissertation focus specifically on quantifying on-duty workload 
responses within active-duty firefighters.  

“Firefighters are at a heightened risk for over-exertional injures,” Rudi says, “and enhancing the quantification of on-duty 
workload demands can support targeted preparation and recovery strategies to reduce injury risks in this first responder 
population.”

Christopher Olson, English (Media, Cinema, and Digital Studies) 
PhD Program

“This award means a great deal to me; it will free up some time and space in my life while also reducing financial 
anxiety.”
Christopher’s dissertation uses Danish director Nicolas Winding Refn as a case study to interrogate differences in the 
political economic structures of entertainment media in the pre-streaming and post-streaming eras.

“Refn’s career trajectory, when considered alongside his brand and/or mediated persona, reveals that the boundaries 
between media are blurring or breaking down,” he says. “Media producers must develop a proficiency in generating or 
advancing discourse that spans and unifies a variety of media and media texts.”

Distinguished Dissertation Fellows (DDF)
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Lydia (Marcus) Post, Epidemiology PhD Program
“I am deeply honored to have received a DDF award. It will allow me to focus on my dissertation analyses and writing.”
Lydia studies whether childhood adversity is associated with increased risk of young-onset breast cancer among non-
Hispanic Black and White women, whether this association is mediated by factors such as lifetime body size, and 
whether the effects of childhood adversity vary by exposure to neighborhood poverty or racial segregation.

“I was drawn to epidemiology because it requires the synthesis of various domains of knowledge—statistics, biology, 
history, psychology—and it has the potential to facilitate change,” she says.

Alexandra Rodriguez, Kinesiology PhD Program
“This award allows me to focus on completing my dissertation. With the DDF, I can complete my dissertation and pursue 
a faculty position at a college or university.”
Alexandra’s research involves experiences of embodiment and body image among diverse populations, as well as 
diversity and inclusion in exercise and sports.  
Her personal experiences with sport and exercise initially drew her into her field of interest. “The courses I have taken 
throughout my education career helped me hone my interest in experiences of embodiment, body image, diversity, equity, 
and inclusion in sport and exercise.” 

Abdel Rahman Salem, Engineering (Mechanical Engineering) PhD 
Program

“Being recognized for my research achievements, competing alongside my great fellow researchers at UWM, is a great 
honor.”
Abdel specializes in computational fluid dynamics analysis for gas turbine cooling technologies. He also studies 
renewable energy technologies including solar, hydroelectric, and wind.

“I never was the kid who would cry if his toy was broken,” Abdel says. “My curiosity of how things work was much 
greater. Things became bigger and curiosity grew greater. Knowledge seemed never-ending; each explanation always 
asked another question. Mechanical engineering is the only haven where loose ends can be easily tied.”

Marin Schmitt, Public Health (Community and Behavioral Health 
Promotion) PhD Program

“This award relieves a great amount of financial stress, allowing me to focus on my dissertation and advancing my 
research skills.”

Marin explores mental health help-seeking and examines different perspectives, attitudes, and needs regarding mental 
health and the health care system, in order to increase access and effectiveness of services. She’s also interested in 
implementation science, examining how best to implement evidence-based programs.

“My experience working in research, non-profits, and community health centers has underscored the value of health 
promotion research,” Marin says, “but also the difficulty in translating it into practice.”

Miranda Schwabe, Psychology (Neuroscience) PhD Program
“This award will allow me to focus on completing the empirical research necessary for my dissertation.”
Miranda conducts her research in a UWM laboratory that studies how steroid hormones help to regulate brain function 
and memory formation. Focused particularly on estrogens and the endocrinology of memory, she looks at how brains 
make estrogens, especially in brain regions important for memory, and the factors that regulate this process. 

“My dissertation aims to fill in . . . gaps by examining estrogen syntheses in the prefrontal cortex and the effect of 
memory-associated activity on the regulation of estrogen synthesis in a mouse model.”

Dathan Simpson, Communication PhD Program
“This award allows me to devote more time to work on my dissertation.”
Dathan’s research has focused on communication in military families and LGBT service members. His dissertation 
explores how LGBT service members enact resiliency during their service.  
Drawn to the field of communication during his undergraduate studies, “I was fascinated by the field and how it can be 
applied to everyday life. This motivated me to pursue it as a career.”

Distinguished Dissertation Fellows (DDF)

Distinguished Graduate Student Fellows (DGSF)
The DGSF recognizes strong academic achievement or exceptional potential, demonstrated leadership potential, and 
research goals.
Who is eligible? New or continuing master’s and doctoral (non-dissertator) students.
Annual stipend is currently $15,500.

Distinguished Dissertation Fellows (DDF)

Mania Taher, Architecture PhD Program
“Receiving both DGSF and DDF awards during my graduate studies provides me with enough moral support and 
confidence to move forward.”
Mania is a PhD candidate whose research investigates the cultural landscapes of new immigrants with queries about 
displacement, gender, and race. Her dissertation project focuses on place-making of first-generation immigrant 
Bangladeshi women living in New York, mainly by examining their dwellings and a network of locations within their 
residential environments.
This research also explores how spatial memories of immigrant women influence their reconstruction of the physical 
world after resettlement.

Shengang Wang, Information Studies PhD Program
“I am greatly honored to receive this fellowship. It provides financial support and enables me to focus on finishing my 
dissertation and publishing my research works.”
Shengang’s research examines the interactions of human factors, technologies, and a variety of social factors. His main 
research areas are health informatics, digital libraries, and information-seeking behavior of vulnerable populations (e.g., 
people with disabilities, sexual minorities). 
He has been participating in research projects aiming to develop design guidelines for creating accessible and usable 
digital libraries for blind and visually impaired users.

Daniel Webb, Chemistry PhD Program
“This award will allow me to get even more results while at the same time building and refining my skillset in drug 
development.”
Daniel’s research group has created a molecule that shows great potential as an oral treatment for asthma. He is making 
many versions of this molecule, with tiny changes that make each one unique. “We then test all of these new molecules to 
see which changes will improve the molecule’s ability to treat asthma.”
Daniel credits a family history of studying chemistry and science—as well as teachers throughout his education who have 
made the subjects fascinating—for his sustained interest in the field.

Saif Mohammad Shehab Al Hamad, Engineering (Mechanical 
Engineering) PhD Program

“This award gives me an excellent opportunity to focus more on my research progress during the upcoming academic 
year. All being well, I will be a dissertator by the end of the academic year.”
Saif has been a graduate PhD student since spring, 2020. He is working at the UWM wind tunnel facility and has 
published several journal papers on his research.
Saif is also an energy auditor at the UWM Industrial Assessment Center, a program funded by the US Department 
of Energy to promote energy efficiency and sustainable manufacturing through energy assessments for Wisconsin 
manufacturing facilities.
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Distinguished Graduate Student Fellows (DGSF)

Olamilekan Awoniyi, Sustainable Peacebuilding MSP Program
“This award will definitely afford me the needed time to delve deeper into my research.”

Olamilekan’s work as a project assistant with the Walnut Way Conservation Project in Milwaukee helped him see 
inadequacies in access to healthy food. He is curious about how systems change can be effectively deployed to change 
the status quo. 

A background in urban and regional planning contributed to Olamilekan’s understanding of the various disparities that 
exist in different social classes in many parts of the world. 

“Learning about the Masters of Sustainable Peacebuilding program and its deep-rooted work for system change made it a 
perfect fit for me.”

Pratyusava Baral, Physics PhD Program
“This award helps me to spend more time on my research, present my work at conferences and get ready for my prelims.”
Neutron stars are one of the most compact objects in the universe. When they merge to form another star or a black hole, 
ripples or gravitational waves are created as is an electromagnetic wave of the entire spectrum. These waves can be 
detected about one-and-a half minutes before the merger.  
Pratyusava works “on detecting and localizing these events by looking at the first part of the signal so that an alert can 
be sent out before the merger. This will help electromagnetic observers to point their telescopes at that location.”

Farzaneh Elyasigorji, Engineering (Civil Engineering) PhD Program
“With this precious award, I can focus more on my research goals and fulfill the PhD program.”

Manufacture of portland cement, an essential component of concrete, accounts for seven percent of global carbon 
dioxide emissions, Farzaneh explains. She is investigating the use of industrial byproducts—which are generally dumped 
in landfills—as a sustainable replacement for portland cement.

After earning degrees in architectural engineering, Farzaneh found few opportunities to work with sustainable materials. 
“Therefore, my passion for conducting research on the building’s materials motivated me to pursue a PhD in Civil-
Structural Engineering at UWM.”

Emily Godager, Communication PhD Program
“It is an honor to receive the DGSF Award. This fellowship will allow me to dedicate additional time, energy, and thought 
to furthering my research and professional goals.”
Emily studies organizational communication – in other words, how communication shapes the process of organizing, the 
structures that organize us, and how all of this happens within organizations. 

“My research agenda broadly addresses the intersections of work and life,” she writes. “My dissertation will focus on 
how new parents communicatively make sense of their new worker identities and how they re-shape organizational 
culture upon returning to the workplace.”

Lauren Grocott, Psychology (Clinical Psychology) PhD Program
“My master’s thesis will use longitudinal daily diary data to investigate risk factors that may immediately precede intimate 
partner violence perpetration. Through my previous and ongoing projects, I am working towards my long-term research 
goals of understanding proximal risk factors for, and recovery from, intimate partner violence and sexual assault.”

Ansley Kenney, Psychology (Clinical Psychology) PhD Program
“This award will give me the opportunity to devote more time to my research, teaching, and development as a trainee in 
clinical psychology.”
During her master’s program, Ansley had a research placement at St. Jude Children’s Research Hospital. She became 
passionate about work in pediatric oncology and then shifted towards pediatric psychology.
She explores “the risk and protective factors involved with family coping and adjustment to pediatric chronic illness 
across the illness timeline.” Ansley seeks to understand, promote, and improve the social and emotional well-being of 
children and families experiencing serious pediatric conditions. 

Distinguished Graduate Student Fellows (DGSF)

Yunhui Kim, Linguistics PhD Program
“This award will allow me to entirely focus on my research.”

Yunhui is interested in an unspoken unit of language that can be a whole sentence, a verbal part of sentence, or a noun. 
“When someone says, ‘why bread?’, it can be understood in many ways. However, if there’s a certain context, such as 
‘John bought a loaf of bread in Total Wine & More’, we may interpret it as “why did he buy bread, not wine?’. This is 
because a linguistic expression has a hidden structure.”

Yunhui says every language has this kind of elliptical expression, whether it is spoken, written, or signed and is currently 
studying Korean why-stripping, such as “why bread?” 

David Kocik, English (Media, Cinema, and Digital Studies) PhD 
Program

“The Distinguished Graduate Student Fellowship . . . provides an opportunity to hone my knowledge in preparation for 
prelims and my dissertation!”

David’s work centers on how the transcultural and international consumption of video games reflects and provides insight 
into modern geopolitical and economic issues. He focuses on how global video game production, government policies, 
and audience consumption practices influence personal and social conceptions of queer identities.  

“I still play video games, but I’m now better equipped to consider how these games affect everything from policies to 
identity development to international trade.”

Molly Lieber, Dance MFA Program
“This award allows me to balance my graduate research, professional work as a feminist dance artist, hospital work as 
a lactation specialist, and work of mothering two young children.”

Dance, Molly says, provides women with a narrative that is sculpted by them through the potential of their own 
bodies and as authors of their own work. She and her collaborator, Eleanor Smith, create works that position them as 
recognizable images of female objectification, then deconstruct and reconstitute these forms, “carrying political heft in a 
body-based medium.” 

“My life,” Molly says, “has been a study in feminism, collaboration, and embodiment.” 

Juan Ignacio Murillo Vargas, Philosophy MA Program
“This award means a lot! On a material level, it’s allowed me to pursue opportunities with the Writing Center and to 
work on additional research projects .  . . It will make graduating easier.”

Juan’s MA thesis is on the psychological mechanisms at play when we ask a question, and what that tells us about the 
structure of communication. He also has research interests in the philosophy of science and in moral epistemology. 

“I work mostly on the philosophy of language: what language is, how we use it, and what sorts of mental mechanisms 
are involved.  As a result, I work not just with philosophers, but with linguist and cognitive scientists.” 

Md Samiul Haque Sunny, Biomedical and Health Informatics PhD 
Program

“This fellowship is a candid recognition of my efforts and accomplishments; it will motivate me to keep striving for 
excellence.”

Samiul is focused on the design and development of novel control of a wheelchair-mounted assistive robot for individuals 
with a higher degree of upper extremity dysfunction.

“The innovative nature of the field of robotics and the potential to improve the quality of life of individuals with motor 
dysfunctions drew my focus to Biorobotics,” he says. 

Teresa VanDenend Sorge, Dance MFA Program
“This award is a great honor. I’m a choreographer and teacher, and this is providing me the space I need to focus on 
my deep work.”

Teresa is a caregiver for her mother and her children. Her thesis research investigates how dance making serves as a 
pathway to manage stress and how the challenges of her care-giving experience have dictated her creative endeavors.  

“I am investigating how memory lives in the fascia in our bodies, specifically the superficial fascial line, and is connected 
to what I am creating on a subconscious level,” Teresa says. “I am employing phenomenological and auto-ethnographic 
research techniques.” 8 9



Distinguished Graduate Student Fellows (DGSF) New Advanced Opportunity Program (AOP) Fellows

Dan Cristian Vulpe, Philosophy MA Program
“As a graduate student in the Analytic Philosophy program at the University of Bucharest, I took a class with Tinca Prunea-
Bretonnet on Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason. That class proved to be the beginning of an ongoing fruitful collaboration. 
Now I am part of Tinca Prunea-Bretonnet’s research project on the German Enlightenment at ICUB-Humanities, and this 
past June we organized together a graduate international conference on Kant’s conception of rational agency.”

 

Mark Vygoder, Electrical Engineering PhD Program
Mark is pursuing a Ph.D. focusing on power electronics. He received his BS and MS in Electrical Engineering from UW-
Milwaukee in 2017 and 2020, respectively. His research focuses on improving the resiliency of electrical distribution 
system when the grid is lost through a scalable building block approach. “The accomplishment that I am most proud 
of has been my growth as a collaborator and colleague throughout my time in graduate school. For example, the 
collaboration with Mathew Milton Professor Andrea Benigni at the University of South Carolina, on applying their custom 
real-time power electronics simulator capable of 50 nanosecond resolution towards the edge case of DC protection. DC 
systems have faster transient dynamics than ac systems, which leads to smaller simulation time steps. Having an order of 
magnitude smaller timesteps, this solver enabled sufficient resolution for dc protection design.”

Gillian Waldo, Cinematic Arts MFA Program
“I am tremendously grateful and humbled to receive this award.”

Gillian is working on a 16mm essay film centered on the life of Richard Nickel, a Chicago photographer who worked to 
document and salvage the crumbling buildings of Louis Sullivan up until his tragic death, when Sullivan’s Stock Exchange 
building collapsed upon him. The film weaves together the lives of Nickel and Sullivan and, through its architecture, the 
socio-cultural histories of Chicago from 1871-1972.
Gillian studied 16mm film production as an undergraduate and is interested in the recontextualization of histories 
through experimental nonfiction film.

Meredith Williams, Public Health (Community and Behavioral 
Health Promotion) PhD Program

“This award . . . represents a vote of confidence, a show of support, and a demonstration that my lived experiences 
and skills are valued.” 

Meredith’s interest in public health grew out of her personal experience living with chronic illness and disability and 
encountering barriers to full and healthy functioning. Her research and publications focus on the influence of social 
disadvantages on health disparities experienced by people with disabilities.

Meredith founded a local organization for students with disabilities and developed a national mentoring program to 
improve the representation of people with disabilities in public health leadership.

Jolynn Woehrer, Sustainable Peacebuilding MSP Program
“As a nontraditional student returning to school for my second graduate degree . . ., this fellowship confirms the values 
of the insights, experiences and opportunities I have been gifted along my journey.” 

Jolynn is exploring healing-focused interventions and systemic shifts rooted in restorative and trauma-responsive 
frameworks to address intimate partner violence. Her work considers the complex needs of those impacted by 
generational cycles of violence. 

“I was drawn to the Masters in Sustainable Peacebuilding program to . . . prepare me with leadership skills to help 
systems evolve within and beyond the field of domestic violence.” 

 

Mukadas Abdullah, Educational Psychology PhD Program
“To work towards my goal of becoming a tenured professor I need time to do my research, and I believe receiving 
the AOP can aid me relieving financial stress so I can continue doing research.”

“In the future, I want to become a Counseling Psychologist and aim to do research on ethnic minority communities like 
mine, to help promote knowledge and access to treatment. Growing up in Afghan culture I have seen how there is a 
lack of treatment for mental illness due to a lack of dialogue and stigma toward treatment. Being bilingual and speaking 
Dari, I plan on giving the people in my community a psychologist who speaks their language and understands their 
experience.”

Eric Arvizu Calzada, Physical Therapy DPT Program
“My primary goal is to attain a DPT degree to practice physical therapy as a career. Experiencing and observing a 
physical therapist opened my eyes to the profession. Watching patients get better both mentally and physically was 
a great sight to see and has made me even more eager to be able to do the same someday with my patients. What 
physical therapists do resonates with me: they heal, care, educate, and encourage. I am interested in specializing in 
sports-related practice. I want to be able to help those who are unable to do activities they love and who may have hit a 
low part in their life because of some loss in function or performance.”

Katherine Bober, Geosciences MS Program
“Through this fellowship, I will be able to focus on my studies, research and outreach opportunities.”

Katherine developed her love of geoscience through family trips that nourished her curiosity about rocks, minerals, and 
fossils.  With a Bachelor of Science in geoscience, she now focuses on 15-million-year-old leaf fossils that have been 
preserved in order to discover which plant tissues were altered and how. This information will fit into a larger project 
looking at how insects and these plants interacted. 

As a teacher, it is Katherine’s “fervent wish to continue to communicate with the public and to teach K-12 students.” 

Kamari Clayton, Physical Therapy DPT Program
“If I could choose the most impactful experience or opportunity of my life thus far, it would absolutely be this award.”

Kamari has studied the human body extensively, with the goal of learning how to treat and prevent injury and enhance 
body movement function and efficiency.

His introduction to physical therapy was as a patient, following a devastating injury that dashed his hopes of competing 
in college sports. He discovered his therapists treated his mental pain as well as his physical pain.

“Those clinicians inadvertently saved my life by doing their job,” Kamari says. “I knew I wanted the opportunity to do the 
same for patients one day.”

This renewable award recognizes strong academic achievement and is designed to increase graduate education 
participation for underrepresented racial/ethnic minority students.

Who is eligible? Prospective or continuing UWM graduate degree students who are U.S. citizens or permanent residents 
and meet at least one of the following criteria:

• Underrepresented racial/ethnic minorities (Black, Latinx, American Indian, Statutorily defined Southeast Asian).
• First-generation college students with a FAFSA-defined high financial need.
• TRIO or TRIO-like pre-college program participants (Upward Bound, McNair, GEAR-UP, etc.)

This award is also based on a demonstration of high academic achievement and the potential to contribute to diverse 
perspectives in knowledge or practice.

This award includes an academic-year stipend of $16,000 Masters and $18,000 Doctoral; tuition remission; health 
benefits; and a $1,000 travel award.
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Rachel Davis, Communication Sciences & Disorders MS Program
“This fellowship means I am able to dedicate more time and energy to the veterans I have the honor of serving as a 
speech-language pathology trainee with the Milwaukee VA Medical Center.”

Rachel taught English for two years in Tokyo, developed a love of communication and language, and decided on a 
profession in speech-language pathology. She now assists in the analysis of data to examine the impact of the Intensive 
Program of Aphasia Therapy on aphasia resulting from damage to the brain’s language centers. 

“I have the privilege of focusing and developing my clinical skills and knowledge to give my patients and clients the best 
care possible.” 

Kieyarrah Dennis, Freshwater Sciences PhD Program
“This award means that I can shift my focus to completing my degree to the best of my ability. . . . The flexibility allows for 
extra time to explore career options and interact with more professionals.” 
Kieyarrah is researching antibiotic resistance genes that are traditionally associated with hospital infections and their 
presence in the community.  She is fascinated by the cycle that exists between human activity and microbes and smaller 
organisms.

“The Great Lakes have been a fixture in my life, and conversations about how we interact with the lakes led me to think 
about the smallest cogs in the machine and what they do.” 

Lissett Guadalupe Diaz, Freshwater Sciences PhD Program
“This award gives me the ability to put my knowledge into practice—by making water science more accessible to 
historically excluded and unrecognized young scientists.”
In the lab of Freshwater Sciences Professor Rebecca Klaper, Lisset is working to understand the toxicity of nanoparticles 
from a molecular to ecosystem level. Currently, she is assessing the toxicity of functionalized nanoplastics in rainbow 
trout gill epithelial cells.
Lissett traces her interest in environmental toxicology to the groundbreaking 1962 book Silent Spring by Rachel Carson, 
which explored the negative effects of synthetic pesticides.

Sthephany Escandell, Educational Psychology PhD Program
“This award will allow me to pursue my degree without . . . losing focus on my studies and research.” 

As an undergraduate, Sthephany worked with a psychology research lab and became fascinated with qualitative and 
quantitative research methods. She wanted to explore development theories framed by her own research questions. She 
is interested in the developmental trajectory of emerging adults, primarily undergraduate students. 

Sthephany seeks to learn how students, especially those from marginalized backgrounds, feel belongingness and “how 
higher education institutions can promote belongingness for greater academic and personal well-being.”

Jerica Fehr, Sustainable Peacebuilding MSP Program
“This award will allow me to pursue full-time studies and fully commit to my program. With less financial burden, I plan 
on taking advantage of more networking and academic opportunities.”
Jerica is interested in how survivors of human trafficking reintegrate into society and how international and domestic 
policies and programs help or hinder that process. 
She believes communication is the foundation of community stability and is curious about systems theory and how to 
integrate sustainable solutions into society. 

“I want to merge my life and academic experiences to help build healthier and stronger communities.”

Sarah Ferreira, Communication Sciences & Disorders MS Program
“This award means that I can focus all my energy on my studies. . . . This is quite an intense year, as both semesters I 
will be doing internships.”

Sarah is involved in research about speech and language service delivery in school settings and is exploring the level of 
collaboration between Speech-Language Pathologists and other staff in Wisconsin schools.
As a young woman, Sarah encountered the profession of Speech Pathologist when she received treatment for a voice 
disorder. She is enthusiastic about how varied the field can be. “Therapists can work with people of all ages and with 
different disorders.”

New Advanced Opportunity Program (AOP) Fellows

Steven Flores, English (Creative Writing) PhD Program
“This award will allow me to complete a novel and short story collection. This is the first major support I’ve received as 
a writer, and it motivates me to make space for my art as an older graduate student.”

Steven’s novel is a comic sendup of Critical Theory, Bush-era America, and the Millennial search for meaning. It is set 
throughout Europe and thus requires extensive research. 

The short story collection features protagonists ranging from a yogic cult leader to a Teddy Roosevelt impersonator. 

“As an author, I often have to immerse myself in these worlds, and so institutional support means the world to my work.”

Roberto Garcia, Educational Psychology PhD Program
“The AOP fellowship is an extension of my journey as the first member of my family entering and completing a PhD 
program.”

Roberto’s professional goals include teaching psychology, investigating research questions on social identities in 
vocational psychology, engaging in community outreach, and counseling underserved communities. 

Never having had a Latino professor or Hispanic male mentor during his undergraduate and graduate careers, Roberto 
wants to be an academic professor in counseling psychology so that other underrepresented students can believe in the 
possibility of achieving education goals and having impact on their communities. 

Emmanuel Guerra, Art MFA Program
“I aim to achieve a Master of Fine Arts degree... for me, it feels necessary - and the only path that feels “right”. If I delay 
this process, I know that it could easily be impossible for me to gain the momentum and resources that I have nurtured 
over the years to return to an academic path. I was, and still am, constantly made aware of the privileges of attending 
higher education. 

“The Graduate Program at UWM has presented a network of academics that I feel are crucial to my growth. The 
surrounding graduate students have become a well of knowledge through our various backgrounds. Through the Artists 
Now! lecture series, visiting professionals in classes, and field trips to community arts organizations and institutions, I am 
able to understand art through the lens of the community; and I continue to seek connections through other community 
contacts, events, conferences, and art events.”

Farah Harb, Psychology (Clinical Psychology) PhD Program
“The AOP award reaffirms to me that the perspectives I bring to the clinical psychology field as an Arab immigrant 
woman are integral to its progression.”
Farah seeks to understand outcomes and predictors of PTSD in the aftermath of acute and chronic traumatic events—
specifically, how childhood experiences and environmental stressors such as experiences of racial discrimination intersect 
with the neurobiology to impact recovery after a traumatic event.

“Prior to graduate school,” she says, “I engaged in research with immigrant and refugee families, which helped me 
understand the multifaceted experiences with stress, trauma, and resilience.”

Daniel Holliday, Public Health (Community and Behavioral Health 
Promotion) PhD Program

“This fellowship has awarded me the ability to pursue my studies full time and (hopefully) have some time to rest.”
As a nonbinary academic studying transgender, nonbinary, and non-cisgender youth well-being, Daniel is interested in 
community-based designs where academics and community members share research ownership.
Daniel initially studied psychology. Then, “through my experience as a trans person, my experiences with trans friends, 
and being an LGBTQI+ peer specialist,” Daniel says, “ I found the CBHP Public Health program a good fit. I enjoy 
advocating for my fellow non-cisgender researchers and have carved out time to do so within my studies.”

Nicholas Hopper, Chemistry PhD Program
“This award is very important to me. . . . I will be able to focus on my research and publications.”
Nicholas’ research is in computational chemistry that uses the processing power of computers to solve chemical problems 
and provide insights about chemical systems difficult to capture in experiments.  
Focused on applying computation chemistry to the fields of surface catalysis and mechanochemistry, Nicholas looks at 
the impact an applied force has on reaction energy barriers and reaction rates. 
He says that an undergraduate research project involving synthesizing safer opioid compounds “opened my eyes to the 
power of computational chemistry.” 

New Advanced Opportunity Program (AOP) Fellows

12 13



New Advanced Opportunity Program (AOP) Fellows

Victoria Isaac, Sociology MA Program
“This award will significantly assist me in being able to continue on my graduate path.”
Victoria is interested both in the mechanisms by which Black and Brown individuals navigate educational institutions and 
in public spaces available to Black and Brown communities. She looks at religious institutions as unique public spaces 
and analyzes religion as a racialized institution. 
Drawn to sociology by its use of theoretical inquiry, Victoria brings her own experience of unique racial, gendered and 
regional educational experiences. She uses a sociological lens to examine how “Black and Brown individuals encounter 
these intersectional experiences.” 

Nik’talia Jules, Women’s and Gender Studies MA Program
“Receiving the AOP fellowship provides opportunities for exploration of research without large monetary restrictions.”
Nik’talia’s archival studies focus on racial, gender and sexual absences/silences, specifically those of Black queer 
femmes due to systemic oppression. She seeks to bring into focus the Black queer femme as a meaningful subject of 
history. 

“Attraction to researching marginalized subjects within archives,” she says, “began as a personal interest in locating 
figures that had similar identities to my own.”  A lack of such representation serves as a driving force to resurrect and 
conserve the histories of Black queer femmes. 

Jermarcus Lewis, Chemistry PhD Program 
“The AOP award has made a profound impact on me. It . . . allows me to focus on my classes and research.”
Jermarcus uses modern computational chemistry methods such as developing a pharmacophore (a model to predict 
binding of a drug to a protein target), which allows him to incorporate 3-dimensional quantitative structural-activity 
relationship modeling into the process of small drug development. 
He is also working on drug formulation of a candidate for the treatment of glioblastoma. 
Even before he enrolled in college, Jermarcus knew he wanted to “contribute to society through biomedical research and 
drug discovery.”

Michael Liuzzi, Psychology (Clinical Psychology) PhD Program
”My academic and career goal is to become a research scientist at a university or academic medical center. Overall, my 
research interests exist at the intersection of child psychopathology (e.g., depression and anxiety) and neuroimaging 
(e.g., functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI)). My hope and plan is to investigate the underlying mechanisms of 
child psychopathology using neuroimaging (e.g., fMRI) in order to better inform and develop clinical interventions and 
treatments. By understanding what is going on “under the hood,” it is my intention to elucidate possible predictors of 
(mal)adaptive functioning in childhood to increase positive outcomes later in life. 

Timmis Maddox, Anthropology PhD Program
“The AOP fellowship will directly support me by giving me the funds necessary to carry out research for my doctoral 
thesis.” 
Timmis’ PhD project uses complex scientific tests to determine how the development of ancient cities in Denmark affected 
and were affected by the surrounding environment.
There is a great need, he says, for scientific research aimed at alleviating environmental hazards such as flooding 
and loss of land that increase as cities around the world urbanize. By studying ancient cities and the effects of their 
development on the surrounding landscape, much can be learned about how to balance urban growth and the 
environment. 

Aishah Mahmood, English (Literature and Cultural Theory) PhD 
Program

“Literature is the most profound means through which I have come to know the world around me. I firmly believe that 
Literature holds infinite applications for deepening our understanding of the world, inside and outside an academic 
context. Despite being under-recognized, the insight and relevance that Literature as a field of study holds to the 
problems of the world are incalculable. A core misunderstanding about the study of Literature I have come to observe 
is that its merit is intangible, its contributions limited to academia, that it is not a subject with real-world applications. 
This could not be further from the truth. I have learned, under-recognized as it may be, Literature enhances activism, 
acknowledges the embodied experiences of the disenfranchised and silenced, and advocates for justice.”

Maria Mar, Public Health (Epidemiology) MPH Program
“This award is very important to me; it was the deciding factor for me to attend graduate school.”

Maria knew public health was for her during her undergraduate public health program studies at UWM. When she 
learned that UWM also had a Master’s in Public Health program, she wanted to attend.

“I had recently graduated from UWM and am currently working in the public health field through a local non-profit. This 
employment fueled my desire to keep expanding my knowledge and skill set to continue the fight to advance health 
equity in the community.” 
Maria writes, “It is a field I don’t believe I would ever want to leave.” 

Kaylen Moore, Nursing PhD Program
“It is an honor to receive the AOP fellowship award. This award will allow for a better work-life balance. . . . With this gift 
of time, I will be able to develop ideas for manuscripts, collaborate with my colleagues, and attend conferences.”
Kaylen’s research focus is on African American women as they navigate healthcare and law enforcement systems after 
experiencing intimate partner violence. She was drawn to Forensic Nursing during her senior year when, in her studies, 
she saw increased prevalence and severity of intimate partner violence among African American women. 

“I knew instantly this specialty would be my passion and lifelong work.”

Morgan Moore, Art History MA Program
“This award is an acknowledgment of my hard work and an inspiration for me to keep pursuing art history and 
archaeology. I would not be able to complete... my master’s degree without financial assistance.” 
As a research assistant for the Sechin Medio and Casma Valley Hinterland Archaeology Projects in Peru, Morgan 
digitalizes archaeological sites and categorizes ceramic motifs in pottery. Besides gaining a better understanding of the 
Casma culture, the projects promote conservation and protection of the sites. 

“I am incredibly passionate about my field of study, and completing my master’s degree is a crucial step toward working 
professionally.” 

Mala Nan Leth, Sustainable Peacebuilding MSP Program
“Receiving the fellowship allows me to continue my education and pursue my dream of getting a master’s degree, 
obtaining higher education and being a role model for my community.”

A first-generation college student who came to the US from a Thailand refugee camp, Mala chose the MSP program 
because she wants to work with her community and/or the United Nations. Her internship with the International Institute 
of Wisconsin cemented her interest in working with refugee populations.
Coming from a community underrepresented in professional fields, Mala believes “it is important for people like me to be 
able to see someone who reflects who they are.” 

Gabriella Navarro, Psychology (Clinical Psychology) PhD Program
“As a doctoral candidate in the UWM Clinical program, I am training to become a clinical neuropsychologist at an 
academic medical center, where I will be able to conduct research and engage with patients. Through my research 
and clinical training with the program, I will have access to resources and obtain skills necessary to achieve this career 
goal. Within my lab, I am assisting on a landmark prospective longitudinal NIH study to examine the impact of various 
health behaviors on the developing brain in a cohort of 10,000+ children over 10 years. My research interests are 
concerned with the cognitive and sociocultural factors that contribute to substance initiation and subsequent development 
of substance use.”

Katy Pyle, Dance MFA Program 
“I aim to impact the dance world through pedagogy, scholarship and artistry in ways that positively impact my 
community, and the field at large. I want people of trans, non-binary and queer experience to feel valued, respected, 
safe, and celebrated within the field of ballet. I aim to shift the culture of ballet away from its racist, cishetero patriarchal, 
misogynist past, and towards a vibrant and inclusive future. 

“With a graduate degree from UWM, I am seeking to become a full professor of Dance, who has the opportunity to 
impact students, and the culture, in deep and meaningful ways. I aim to bring an awakened vision of ballet to the 
students I teach, for their own personal liberation, and for the liberation of the field. I believe that by impacting students 
directly, through collaborative thinking, dancing, and creating, my work can have the impact of which I dream.”

New Advanced Opportunity Program (AOP) Fellows
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Jaimes Reyes, Nursing MN Program
“I am incredibly proud and honored to have been awarded the AOP fellowship....The stability to focus on my studies is 
invaluable.”

Jaimes is working towards a master’s degree in the Clinical Nurse Leader Direct Entry program. With an interest in 
pediatrics and women’s health, Jaime hopes to research and implement policies to suit an ever-changing world of 
healthcare and to go on to earn a Doctorate in Nursing Practice. 

Working in a high school biology lab, coupled with having nurses in the family and practicing first aid as a lifeguard, 
brought Jaime to a desire to help people through nursing.  “I’m thrilled with where it has taken me.” 

Claudia Rodriguez, Biological Sciences PhD Program
“This award means more time to do research and write my dissertation, as well as pursuing my hobbies like volunteering 
and martial arts.” 
Claudia’s interest in genetics was sparked in high school and continued during her undergraduate career. Coupled with 
a passion for the natural world, this led her on a path to pursuing a PhD in Biological Science, specializing in Molecular 
Biology. 

“I study a protein pathway that is implicated in many diseases and cancers. I use the tiny nematode C. elegans to 
understand this pathway.  I perform genetic manipulations to understand the consequences of certain mutations on the 
pathway and how it functions.“

Elias Sepulveda, English (Creative Writing) PhD Program
“Academically, I intend to offer new material to the evolving body of immigrant/refugee literature.  I admit that 
geographical circumstances are a significant reference point for writers inhabiting these literary spaces, but the 
possibility of creating a broader community that acknowledges the lived realities of immigrant experiences without 
invoking political bodies is something worth exploring. 

“While isolation, discrimination and poverty are common threads of experience for a lot of immigrants/refugees; I also 
believe that the imagination becomes the channel through which a majority of reality gets processed in an unfamiliar 
environment. I made a decision to sharpen my creative writing skills and begin the work of opening a literary dialogue 
with writers from similar circumstances but different backgrounds.” 

Adriana Smith, Public Health (Epidemiology) MPH Program
“The AOP Fellowship will help me achieve my professional goals by allowing me to spend more time on professional 
activities.” 
Adriana was drawn to epidemiology as a means to explain how a particular event or disease affects a specific 
population.
She worked on the Free Living Activity Calibration Study with UWM’s Physical Activity and Health Research Laboratory 
that tests how accelerometers measure activity levels. She is currently working with Milwaukee Riverkeeper to analyze 
2021 water quality data for the Milwaukee River Basin. 
Her nursing, nutrition, and biology experiences, she believes, “lay a foundation for a career in public health.”

Nateya Taylor, Urban Studies MS Program
“This award will allow me to have more time to take research trips to conduct in-depth archival research for my master’s 
thesis.”
Nateya’s research is centered around Black communities, residential segregation, and how Black people have 
historically practiced autonomy and self-sufficiency. 

“Growing up in Milwaukee, learning about the history of how segregation has negatively impacted Black people, and my 
curiosity about how Black people have navigated historical challenges, “she says, “have drawn me to this work.”

Choua Vang, Social Work MSW Program
“My academic goal is to pursue a Ph.D. degree after completing my MSW program in spring of 2023. The reason why 
I chose to go the route of school social work is because I want to help students succeed academically by being a bridge 
between the student, family, and the school. 

“Growing up, my parents taught me that education is the key to success. Through their continuous discipline, I have seen 
how education has played an influential role in my life. Therefore, it has inspired me to succeed in higher education, 
so that I can ensure that student’s needs will be met in order to perform well in school. Being a minority with a low 
economic status, I experienced the disparity that limited my education compared to classmates who came from a 
wealthier background.”

Madelyn Vavra, Occupational Therapy MS Program
“This award signifies that those who have supported and encouraged me were right, and, despite my own doubts, I’m 
exactly where I should be.”

As an individual who has lived with a physical disability her entire life, Madelyn says, “it was intriguing, but also 
disheartening, to realize how inaccessible the world is.”
Curiosity soon became a passion, and passion turned into a tangible goal as she sought out the means to educate 
herself and others on accessibility and the importance of inclusion. 
As an undergraduate, Madelyn worked at the R2D2 Center, testing and analyzing online tools for assessing accessibility 
in homes and public buildings.

Sher Vue, Occupational Therapy MS Program
“This award means that I will not lose any special moments with my wife and new-born son while I’m still pursuing my 
master’s degree to become an occupational therapist.” 

Aware of the concerns for misuse of prescriptive opioids and other addictive medications used to control post-surgical 
pain, Sher and his colleagues are exploring mindfulness meditation mobile applications and their effectiveness on pain, 
psychological distress, and sleep management. 

Sher first learned about occupational therapy as an undergraduate when he volunteered at an inpatient rehabilitation 
facility. “I decided that this was the perfect career for me.” 

Grace Fasipe, Engineering PhD Program
“This award means a lot to me as it helps to remove the external pressures and stresses which can distract me from my 
research.”

Grace explores the community mobility and participation of people who use wheelchairs. She looks at how wheelchair 
users engage in their local community and examines methods to improve their overall quality of life.

Her love of healthcare combined with her passion for engineering drew her to this field of study. She has always been 
intrigued by the challenge of improving the understanding of rehabilitation progress and techniques. 

“My passion,” Grace says, “is helping those who have had their mobility impacted.”

New Advanced Opportunity Program (AOP) Fellows

The Jeannette Seloover Johnson (’62) and R. Douglas 
Johnson Women in Science & Technology Fellowship
This generous award was provided by Raymond James Charitable at the recommendation of Jeannette S. Johnson and R. 
Douglas Johnson, which supports graduate students from the natural sciences, mathematics, engineering, and computer 
sciences.

16 17



Graduate Student Excellence Fellows (GSEF)

Nora Boxer, English PhD Program
“This award was an unexpected and necessary windfall. Knowing I am supported in this way matters.”
Nora’s scholarship focuses on New Materialism and ecoliterature and on the connection (or disconnection) between 
resources, objects, narratives, and value. 
The dissertation she has begun is a novel set in the 2040s. It opens in a twice-earthquake-riddled San Francisco and 
moves out to a thought experiment in the Southwest. The novel works with materialist deconstruction of recent financial 
crazes.

“For me, writing and language intertwine with ecology, metaphysics, interior life, community, and activism.” 

Jaclyn Brown, Dance MFA Program
“As a professional dancer and a mother of two young children, attending graduate school has always felt like a lofty 
goal. Simply applying and attending has been a feat in and of itself, given the complexity of my family and financial 
situation. However, I did not want to wonder for the rest of my life how obtaining my master’s degree could have steered 
my life into amazing directions. Despite my busy schedule as an Adjunct Faculty member at Utah Valley University and 
a Company Teacher with Wasatch Contemporary Dance Company, I was able to strike a balance between family and 
career for the last two semesters I have attended UWM. Notably, I did all of this while pregnant with my son.”

Victoria Carver, Athletic Training MS Program
“This award allows me to focus more time participating at my clinical site to obtain hands-on experience, as well as spend 
more time studying.”

Victoria has always been involved in athletics. Injuries she suffered, as well as those that affected family members, 
prompted her interest in healthcare. Today, she notes, rehabilitation of athletes who have been diagnosed with Covid-19 
will need attention and new solutions. 

Victoria’s focus on athletic training was inspired by the care, passion, and expertise her athletic trainer had for her when 
she was injured. She seeks to “put my passion for helping people and the healthcare field to use.” 

Jennifer Dore, Physical Therapy DPT Program
“This award means everything to me as I am in my last year as a graduate student. I am currently in clinical internships. . .  
This award will help support me financially as I work full-time with no income.”

In her Doctor of Physical Therapy program at UWM, Jennifer has been a member of a research team that has collected 
data and analyzed information about the social needs of adults receiving outpatient physical therapy services for pain. 
Addressing social gaps in care can help healthcare professionals understand and undertake efforts to reduce these gaps.

“My goal is to help patients regain independence and improve overall health and wellness.”

Olivia Feagles, Bio Sciences Program
“I am grateful for this personal acknowledgement as it shows the university’s support. It has allowed me to focus on 
research, which will help me continue into academia after graduation.”

“I am a behavioral ecologist focusing on sexual selection in treefrogs, specifically the sources of variation in female mate 
choice. Topics include hormones, predation risk, and even personality! I have also been involved in a few collaborations 
pertaining to male displays and assortative mating. Support derived from UWM programs has helped me to develop 
advanced skills as a biologist, so far resulting in five exciting scientific publications and one on the way!”

Taeja Figures, Healthcare Administration MHA Program
“This award helps alleviate the burden of financial stress that is associated with being a first-generation college 
student.”  
Taeja has a passion to lead and innovate and is drawn to healthcare administration in order to address medical mistrust 
within the African American community. 

“Being able to focus more on my studies . . . grants me the ability to advance my career.”

Graduate Student Excellence Fellows (GSEF)
The Graduate Student Excellence Fund was established in 2015 by Marija Gajdardziska-Josifovska—then dean of the 
Graduate School—as a philanthropic effort to provide advanced degree students the support they need to pursue their 
research endeavors, complete their studies, and share discoveries with others in their fields. Today, the fund is led by Dean 
Mark Harris and supported by Director of Development for Graduate Education Nicole Sippy and volunteers who serve on 
the Advancement Leadership Cabinet. 

Enthusiastic supporters of this fund represent a myriad of interests such as business, industry, law, medicine, and public 
service. Gifts received from individuals, foundations, businesses, and the Graduate School Leadership Advancement 
Cabinet have provided more students, across all disciplines, with fellowship awards. The Excellence Fund has grown 
significantly—from a single fellowship awarded in 2015 to the 286 awards given since then.

Ahmad Issam Hamad Abdel Hadi, Engineering PhD Program
“The most important academic achievements that I have achieved are how I was able to handle research, classes, 
working as an Energy auditor for the Industrial assessment center, and being a teacher assistant with an evaluation 
of 4.99/5. I have published eight journal papers in three years, as well as winning the Excellence in Applied Energy 
Engineering Research competition by the Department of Energy in 2020 (Project Title: The power reclamation of Utilizing 
Micro-Hydro Turbine in the Aeration Basins of Waste Water Treatment Plant).”

Jordan Adler, English PhD Program
“As I begin a year of dissertation research and writing, as well as job-seeking, I am especially grateful for the financial 
and creative flexibility this award enables.”

Jordan investigates contemporary representations of Jewish identity in popular media and television, specifically among 
the Millennial generation. He finds that a number of new TV series explicitly contain Jewish themes, stories, and textures 
that cumulatively portray cultural and sociopolitical shifts in American Jewish life during the twenty-first century.

Jordan loves to learn and to write. “Graduate school has also allowed me to develop a love for teaching.” 

Rostian Akpor-Mensah, Nursing MN Program
“Prior to my admission into the graduate nursing program, I have had the zeal to pursue a career in critical care nursing 
and nursing education. As I gained direct patient care experience through clinical rotations, I have come to realize 
that my pursuit of a career in Critical Care Nursing and education of high quality future generation nurses is not only a 
sparked zeal but in addition, a divine calling. 

“There are many quality measures that need close attention and I am certain that my current graduate program in Clinical 
Nurse Leadership at University of Wisconsin will equip me to obtain the skill set to attain clinical resolution of measures 
in order that our critically ill patients receive the best care within the considerably efficient time to attain positive health 
outcomes and overall, save precious lives.”

Rawan Aqel, Engineering PhD Program
“I am honored to receive this award as a recognition of my previous and ongoing hard work towards achieving my 
doctoral degree.”
Working in the Engineering Mechanics and Composites Lab, Rawan is studying the effects of core splices in structures 
made from high-performance fiber-reinforced polymer sandwich systems. She wants to employ her background as a civil 
engineer in a new niche, namely composites and their mechanics.

“This recognition motivates me big time,” Rawan says. 

Jasmine Bickerstaff, Athletic Training MS Program
“As a black woman going into athletic training which is not a very diverse field of study, I know I can bring a diverse 
perspective. My diverse perspective comes from my own personal experiences as a black student athlete for 13 years. I 
will be able to see things in a different light and possibly even be able to connect and understand athletes of color better. 
With so many athletes in high school, collegiate, and professional sports being minorities, it is important and necessary 
for them to see other minorities in these positions such as athletic trainers, physical therapists, and sports psychologists. 

“From my recent clinical experience at St. Francis high school where I spent four months, I can say that representation 
has already begun. My goals are not only to become an athletic trainer, but I want to be a role model and show 
black children that they can become anything they want even if they don’t see many people that look like them in that 
particular profession.”
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Amir Masoud Forati, Geography PhD Program
“My research continues ongoing efforts to take advantage of valuable and updated social media information to handle 
the societal issues and their applications in decisions required for disaster management and public health. By leveraging 
the user-generated data for geospatial processes, we will be able to augment traditional data sources and gain a better 
understanding of disaster damages and impacted communities. My contribution to this body of knowledge will be an 
integrated examination of user-generated data, grounded in a novel critical theoretical framework and an examination of 
the preconditions leading to health inequalities. This will elucidate the connections between race and ethnicity, political 
and socio-economic relations, and false information across social and news media.”

Robin Fritche, Linguistics PhD Program
As children learn their first language, linguistic input, i.e. the language that is spoken to them and around them, plays a 
critical role. Understanding the characteristics of linguistic input to children, therefore, provides a window into the way 
children acquire a first language. 

“To investigate this matter, for my master’s thesis I conducted a pilot study in which the mothers paraphrased stories from 
storybooks, both to their children and to an adult. Encouraged by preliminary findings, I subsequently expanded the 
study with more participants. Results could help explain both why children only begin to produce variants at later ages, 
and how mothers are helping children form phonetic categories.”

Homa Ghasemi, Engineering PhD Program
“This award makes me feel proud. It gives me validation and boosts my confidence.” 
Climate change is altering patterns of weather and water around the world, causing shortages in drinking water 
sources.  In addition, physical, chemical, and microbiological impurities in various water sources make water unsafe 
for consumption. Homa believes it is crucial to understand the importance of water filtration and to improve purification 
systems. 

“In my PhD research, I am modifying the polyethersulfone membrane (PES) to develop a novel smart membrane with 
biofouling resistance and bacteria ‘kill and release’ ability for water filtration applications.” 

Chase Glenister, Geosciences PhD Program
“The GSEF is an honor to receive. . . . This award means so much to me as it provides crucial assistance.”

Chase studies volcanoes, focusing on a rare form of eruptions termed basaltic Plinian eruptions. These have the potential 
to be devastating to nearby communities. He uses ash and scoria deposits to better understand the conditions of the 
magma chamber before eruptions occurred. 

He also looks at the unique interaction between glacial ice and volcanic processes that produce landforms and deposits. 
These hold information not only about the evolution of the depositions but also about the environmental conditions 
surrounding them. 

Noah Graff, Mathematics PHD Program
“I believe that continuing school for my Ph.D. will allow me to secure a career in the cutting edge of the technology field 
and offer me an ever-evolving view of the implementations, and limitations, of mathematics as a whole. This view would 
allow me to intrigue and engage students, whom I hope to teach once I feel as though I can offer this, in a way that is 
completely in tune with reality and is realistic to pursue. 

“Because of my interest in the applied side of mathematics and education, pursuing my degree further will allow me to 
both develop all the necessary skills needed to leave academia so that I can utilize my degree to the fullest and will 
afford me the necessary skills as a teacher while working as a TA. On top of these crucial skills, it would also allow me 
to spend some extra time doing research and contributing to math in ways beyond a standard dissertation.” 

Shavonte Grant, Architecture MArch Program
“This award means a lot to me in terms of acknowledging the work I am doing and the work I will do in the future. It’s 
definitely very encouraging to be recognized.” 

Shavonte has participated in research regarding health and wellness in the built environment, focusing on how safer, 
healthier, and more equitable spaces can be built. 

Her exposure to the field of architecture and urban planning helps her see how one can transform a building, space, or 
neighborhood. She understands the “huge impact that the built environment has on human health and development.”  

Graduate Student Excellence Fellows (GSEF)Graduate Student Excellence Fellows (GSEF)
James Groh, Epidemiology PhD Program

”The GSEF award allows me the flexibility to focus on my graduate studies and research interests.”

James’ goal is to improve the health of communities by using data to inform public health interventions and policies. 
Working as an epidemiologist at a local health department gave him valuable experience in how data have been used 
to prioritize health issues and inform programs and policies. He enjoys using data sources to better understand the 
health of communities. 

Advancing health equity, James says, influenced his decision to pursue a PhD in epidemiology. “Equity and social justice 
have been strong components of my public health career.” 

Julianna Halbrooks, Criminal Justice & Criminology MS Program
“I want to be in the social work field working with criminal justice clients. My goal is to help those clients and help 
create new policies to help those in our criminal justice system. I believe I have a very diverse perspective. My great 
grandfather came to the United States making me a generation 3rd generation citizen of the United States. I think this 
relates to my field of study because many people I have worked with have just gotten to America or have different 
cultures. This helps me understand the types of needs the clients will need along with the struggles they face. Many clients 
needed people to advocate for them to reach their goals. When working with clients you learn what policies need to be 
changed or created.”

Michael Hansen, Health Sciences PHD Program
“This award allows me to maintain focus on my academic work and stay on track for graduation.”
Michael is researching the psychosocial factors associated with rehabilitation and recovery from military combat injury, 
particularly regarding the effect on return-to-duty vs. medical separation. 
Military experience and involvement in martial arts sparked his interest in sport psychology. He hopes to use his PhD and 
military experience to provide military service members and veterans with tools that “allow them to perform their duties 
at the highest level possible and re-integrate back into civilian life upon their return from duty.”

Lindsey Hieber, Psychology PhD Program
“This award means a lot to me. I was really worried about finances going into this year, but this award really helped 
ease that worry. It’s allowed me to focus more on my studies . . . . With this award, I truly think I’ll be able to finish my 
PhD by May 2023.”

Lindsey investigates physiological changes experienced while using social media and explores mental health in relation 
to frequency and duration of daily social media use. 
She is intrigued by how physical and mental health can be so intertwined. Lindsey says, “I find it so interesting how 
many factors can truly influence our overall health and well-being.”

Jessica Hoover, English PhD Program
“This award helps ease the burden of my out-of-pocket school expenses and enables me to focus on my academic and 
teaching responsibilities as I prepare for my preliminary exams.”

Jessica’s work centers on mid-century television, humor, and gender. Her dissertation focuses on television comedy-variety 
programs from the 1950s through the 1970s. She studies how these under-explored texts used humor to reflect and 
critique aspects of identity like gender, race, class, and sexuality during a tumultuous period in U.S. history.

Jessica wants “to explore how media contributes to our understanding of identity in various contexts across time.”

Reshma James, Health Sciences PhD Program
“I’m honored to receive this fellowship which will allow me to pay my tuition. This award will enable me to focus on my 
research.”

Reshma works in the Motor Behavior/Motor Learning lab to investigate how the brain learns and stores new motor skills.  
Analyzing different learning models that could maximize motor skill performance and retain memories can eventually 
help clinicians design more efficient rehabilitation protocols for clinical populations. 

“My dissertation is going to focus on how to maximize learning and motor memory retention by incorporating different 
cognitive training as well as employing different learning models.”
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Tara Jenson, Environmental Health Sciences PhD Program
“This award will really help me focus on making the final push to complete my dissertation this year so I can defend 
and graduate in the spring!”
After some years in the technology sector, Tara sought to do more for the common good, built on her undergraduate 
biology experience with a master’s degree in public health, and then chose UWM for her PhD.
She investigates the neurological impact of chronic environmental cadmium and lead exposures on later-life cognitive 
function and development of Alzheimer’s disease.  “I have a particular interest in helping marginalized populations that 
are most susceptible to environmental pollutant exposures.”

John Jurkiewicz, Mathematics PhD Program
“Much of my dissertation research, both on the cardiac electrophysiological front and on our newer project of space 
debris modelling, requires extensive computer programming. Due to my academic path in undergrad, I was not 
particularly well-trained in the art of programming, having only the most surface-level knowledge. In order to get my 
paper published, I had to teach myself computer programming in a very short period of time. Within a few months I had 
developed a full-blown piece of software and even taught myself how to program a neural network from first principles. 
This taught me that I am actually able to learn important concepts in a short time and that there is no limit to what I can 
accomplish when I set my mind to it.”

Nicholas Kanetzke, Health Sciences PHD Program
“This award means a lot to me as it will help me get access to resources needed for my studies.”
Nicholas is working on age-appropriate protocols for a test for exercise endurance, specifically with children aged 3 
through 6. He is also investigating an infant treadmill for rehabilitation of infants who have had corrective surgery for 
congenital heart defects. He wants to understand how early infant exercise may mitigate cognitive and motor delays 
often associated with congenital heart defects. 

“My past career as a nurse in both the PICU and cardiothoracic surgery and transplantation was ideally suited for this 
line of research.” 

 Kana Kimura, Psychology PHD Program
“This award will allow me to travel to present my work at conferences. . . . It is not something I can do without financial 
help.”

Kana is interested in the link between air pollution and Alzheimer’s disease risk and the interaction between genetic and 
environmental risk factors of Alzheimer’s. She also started a project examining how state of mind (sleep, stress, affect, 
and motivation) influences older adults’ category learning abilities.
During her undergraduate years, Kana’s grandfather was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s disease.  “This really encouraged 
me to pursue a PhD in Psychology to study cognitive aging and Alzheimer’s disease.” 

Dijon Michelle Kirkland, Dance MFA Program
“This award is such an honor. . . . Receiving this fellowship will help tremendously with my field research and studies.”

Dijon’s research centers around the search for belonging in the African Diaspora. Many African Americans have lost 
history due to their ancestors being kidnapped and enslaved. Finding belonging in the African Diaspora is important to 
her, as she seeks to know her roots and her past and to find connections to enslaved ancestors through her dancing and 
choreographic exploration.  

“As a dance educator,” she says, “it is important to continue learning in order to better serve my students and nurture their 
growth.”

Amy Klemmer, Anthropology PhD Program 
“I am grateful for this award, not only for the recognition but also for the funding that will allow me to continue my 
work in Ecuador.”

Amy is researching prehistoric fishing strategies on the Ecuador coast and the impacts of short-term environmental stress 
on human ecology. Subsistence strategies of prehistoric humans can show which methods are better suited for ecological 
resilience and sustainability. 

She initiated a project to digitalize the  zoological osteology collection in an Ecuador museum to aid future researchers. 
“I believe that a better understanding of the past can provide an important perspective on approaches to modern-day 
issues.”

Allison Raeann Kusick, Geosciences MS Program
“This award provides the financial security I need to plan another trip to my field area in western Argentina. . . I am 
honored and thrilled to know a major part of my travel is funded.” 
Allison’s research involves late Paleozoic Ice Age deposits in Argentina, specifically glacial proxies. The presence or 
absence of these contribute to an understanding of glaciation and ice-related drivers for climate and sea level.
When she learned about UWM’s Isbell lab, Allison knew this was where she wanted to pursue her master’s degree. 

“Now the opportunities and community that UWM has offered me have kept me around for a PhD, and I couldn’t be 
more grateful.”

Sarah Laurent, Epidemiology PhD Program
“Being selected to receive this award means that I can focus on responsibilities including teaching, working on my 
dissertation, and additional research.”

Sarah studies the effects of environmental and social exposures—particularly neighborhood exposures—on health 
outcomes among marginalized groups. She has been involved in looking at the impact of social vulnerability on 
COVID-10 risk, studying the relationship between socioeconomic status and risk of lead poisoning in Milwaukee 
children, and examining the impact food vulnerability has on mental health outcomes. 

“I love public health because I feel that my research can make a real difference.”

Wanying Liang, Urban Education PhD Program
“This award means that my achievements and ability are acknowledged and that the school is willing to invest in my 
future growth.” 
Liang comes from a background in which her family valued and appreciated knowledge and education. The most 
important thing she learned, she says, is that one should never stop studying and growing. 
This encouraged her to pursue her goal of becoming an educator. She believes that the role of education today is to 
help people grow, not only developing skills to support themselves but, more importantly, developing abilities to interact 
with others and integrate into the surrounding environment.

Zongxi Liu, Management Science PhD Program
“By awarding me a Graduate Student Excellence Fellowship, you have lightened my financial burden, allowing me to 
focus on the most important aspects of school.”  
Zongxi examines how to apply the design science approach to solve business problems and explores state-of-the-art 
techniques, especially artificial intelligence methods, to tackle real world problems. 
He says he is also enthusiastic about applying a behavioral science approach, “seeking theoretical foundations to 
explain emerging phenomena and extend domain knowledge for informed decision-making.”  Zongxi’s goals are to 
become a professor, teach others, and continue his research. 

Nala Mallett, Athletic Training MS Program
“Athletic training is unfortunately not a diverse field of study. As a Black woman, I am a minority in this field. However, 
because I am a Black woman and a former athlete, I can contribute diverse perspectives. 

“Historically in the health care systems, people in the black and brown communities have dealt with being ignored and 
underserved. As an athletic training student and future athletic trainer, I can advocate for athletes of color and confidant 
for them to discuss any issues. I can relate to the athletes who are part of my community. Also, I can assist in developing 
trust and rapport with them by listening to their needs and can empathize and understand their experiences. Ultimately, 
this can enhance their overall experience and health outcomes by having a healthcare professional that represents the 
community that they come from by their side and assisting them on their journey back to health.”

Samantha Mills, Anthropology Program
“The GSEF meant a lot to me because it allowed me to focus on my studies rather than worrying about financial aid for 
the semester. ”  

“My research interests include: mammalian paleontology, extinct primates, postcranial functional morphology, 
primatology, and reconstructing past environments. For my Master’s thesis, I used small mammal ankle bones (astragalus 
and calcaneus) and terminal phalanges to reconstruct small mammal locomotor behaviors, and then I compared the 
small mammal locomotor frequencies of a fossil site with those from different, modern localities to see which type of 
environment might have existed at the fossil site. For those who may not know, there is no good modern analog for past 
environments. I am going to be working on my dissertation proposal this upcoming Spring 2023 semester.”
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Crystal Morgan, Anthropology MS Program
“I just completed my first semester of graduate school after being removed from academics for almost ten years, and it 
was amazing! It was also extremely stressful, and I do not know if I have ever been more tired in my entire life. While 
enrolled as a full-time graduate student, I also worked full-time as an Accounting Clerk for Access Community Health 
Centers in Madison, WI. Working at Access helped in my decision to return to school, not because I did not like my job 
or the people, but because of the work Access does. Access is a nonprofit community health clinic serving those who are 
underrepresented or have difficulties getting the care they need or deserve. While working for Access has been fulfilling, 
healthcare is not my calling, and I want to give more back to my community. The best way I can do this is by telling the 
stories of those who came before us, especially those who have been forgotten by the history books.”

Sydney Morgan, Engineering MS Program
“This award is a meaningful and motivating recognition for my work for, and dedication to, UWM.” 

Sydney studies membranes that are used in desalination. She focuses on how to limit membrane fouling, a primary 
obstacle facing membrane technology. Her goal is to find better, cheaper, and more sustainable ways to take salt out of 
water. 
During the COVID-19 pandemic, Sydney decided to leave the automotive industry in which she had worked since 
earning her bachelor’s degree in Mechanical Engineering and to work towards her master’s in Environmental 
Engineering. “I get to use my expertise in engineering . . . for something that is truly fulfilling.” 

Malique Parker, Architecture MArch Program
“Based on my experiences I can bring my untold story of an African American man who was counted out or disqualified; 
many people thought I wasn’t going to make it this far just because the color of my skin. If I can be honest, there’s not 
many African American people in this field which is sad but it is true. Architecture is very challenging but with the right 
attitude, positive mindset of growth, passion and persistence you can succeed. I know that I was positioned in a place 
like this for a reason and because I know this I can do all things when I remain focused and be steadfast in everything 
I do in this field, and in life. Throughout my studies, I’ve learn to rise to the occasion during each class and studio time. 
I know I have the passion, heart and motivation to be a great Architect. Having my master’s degree in Architect will 
propel me into a better career opportunity and I can become one of the top architects all around. My contribution to this 
field would lead me by my example and not by words only.”

Christian Parsons, Physics PHD Program
“My research at UWM in superconductors and topological insulators has demonstrated the first experimental evidence 
of charge density wave ordering in Bismuth selenide. This discovery, and further work on this material, can reveal 
clues to the mechanisms responsible for superconductivity in topological materials. In addition, I have developed new 
and improved data analysis techniques for the use of sodium instead of lithium and cobalt in commercial batteries. 
Lithium is a highly flammable material which is also a limited resource on our planet. Cobalt is toxic, expensive, and 
environmentally-damaging: often mined by exploited workers in the Congo. In contrast, our new sodium-ion batteries are 
inexpensive, non-toxic, and environment- friendly.”

Gretchen Paulson, Kinesiology PhD Program
“Throughout my career, my research path has changed quite significantly. My Master’s degree and early professional 
life were committed to my ability to be an effective athletic trainer. My research focused on shoulder biomechanics and 
injury prevention with the aim of advancing the field in rehabilitation sciences, while providing effective intervention 
strategies for clinicians. As I began my doctoral degree, I pursued a new research path focused on the study of 
movement from a psychosocial perspective with a specific focus on body image concerns among women and its impact 
on physical activity engagement. This shift in focus required me to let go of my developing expertise in a specific field; 
however, my  success in both my coursework and research has been a significant testament in my ability to learn, remain 
adaptive and resilient, and to follow my passions. I consider my ability to apply knowledge and expertise in both fields 
to create and implement research that is both tangible and accessible to be one of my most important accomplishments.”

Zhiqin Qiang, Engineering PhD - Program
“This award allows me to focus more on research and study . . . . and inspires me to help others. I hope one day in the 
future I will help other students achieve their goals just as you helped me.”
Zhiqin is working on three research projects related to gas separation membranes, organic solvent nanofiltration, and 
passive samplers for monitoring emerging pollutants in water.  
As her research has changed and progressed, she realized that a thin membrane could solve a variety of issues, 
including those pertaining to our daily lives and health. “I believe this makes the research more useful and beneficial to 
the life of human society.” 

Danylo Radevych, Physics PhD Program
“The award will help me to cover cost of conferences that are needed to promote my research and open more doors 
on my professional path.”
Danylo says that, among the 3 key parts of a standard Li-ion battery (cathode, electrolyte, and anode), only cathode 
and electrolyte have undergone major changes in chemistry and structure. Most anodes remained made of graphite. 
His research explores properties of a new Graphene Monoxide material that could substitute for graphite and make 
batteries more efficient. 

“The modern world requires alternative sources of energy and improved ways to store energy. I believe physics is the 
tool to find solutions.”

Chandika Rani Ganesh Babu, Biological Sciences PHD Program
“This award comes at an encouraging point, especially because I am in the early phase of my degree. Any support helps 
in getting to know the field better. I will be using part of this fellowship to present one of my GIS projects at a conference 
in Spokane this November.” 
Chandrika R G seeks to acquire computational skills to work with large genomics data sets in wildlife and understand 
the genomic basis of complex traits. Specifically, she wants to study Chronic Wasting disease in the Cervids (deer) of 
North American, using both genomic and environmental data to predict its transmission and the susceptibility in different 
deer species. 

Thomas Romero, Art MFA Program
“As a community, diverse voices like mine are valuable for moving our societal acceptance of all peoples forward.  My 
research and artwork seek to shed light on those shared experiences through my eyes and present an open dialog of 
how race, sexual orientation, and addiction are shaping the American landscape.  Having the voice of a BIPOC, sober, 
gay male is something that I am proud of and have fought for my entire life.  In the face of underrepresentation and 
discrimination, I push passed barriers through my community outreach, student organization leadership, and my top 
academic standing within my undergraduate and graduate programs here at the University of Wisconsin Milwaukee.  
These life experiences will enable me to enrich and expand our community’s outreach to underserved populations of 
Milwaukee and Wisconsin. Being able to consider myself a leading creative voice is what drives me and my practice.”

Sarah Ryniker, Geography PhD Program
“My most important academic achievement to date is the acceptance of my book chapter into an interdisciplinary work, 
The Aliens Within: Danger, Disease, and Displacement in Representations of the Racialized Poor. My chapter is a 
piece from my dissertation and has been accepted for print; it is currently undergoing peer review. I am also extremely 
proud of my teaching accomplishments: I started out as a teaching assistant for Geography110, but have also been 
an assistant for a variety of other geography courses. Since 2019, I have been the instructor of record for a class each 
semester, teaching either virtually or in person. I currently am the instructor of record for the in-person Geography110 
with 84 students. During my time at UWM, I have earned a teaching assistantship and department scholarship annually, 
as well as funding for travel to conferences. I consistently maintained a high GPA, redesigned and completed my 
dissertation fieldwork during the Covid-19 pandemic, and earned positive course evaluations.”

Benyamin Sadeghi, Engineering PhD Program
“This award is an incentive to equip myself with knowledge.  As an international student, I confront many financial 
challenges, and this award greatly supports me.” 
Benyamin intends to research advanced state-of-the-art technologies to address the growing concern for improving 
engineering systems in the modern age. He hopes to identify strategies for advancing safety and sustainability on 
infrastructure development projects in order to mitigate risk and safeguard the environment. 

“Growing up in a less privileged community presented financial and academic challenges and helped me realize the 
value of graduate school.”

Kaleb Sandellclark, DPT Program
“I am thankful to receive this award. It will decrease the financial burden of costs of living, such as rent and groceries. 
This will allow me to put more focus onto my studies.” 
Kaleb has always been interested in working in the healthcare field. Engaged in sports activities throughout his life, his 
goal is to be able to aid in the rehabilitation of injured athletes. 
In addition to earning a degree as a Doctor of Physical Therapy, Kaleb plans to become certified as a personal trainer 
and as a certified strength and conditioning specialist.  “These will aide me in creating rehabilitative exercise programs 
for individuals,” he says. 
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Katherine Santel, Anthropology PhD Program
“This award allows me to accomplish my research goals. As a person who studies German materials, much of what I 
need to access is overseas.” 

Katherine’s field is anthropology, specifically its sub-discipline, anthropology.  She studies German nationalist 
appropriation of German history and prehistory, examining images and other media that portray the past to determine 
how regimes create new narratives and use history for propaganda. 
Drawn to the field through her life-long love of history and archaeology, “I was fortunate enough to have amazing 
mentors in UWM’s anthropology department and am eager to continue my research.”

Eron Saxon, Chemistry PhD Program
“As a graduate student, my most important academic accomplishments in my two years to date has been the breadth of 
chemistry-related knowledge I have acquired and produced to benefit my goal in acquiring a doctorate degree, while 
also helping others learn from my work. This includes research in synthesizing and assaying reactive oxygen species 
responsive boron-based theranostic agents for selectively delivering a DNA-alkylating therapeutic molecule to the desired 
target site in addition to having the capability of detection through bioimaging techniques. It cannot be understated, 
the insurmountable amount of experience I have gained from the number of experiments in the lab that bridges my 
knowledge between theory and applied hands-on work.”

MD Abu Sayed, Engineering PhD Program
“This award means a lot to me. An important part of any research is to spread the outcome to the public through 
conferences. . . . My recognition at UWM will encourage me to attend conferences.”
 Abu’s research entails creating machine learning and natural language processing techniques to recover missed records 
and generate crash scenarios from police crash narratives. If a single event in a crash series could be prevented, the 
crash could be avoided. 
Abu believes his research can help policymakers in making decisions about crash events, improve traffic safety analysis, 
and contribute to the field of autonomous vehicle testing. 

Vanessa Schlais, Information Studies PhD Program
“My focus within my domain of studies is very narrow and underrepresented, my background provides me with a very 
unique and advantageous perspective that will assist not only the development of knowledge organizational systems but 
for the multidisciplinary field of video games. Accurate descriptions of interactive objects require a significant amount 
of attention within knowledge organization and information studies. I am focusing my dissertation on the epistemology 
and ontology of video games, starting with a case study, while completing my coursework and writing my preliminary 
examinations I discovered not only there is not a definition of video games, but also, that there is not even a working 
definition of video games to use within knowledge organization. I intend to continue to contribute and encourage 
collaboration with others to create a working definition through the development and/or use of numerous research 
methods and developing a knowledge map of the domain.”

Carter Schmitz, Kinesiology PhD Program
“This award greatly assists me in my pursuit of higher education . . . and will in turn help me serve athletes.”

Focusing on ACL injury risk in athletes and how motor behaviors change among increasing task complexity, Carter 
is investigating the functional role of motor variability and how it should be considered an asset to an athlete’s motor 
behavior. With this research, sports performance coaches will be better able to create injury resilience programs for 
athletes, minimizing the risks and likelihood of ACL injury.  

“As a strength and conditioning coach, kinesiology has always been a critical part of my continuing education,” he says.  

Md Tanzil Shahria, Engineering PhD Program
“This award will act as recognition for my efforts over the last year and will motivate me to devote my complete focus 
to my research.”

Tanzil is developing a learning-based vision system for robot manipulation. The system will make decisions and 
manipulate the robot to perform specific tasks that depend on vision input. 

Always interested in Artificial Intelligence (AI) and automation, Tanzil received a foundation in computer science and 
engineering in his undergraduate program and through industrial experiences.  Then he decided to further his studies. 

“Being a part of a sector with momentum and growth inspires me to pursue my interest in AI.”

Jehane Sharah, English PhD Program
“I’m delighted and honored to receive this award. I plan to use the award to attend a writers’ conference in 2023. It will 
also help me support myself over the 2023 summer, when I will be working on my dissertation.”

Jehane is writing a gothic novella that explores the horror of life under the male gaze as well as a screenplay about a 
woman’s experience of infidelity. She is also researching autofiction, including why writers choose to work in the genre.
With a background in communications, Jehane has been writing for a long time. 

Edward Shelburne, Geosciences Program
“I view this award as an achievement and an opportunity. This GSEF financial assistance will be critically important to 
continuing my research and covering costs associated with the expenses of graduate studies. It is not cheap being a 
grad student! I am proud to have earned this fellowship and am thankful to the donors for providing the opportunity to 
advance my academic career.”

I am a paleontologist researching the ecology of ancient marine ecosystems, with a particular focus on the life history of 
extinct bony fish. In particular I use fish body shape as a proxy for environmental role. My primary research investigates 
the Permian-Triassic mass extinction boundary. By looking at how fish body shape changes across this major extinction 
boundary, I can infer how the extinction impacted marine ecosystems. Such conclusions may help protect our own marine 
systems in the face of environmental perils. 

Davan Siegfried-Schlosser, Engineering MS Program
“Beyond my academic and professional accomplishments, I have also contributed to the engineering field by being an 
example for anyone in a marginalized group that no matter the perceived obstacle, anyone with a passion for STEM can 
make it in STEM.  I have also volunteered by helping tour at UWM, assisting grade schools organize and renovate, and 
I also assisted in tutoring some grade school children in math.  During each class, I try to create a study group to better 
learn everyone in the class and to build a sense of community while taking each of my courses.”

Jackie Sirovina, Political Science PhD Program
“Receiving the GSEF award is a great honor . . . This award will help me bring my research interests into the classroom.”

Jackie’s research focuses on the intersection of ethnicity, conflict, and refugees. Her dataset on refugees’ majority or 
minority ethnic status in an asylum country is helping her unravel how one’s ethnic identity can influence the flow and 
treatment of refugees fleeing conflict. 
After studying abroad, Jackie sought to know how the world connects politically, economically, and socially. “I narrowed 
my interests to focus on how people, specifically refugees, influence state interactions in the international system.”

Sahebeh Tamaddonimoghaddam, Engineering MS Program
“As a graduate researcher in Materials Science with a minor in Chemistry, my goal is to become a scientist. This 
fellowship will allow me to continue chasing my dreams.”

Sahebeh studies Materials Science because it teaches what things are made of and why they behave as they do. She 
sees Materials science and chemistry as drivers of innovation in research and industry. 

She is researching water treatment and removing persistent organic pollutants such as PFASs in water. These common 
industrial toxic products often leach into sources of drinking water. 

Materials science, she says, “shows me how to apply knowledge to make better things.”

Joseph Voorhorst, History MA Program
“As someone who comes from a working class family, my perspective in my field allows me to understand the complexity 
that comes with studying nationalist fervor, working-class economic and social desires, and the place they fit in to an ever 
changing society.”
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Michael Vossen, Atmospheric Science PhD Program
“To this point, the greatest academic achievement that I have had is earning my Master of Science degree in Atmospheric 
Science from UW-Milwaukee.  Prior to starting this degree, I would have never felt confidence enough in my public speaking 
abilities to present at a national conference.   In my work towards earning this degree I have had multiple opportunities to 
develop as a public speaker through presenting at conferences.   This degree has also had opportunities for me to learn how 
to effectively conduct research through completing my thesis.  I am now confident enough in my abilities to do research that I 
am taking on new research projects outside my PhD work. The opportunities and challenges that I have had encountered while 
working towards my Master of Science degree is why I consider it my greatest academic accomplishment so far.”

Willenborg, Jacki Communication PhD Program
“This award means I will be able to spend more time focusing on my dissertation, without worrying about financial stress.” 
Jacki studies the ways in which people talk about mental health and trauma, both between individuals and within the 
workplace. Currently, she is focused on relationships between co-workers in high-stress jobs and how those relationships 
impact their ability to manage stress.
While at the University of Iowa, Jacki’s courses in interpersonal communication led her to Communication Studies, as she 
discovered the applicability of the field to mental health.

Alexandra Wolfgram, Anthropology MS Program
“Based on my experience, studies regarding global health and epidemics are critical for several reasons. I want to research 
this field because international health studies generate more than knowledge; it creates action. This research primarily 
focuses on the gap of care offered for various diseases and medical experiences worldwide. My personal goal for my study 
is to present my content so that the average person can understand, comprehend, and adjust their lives to make a change 
if need be. I plan to study vaccine hesitancy among pregnant women in the Milwaukee area (more specific in my abstract 
attached to this application). By doing so, my research could contribute to the understanding of immunization uncertainty and 
how we can minimize misinformation and promote better public education methods of both the disease and the vaccination 
(COVID-19). This could also help us address future vaccination hesitancy to future epidemics we may face.”

Tajammal Yasin, Social Welfare PhD Program
“Driven by my passion for joining academia, I expanded my independent teaching and research horizons. I work as a lecturer 
at Helen Bader School Social Welfare (HBSSW), and I collaborate with various faculty members and Ph.D. students in social 
work and across disciplines on several peer-reviewed publications. 

“For service to the field, I have volunteered at United Way of Greater Milwaukee & Waukesha County for two semesters. I 
am a reviewer for BMC Public Health Journal and American Public Health Association. I have also served as a student 
representative on the Ph.D. committee at HBSSW. In sum, in eight years of professional experience, including three years 
of post-MSW, I strove hard and accomplished my goals of research, evaluation, teaching, and service to my field. I am 
committed to advancing my expertise; I believe the student excellence 2022-2023 award has fueled my passion for more 
academic achievements.”

Justin Yu, Environmental Health Science PhD Program
“I think my most important academic accomplishment is the work I did towards my first peer-reviewed publication. At the time 
when I was working on it, I had no prior research experience, and the program I was in was focused more on non-research 
outcomes. I was fortunate that I found a mentor that was willing to provide me with research experience and encouraged me 
to apply to doctoral programs. While my doctoral dissertation ultimately shifted away from the work I did for that publication, 
I still believe that experience helped to build a solid foundation for me to excel in my doctoral program.”

Xiaoxia Zhu, Management Science PhD Program
“This reward helps me to focus on my current research projects as well as collecting more data for future research studies. I 
am so grateful to all the nice and generous people I’ve met so far.”
Xiaoxia conducts research on how work and non-work relationships can aid individuals in pursuing their career goals. She is 
also interested in how diversity and its components affect both individuals and team performance. 
She hopes to become a professor who supports students in pursuing their callings and stresses the importance of recognizing 
the differences among students from varied backgrounds. 
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