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Nearly 100 UNC Charlotte students  
shared their reasons for being vaccinated 
against COVID-19 at campus clinics held  
in March and April.

Of those students, more than 80% said 
they were vaccinated to help ensure the 
health and safety of someone else.

For their friends. For their family.
For their community. For Niner Nation.
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Shaping what’s next for 
UNC Charlotte — boldly 
and collaboratively
As I approach the first anniversary of my arrival at 
UNC Charlotte, I am amazed by how quickly time has passed. 
Having arrived in the midst of a once-in-a-lifetime pandemic, 
it was impossible to know the extent to which COVID-19 
would consume the University’s attention and decision making 
over the course of 12 months. 

The Cabinet and other leaders, faculty, staff and students have 
responded — and risen to the occasion time and time again — in 
ways that are nothing short of inspirational. With safety at the 
center of every consideration, we have been successful in keeping 
the on-campus rate of COVID-19 cases low. Our interdisciplinary 
and cross-departmental efforts, including those of staff from 
our Student Health Center, whose roles expanded mightily this 
year, and nursing students who volunteered at campus vaccine 
clinics (page 57), have made a difference. While everyone is 
eagerly anticipating a return to campus in fall 2021 for a “typical” 
academic year, I am especially looking forward to watching Niner 
Nation come alive with the activity and purpose that occurs only 
with the daily presence of students, faculty and staff.

Alongside the continuous planning, preparation and pivoting 
related to pandemic response was enthusiastic participation among 
the 22-person Strategic Planning Committee appointed earlier 
this year. This group of faculty, staff, administrators and students 
co-led by Pinku Mukherjee, Irwin Belk Distinguished Professor 
for Cancer Research; associate dean for research and graduate 
education, College of Liberal Arts & Sciences; and professor, 
Biological Sciences; and George Banks, associate professor of 
Management, Belk College of Business and Organizational 
Science, College of Liberal Arts & Sciences; has worked diligently 
to shape broad-based input from thousands of campus and 
community stakeholders into a framework for “Shaping What’s 
Next, 2021-31,” UNC Charlotte’s 10-year strategic plan. This 
framework, recently approved by the Board of Trustees and 
outlined within this publication (page 20), offers four areas of 
University focus that will serve as the foundation for our direction 
and priorities for the coming years. 

Also within these pages are details related to this spring’s 
observance of the second anniversary of the April 30, 2019, 

campus shooting that took the lives of two students and 
physically injured four others. While I wasn’t here to experience 
the sadness of that day, I certainly feel the lasting impact of 
such an act on this caring and compassionate community. 
The centerpiece of this year’s remembrance activities was the 
announcement of the design concept for the Remembrance 
Memorial that will stand in Belk Plaza in front of the Kennedy 
Building, where the incident occurred (page 18). The 
breathtaking design concept selected from four finalists and 36 
total entries strikingly captures the passions of Riley Howell 
and Reed Parlier as well as the strength and resilience of our 
survivors and all of Niner Nation. I extend a heartfelt thanks to 
Brook Muller, dean of the College of Arts + Architecture, for his 
leadership as chair of the Memorial Jury and Advisory Group and 
all those who served to guide this process.

While the 2020-21 academic year was in no way “normal,” I 
hope along with all of you that the pandemic tide is turning for 
our country, our state, our community and for Niner Nation. With 
all that is in front of us to look forward to, I am confident that 
Niner Nation possesses the shared momentum and motivation to 
begin shaping what’s next for our great University. 

Stay safe. 

Sharon L. Gaber
Chancellor
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12 A Dream Realized 
For 30 years, UNC Charlotte leaders envisioned an on-campus hotel and 
conference center to host academic and research symposia and provide 
a home base for 49ers returning to their alma mater. The University 
celebrated the realization of this dream in March and welcomed two 
alumni heroes as first guests.

16 Art Abounds 
A 490-piece art collection that showcases original work by faculty, staff, 
students and alumni of the UNC Charlotte College of Arts + Architecture is 
a distinguishing feature of the UNC Charlotte Marriott Hotel & Conference 
Center.

18 A Day of Remembrance 
The UNC Charlotte community marked the second anniversary of the 
campus shooting on April 30, 2019, with the announcement of the planned 
memorial to honor Reed Parlier, Riley Howell, the four injured students 
and everyone present in Kennedy 236.

20 Shaping What’s Next:  
A Bold, New Strategic Plan for Directing UNC Charlotte’s Future 
Under the leadership of Chancellor Sharon L. Gaber, UNC Charlotte is 
building the framework for a plan that will guide the University’s direction 
for the next decade. Stories in this section explore the plan’s four strategic 
areas of focus: academic excellence; research; problem-solving; and 
diversity, equity and inclusivity in response to “What’s next?” for North 
Carolina’s urban research university.

57 A Shot in the Arm 
As COVID-19 vaccination clinics were established nationally, statewide 
and locally, UNC Charlotte helped to protect its students, faculty and staff 
through a series of campus clinics.

58 Adapting to the Changing Needs of the Pandemic 
The Student Health Center responded to meet the changing needs of 
students throughout the global pandemic.

59 Talk Geek to Me 
Alumna Bee Law ’14 started a personal brand blog that garnered national 
attention, inspiring her to create her collaborative video and channel chat 
app, QuickChat.

Departments
3 News Briefs 61 49ers Notebook 67 Class Notes
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News Briefs www.UNCC.edu

Heather Coffey receives UNC BOG teaching award
Cato College of Education professor Heather 
Coffey is among this year’s recipients of 
the UNC Board of Governors Award for 
Excellence in Teaching. Established by the 
board in 1993 to highlight the importance 
of teaching, the awards recognize the 
extraordinary contributions of faculty 
members across the UNC System.

Coffey is a professor in the Department of 
Middle, Secondary and K-12 Education and 
a mentor to future teachers. She encourages 
a social justice mindset and gets to know 
her students so they are comfortable sharing 
concerns about teaching in environments that 
do not mirror their own experiences. 

“The crux of my teaching philosophy 
requires that I create a classroom space 
where students feel that they are heard and 
respected and are able to share their honest 
opinions and questions without being judged 
or criticized,” Coffey said. “Supporting the 
needs of pre-service and practicing teachers 
of diverse students not only is my job, it 
has become my passion. I feel an immense 
sense of responsibility both to the teacher 

candidates with whom I work and to the 
P-12 students they will eventually teach.”

Coffey helped develop the 
interdisciplinary minor in Urban 
Youth and Communities as well as the 
University’s plan to help undergraduate 
students thrive, “Prospect for Success.” A 
former middle and high school educator, 

she designed and directs the new model 
for the Teaching Fellows program and 
is the director of the UNC Charlotte 
Writing Project, part of the National 
Writing Project.

As a UNC BOG Award of Excellence 
winner, Coffey received a commemorative 
bronze medallion and a $12,500 cash prize.

Heather Coffey

Charlotte 49ers 
partner with School 
of Data Science for 
sports analytics 
internships 
The Charlotte 49ers Athletics Department is 
partnering with UNC Charlotte’s School of 
Data Science (SDS) and the Department of 
Kinesiology to provide sports analytics for each 
of the 49ers’ 18 athletic programs. The new 
internship program, which is set to launch in fall 
2021, offers students the opportunity to gain 
invaluable, “on-the-field” industry experience.

SDS will pair at least one student intern 
with each athletics team for a semester-long 

internship experience. The interns will execute 
projects designed by the school in conjunction 
with the particular sports program.

“Analytics in the sports industry is here to 
stay,” said John Tobias ’94, sports analytics 
lecturer for the School of Data Science and 

the Department of Kinesiology. “As the field 
continues to develop as an industry standard 
among professional sports and elite collegiate 
athletics programs, this partnership will 
help to provide UNC Charlotte students a 
competitive edge in data analytics.”

Alumnus John 
Tobias was 
featured in 
the Boston 
Globe about 
his decision to 
return to his 
alma mater to 
ignite students’ 
interest in 
sports analytics 
careers.

Photo courtesy of the 
Boston Globe
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Home improvement retailer supports 
College of Computing and Informatics
Lowe’s has donated $1.5 million to the 
College of Computing and Informatics (CCI) 
to strengthen UNC Charlotte’s position as a 
leading technology hub and talent provider for 
the home improvement retailer, the Charlotte 
region and beyond.

The gift will establish the Lowe’s Endowed 
Chair in Computer Science and the Lowe’s 
Technology Innovation Fund. The chair 

endowment will enable UNC Charlotte to 
recruit a nationally recognized teacher, scholar 
and computer science leader whose research 
focuses on artificial intelligence and machine 
learning. Lowe’s Technology Innovation Fund 
will provide $50,000 annually in support of 
innovative research in these areas.

The second-floor atrium in Woodward 
Hall — home to CCI — will be named in the 

retailer’s honor. As the largest computing college 
in North Carolina, CCI leads transformational 
research through its undergraduate, graduate 
and doctoral programs in computer science, 
bioinformatics and genomics, cybersecurity, data 
science and business analytics, health informatics 
and software and information systems.

 Lowe’s has a long-standing partnership 
with UNC Charlotte, and CCI’s broad 
expertise and large talent pool were among 
the reasons the retailer selected the Charlotte 
region for the Lowe’s Tech Hub and its 
expanded technology presence.

Dan Rabinovich receives 
national mentoring award
Chemistry professor Dan Rabinovich recently 
received the top award presented by the American 

Chemical Society each year to a 
researcher who mentors undergraduate 
scholars in an outstanding manner.

During his 25-year tenure at the 
University, Rabinovich has provided 
more than 140 undergraduate students 
research opportunities through his lab.

“I enjoy helping students develop 
a variety of universal skills that will 

serve them well in the future regardless of their career 
goals,” Rabinovich said.

Teacher training program 
earns national recognition
A unique initiative of the Cato College of Education 
and Kannapolis City Schools has been recognized as an 
Exemplary Partnership by the National Association for 
Professional Development Schools. 

UNC Charlotte and Kannapolis City Schools are 
currently in the third year of an initiative allowing an 
annual group of elementary student teachers to pair with a 
Kannapolis City Schools teacher to spend an intensive year 
working in the classroom with students. The partnership 
also includes opportunities for Kannapolis teachers to 
contribute to content in UNC Charlotte courses and for 
Kannapolis school leaders to teach courses at the University. 
To date, 24 of the 36 UNC Charlotte students who have 
graduated from the program have been hired by Kannapolis 
City Schools. 

Lowe’s South End Tech Hub is under construction in uptown Charlotte.

Dan  
Rabinovich
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[   N E W S  B R I E F S   ]

Tamara Williams receives Emerging Creators Fellowship, 
publishes new work on African-Brazilian dance
Assistant Professor of Dance Tamara Williams 
is one of six recipients of the 2021 Emerging 
Creators Fellowships from the Arts & Science 
Council (ASC). In addition, her book, “Giving 
Life to Movement: The Silvestre Dance 
Technique,” was published by McFarland.

Williams received one of the $5,000 
ASC grants for her continued research of 
ring shout, a traditional dance and music 

form that originated among enslaved Black 
Americans particularly in the Low Country 
regions of South Carolina and Georgia. 
Her research on ring shout traditions has 
been disseminated at several colleges and 
universities in the United States and Brazil, 
and her article, “Reviving Culture Through 
Ring Shout,” was published in a scholarly 
journal, The Dancer-Citizen.

Alex Gomes selected for Diversity  
in Arts Leadership program
Alex Gomes, a Theatre and Health Management 
Systems major, will participate in the 2021 
Diversity in Arts Leadership (DIAL) internship 
program established by Americans for the Arts.

Gomes is one of 25 recipients of a 2021 
DIAL internship out of 504 applicants and 
is the only representative from the Carolinas. 
The internship program matches students 
from backgrounds underrepresented in arts 

leadership with host arts organizations for 
a 10-week summer internship that includes 
mentorship, professional development 
workshops, networking opportunities and a 
$4,500 stipend.

He will work with the Bronx Academy of 
Arts & Dance in New York City this summer, 
although the work will be done virtually 
because of COVID.

Tamara Williams

Alex Gomes

UNC Charlotte faculty 
among world’s most-
cited researchers
A recent Stanford University study recognized the top 
2% of the world’s most-cited researchers. In all, 41 
researchers affiliated with UNC Charlotte made the list.

The report, first published in the PLOS Biology 
Journal, evaluated and ranked approximately seven 
million scientists across disciplines throughout the span 
of their work years through 2019. Based on a series 
of metrics, including the career-long citation impact 
of their published research, the database is among the 
most comprehensive global faculty-evaluation resources 
ever produced. 

“The influential work of the researchers cited in 
Stanford University’s report reflects UNC Charlotte’s 
long history of exemplary and discipline-leading 
research,” said Joan Lorden, provost and vice 
chancellor for Academic Affairs. “Their inclusion 
among the world’s top researchers is well-deserved; the 
University takes pride in the contributions they are 
making to their fields.”

Art students create animations 
for award-winning composer
Students in two Department of Art & Art History graphic design 
classes, taught by lecturer Cynthia Frank, created text animations 
for the COVID-era composition, “Broadcast from Home,” by 
award-winning composer Lisa Bielawa.

Bielawa is a New York-based composer, producer and vocalist. 
She is the recipient of the 2017 Music Award from the American 
Academy of Arts and Letters and a 2020 Discovery Grant from 
OPERA America’s Opera Grants for Female Composers.

 “Broadcast from Home” is a large-scale participatory 
composition. More than 500 participants from six continents 
contributed written testimonies or voice recordings, providing 
text and melody content for the 15 completed “chapters” of 
Bielawa’s composition. Each student in Frank’s Advanced 
Typography class animated a single line of text from Chapter 2 
of “Broadcast from Home.” Frank then compiled them into a 
single animation. 

Sections of “Broadcast from Home” were presented by New 
York’s Guggenheim Museum as part of its Works & Process 
performing arts series. The entire project, including the work 
by UNC Charlotte students, has been entered into the National 
Archives at the Library of Congress.
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Chancellor’s Professor Akin 
Ogundiran awarded First Citizens 
Bank Scholars Medal
Akin Ogundiran, a Chancellor’s Professor and professor of Africana 
Studies, Anthropology and History, is the 2021 recipient of the First 
Citizens Bank Scholars Medal, UNC Charlotte’s most prestigious 
faculty award in recognition of excellence in research.

Ogundiran is an archaeologist and transdisciplinary scholar-teacher 
who has consistently used diverse research methods in the humanities, 
social sciences and physical sciences to study African and African 
Diaspora history, with an emphasis on the Yoruba civilization. 

Nancy Gutierrez, dean of the College of Liberal Arts & Sciences, 
said, “Dr. Ogundiran has an outstanding record of teaching and 
mentoring both undergraduate and graduate students. He is 
committed to student success and always finds a way to integrate his 
students into his research projects, allowing them to gain invaluable 
experiences and skills.” 

His research has been funded by the Carnegie Foundation, 
Dumbarton Oaks, Social Science Research Council, Wenner-Gren 
Foundation for Anthropological Research, National Endowment for 
the Humanities, National Geographic Society, American Institute of 
Archaeology and American Philosophical Society. 

Special Education researcher Ya-yu Lo receives de Silva Award
Ya-yu Lo, professor of Special Education 
and graduate program director for 
the M.Ed. and MAT programs in the 
Department of Special Education and 
Child Development, is the 2021 recipient 
of the Harshini V. de Silva Graduate 
Mentor Award.

“Dr. Lo is unique in that she not 
only encourages her advisees to excel 
in everything they do, but she sets an 
example by putting forth a tremendous 
amount of effort in everything she does,” 
said Tosha Owens ’06 M.Ed., ’17, Ph.D. 

assistant professor of 
Special Education at East 
Carolina University.

Lo specializes in 
school-based multi-tiered 
interventions using an 
applied behavior analytic 
approach for urban diverse 

learners with behavioral disorders. She 
has secured more than $2.5 million in 
external funding as a principal investigator 
(PI) or co-PI from institutions including 
the U.S. Department of Education, 

the Spencer Foundation and the 
European Commission. 

As a mentor, she has served as advisor 
or committee member for more than 50 
MAT, M.Ed. and graduate certificate 
students on their master’s research and 
portfolio projects. More than 75% of Lo’s 
peer-reviewed publications and over 60% 
of national conference presentations have 
involved her students. Her publications 
with students as co-authors and lead 
authors have appeared in several top-tier 
journals in special education.

Akin Ogundiran

Ya-yu Lo

Ventureprise earns 
national recognition 
for innovative program
Ventureprise, UNC Charlotte’s innovation and 
entrepreneurship center, was named one of 10 
recipients of the U.S. Small Business Administration 
and National Science and Technology Council’s 
Lab-to-Market (L2M) Inclusive Innovation 
Ecosystem Prize Competition. This award recognizes 
Ventureprise’s programming to address inclusivity, 
innovation and sustainable growth through research 
and economic development on UNC Charlotte’s 
campus and in the Charlotte community.

“UNC Charlotte is launching a number of 
new inclusive innovation programs designed to 
connect underrepresented talent with technology 
and innovation opportunities,” said Devin Collins, 
interim executive director of Ventureprise. “There 
exists tremendous untapped opportunity to 
engage talented and deserving entrepreneurs with 
innovation and commercialization support.” 

Launched in September 2020, the L2M prize 
competition accepted more than 160 submissions 
from across the United States. Ventureprise 
received one of 10 “Visionary” prizes of $25,000. 
The L2M prize competition recognizes the 
most impactful organizations, programs and 
ideas that support the research and development 
(R&D) innovation ecosystems, particularly those 
focused on underrepresented communities and 
pandemic responses.  
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College of Arts + Architecture  
adds new directors
Sekou Cooke and Jason Dungee will join 
the College of Arts + Architecture this fall. 
Cooke will direct the Master of Urban 
Design (MUD) program, and Dungee, 
as an assistant professor of Music, will be 
director of choral activities. 

An architect, researcher, educator 
and curator, Cooke comes to UNC 
Charlotte from Syracuse University, 
where he was an assistant professor in 
the School of Architecture. His current 
research centers on the emergent field 
of hip-hop architecture, a theoretical 
movement reflecting the core tenets 
of hip-hop culture with the power to 
create meaningful impact on the built 
environment and give voice to the 
marginalized and underrepresented 
within design practice. Cooke’s work 
was featured in the landmark exhibition, 

“Reconstructions: Architecture and 
Blackness in America,” displayed at the 
Museum of Modern Art.

Dungee’s prior appointments were 
director of choral studies in South 
Carolina and Florida. He also was a high 
school choral music teacher in Newport 
News and Williamsburg,Virginia. He 
served as a Conductor Fellow in the 16th 
Varna International Music Academy in 
Varna, Bulgaria, and in March 2020, 
was co-conductor of the first HBCU 
Tribute Choir for the Southern Division 
American Choral Directors Association 
Conference. For two consecutive years, 
he prepared choirs for the southeast leg of 
HBO’s internationally acclaimed touring 
production of “The Game of Thrones Live 
Experience,” featuring music from the 
TV program. 

Sekou Cooke

Jason Dungee

Liz McCormick wins national 
prize for course development
Assistant Professor of Architecture Liz McCormick 
has received a 2021 Buell Center Course 
Development Prize in Architecture, Climate Change 
and Society for her class “High-Performance, 
Low-Tech.” The prize, awarded by Columbia 
University’s Temple Hoyne Buell Center for 
the Study of American Architecture and the 
Association of Collegiate Schools of Architecture 
(ACSA), recognizes coursework that focuses 
on the intersections of climate, infrastructure 
and architecture.

“High-Performance, Low-Tech,” will build upon 
a seminar that she taught in spring 2021, “Build, 
Test, Iterate, Repeat,” which enrolls undergraduate, 
master’s and Ph.D. students.

Students will research traditional and modern 
vernacular architecture types in regions identified by 
the United Nations as “rapidly developing.” That will 
be followed by a fabrication and experimentation 
phase to design experimental devices and procedures to 
examine the physical impacts of their strategies, then 
the  development of visual communications tools.

Richardson named 
state’s Social 
Worker of the Year
Sonyia Richardson ’85, ’20 Ph.D. was 
named the 2021 Social Worker of 
the Year by the National Association 
of Social Workers (NASW) North 
Carolina chapter. The award is given 
to a social work professional who has 
demonstrated commendable social 
work practice and involvement with 
NASW and other professional, civic 
and community organizations.

Richardson, an assistant professor 
in the School of Social Work, has 
more than 20 years of experience 
in the field, with much of that time 
spent at Another Level Counseling 
and Consultation. She has a passion 
for counseling and awareness of 
Black mental health and is involved 
with wellness-based and resiliency 
initiatives at Novant Health. In 
2020, she was appointed by Gov. 

Roy Cooper to the Andrea Harris 
Social, Economic, Environmental, 
and Health Equity Task Force, 
which seeks to address “the social, 
environmental, economic and health 
disparities in communities of color 
disproportionately impacted by 
COVID-19.”

Sonyia Richardson
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UNC Charlotte, Wake Tech partnering to support state’s workforce needs
UNC Charlotte and Wake Technical 
Community College have entered into two 
academic agreements, 49erNext and a 2+2 
Transfer Program in Data Science, that aim to 
educate and develop the region’s most robust 
talent pipeline. These partnerships with Wake 
Tech, North Carolina’s largest community 
college, allow UNC Charlotte to meet Triangle-
area students’ academic, financial aid and career 
planning needs by creating a seamless pathway 
for individuals who want to start their degree at 
Wake Tech and complete one at UNC Charlotte. 

“UNC Charlotte is proud to partner with 
Wake Tech to provide accessible, affordable, 
quality higher education to meet North 
Carolina’s evolving employment needs,” 

said Chancellor Sharon L. Gaber. “These 
partnerships are designed to produce a 
greater number of qualified, work-force ready 
graduates at significant cost savings to them.”

Wake Tech is the newest partner to enroll 
a 49erNext cohort, expanding the pipeline 
of opportunity to five community colleges 
throughout the state, joining Central 
Piedmont Community College, Gaston 
College, Mitchell Community College and 
Catawba Valley Community College, which 
will launch in fall 2021. 

49erNext is a co-admission program that 
maximizes transfer credit through the use 
of degree plans and regular data exchange, 
ensuring students’ progress toward timely 

completion of a baccalaureate degree. 
Participating students are eligible to transfer 
into more than 75 undergraduate degree 
programs (130+ majors) at UNC Charlotte, 
as long as they earn an associate degree and 
meet minimum GPA requirements. For spring 
2021, more than 275 students are enrolled in 
the 49erNext program, including 30 in the 
inaugural cohort from Wake Tech. 

The 2+2 Transfer Program with the UNC 
Charlotte School of Data Science allows 
graduates of Wake Tech’s Associate of Applied 
Science in Computer Programming, Data 
Science and Programming and Business 
Analytics to earn a Bachelor of Science in Data 
Science from UNC Charlotte.

Architecture alums 
win L.A. Museum 
design award
Architecture alumni Eliot Ball ’20 
and Emily Dobbs ’20 have won an 
international design award from the 
Architecture and Design (A+D) Museum 
in Los Angeles. The A+D Design Awards 
competition received more than 140 
submissions, from which 10 winning 
projects were chosen, representing 10 
categories of work.

Ball and Dobbs each received a Bachelor 
of Arts in Architecture last May. The 
duo received the design award for the 
“In School” category, which was open to 
student work and evaluated by a five-
member jury of designers from diverse 
fields. Their project, “Experimental Chop 
House,” imagines a vertical octopus farm 
and restaurant in downtown Boston.

Belk College researchers: Family businesses 
‘essential to economic, social prosperity’
Torsten Pieper and 
Franz Kellermanns of 
the Belk College of 
Business Department 
of Management 
discovered that family 
businesses contribute 
54% of private Gross 
Domestic Product, 
or $7.7 trillion to the 
nation’s economy, and 
they are responsible for 
employing 59% of the 
private sector workforce, 
or 83.3 million jobs. 
Their analysis is 
included in an update to 
a groundbreaking report that aims to 
help policymakers better understand 
family-owned businesses and their 
impact on the U.S. economy.

For the report, “Family Businesses’ 
Contribution to the U.S. Economy,” 
the researchers conducted a large-scale 
survey combined with online searches 
to estimate the proportion of family 
and non-family businesses within the 
overall population of firms across the 
United States. The survey also assessed 
the number of full-time employees, 

founding date and level of family 
involvement for each firm. 

Pieper and Kellermanns said 
additional research is needed to better 
understand how family businesses 
affect the economy, not only 
domestically but globally, especially in 
light of the COVID-19 pandemic.

“Up-to-date research about how 
family firms impact the economy 
may serve as a critical foundation for 
assessing how policy decisions, such as 
estate and income taxes, might have on 
the overall economy. Federal and state 
leaders should focus on supporting 
family businesses as key contributors 
to the national economy,” said 
Kellermans, who is the Addison H. and 
Gertrude C. Reese Endowed Chair in 
International Business. 

Family businesses typically have 
a history of consistent leadership, 
which enables them to demonstrate 
greater resilience and cohesion, 
added Pieper, an associate professor  
who is among the researchers 
selected to participate in a global 
project to evaluate how family 
businesses are adapting to the 
ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. 

Emily DobbsEliot Ball 
Torsten  
Pieper

Franz  
Kellermanns
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Ph.D. student is a 30 Under 30 
global literacy leader
Candace Chambers, a Ph.D. student in Curriculum and Instruction, is among the literacy 
leaders named to the International Literacy Association’s 2021 30 Under 30 list, which 
celebrates rising innovators, disruptors and visionaries in the literacy field.

Chambers, recognized for her efforts within community-based literacy, has conducted 
college-readiness workshops for more than 500 students at colleges and universities and 
within community organizations throughout the nation through her company, Educational 
Writing Services LLC.

In addition to publishing “Write Your Way to a Successful Scholarship Essay,” a 
guidebook for students to better understand the process of obtaining scholarships, 
Chambers provides editorial services and college coaching to students.

“Access to literacy education can bridge the gap of exposure for students to learn of 
pathways to reach dreams that they may have not known existed,” said Chambers.

Kristin Davin earns 
top honor in foreign 
language education
For the second time in 
the last four years, a UNC 
Charlotte professor has 
earned one of the nation’s 
top honors in foreign 
language education. Kristin 
Davin, an associate professor 
in the Cato College of 
Education, has been named 
the recipient of the Anthony Papalia Award 
for Excellence in Teacher Education.

The award, established in 1987, is 
bestowed upon just one world language 
teacher educator per year by the American 
Council on the Teaching of Foreign 
Languages (ACTFL). It recognizes 
a world language educator who has 
demonstrated excellence in the preparation 
and continuing education of teachers for 
the profession. 

Kinesiology Chair 
David Bellar elected 
to national board
David Bellar, chair of the 
College of Health and 
Human Services (CHHS) 
Department of Kinesiology, 
was elected to a three-
year term on the Board of 
Directors for the American 
Kinesiology Association 
(AKA). Bellar was a Division I track and 
field coach for many years before joining 
UNC Charlotte.

Bellar’s research interests include 
examining the effects of nutrition and 
supplements on human health and 
performance and monitoring the health 
and wellness of athletes and performing 
artists. He is a fellow of the National 
Strength and Conditioning Association and 
the American College of Sports Medicine 
and a recipient of the Joe Vigil Sport 
Science Award from USA Track and Field.

Career Center wins 
Imaginative Spirit Award
The University Career Center was 
recognized by the Southern Association 
of Colleges and Employers for its efforts 
to ensure graduates are equipped with 
the top career competencies employers 
seek, regardless of profession, with the 
Imaginative Spirit Award.

The award highlights the University’s 
Competency Compass Portal, 
integration with campus partners and 
campus jobs, as well as the new faculty 

Competency Institute designed to help 
faculty reimagine their courses to bring 
out the career competencies they are 
naturally teaching.  

Career competencies broadly prepare 
college graduates for a successful 
transition into the workplace and include 
skills related to communication; critical 
thinking; diversity, equity and inclusion; 
leadership; professionalism; self-
awareness; teamwork; and technology.

David  
Bellar

Kristin  
Davin

Candace Chambers
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New programs 
to respond 
to region’s 
workforce needs
UNC Charlotte is responding to the greater 
Charlotte region’s employment needs with 
three new degree programs and five new 
graduate certificate programs that are relevant 
to the current and future job market.

As part of the School of Data Science, the 
University will offer a Bachelor of Science in 
Data Science, the first undergraduate degree 
of its kind in North Carolina. In addition, 
the University now offers a Master of Science 
in Computer Engineering and a Bachelor of 
Arts in Writing, Rhetoric and Digital Studies.

New online graduate certificate programs 
include Advanced Literacy Instruction and 

Intervention, Applied Nursing Informatics, 
Respiratory Care Clinical Concepts and 
Respiratory Care Leadership.

A novel certificate in Workplace 
Competencies complements graduate 
degrees and enhances the skills of working 
professionals in all areas.

“UNC Charlotte has a long history 
of being nimble in adapting to the 

evolving needs of our students and our 
community with relevant and future-
oriented academic programs,” said Joan 
Lorden, provost and vice chancellor for 
Academic Affairs. “These new programs 
respond to industry needs, provide 
excellent opportunities for current and 
prospective students, and help strengthen 
our region’s workforce.”

The Bachelor of Science in Data Science is among the University’s newest degree offerings.

Engineering professors aiding COVID-19 safety in operating rooms
Researchers from the Lee College of 
Engineering are working with doctors 
from the Wake Forest School of Medicine 
to help determine the extent to which the 
COVID-19 virus is spread during certain 
surgical procedures. They have developed a 
system to generate particles similar in size 
to the coronavirus and a technique that 
uses high-speed cameras and laser lighting 
systems to measure those particles in 
hospital operating rooms.

Peter Tkacik and Jerry Dahlberg ’14, ’16 
M.S., ’18 Ph.D., faculty members in the 
Mechanical Engineering and Engineering 
Science Department, are working on this 
research with alumnus Samuel Hellman ’10 
M.S., ’12 Ph.D., a flow measurement expert 
who now works at the Memorial Sloan 
Kettering Cancer Center.

“The doctors from Wake Forest  
approached us because they had seen 
information about our experimental flow 
measurement skills developed for an ONR 
(Office of Naval Research) program, and 
they wanted a way to measure the possible 
release of COVID-19 particles during certain 
chest and throat procedures,” said Tkacik.

The challenge for the UNC 
Charlotte researchers was to develop 
new techniques for measuring 25 to 
400 micrometer particles in the normal 
location during chest tube and throat tube 
insertion procedures. 

“Our technique worked better than we 
expected,” Tkacik said. “One thing that 
surprised us was the measurement was 
actually so sensitive that we could detect the 
pumping effects of the ventilator breathing 
machine being used in the room.”

Engineering professors Peter Tkacik and Jerry Dahlberg work with a laser as part of their 
flow measurement setup.
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EPIC receives federal grant for electrical grid research
UNC Charlotte’s Energy Production and 
Infrastructure Center (EPIC) received a $3.6 
million award from the U.S. Department 
of Energy Solar Energy Technologies Office 
(SETO) to improve the resilience and 
reliability of the regional electrical grid. 
Badrul Chowdhury, professor of Electrical 
and Computer Engineering, is the principal 
investigator for the project.

“This selection was the culmination of 
a strategic objective of EPIC that began in 
2018, in partnership with federal, state and 
local government agencies and Duke Energy,” 
said Michael Mazzola, executive director, 
EPIC. “This project will be a national model 
for organizing a resilient grid in a state with 
climate challenges like North Carolina.”

The project, one of 10 chosen nationwide 
for support and the only one in North 
Carolina, is part of a collaborative effort 
among the North Carolina state government, 
utility companies, industry and universities 
to develop an advanced microgrid control 
architecture. It will be able to coordinate 
seamlessly with the bulk power grid at 

multiple points of common coupling, 
automatically balance load and generation, 
provide critical services at a minimum, 
detect faulty conditions on a continuous 

basis, communicate with distributed energy 
resources, form networked microgrids with 
neighboring communities when needed and 
maintain safe operating conditions at all times.

EPIC’s Duke Energy Smart Grid Lab is a state-of-the-art facility enabling researchers to 
test and evaluate smart grid systems.

Belk College report outlines the ‘State of Housing’ in Charlotte
Housing prices in the Charlotte region, 
fueled by rapid population growth, 
continue to rise, especially in the lowest-
priced sector, according to a report issued 
by UNC Charlotte’s Childress Klein 
Center for Real Estate (CKCRE).

“The Charlotte region has long 
benefitted from having good quality 

and relatively inexpensive housing,” 
said Yongqiang Chu, CKCRE director. 
“However, there are several real challenges 
to maintaining that advantage, especially 
in areas of housing affordability. Through 
our data-driven report, our aim is to bring 
these issues to light, as they will take 
regional coordination to address.”

Chu, the Childress Klein Distinguished 
Professor of Real Estate and Urban 
Economics and professor of Finance in 
the Belk College of Business, said home 
prices and rents will continue to outpace 
inflation until the region begins to produce 
new housing units in greater numbers than 
it has over the past eight years. 

The COVID-19 pandemic hasn’t 
affected the overall trends in housing but 
has accelerated home prices, Chu said. 
During the pandemic, home ownership 
increased by 3 percentage points. Yongqiang Chu
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A Dream Realized
UNC Charlotte Marriott Hotel & Conference Center opens

BY PHILLIP BROWN

[   F E AT U R E   ]

For 30 years, UNC Charlotte leaders 
envisioned an on-campus hotel and 
conference center to host academic and 

research symposia and provide a home base for 
49ers returning to their alma mater.

That persistent dream was realized 
on March 31, 2021, with the opening 
of  the UNC Charlotte Marriott Hotel & 
Conference Center.

“This wonderful hotel and conference center 
is yet another example of how UNC Charlotte 
is contributing to the growth of the city, and 
it will play a significant role in the region’s 
economy,” said Niles Sorensen, president of the 
UNC Charlotte Foundation and vice chancellor 
for University Advancement.

Chancellor Emeritus Phil Dubois and Chancellor Sharon L. Gaber cut the ribbon to welcome the first guests for the UNC Charlotte Marriott 
Hotel & Conference Center.

UNC Charlotte 
Marriott Hotel 
& Conference 
Center is 
located 
conveniently 
near a light 
rail station to 
allow guests 
easy access 
to uptown 
Charlotte.
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The $87 million, 173,000-square-foot 
facility is owned by the UNC Charlotte 
Endowment Fund and financed by the 
UNC Charlotte Foundation. Sage Hotel 
Management, a Sage Hospitality Group 
company, operates the center, which features 
226 guest rooms and more than 21,000 square 
feet of event space.

Prior to his 2020 retirement, Chancellor 
Emeritus Philip L. Dubois provided leadership 
for the venture, which is located adjacent to 
the J.W. Clay/UNC Charlotte Station for the 
CATS Blue Line light rail. He returned to 
campus to assist Chancellor Sharon L. Gaber 
formally open the UNC Charlotte Marriott 
Hotel & Conference Center.

“UNC Charlotte will benefit from 
the positive attention that the hotel and 
conference center will receive. Once the 
pandemic is under control, the University 
will host academic conferences and research 
meetings for scholarly organizations from 
across the Southeast and nationally,” 
said Dubois. “Scholars who attend such 
meetings will witness firsthand the quality 
and beauty of UNC Charlotte and will 
return home impressed by all they saw.”

He added that the proximity to light rail 
will be a marketing draw for the complex as 
guests of the hotel will have convenient access 
to the business, cultural and entertainment 
assets that uptown Charlotte offers.

Gaber, too, commented on the University’s 
eagerness to host research symposia and 
academic conferences in UNC Charlotte 
Marriott Hotel & Conference Center’s 
24,000-square-foot, state-of-the-art facility.

“Not only will these events enhance our 
academic reputation, but they will heighten the 
visibility of our current UNC Charlotte faculty 
while helping recruit talented new faculty to 
the University and our wonderful city,” said 
Gaber. “Additionally, with University City 
being Charlotte’s second-largest employment 
hub, adding a first-class conference space here 
will generate new business for nearby hotels 
and retailers.”

Charlotte Mayor Vi Lyles echoed the 
chancellor’s comments. The city of Charlotte 
invested $8 million in the complex to support 
the technologically sophisticated event spaces. 
“The City Council unanimously supported 
the city’s investment in this partnership with 
our research university.”

An elevated 
experience awaits

Accommodations at UNC Charlotte 
Marriott Hotel & Conference Center offer 
the experience for which Marriott Hotels, the 
Marriott Bonvoy portfolio’s signature brand, 
is known. Room features include upgraded 
technology, complimentary wi-fi, designated 
workspaces and spa-like bathrooms with 
walk-in showers. Guest room options 
also consist of five suites, including the 
Chancellor Suite with sweeping views of the 
UNC Charlotte campus. 

Outside the rooms, local artwork 
continues throughout the hotel with 
original pieces created by students, faculty 
and alumni of UNC Charlotte’s College of 
Arts + Architecture as well as accomplished 
community artists (page 16). 

Featuring nine event spaces, the UNC 
Charlotte Marriott Hotel & Conference 
Center can accommodate a host of 
professional conferences and special 
celebrations. The 7,200-square-foot Crown 
Room holds as many as 800 people (when 
at 100% capacity) for a stand-up reception, 
while a 5,800-square-foot outdoor plaza 
offers views of the UNC Charlotte campus 
and Richardson Stadium.

The Golden Owl Tavern, a 
7,000-square-foot restaurant just off the 
lobby, bridges the University’s history 
with the present as it pays homage to 
the Charlotte College Owls, the original 
moniker for athletics teams and honors 
today’s Charlotte 49ers Division I sports 
programs, which strive to achieve a gold 
standard on and off the fields and courts. 
The tavern also has a lounge, private dining 
room and an outdoor patio.  

Hospitality-industry veteran Mike 
Nelson is general manager of the UNC 
Charlotte Marriott Hotel & Conference 
Center. Nelson, who has more than 30 
years of experience, will lead a team of 
approximately 120 employees when the 
hotel is fully staffed. 

“We are proud to be part of vibrant 
and long-standing communities. Many 
great organizations came together to give 
us the opportunity to open this dynamic 
and inventive hotel and restaurant, and we 
look forward to being a cornerstone to help 
these areas grow in the future,” said Nelson, 
who extended a warm welcome to two 
special 49ers as first guests.

Many of the hotel’s rooms offer guests a panoramic view of UNC Charlotte’s 1,000-acre campus. 
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Deserving frontline 
alumni heroes checked 
in as first guests

Brittany Akinsola ’11 volunteered to 
go to New York in the early weeks of the 
COVID-19 crisis.  Robert Wright ’18, ’20 
M.Ed. worked diligently throughout the 
school year to keep his exceptional students 
engaged at a Charlotte high school. For 
their selfless approach to their professional 
callings, they were selected to be the first 
official guests of the new UNC Charlotte 
Marriott Hotel & Conference Center.

Akinsola and Wright were recognized 
for their commitment to their 
communities and dedication to those 
they serve, in general and especially 
in light of the challenges faced by 
health care and education professionals 
during the previous year due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

“Being one of the first guests at the 
hotel was an honor,” said Akinsola, a nurse 
who left her home in Charlotte last year 
to work in the emergency intensive care 
unit at Samaritan’s Purse relief hospital in 
New York City’s Central Park. She spent 
three weeks caring for some of the sickest 
COVID-19 patients in one of the nation’s 
hardest-hit areas in the early days of the 
pandemic. “The hotel is beautiful and 
the staff were all so welcoming and kind. 
My husband and I were so grateful to 
experience it together. Our visit allowed 
us to explore a bit, and it was so neat to 
see how much the area and campus have 
grown. We left refreshed.”

As for Wright, he was excited to be a 
part of Niner Nation history.

“The Marriott is going to allow UNC 
Charlotte to continue its excellence by 
bringing guests to our beautiful campus 
to allow them to embrace being a Niner, 
whether they are attending or visiting the 
University,” he said. “I hope that future guests 
enjoy their stay there as much as I did.”

Wright, who graduated with a 
bachelor’s degree and a master’s degree 
in special education from the Cato 
College of Education, is a teacher in the 
exceptional students program at Olympic 
High School. He has created several new 
methods for encouraging students to 

stay on track during the pandemic. For 
example, he scheduled weekly virtual 
meetings to discuss each student’s academic 
progress, communications needs and social 
and emotional support. Sharing the hotel 
opening experience with Wright was his 
brother, Hunter Smith, a UNC Charlotte 
freshman and kinesiology major. 

The UNC Charlotte Marriott 
Hotel & Conference Center, situated 

on approximately four acres near the 
PORTAL Building, is located at 9041 
Robert D. Snyder Road, Charlotte, North 
Carolina. To learn more about scheduling 
a stay or holding an event at the center, 
call 704-978-8000 or visit marriott.com.

Phillip Brown is assistant director of editorial 
services for University Communications and 
editor of this publication.

Alumni Robert Wright and Brittany Akinsola were chosen as the first guests to stay at 
UNC Charlotte Marriott Hotel & Conference Center in recognition of their commitment to 
their communities during the pandemic. 
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Art Abounds
UNC Charlotte Marriott Hotel & Conference Center showcases 49er artists

BY MEG WHALEN

The shimmer of “49er Light” is sure to catch the eye 
of visitors to the UNC Charlotte Marriott Hotel & 
Conference Center. Installed directly across from the 

entrance to the hotel’s lobby, the 8-x-18-foot artwork by Assistant 
Professor of Architecture Rachel Dickey glistens, as intersecting 
silvery curves capture and reflect the beams from above.

Among the distinguishing features of the new Marriott is a 
490-piece art collection that showcases original work by faculty, 
staff, students and alumni of the UNC Charlotte College of Arts 
+ Architecture (CoA+A). Curated by Denise Joseph of NINE 
dot ARTS, the collection spans across the hotel’s main lobby 
levels, guest rooms and hospitality and presidential suites and 
throughout the conference center.

NINE dot ARTS is a nationally recognized, award-winning 
art consulting and curating firm with client art experiences 
installed in 35 states and four countries. Having created 
partnerships with universities for other hotel projects, Joseph 
worked with Department of Art & Art History Chair Lydia 
Thompson to connect with artists from the CoA+A, then 
studied their portfolios. While in some cases she chose pre-
existing pieces, she also commissioned new works especially 

The main entrance to the hotel lobby features two grand works by UNC Charlotte faculty. The 30-foot fabric installation, “Of the Trees 
and Creeks,” is inspired by the tall trees and streams of Charlotte, said Associate Professor of Painting Maja Godlewska, “shadowy and 
mysterious stream gullies… filled with a tangle of trees, vines and various blooming herbs.” Rachel Dickey’s “49er Light” is “informed by 
the 49er spirit of persistence and resilience,” she said.

Lecturer Keith 
Bryant’s large 

wooden wall 
sculpture, 

“Goldpan,” is 
one of several 
commissioned 
works inspired 
by Charlotte’s 

gold mining 
history and 

UNC Charlotte’s 
mascot, Norm 

the Niner.
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for the space. Ultimately, 19 UNC Charlotte artists contributed to the Marriott 
collection, with additional works by five outside artists.

“We were so fortunate to offer the opportunity for UNC Charlotte art students, 
faculty, staff and alumni to contribute to this highly localized and relevant curation,” 
Joseph said. “Guests will know the University better through this collection, and it 
truly embodies what the institution stands for — opportunity and growth.”

Joseph and the hotel’s interior designer, Patricia Richey, discovered their guiding 
inspiration in the University’s proximity to Little Meadow Creek, the site where 
12-year-old Conrad Reed pulled a giant gold nugget out of the mud in 1799, 
ultimately igniting the country’s first gold rush.

“Honoring a narrative around Charlotte’s history as well as the bright and vibrant 
future of this place remained top of mind throughout the curatorial process,” Joseph said.

Gold prospecting, mining and minting are referenced in many of the original 
works created for the hotel by UNC Charlotte artists. Equally present are reflections 
of the local landscape — creeks like Little Meadow and the flora and fauna found 
along their banks —  and tributes to educational enlightenment.

Keith Bryant, a lecturer in the Department of Art & Art History, created a 40-inch 
diameter “Goldpan” for one of the lobby walls. Although the sculpture is wood, it has 
a rich coppery glow.

“I layer the paint,” Bryant explained. “There are two shades of yellow applied with a 
coarse brush below the coppery color, which I apply with a thick roller to create more 
visual depth. And then I sand back through to expose the yellow undertones.”

Nestled in the pan is a cluster of gold nuggets — metal that Bryant melted with a 
torch, dropped into a bucket of water, and then painted with golden paint.

Joseph finds gold to be an especially apt metaphor, not only for the value of the 
University to the region, but for the students whose futures are burnished there. “You 
have to really work gold to get that beautiful shine,” she said.

She was particularly pleased to offer art students the opportunity to exhibit their 
work in the hotel. On the wall in each guest room hangs a print by a student or 
recent graduate — seven different artists in all. And each room also displays one of 
two ceramic pieces by Erin Nicholas, who graduated in May 2020: a vase, “Vessel of 
Opportunity,” or a bowl, “Mining for our Futures.”

“It was a challenging and interesting experience,” Nicholas said. She first created 
four different sketches and prototypes for consideration. After two designs were 
selected, she made two more iterations of each, slightly varying color and shape. Her 
final ceramic pieces were then given to Curry Wilkinson Pottery, a husband and wife 
team of production potters in Burlington, North Carolina, and they reproduced 
more than 100 copies of each, by hand.

For “49er Light,” Dickey was inspired by UNC Charlotte’s identity as an urban 
research university to “create a piece of art that would demonstrate innovative 
materials and fabrication processes,” she said. She submitted a series of design 
sketches and proposals to Joseph, then began production in June 2020, when campus 
fabrication labs were still shut down because of COVID-19.

“I was cooking plastics in my kitchen and playing with light on my porch,” she 
said, before later getting into the Storrs architecture labs to use equipment such as the 
laser cutter.

While the development of “49er Light” involved painstaking research into material 
properties and the science of reflection, the appearance of it is both magical and 
“future-forward,” suggesting, Dickey hopes, “the University propelling itself forward 
at a rapid pace.”

Meg Whalen is director of communications and external relations for the  
College of Arts + Architecture.

Art alumna Erin Nicholas ’20 created “Vessel 
of Opportunity” specifically for the Marriott 
collection. The gold that peeks through the 
vase’s opening “creates a visual metaphor that 
we all must discover the worth found within us,” 
she said in an artist statement.

Several pieces in the Marriott art collection 
pay tribute to educational attainment. These 
“Pillars” by Jonathan Pellitteri, 3-D Fabrications 
Lab Manager in the Department of Art & Art 
History, “are derived from classical columns to 
reference the long history of The Academy as a 
crucial part of a civilized society,” Pellitteri said 
in an artist statement.
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A Day of Remembrance
On April 30, 2021, the UNC 

Charlotte community came 
together to mark two years 

since the tragic shooting that claimed 
the lives of Reed Parlier and Riley 
Howell, physically injured Rami 
Alramadhan, Sean DeHart, Emily 
Houpt and Drew Pescaro and left all of 
Niner Nation stunned and heartbroken. 
The day honored the lives and bravery 
of Reed and Riley, the strength of 
the survivors and the resilience of 
our community.

A sunrise wreath-laying ceremony at the 
Kennedy Building, led by the Department 
of Police and Public Safety and Chancellor 
Sharon L. Gaber, opened this year’s Day of 
Remembrance, followed by in-person and 
virtual events and culminating in a virtual 
Remembrance Program online and in Jerry 
Richardson Stadium that concluded with 
the ringing of the ceremonial Old Bell.

The virtual program featured remarks 
by Gaber, Chancellor Emeritus Philip 
L. Dubois, Professor Julia Robinson 
Moore, Student Government Association 

representatives Tahlieah Sampson and 
Chandler Crean ‘20; choral performances 
by The Charlotteans and Voices of Eden; a 
video chronicling the lives of Riley Howell 
and Reed Parlier; and the announcement by 
College of Arts + Architecture Dean Brook 
Muller about the design for the memorial 
to be constructed at Belk Plaza in front 
of Kennedy. 

At sundown, PPS ceremonially removed 
the wreaths from their positions at 
Kennedy, signifying the conclusion of the 
day’s events.

“UNC Charlotte continues to grow stronger as a result of positive accomplishments but also 
by weathering the difficult moments. Recovery is only made possible by remembrance and 

resilience. A resilient Niner Nation remembers this day and always will.” 

  —CHANCELLOR EMERITUS PHILIP L.  DUBOIS 
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“You have taught me that 
community isn’t defined by 
geography; it is founded on 

connection and compassion. 
Niner Nation is everywhere; 
it extends beyond campus, 

state and even national 
borders. And Niners will 

answer every call to help and 
support one another.” 

—CHANCELLOR SHARON L.  GABER 

A memorial that ‘stands the test of time’
“I hope future generations 
will know the honor it is to 
be part of Niner Nation, and 

they say they are a Niner with 
pride… And I hope they will 
always honor our survivors 

and remember with gratitude 
the bravery and sacrifices 
of Reed and Riley. Forever 
Niners, and forever in our 

hearts.”

—TAHLIEAH SAMPSON  
STUDENT BODY PRESIDENT 2020-21

A “constellation garden” that follows 
the orientation of the stars above the 
Kennedy Building on April 30, 2019, 
is the basis of the conceptual design 
for the UNC Charlotte Remembrance 
Memorial. The memorial will honor and 
forever remember Riley Howell and Reed 
Parlier, who lost their lives in that day’s 
campus shooting, and pay tribute to Rami 
Alramadhan, Sean DeHart, Emily Houpt 
and Drew Pescaro, who suffered physical 
injuries, and everyone who was present in 
Kennedy 236.

Brook Muller, dean of UNC Charlotte’s 
College of Arts + Architecture and chair 
of the Memorial Jury, announced the 
decision for the permanent memorial 
on April 30 during this year’s Virtual 
Day of Remembrance commemoration. 
The design, submitted by TEN x TEN 
Landscape Architecture and Urbanism, 
Hypersonic Collaborative and Susan 
Hatchell Landscape Architecture, was 
selected from four finalists and a total of 
36 submissions from locally and nationally 
known design teams.

“All the finalists’ designs were incredibly 
creative,” said Muller. “The presentation 
led by TEN x TEN Landscape Architecture 
and Urbanism, however, was moving and 
emotional. Every element is active and 
engaging, and thoughtfully attached to 

meaning specific to the UNC Charlotte 
community. The depiction of the stars, 
portrayed by lights that are activated 
when people touch the memorial’s arched 
structure; the adjacent gathering spaces 
that feature symbols-based plants that 
represent human emotions such as sorrow, 
divine sacrifice, strength, hope, love, and 
peace and harmony; and stone benches 
etched with the names of Reed and Riley 
and the survivors create an atmosphere of 
contemplation and reflection, with textured 
earthbound elements complementing those 
that are high tech.”

TEN x TEN will begin meeting with 
University stakeholders to present the 
conceptual design illustrating how the 
commemorative space will be developed. 
Groundbreaking for the memorial is 
expected to take place in April 2022.

“In my time as chancellor, I have 
watched and learned from a community 
that has been united and fortified by the 
challenges it has endured,” said Chancellor 
Sharon L. Gaber. “I fully endorse the 
commission’s recommendations. It is a 
beautiful memorial that unites Riley’s 
love of nature with Reed’s passion for 
technology — and captures the strength 
and resilience of our survivors and Niner 
Nation. It is a memorial that will stand the 
test of time.”
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UNC Charlotte is at a powerful juncture 
in its history. As North Carolina’s urban 
research university approaches the 75th 

anniversary of its founding, the institution is 
positioned to take stock of all it has accomplished, 
particularly over the past two decades, and answer 
the question, “What’s next?”

Among the University’s most notable and 
documented achievements of the early 2000s: 
Extensive growth in academic programs at the 
undergraduate, graduate and doctoral levels; 
impressive gains in research investment; dramatic 
leaps in enrollment, including noticeably improved 
retention and graduation rates; unprecedented 
campus growth; measurable impact on the 
community and region; increased involvement and 
support among alumni and donors; and an infusion 
of excitement in athletics. 

New chapter, new plan
For Chancellor Sharon L. Gaber, the time is right 

for UNC Charlotte to take a calculated leap toward 
realizing the potential indicated by recent and current 
University-wide success. An interdisciplinary and cross-
departmental Strategic Planning Committee that she 
appointed has directed a months-long, multi-tiered, 
all-stakeholder, information- and opinion-gathering 
process designed to inform a blueprint to guide UNC 
Charlotte’s strategic direction for the next decade. 

“I’m excited that our campus values the 
importance of collaboration and interdisciplinary 
participation,” said Gaber. “It is when we cross 
boundaries that the most interesting and meaningful 
work occurs; this includes research, student success 
and alumni engagement.” 

Co-led by Pinku Mukherjee, Irwin Belk 
Distinguished Professor for Cancer Research; 
associate dean for research and graduate education, 
College of Liberal Arts & Sciences; and professor, 
Biological Sciences; and George Banks, associate 

professor of both Management and Organizational 
Science; the 22-member committee, composed of 
faculty, staff, administrators and students, synthesized 
responses from a comprehensive series of discovery 
sessions, focus groups, online surveys and feedback 
from the UNC Charlotte Board of Trustees, UNC 
System, Cabinet, faculty and staff caucuses, students, 
alumni, business and community leaders and 
University supporters and partners. 

“Incorporating the diverse thoughts of 
stakeholders has been critical in developing a robust 
strategic plan framework — keeping in mind the 
location of Charlotte as a gateway city and the ever-
changing demographics enabled us to be aspirational 
and bold,” said Mukherjee. “The outcome of diverse 
perspectives in implementing the strategic plan will 
drive UNC Charlotte to not only be accessible to 
all students but to become the most sought-after 
University for excellence in education, research 
and innovation.”

Shaping What’s Next 
The strategic plan framework that emerged from 

this interactive process, “Shaping What’s Next, 
2021-31,” builds on UNC Charlotte’s considerable 
strengths while articulating a vision for a top-tier 
university that is ready to meet new challenges. It 
emphasizes four strategic areas of focus: academic 
excellence; research; problem-solving; and diversity, 
equity and inclusivity. Each of these is explored on the 
following pages.

“There is a steady and growing national and 
international recognition for the great work going 
on at UNC Charlotte,” Banks said. “Over the 
next five to 10 years, a dramatic shift will take 
place that will be very exciting for the entire UNC 
Charlotte community.”

For more information about “Shaping What’s Next, 
2021-31,” visit: strategicplan.uncc.edu.

Susan Messina is director of editorial services for 
University Communications.

“We are being very 
intentional about 
creating goals that 
are both aspirational 
and attainable. We 
will have metrics 
associated with 
each goal to help us 
track our progress 
and demonstrate 
qualitative and 
quantitative success.”

—Chancellor Sharon L. Gaber

Shaping What’s Next: 
A bold, new strategic plan for directing 
UNC Charlotte’s next chapter
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Because student success is central to UNC 

Charlotte’s mission, it is essential that the 

University provides access to a high-quality, 

affordable and valuable educational experience 

to students of all backgrounds and supports them 

toward academic success and excellence in their 

careers and lives. Exemplary academic programs, 

mentoring, and high-impact learning and teaching 

through contemporary technologies are as critical 

as accessibility and affordability to student 

success and lifelong learning. 

“We will continue to be an engine for economic 

and social mobility,” said Joan F. Lorden, provost 

and vice chancellor for Academic Affairs. “To do 

this, we will need to provide even more scholarship 

opportunities and outreach. Bottom line, we want 

students — regardless of their background — to be 

able to visualize themselves here.”

Strategic Area of Focus 1   |   Transform  students’ lives
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SUPPORT, MOTIVATION, EXCELLENCE

Laying the foundation  
for lifelong success
B Y  S O N J A  B A R I S I C Whether benefitting from scholarships, 

learning to develop products as an 
entrepreneur or getting advice from 

faculty to ease the transition when changing majors, 
UNC Charlotte students have access to coordinated 
avenues of support to succeed in school and beyond. 

“Meeting the myriad needs of the students who 
make up our varied student body is what makes 
working here so rewarding,” said Joan F. Lorden, 
provost and vice chancellor for Academic Affairs. 

The University strives constantly to engage 
students in enriching pursuits to enhance 
their experience, Lorden said. For example, 
undergraduate research scholars who work closely 
with faculty in labs or other venues gain STEM 
experience, while students interested in exploring 
opportunities in the nonprofit world intern with 
local organizations. Extracurricular activities and 
support strategies help students reach their potential 
and prepare them to contribute to society.

Nontraditional students, whose needs differ 
from those of students who enter the University 
directly from high school, participate in programs 
and support designed for them. 49erNext, which 
works with community college students who plan 
to transfer to UNC Charlotte to pursue a bachelor’s 
degree, and 49er Finish, which focuses on helping 
people with some college credit return to finish their 
degree, are just two. 

ROSHANAK ASHRAFI 

Support for the doctoral track
Roshanak Ashrafi earned a bachelor’s degree 

in civil engineering and a master’s in architectural 
engineering in her home country of Iran. She’s now 
a fourth-year Ph.D. student in Infrastructures and 
Environmental Systems at UNC Charlotte. 

“This is the perfect program for my 
interdisciplinary background,” said Ashrafi, 34, 
who transferred from California State Polytechnic 
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University, Pomona, after a year in the Master of 
Architecture program. 

Ashrafi credits a UNC Charlotte graduate 
research assistantship, which pays for her 
tuition, with her success at the University. “As an 
international student, it wasn’t possible for me to 
enroll without financial aid,” she said. 

Ashrafi and her advisors are researching the use of 
thermal imaging sensors to read skin temperature. 
Initially, the idea was to study people in office 
buildings to predict if they were cold or warm. 
Smart technology could use the data to adjust the 
air conditioning or heating to keep the occupants 
comfortable. With the pandemic, the researchers 
began looking into using the sensors to detect fever 
in other settings, such as health care facilities, to 
improve public health and safety. 

Ashrafi is going through Ventureprise, UNC 
Charlotte’s innovation and entrepreneurship center, 
to move her idea forward. She received two $5,000 
I-Corps grants for two rounds of experiments at 
the University level, then applied for and received 

$50,000 from the National Science Foundation to 
further develop the product. 

Ventureprise has helped her build a network, 
coached her to interact with industry experts, 
supported travel for interviews and given her ideas 
on how to modify her project based on the real 
needs of people and of the marketplace, Ashrafi said. 

“We are always in our research labs,” she 
said. “We don’t have practical insight, especially 
as students.” 

Ashrafi also is part of the Graduate Life Fellows 
program. The Center for Graduate Life provides 
academic and other support services for graduate 
students. Ashrafi said the center helped her get 
involved in graduate community activities. 

As a Fellow, Ashrafi tries to help other graduate 
students create balance in their lives by paying 
attention to their everyday needs and participating 
in campus events, not just studying. “Graduate 
students are always busy and overwhelmed,” she 
said. “I’m motivating them to enjoy themselves 
a little.” 

JOSHUA HERNANDEZ 

Data science opens the door to 
countless career options

Joshua Hernandez, a member of the Class of 2022, 
started out as a math major and figured he would go 
on to earn an advanced degree in data science. 

Then in 2020, UNC Charlotte launched the first 
School of Data Science in the Carolinas. That meant 
Hernandez wouldn’t have to wait until graduate school 
to immerse himself in a cutting-edge field with skills 

in high demand by employers, including machine 
learning, data analysis, statistics and data visualization. 

So, Hernandez changed his major and now is 
working toward a bachelor’s degree in data science, 
with minors in military science, mathematics and 
statistics. Graduate education is still a goal for 
Hernandez, who aspires to be a data scientist, either 
in the health industry or the business sector.

Changing majors as a junior is unorthodox, 
Hernandez said, but “the data science faculty were 

“Meeting the myriad 
needs of the students 

who make up our 
varied student body is 

what makes working 
here so rewarding.” 

—Joan F. Lorden, provost  
and vice chancellor for 

Academic Affairs
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very welcoming, answered a lot of questions and 
really put me at ease.

“They did a lot. I’m very fortunate,” he said. “I 
didn’t feel alone. They are like that for every student. 
It’s not a walk in the park, but they go out of their 
way to help.”

Hernandez, the first in his family to go to college, 
grew up in the military town of Jacksonville, North 
Carolina. His mother is from the Dominican 
Republic and as a teen migrated to New York, where 
she met Hernandez’s father. The family moved to 
North Carolina to join an uncle who enlisted in the 
Marine Corps after the September 11 attacks. 

Hernandez enlisted in the Army Reserve, training 
to become a medic, before heading to UNC Charlotte. 
He is part of the Army Reserve Officers’ Training 
program, or ROTC, which gave him a scholarship. 

His ROTC contract requires him to serve 

part time in the Reserve for eight years. Upon 
graduation, he will go into officer branch 
training. He’s interested in cyber — working 
with computers and maintaining networks — or 
in signals — dealing with communication, from 
radio to advanced computing. “Data science 
definitely gives me a leg up for what to expect 
when I go in those fields,” Hernandez said. 

Hernandez also received a competitive 
scholarship from the Intelligence Community 
Centers for Academic Excellence, which he 
learned about through the School of Data Science.

Hernandez’s extracurricular activities include 
being a brother of Pi Kappa Phi fraternity, which 
he was drawn to because members do a lot of 
volunteer work. “Fraternity life has helped me 
make friends with people on similar degree paths 
who also are philanthropically motivated,” he said. 

RYAN BRAITHWAITE

From gridiron grit to app 
advancement and finance finesse

Student-athlete Ryan Braithwaite ’21 interned 
this spring with a commercial real estate group and 
is a licensed commercial real estate broker. After 
graduation, he had a job waiting as a financial 
planner and analyst at Leidos, a defense contractor. 

In addition, Braithwaite, who transferred to 
UNC Charlotte from Colorado State University, 
plans to use his background in his majors — finance 
and business administration — to further develop 
a mobile app for which he’s received support 
through Ventureprise. 

“Being 22 and not having any experience, 
Ventureprise has really opened my spectrum of 
opportunity,” he said. 

After the Black Lives Matter protests in 2020, 
Braithwaite and his UNC Charlotte football 
teammates had a Zoom meeting with the Charlotte-
Mecklenburg Police Department (CMPD) to discuss 
the social climate. This experience led him to think 
about ways to reduce tension in police encounters for 
people of color. He wrote a business plan for CivCams, 
an app to connect civilians and police officers using 
Bluetooth and the cameras on their cell phones.

During a traffic stop, for example, a police officer 
could use the app to send a request to connect 

“Being 22 and not 
having any experience, 
Ventureprise has really 
opened my spectrum of 
opportunity.” 

—Ryan Braithwaite
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with the app on a driver’s phone. The entire 
interaction can be streamed rather than having 
the officer come to the driver’s door, creating a 
sense of security for the person who was pulled 
over, he said. 

The app would be free to the public, with 
governments and police departments paying 
to use it, Braithwaite said. Conversations 
with the Charlotte-Mecklenburg Police 
Department have been encouraging.

In fact, Braithwaite recently received a 2021 
Police Community Relations Young Leader 
Award from CMPD at an event attended by 
Mayor Vi Lyles, County Commissioner Chair 
George Dunlap, police personnel and other 
community leaders. 

“While select police officers are 
recognized annually for the ways they make 
a difference in the communities they serve, 
this year we decided to add young leaders 
who are collaborating with CMPD,” said 
Donna Murrell, community relations 
specialist/supervisor, city of Charlotte. 
“Ryan is one of three young people 
honored for their leadership, advocacy 
and innovative ideas that are helping to 
strengthen relationships between CMPD 
and the community.” 

He’s also had preliminary discussions with 
UNC Charlotte’s Department of Police and 
Public Safety and hopes to launch a beta of 
the app for campus use. Braithwaite’s project 

was in the top 10 finalists for 49er Impact, a 
virtual event in which students compete for 
cash and prizes to help turn their ideas into 
a business, nonprofit or social endeavor. He 
is looking for a funder and planning to file 
a patent.

“In my case, several sources of support 
came together to help me achieve my goals,” 
said Braithwaite. “Football trained me to 
accomplish a lot; my advisors in the Belk 
College of Business helped me select the right 
classes to keep me on track academically. And 
Beta Alpha Psi, the finance honor society, 
connected me with professional development 
and, most important for both starting a 
career and entrepreneurship, networking.”

ALEAH PULLEN

Architect of her own success
Aleah Pullen, a recent graduate of the 

architecture program who is an architectural 
designer at Apogee Consulting Group, credits 
UNC Charlotte with providing a foundation 
for early career success. 

Pullen ’19, ’20 M.Arch., is one of four 
Black architects selected to help design facades 
for pavilions that will house small businesses 
at a new retail outlet at Camp North End in 
Charlotte. The winning designs were selected 
from 24 submitted portfolios. 

Inspired by Camp North End’s industrial 
buildings, Pullen created a design that uses 
metal-clad panels with large windows. Tenants 
will be able to decorate with their desired 
colors, paint murals and otherwise customize 
the space to their needs. 

Pullen said studying architecture helped 
her create her winning entry. “UNC Charlotte 
really helped me learn to plan,” she said. 
“You learned to go on site before designing 
anything. I did that — and took a lot 
of pictures.” 

At UNC Charlotte she also learned to 
brainstorm as well as to make boards to 
display drawings and write a narrative to 
explain projects. 

“I had great professors who took the time to 
help you understand,” she said. “They critique 
you to the bone, of course. That is what really 
trained me to have an eye for certain things.” 

Pullen, 24, was born and raised in Raleigh. 
As a child, she was interested in building things, 
using toys to make houses and stores for her 

Barbies. She also enjoyed drafting class, so 
architecture seemed a good career fit. 

Pullen applied to only three colleges but she 
knew she wanted to attend UNC Charlotte 
the moment she stepped on its beautiful 
campus for a tour. 

“The architecture program became 
increasingly diverse during my time on 
campus,” she said. “As a woman of color, I 
felt seen at UNC Charlotte, which gave me 
confidence to start my career.”  

Sonja Barisic is a freelance writer based in 
Norfolk, Virginia.

“I had great professors who 
took the time to help you 

understand. They critique you 
to the bone, of course. That is 

what really trained me to have 
an eye for certain things.” 

—Aleah Pullen
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AI customizes engineering learning — and 
revolutionizes undergrad instruction

Upper-level engineering courses, such as 
Dynamic Systems II, are challenging 
for students as they require mastery 

of mathematical and engineering concepts to 
advance. Over the past two years, Matt Davies 
and Amir Ghasemi, professors in the Mechanical 
Engineering and Engineering Science Department 
in The William States Lee College of Engineering, 
pioneered the use of software from educational 
technology company Realizeit to provide students 
with personalized learning tailored to their 
individual strengths and weaknesses.

Davies and Ghasemi created Adaptive 
Learning modules for Dynamic Systems II 
that integrate artificial intelligence into the 
course. They were the first in the United 
States to incorporate Realizeit’s technology 
into an advanced engineering curriculum — 
and they are revolutionizing undergraduate 
engineering instruction. 

Senior Caitlin Bunce said the Adaptive Learning 
software enabled her to check her knowledge as 
she worked.

“Usually, you do four or five homework 
problems, turn them in and a week later receive 
your grade, which may not be what you were 
expecting,” said Bunce, who aspires to a career 
in the aerospace industry. “With the Realizeit 
software, if you don’t get the question correct, 
you automatically get the solution to see where 
you went wrong. Then, you have a chance to 
solve a similar problem for full credit. This 
feature encouraged me to seek the solution 
and try again. Infinitely, you could complete 
many problems, which was incredibly helpful in 
studying for tests.”

Kaitlin Milde, also a senior mechanical 
engineering major, attested to the Adaptive 
Learning modules’ value. “The fundamental 
concepts were taught thoroughly with short 
chapter summaries and example problems that 
helped guide us through the homework sets.”

Working in collaboration with the UNC 
Charlotte Center for Teaching and Learning, 
Davies and Ghasemi, along with a team of 
student contributors, began developing the 

B Y  P H I L L I P  B R O W N

Engineering students Kaitlin Milde and Caitlin Bunce benefited from the innovative approach to 
teaching that uses artificial intelligence.
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Adaptive Learning modules in summer 2018; 
they were ready the following spring for a class of 
119 students.

Nearly 140,000 new engineering jobs are 
expected to be needed by 2026, according to 
the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, a statistic 
that reflects increased interest in engineering 
professions and enrollment growth within the 
Lee College of Engineering. In 2003, the average 
section of Dynamic Systems II had 42 students; 
by 2019 that increased to 119. Traditional 
teaching methods became less effective with 
larger class sizes, and the professors hypothesized 
that Adaptive Learning could provide a boost for 
teaching the mathematical foundation necessary 
for student success in the course.

They were right.“I could tell that through 
Realizeit more students had actually learned and 
understood the math,” Davies said. “For fall 
2020, we didn’t lose a single student after the first 
exam. And the overall course keeps improving.”

This system that analyzes students’ 
performances, letting them move forward on 
some topics and requiring them to complete 
additional work in other areas has contributed to 
an improved success rate for students. Previously, 
nearly 7% of students enrolled in large course 
classes either withdrew or finished with a grade 
of ‘D’ or ‘F.’ That rate dropped to less than 2% 
for the Adaptive Learning courses.

Bringing more Adaptive Learning to the 
delivery of engineering courses is a goal of 
the Lee College of Engineering, said Dean 
Robert Keynton.

“As a personalized learning tool using 
artificial intelligence, Adaptive Learning 
is very promising and effective in teaching 
difficult subjects,” Keynton said. “I’d like to 
see, where through Adaptive Learning, every 
student truly understands the material, leading 
to them graduating successfully as highly 
competent engineers and ultimately thriving as 
professional engineers.

“There is so much opportunity for us in this 
area,” stated Keynton. “I can envision Adaptive 
Learning as a major strength of our program in 
the future. It can have a tremendous impact on 
all students and change the paradigm of how 
students progress.”

Ghasemi noted Adaptive Learning brings 
interesting possibilities for instructors, because 
it creates innovative learning opportunities in 
two environments.

“There is the traditional lecture side and 
the Adaptive Learning side,” he said. “Adaptive 
Learning lets you introduce more details and 
examples than you normally could in regular 
lectures. This allows you more time in the lecture 
portion of the class to dig into the concepts and 
theory behind the material.”

Initially, integrating Adaptive Learning into 
Dynamics Systems II was for use in traditional 
classroom lecture settings. Since March 2020, 
due to the global coronavirus pandemic, UNC 
Charlotte instruction has been and continues 
to be delivered remotely. In this environment, 
Adaptive Learning has proven itself to be an 
excellent flexible learning platform.

“During the pandemic, the system was 
invaluable,” Davies said. “The main reason for 
this, from my perspective, is that it opened a 
‘virtual communication’ channel that was much 
more effective and active than Zoom lectures. 
I have much more interaction with the student 
through the Realizeit Adaptive Learning software 
than through Zoom.”

Bunce said Adaptive Learning made the best 
use of homework, adding, “I can say with absolute 
confidence that I learned more in Dr. Davies’ class 
than I have in any other class, despite the difficult 
circumstances of the pandemic.”

Phillip Brown is assistant director of editorial services 
for University Communications and editor of 
this publication.

‘I can envision Adaptive 
Learning as a major 

strength of our program 
in the future. It can have 
a tremendous impact on 
all students and change 

the paradigm of how 
students progress.’

—Robert Keynton, dean of the 
Lee College of Engineering

Professors Amir Ghasemi 
and Matt Davies review 
modules of a learning map 
for the upper-level course, 
Dynamic Systems II.
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Opening doors
Scholarships help fuel students’ academic journeys
B Y  P H I L L I P  B R O W N

Betsabe Rojas definitely understands 
that scholarships are life-altering for 
students. Being named a Martin 

Scholar forever changed her educational 
trajectory, opening doors of opportunity that 
she didn’t know were available.

A first-generation college student, Rojas 
emigrated with her family to Charlotte from 
a rural village in Mexico when she was 3 
years old. A self-described average student in 
high school, Rojas was unsure that a college 
degree was attainable. She started a part-
time job during her freshman year at South 
Mecklenburg High School to assist her family, 
and while she did well in classes, she admitted 
not having enough time to achieve her 
greatest potential.

“Financially, we didn’t think we’d be able 
to afford college. Starting in my senior year 
in high school, my mother needed a medical 
procedure, and I considered joining the military 
to allow my mom to obtain citizenship,” said 
Rojas. Instead, her twin brother joined the U.S. 
Marines, and the family obtained a grant to 
assist with her mother’s medical expenses.

Continuing to work in the fast-food 
industry, Rojas enrolled at UNC Charlotte to 
remain close to her parents.

“I was commuting about an hour to campus 
with only a Pell grant and a $1,000 scholarship 
for financial aid,” said Rojas. “But UNC 
Charlotte really promotes opportunities that are 
open to students, such as scholarships and the 
Honors College, so I decided to apply for both 
in March 2019.”

After being named a Martin Scholarship 
recipient, Rojas realized the award covered 
tuition and housing, which enabled her to live 
on campus. Established through a gift by UNC 
Charlotte alumni Demond ’97 and Kia ’98 
Martin, the Martin Scholars program is a merit-
based award that provides financial support for 
students from underrepresented populations.

“The magnitude of the scholarship sank in, 
and I initially thought I was chosen mistakenly,” 
Rojas stated. “But the scholarship has really 

made a difference by relieving the financial 
burden of paying for college. It has opened so 
many doors that are allowing me to maximize 
my academic interests.”

Rojas, who is pursuing dual degrees in 
economics and political science, gained time 
to participate in a number of University and 
community activities. She joined the Belk College 
of Business Women in Business program and the 
Latinx Student Union. She also has participated 
in a number of research opportunities, 
providing “valuable experience to advance my 
academic career.” She started volunteering with 
Comunidad Colectiva, a grassroots organization 
devoted to immigrant rights. She is helping the 
nonprofit to raise funds for families affected by 
the global pandemic who did not qualify for 
federal relief money.

Fluent in four languages, English, French, 
Portuguese and Spanish, Rojas was encouraged 
to apply for the Charles B. Rangel International 
Affairs Summer Enrichment Program in 2020. 
She was the first UNC Charlotte student 
selected for the highly competitive Washington, 
D.C.-based program, designed for those 
interested in careers in international affairs.

For Rojas, the Rangel program opened yet 
another door; this one being to the world of 
foreign service and international relations. After 
completing two bachelor’s degrees, she plans 
to undertake graduate studies in public policy 
with an emphasis on economic development. 
She applied to be a 2021 Truman Scholar, 
which provides graduate school funding for 

those interested in careers in public service, and 
was one of 192 finalists who participated in 
regional interviews from nearly 850 applicants.

“My goal is to be a career diplomat and 
work in the U.S. Foreign Service,” Rojas stated. 
“As an activist, I want to help draft policies to 
protect vulnerable populations.”

Working in foreign service, prior to college, 
wasn’t on my radar, said Rojas. “It’s the 
equivalent of someone saying, ‘I want to be 
an astronaut.’”

Rojas credits the University and its 
encouraging environment as integral to her 
future. “UNC Charlotte really supports its 
students. Everyone is so welcoming and the 
faculty, Honors College staff and my mentors 
have been amazing role models who have 
helped guide my college journey and career 
path. The Martin Scholarship really ‘rocketed’ 
me to another world.”

Every scholarship  
makes a difference

Scholarship assistance is impactful regardless 
of the amount. For nontraditional students 
Jennifer DiMola and Conni Branscom, the 
financial support they received affirmed their 
decisions to enroll at UNC Charlotte.

DiMola, a native of Long Island, New 
York, just graduated with the Class of 2021 
with a bachelor’s degree in child and family 
development. A single mother of two adult 
children, she has worked in the childcare 
field for virtually her entire life. Looking to 
the future, she knew a college degree would 
improve her career prospects. Her goal is to 
teach in the Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools 
Pre-K program.

For three years, DiMola received support 
from Women Initiating and Nurturing Growth 

Betsabe Rojas 

Jennifer DiMola 
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through Scholarships, or WINGS, through a 
program sponsored by Women Executives for 
Community Service, a Charlotte nonprofit 
organization. As a senior, she was awarded 
$5,100 through a program for aspiring MECK 
Pre-K teachers established through a scholarship 
grant funded by the PNC Foundation.

WINGS also paired DiMola with a female 
executive who provides one-on-one mentoring 
and professional advice, and she received a 
$1,000 study abroad scholarship that funded a 
summer experience in the United Kingdom.

“The WINGS Scholarship and its mentor 
program have been amazing. I have attended 
numerous workshops devoted to building your 
brand, networking and empowerment,” said 
DiMola. “Even though I have been a childcare 
center director, I lacked confidence in myself. 
But from the time I began my educational 
journey at UNC Charlotte until now, my 
self-confidence has grown tremendously. I 
value the support I received from WINGS and 
the University.”

Prior to COVID, DiMola attended the 
annual scholarship luncheon hosted by the 
Office of Adult Students and Evening Services. 
The program brings together scholarship 
recipients and donors.

“Being chosen for a scholarship is such an 
honor and a sign of the community’s faith in 
me. It means that I am being entrusted with 
financial support to use it for a better purpose 
and go forth into the community to make a 
difference,” said DiMola.

Branscom, a Michigan native, left Eastern 
Michigan University to work full-time for a 
mortgage company, making a “great salary” 
without a degree. To escape those “brutal 
winters,” she accepted a job in Charlotte, where 
she met her husband, David. Together, they 
started a family. 

The couple has four teenagers; their second 
child, a son, was born with a major heart defect 
and Down syndrome.

“Our son went through a series of three 
open-heart surgeries and many years of therapy: 
speech, physical and occupational,” said 
Branscom, who continued to work part-time. 
Following the birth of her fourth child, she 
stayed home and volunteered with Charlotte’s 
Down syndrome association. Fast-forward a 
few years, and Branscom sought to return to 
the workforce but without a college degree, her 
prospects were limited. A neighbor, a teacher, 
told her about a position that was available to 
assist a child with cerebral palsy.

“I thought it would be a perfect fit for me,” 
said Branscom. “I had personal experience 
helping a child with special needs.”

She landed the job with Charlotte-
Mecklenburg Schools, and after moving to 
another school as an exceptional children’s 
general education assistant, Branscom met 
UNC Charlotte alumna Jenny Roberts ’17 
M.Ed., who encouraged her to return to 
college and complete a bachelor’s degree in 
special education, which Branscom is on track 
to complete in May 2022 with a minor in 
children’s literature.

OASES director Janet Daniel urged 
Branscom to apply for scholarships to help 
defray the cost of returning to college. She has 
received a $2,000 award through the Carol 
Ann Douglas Endowed Scholarship Fund. 
Douglas, a member of the Women Executives 
for Community Service of Charlotte, mentored 
young female professionals and funded 
numerous, meaningful educational initiatives.

“As an adult, it is a challenge to ask for help. 
But scholarship support is especially beneficial 
for students like me who have families. Plus, it 
is a source of motivation to excel academically, 
it pushes you to keep your grades up, and 
you want to make donors proud of their 
contributions that are helping you achieve your 
educational goals,” said Branscom.

Phillip Brown is assistant director of editorial 
services for University Communications and 
editor of this publication.

University seeks to increase scholarship support
Current and prospective students interested in applying for scholarship support should visit the UNC Charlotte Scholarship Office website 
(scholarships.uncc.edu) and its NinerScholars Portal, which provides information on need- and merit-based scholarships available to undergraduate 
and graduate students.

Some scholarships are open to all majors, while others are for specific degree seekers, such as the Elisabeth Bridgewater Undergraduate 
Scholarship for Excellence in Human Services Education, intended for students studying psychology or social work. Evergreen Scholarships are a 
unique, flexible award designed to help students cross the finish line to graduation.

For the 2020-21 academic year, the University awarded more than $4.1 million through 1,443 scholarships to undergraduate and graduate students 
thanks to the generosity of private donors. (These figures do not include the Levine Scholars Program, the University’s premier merit scholarship, 
awarded to incoming freshmen through a competitive process.)

Niles Sorensen, vice chancellor for the Division of University Advancement, leads the team that strengthens the bond between Niner Nation alumni and 
their alma mater. University Advancement also builds relationships with many other stakeholders and friends of the University. As a result of UNC Charlotte’s 
recently completed $218 million fundraising campaign, Exponential: The Campaign for UNC Charlotte, 229 new scholarship funds were created.

“More than 75 percent of UNC Charlotte students receive some type of financial support to attend the University,” said Sorensen. 
“Scholarships are making a difference in the lives of every recipient, and our goal is to continue to find ways to increase the numbers of 
scholarships we provide. Our students are future leaders who will transform their communities if we give them a chance to earn their most 
valuable asset: a college degree from UNC Charlotte.”

Conni Branscom
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To capture the momentum building in the University’s 

research enterprise, UNC Charlotte will expand and 

strengthen its research capability toward achieving 

national prominence as an emerging, top-tier research 

university. To do so, focus will be on signature research 

areas of national and international relevance that 

address challenging problems; growing, supporting 

and retaining world-class, diverse faculty, staff and 

graduate students; and engaging undergraduates in 

discovery, thereby contributing to future generations of 

researchers, scholars, creative artists and entrepreneurs. 

“Our research enterprise has been growing steadily and 

will continue to grow because of our outstanding faculty 

and graduate students,” said Chancellor Sharon L. 

Gaber. “This is important to Charlotte because we are a 

major source of economic development, innovation and 

entrepreneurship. This is critical to our region and its 

continued growth, development and evolution.”
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Charlotte Business Buzz
Belk College podcast targets interdisciplinary research in its second season

B Y  P A U L  N O W E L L

Now in its second season, Charlotte Business 
Buzz, a podcast produced by the Belk 
College of Business that connects Charlotte 

business leaders through one-on-one interviews 
with UNC Charlotte faculty, alumni and business 
partners, explores a wide range of interdisciplinary 
research underway at UNC Charlotte to assist 
businesses weathering the financial storm brought 
on by the COVID-19 pandemic.

“Interdisciplinary research makes 
for powerful work practice,” said 
podcast host Jeffrey Jones, director 
of executive education for the 
Belk College of Business. “After 
building a business-based audience 
over the course of the first season, 
it was important to offer a topic that could 
make a difference for business owners and other 
workplace leaders.”  

The podcast launched last year with five episodes, 
featuring experts who advise businesses and alumni 
who are driving business in the Queen City. The 
vision for Charlotte Business Buzz aligns closely 
with that of the Belk College and its strategic goals, 
which focus on leveraging research and teaching 
resources to positively impact business and society in 
the Charlotte region.

“We wanted to offer something valuable and 
educational for local business people,” Jones said. 

The first season’s reach extended far beyond local 
listeners. To date, there have been 687 downloads 
of the podcast’s catalog of episodes, many of them 
international, with audiences noted in South 
America, Europe, Africa, Australia and Asia. 

The podcast’s second season kicked off with 
“Gender Inequality in the Workplace,” featuring 
professors George Banks from the Belk College and 
Jill Yavorsky from the Department of Sociology, 
who discussed their interdisciplinary research on 

the topic and what can be done to make workplaces 
more equitable.

“Jill and George shared a number of researched 
and proven tactics to shift power to women,” Jones 
said. “One that stood out was the importance of 
mentoring and sponsoring women in the workplace.”

That episode was followed by “Visualizing 
the Pandemic,” featuring Jean-Claude Thill 
from Geography and Earth Science and Rajib 
Paul from Public Health Science to explore 
ways to understand the COVID-19 pandemic 
through data visualization.

Solutions to volatile, uncertain, complex and 
ambiguous problems require an interdisciplinary 
effort, an approach that sets UNC Charlotte 
apart from many other research universities, 
explained Jones. “The research showcased in 
our first two episodes of Season 2 underscores 
this assertion,” he said. “I anticipate we 
will see even more faculty working together 
across disciplines.”

The penultimate episode of Season 2 focused 
on investment in minority-owned businesses 
in Charlotte, featuring Lorie Spratley, chief 
operating officer for Bright Hope Capital and 
James Mitchell, president of R.J. Leeper. 

“We continue to focus on serving the 
business community in Charlotte,” Jones said. 
“As we know, that includes thousands of UNC 
Charlotte alumni. We’ve seen a growing increase 
in listeners since we first launched.

“UNC Charlotte is a huge economic driver 
in the region, through one-on-one interviews 
with faculty, alumni and University partners, 
we’re offering something that’s not available 
elsewhere,” he said.

To subscribe to Charlotte Business Buzz, visit 
charlottebusinessbuzz.buzzsprout.com/ 

Paul Nowell is a senior communications manager for 
University Communications.

Jeffrey 
Jones

The podcast launched 
last year with five 

episodes, featuring 
experts who advise 

businesses and alumni 
who are driving business 

in the Queen City.
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NIH MIRA RECIPIENTS

Reshaping the Future of Health Care

REBEKAH ROGERS

UNC Charlotte’s MIRA Trailblazer

The arrival of genome sequencing might be 
the most important innovation so far of the 21st 
century, and UNC Charlotte researchers have 
their hands on the pulse of progress. 

Bioinformatics Assistant Professor Rebekah 
Rogers received an NIH MIRA for her lab’s work 
studying complex gene mutations. The MIRA 
allows Rogers’ lab to study complex mutations 
as a source of evolutionary innovation that can 
form new genes, modify expression of existing 
genes and contribute to the genetic basis of 
evolutionary change. The focus on complex 
genetic mutations has ramifications for the future 
treatments of autism, cancer, immune disorders 
and reproductive disorders.

The five-year, $1.83 million grant was the first 
MIRA award to a UNC Charlotte researcher.

“The MIRA is important for many reasons,” 
Rogers said. “It is given to researchers who are 
trusted to get results, and it is more flexible than 
other research grants as it allows researchers 
to pivot to less risky projects if a high-risk 
project does not prove to be viable. This award 
positions UNC Charlotte at the forefront of 
research universities.”

Rogers teaches one course each semester, but 
her focus and heart are in the research lab. “We are 
trying to tell new genetic stories that would not be 
found or told if not studied in a lab,” she said.

While gene mutations are known to be 

B Y  L Y N N E  B R A N D O N

2020 was a year like no other — and the 
world responded quickly to the challenges 
of the global COVID-19 pandemic with 

forward-thinking ideas, technology and social 
movements. On a scientific front, amidst turmoil 
and tragedy, messenger RNA vaccines that were 
hoped for in 18 months’ time — an ambitious goal 
in terms of vaccine development — were produced 
within one year thanks to a global effort among 
scientists who came together in a historic way.  

Those making waves in the scientific community 
during this time include UNC Charlotte researchers 
across disciplines who are contributing to the body 
of knowledge that will help define society’s path 
forward. In particular, two who are recipients of the 
National Institutes of Health (NIH) Maximizing 
Investigative Research Awards (MIRA) — given 
only to researchers who have received previous NIH 
awards — are playing a vital role in the future of 
genetics and RNA technologies.

One is doing so by telling the story of how 
human cells interact, mutate and evolve when 

exposed to changing environments. The other 
is working to improve the operation of current 
therapeutic systems and engineering novel 
“smart” biomaterials that are based on rationally 
designed RNAs.  

“The NIH MIRA provides promising 
investigators with financial support and flexibility 
to enhance scientific productivity and the chance 
for important breakthroughs,” said Rick Tankersley, 
vice chancellor for Research and Economic 
Development. “UNC Charlotte researchers whose 
work attracts this level of attention and support  — 
and whose students are participating in potentially 
pioneering discoveries — are illuminating the 
University’s impact on our community, region, 
nation and world.”

The stories of Rebekah Rogers’ and Kirill Afonin’s 
research labs hold vast implications for the future 
as they inform current and new generations about 
genetic expression and evolution. Their labs are 
a part of a paradigm shift, using new research 
tools to mark discoveries that not long ago were 
unimaginable, and taking advantage of advances in 
the age of rapid sequencing while creating new ones.
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associated with multiple diseases in humans 
and to contribute to adaptive changes in natural 
populations, they remain understudied because 
they are more difficult to identify and analyze in 
sequence data. Rogers seeks to fill the knowledge 
gap by identifying complex mutations shaping 
natural variation and adaptation.

“We are studying fruit flies from Africa and their 
movement from the mainland to the island to learn 
how a discreet change can mutate into a new gene 
formation and how that impacts animal behavior,” 
Rogers said. She wants to know whether there are 
“hopeful monsters” among genes. “By studying 
where, when and how these mutations do good 
things instead of bad things, we can start to figure 
out why some of them contribute to disease, and 
ultimately, improve lives.” 

Before the pandemic, Rogers attended 
seminars and conferences regularly and visited 
and collaborated with researchers around the 
country. While the inability to travel in 2020 was 
challenging, it did not inhibit all research. “Eighty 
percent of research is analysis on the computer, 
which makes life easier now,” she said. 

Rogers is cognizant of making an impact with 
the MIRA study and seeing research advances 
in real time. “I remember when you could only 
sequence one gene at a time,” she said. “In 2011, 
when I was getting my Ph.D., the Illumina 
sequence technology, which makes possible the 
simultaneous sequencing of the entire genome, 
was not yet available. My career has tracked 
these advances.” 

Being part of a research university was 
important to Rogers as she established herself 
in academia. “It was clear that UNC Charlotte 
was hiring talented junior professors,” Rogers 
said. “Everyone in the College of Computing 
and Informatics understands genomes and DNA 
sequence analysis, which makes work easier. 
Bioinformatics professors are all researchers. UNC 
Charlotte’s research departments are poised for 
growth and aiming for something big.”

Rogers gives credit to the research assistants 
in her lab who “keep research moving forward.” 
James Titus-McQuillan, a postdoctoral researcher, 
focuses on the process of retrogene formation and 
how it may drive local adaptation and subsequent 
speciation between two species of Drosophila (fruit 
flies) on the island of São Tomé. 

“The Rogers lab focuses on genomic structure, 

new gene formation and the tempo of evolution,” 
Titus-McQuillan said. “This intersects with my 
interests, as new gene formation and varying 
environmental factors on the island of São Tomé 
have led to new species.” 

According to Titus-McQuillan, working on 
model systems such as humans, fruit flies and mice 
provide more data and genetic resources. It also 

Rebekah Rogers
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allows researchers to ask more specific questions. 
“Evolutionary study is interesting because 

at the broadest scale, it is comprehending the 
driving factors of life,” he said. “The more we can 
learn about the processes and mechanisms driving 
life to persist, the more we further the livelihood 
of mankind. When we grasp evolutionary 
concepts, we can apply them for our betterment 
and the betterment of the planet. This provides 
insight to how life works, making it a tool to 
solve problems and alleviate diseases.”

Brandon Turner, a doctoral student, began 

working in Rogers’s lab as an undergraduate 
mathematics student to perform computational 
work produced by the lab or from previous 
studies. For the future, Turner is eyeing a role 
working in an institute — a combination of 
academia and industry. 

“Dr. Rogers’ lab is important to my career 
because in addition to preparing me to become 
an effective, independent researcher, I’ve 
learned the importance of making sure my 
work is thorough and meticulous. I will be well 
prepared for any position I take in the future.”

KIRILL AFONIN

RNA Communicator

Kirill Afonin, associate professor, Department 
of Chemistry, is a recipient of the 2021 NIH 
MIRA and a two-time recipient of the NIH 
Fellow Award for Research Excellence. He also 
has two NIH RO1 awards, receiving his first for 
studying immunological properties of functional 
nanomaterials made exclusively of RNA and DNA 
for various biomedical applications and the second 
to support the collaborative research with Clemson 
University aiming to develop RNA nanotherapeutics 
for spinal cord injury repair. He has published more 
than 65 articles in international, high impact, peer-
reviewed journals, co-authored 16 book chapters, 

edited two books, and holds 12 U.S. patents, two of 
which are licensed to biotech companies.

An innovator in computational and experimental 
RNA nanotechnology, Afonin and those who 
work in his lab are telling the continued saga and 
compelling story of RNA, or ribonucleic acid, the 
study of which is among the most prominent in 
modern biology and biomedicine. At the heart 
of his research is the development of RNA-based 
smart nanomaterials that communicate with diverse 
biological systems or respond to various stimuli. 

“Nucleic acids serve as the blueprint of our genetic 
model and RNA, in particular, regulates and fine-

Postdoctoral researcher James Titus-McQuillan and Ph.D. student Brandon Turner gain valuable 
experience as they help Rogers keep the research moving forward.
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tunes all key biological processes,” Afonin said. “It 
is a highly functionally versatile and programmable 
molecule of life, and its job is that of a messenger 
carrying instructions from DNA, or deoxyribonucleic 
acid, while controlling the synthesis of proteins.” 

Due to the potential for RNA nanotechnology 
to find new ways to treat cancer, viral infections, 
genetic disorders and more, it is critical for researchers 
to understand and influence how these structures 
prompt immune responses in the body, and to know 
how and why some immune responses can be harmful 
to the patients’ health, while other immune responses 
are beneficial and help us to defeat diseases.

The Afonin lab was among the first to 
show the correlation between NANPs (nucleic 
acid nanoparticles) structures and immune 
stimulation. Now, NANPs are becoming a user-
friendly platform that allows the researchers to 
communicate with the human immune system, 
which helps with vaccine production and 
immunotherapies. The lab’s previous work with 
NANPs gained NIH’s attention and prompted the 
MIRA award.

“We want to develop a smart NANP platform 
that can be readily adjusted to certain patient-
specific conditions or diseases,” Afonin said. “We 
are also addressing the needs for novel therapeutic 
approaches for treating cancers, infections and 
cardiovascular diseases.”

Injected into humans, vaccines trigger 
production of specific antibodies that fight disease. 
According to Afonin, the next likely milestone 

is the tunable therapies that are suitable for the 
needs of particular individuals. It will mean more 
personalized medicine, which is a big takeaway of 
his research that offers hope for the future.

“We need rationally designed DNA and RNA to 
construct materials to personalize our therapy,” said 
Morgan Chandler, ’21 Ph.D. Nanoscale Science who 
has worked in Afonin’s lab since 2016. “When we 
use biomaterials to communicate with the immune 
system, we can tailor something to not cause an 
adverse reaction. So, we are looking for how these 
materials communicate to personalize treatment.”

Access to highly specialized equipment, some 
that has been supported by funding to Afonin’s 
lab from NIH awards, exposes students to the 
best training and tools in the field and allows 
them to contribute to producing high-quality 
work that can be adapted by other labs. As a 
result, the recent graduates from Afonin Lab now 
continue working on RNA vaccine development 
at GlaxoSmithKline or promote nanotechnology-
based therapies at Frederick National Laboratory 
for Cancer Research. 

“This work at UNC Charlotte is the foundation 
of my career,” said Chandler, who graduated from the 
University with honors in 2017 with a bachelor’s degree 
in biology. “The work with immune stimulation of 
RNA is applicable in the world and makes what we are 
doing relevant in the bigger picture.”

Lynne Brandon is a freelance writer based in 
Greensboro, North Carolina.

“Nucleic acids serve 
as the blueprint of our 

genetic model and RNA, 
in particular, regulates 
and fine-tunes all key 
biological processes.” 

—Kirill Afonin

Kirill Afonin is an innovator in the development of RNA-based smart nanomaterials that have revolutionary 
implications in the health care field.
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Early career researchers help 
drive University’s reputation
Attracting and supporting top-notch researchers are UNC 

Charlotte academic hallmarks. Highly talented and 
enthusiastic faculty members arrive at North Carolina’s 

urban research university eager to make an impact in their research as 
well as in their classrooms and on the community.

Over the past two years, five UNC Charlotte faculty members 
joined the ranks of the National Science Foundation’s Faculty 
Early Career Development (CAREER) Award recipients, an honor 
considered among the most coveted by researchers nationwide.

“NSF CAREER Awards are significant national awards that 
support early career faculty and recognize individuals who exemplify 
and embody the role of teacher-scholars, integrating research 

and education to advance the missions of their departments and 
universities,” said Rick Tankersley, vice chancellor for Research and 
Economic Development. “These faculty members are conducting 
pioneering research to understand and solve problems that address 
some of society’s greatest challenges, providing valuable educational 
experiences for their students — tomorrow’s leaders — and 
connecting with communities that are realizing the impact of UNC 
Charlotte on our region.”

CAREER Awards affirm for the recipients — and signal to the 
research community — that they are making a noticeable and lasting 
difference at their institutions and in their fields. Here is a brief 
overview of the five researchers’ NSF CAREER projects:

Chemical energy
Chemistry Assistant Professor Christopher Bejger 

was awarded $624,000 through 2026 for “Transition 
Metal Chalcogenide Clusters: Preformed Building 
Blocks for Framework Materials.” He leads a UNC 
Charlotte research team that is focused on the design, 
synthesis and assembly of molecular clusters for 
energy applications; he describes the team’s work 
as “constructing multidimensional materials using 
nanoscale building blocks.”

Specifically, they are studying crystalline porous 
frameworks and redox flow batteries prepared 
from hybrid organic-inorganic clusters and 
small molecules.

“In my lab, we’re using organic chemistry to 
prepare molecules that can operate in salt water and 
can be used to make safe, economical and more 
efficient batteries,” said Bejger. “This award provides 
a stable source of funding to support students, which 
helps grow our laboratory and graduate program.”

A fundamental curiosity to make new materials 

fuels Bejger’s research. “We are also motivated by the 
electronic applications of these materials and our 
ability to tailor their properties by making small 
structural changes.”

Food, migration and place
Colleen Hammelman, an assistant professor in 

the Department of Geography and Earth Sciences, 
received $461,000 through 2025 for “Population 
Change and Gentrification in Urban Foodscapes.”

Possessing a deep expertise in social justice 
in urban food systems across the Americas, 
Hammelman is seeking solutions to specific 
problems faced in many cities. She is investigating 
the ways migrants’ food landscapes are changing as 
a result of urban restructuring in Atlanta, Charlotte 
and Washington, D.C. Her goal is to identify 
where in the cities migrants are constructing new 
foodscapes and the implications of foodscape 
relocation for migrant economic outcomes, social 
service provision and neighborhood integration.

Colleen Hammelman

Christopher Bejger
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“Charlotte is an incredibly relevant place 
to study and teach about urban geography,” 
Hammelman said. “From its history as a trading 
post to becoming today’s banking center, but 
also the vibrant history of African American 
neighborhoods and the growing influence of 
migrant communities, Charlotte offers a firsthand 
opportunity to understand urban processes.”

In the classroom, Hammelman explores 
topics and theories relevant to her research. 
Most recently, with the support of the NSF 
grant, she developed a writing-intensive 
course, Food, Migration and Place, through 
which students will engage with literature on 
these topics, build technical writing skills by 
creating StoryMaps about migrant food 
artifacts and learn to understand landscape 
change through participating in field surveys. 
The StoryMaps and field surveys bring 
students directly into the data collection 
process for this research project, while also 
building technical skills to prepare them for 
their future careers.

Lyrical mathematics
Xingjie (Helen) Li, associate professor 

in the Department of Mathematics and 
Statistics, was awarded $400,000 through 
2024 for “Multiscale Framework for 
Crystalline Defects in Two-Dimensional 
Materials.” She describes her research in a 
lyrical way, comparing solving an intricate 
mathematics problem to a poem, with its 
economy, precision and ability to share joy.

“With a poem, you often just use a few 
words to describe something,” Li said. 
“And in mathematics, we also use a few 
expressions to describe a problem. It’s 
complicated stuff, but you know there is 
a unique path to this complex thing. And 
through the truth of mathematics, you can 
identify this unique path.”

For her NSF-supported project, Li is 
focused on the development of a new and 
quantitative coupling framework for 
defective 2-D systems. An applied 
mathematician who draws from expertise 
in the fields of physics and materials 
science, Li noted her work on 
mathematical models holds promise for 
issues such as the defects in crystalline 
structures that cause potholes in roads, 
load balancing in communication 
networks and better understanding of 
behaviors of cancer cells and bacteria.

Dynamical systems
Associate Professor of Mathematics 

Kevin McGoff received $419,367 through 
2024 for “Stochastic Forward and Inverse 
Problems Involving Dynamical Systems.”

As a researcher, he analyzes dynamical 
systems, which serve as important 
mathematical models for a wide array of 
physical phenomena, relating to things 
such as weather modeling, systems biology, 
the spread of disease and statistical physics, 
for example.

In mathematical terms, a dynamical 
system consists of a state space, in which 
a point represents a complete description 
of the system, and a rule governing the 
evolution of the system from one state to 
another. Basically, these are units whose 
state evolves over time according to a kind 
of logic or rule.

McGoff anticipates his NSF CAREER 
project will benefit students from middle 
school to university graduate level.

“Within the mathematical field of 
dynamical systems, I hope that my 
research will contribute to our 
understanding of typical behavior for 
chaotic systems,” said McGoff.  “I really 

enjoy doing research with students. They 
bring energy, new ideas and fresh 
perspectives to the process. Not only do 
they make research more productive, but 
they also make it more fun.”

3-D imaging data
Rosario Porras-Aguilar, an assistant 

professor in the Department of Physics and 
Optical Science, was awarded $500,000 
through 2026 for “Smart Imaging and 
Metrology Enabled by Liquid Crystals.”

She is the principal investigator of 
the Active and Reconfigurable Optics 
Laboratory, and her research focuses on 
developing microscopy techniques to obtain 
quantitative data in three dimensions, with 
applications in microbiology and industry.

“I have always been fascinated with 
light, starting from the stars to the precious 
patterns observed when light passes 
through a thick and transparent glass,” 
said Porras-Aguilar. “Professionally, my 
interest in optics began during my master’s 
in astronomy studies, when I learned about 
telescopes that can compensate for the 
deformation in images induced by changes 
in the atmosphere.

“My ambition is to develop imaging 
systems that modify themselves to visualize 
or detect a particular content of interest,” 
she continued. “The human eye is a 
perfect example of such a system. It uses 
a single lens and iris to adjust, almost 
instantaneously, to visualize objects in 
various illumination levels and at distances 
ranging from a few centimeters to hundreds 
of meters.”

More details on UNC Charlotte’s NSF 
CAREER award recipients are on the web at 
inside.uncc.edu/early-career-researchers-2021.

Xingjie (Helen) Li

Kevin McGoff

Rosario Porras-Aguilar
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UNC Charlotte study finds success 
in ending homelessness

Charlotte’s Urban Ministry 
Center operates Moore 
Place, which uses the 
Housing First model. The Housing First Charlotte-Mecklenburg 

(HFCM) initiative, an innovative multi-
sector collaboration that’s been working to 

end chronic homelessness in Charlotte for five years, 
has placed more than 1,000 people in the Charlotte 
community in stable housing. This is the largest and 
most comprehensive local effort to address chronic 
homelessness. Nationwide, on any given night, more 
than 550,000 Americans are experiencing homelessness, 
and this research could offer guidance to cities around 
the United States struggling with this issue.

Housing first programs reverse the order homeless 
services are traditionally given: A place to live is the 
first step, not the final reward for complying with 
services and addressing personal challenges like 
mental illness or substance use.

“The Housing First Charlotte-
Mecklenburg effort led to major 
housing wins during a time of 
increasing housing scarcity, and the 
vast majority of those who were able 
to access housing through the effort 
did not return to emergency shelters,” 
said Lori Thomas, interim director of the UNC 
Charlotte Urban Institute and associate professor in 
the School of Social Work. 

The findings were the result of the Housing First 
Charlotte-Mecklenburg research and evaluation 

project led by the UNC Charlotte Urban Institute. 
The project received financial support from 
Mecklenburg County, Roof Above, the UNC 
Charlotte College of Health and Human Services, 
UNC Charlotte School of Social Work and the 
UNC Charlotte Urban Institute. 

Thomas completed an evaluation of the first 
phase of the program, the most rigorous and in-
depth study to date in Charlotte and one of the few 
reports in the country that examines a community’s 
overall response to chronic homelessness. Findings 
highlighted in Thomas’ research may have a 
significant impact throughout the country in other 
cities working to expand Housing First programs 
such as Atlanta, Denver, San Francisco and 
Washington, D.C.

Key Housing First findings include:
•   Almost three quarters (73%) of study 

participants housed through the Housing 
First program either retained their housing or 
moved into other housing during the study 
period. Those enrolled in permanent supportive 
housing, such as Moore Place, which provides 
wrap-around services and a permanent subsidy, 
did even better, with 80% housing retention.

•   Clients who gained housing showed reduced 
trauma symptoms (down 26%), fewer mental 
illness symptoms (down 35%) and reduced 
substance use (drug use down 37%, and three 
days fewer using alcohol to intoxication).

•   People who were housed were less likely to 
be arrested (the percentage of individuals 
arrested fell 59%), while the average number 
of visits to the Mecklenburg County Health 
Departments fell 71%. The number of 
emergency department visits fell 58%, while 
the average number of nights in emergency 
shelters fell 93%.

•   Costs of housing are partially offset through 
other community services. Based on the 
changes in service utilization, there is a $2.54 
reduction in community services for every 
$10 invested in housing first permanent 
supportive housing. This savings reduces the 
average annual cost of housing first permanent 
supportive housing from $17,256 to $12,688.

Lori 
Thomas
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Taking the lead 
UNC Charlotte’s largest-ever grant is supporting special education 
professors coordinating a national partnership to transform the 
delivery of services to youth with disabilities
B Y  P H I L L I P  B R O W N

Nationwide, more than 4.5 million youth 
with disabilities are preparing for life 
beyond high school. Their success, often, 

is dependent upon services provided locally 
and statewide by educational and vocational 
rehabilitation agencies. Strengthening the 
collaboration among these agencies is the focus of 
a federally funded partnership being led by faculty 
of UNC Charlotte’s Cato College of Education.

The National Technical Assistance Center 
on Transition: The Collaborative (NTACT:C) 
recently received a five-year, $20 million grant 

from the U.S. Department of Education, 
the largest such award in the University’s 
history, to expand its efforts to improve 
employment and education opportunities and 
community integration for students and youth 
with disabilities.

“We have assembled an amazing team at UNC 
Charlotte and among our partner institutions, 
and we will work diligently over the next five years 
to continue to improve secondary services and 
outcomes for students and youth with disabilities,” 
said Valerie Mazzotti ’10 Ph.D, one of the 

Cato College of Education faculty members Catherine Fowler and Valerie Mazzotti are lead researchers for a national effort to improve 
employment and education opportunities for youth with disabilities.
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lead researchers on the project. “Thousands of 
dedicated professionals work directly with youth 
with disabilities every day. Our goal, through 
NTACT: The Collaborative, is to work with those 
within the agencies at the state and local levels to 
effectively support those practitioners, positively 
impacting more students and their families.”

During the past five years, states that have partnered 
with the center have demonstrated improved 
graduation rates for students with disabilities; increased 
the number of students who participate in work-
based learning experiences and other pre-employment 
transition services while in high school; and increased 
the number of students with disabilities enrolling in 
and completing a three-course sequence of career and 
technical education courses.

Catherine Fowler ’98 M.Ed., ’07 Ph.D. 
from the Cato College’s Department of Special 
Education and Child Development (SPCD) 
serves as project coordinator for NTACT: C. She 
and Mazzotti are joined by Bettie Rae Butler, 
associate professor of Middle, Secondary and 
K-12 Education, an expert on urban education, 
at-risk youth and culturally responsive teaching 
practices, additional staff in SPCD, and colleagues 
at East Tennessee State University, George 
Washington University, Portland State University, 
University of Kansas, University of Maryland and 
University of Oregon.

Cato College of Education  
is a national leader in  
special education

Fowler and Mazzotti, who both earned 
doctoral degrees in special education from UNC 
Charlotte, are proud of the national reputation 
the Department of Special Education and Child 
Development has earned, and they acknowledged 
their efforts build upon the work of many 
colleagues, including pioneers David Test, Diane 
Browder and Fred Spooner. The University’s 
Ph.D. in Special Education program is ranked 
among the best in the country, and as a result, 
it is attracting doctoral students nationally and 
internationally and early-career faculty who vie 
for openings within the department. Additionally, 
Ph.D. graduates have accepted faculty positions at 
other institutions, which broadens Cato College 
and the SPCD’s influence nationally.

According to Fowler, “There are 60 state 
education agencies across the nation (between 
states and U.S. territories) and 78 vocational 
rehabilitation agencies. Through NTACT:C, 
we will assist those agencies to collaborate using 
identified evidence-based practices that benefit 
youth with disabilities. Research indicates that 
students who participate in coordinated services 
that prepare them for life beyond high school 
are more likely to achieve their goals, which 

“Thousands of 
dedicated professionals 
work directly with 
youth with disabilities 
every day. Our goal, 
through NTACT: The 
Collaborative, is to 
work with those within 
the agencies at the 
state and local levels 
to effectively support 
those practitioners, 
positively impacting 
more students and 
their families.” 

—Valerie Mazzotti,  
professor of Special Education 
and Child Development
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underscores the importance that agencies and 
organizations collaborate effectively to provide 
these services to support youth and their families 
during the transition process.”

Prior to UNC Charlotte, Fowler worked as a 
developmental disabilities specialist, providing 
service coordination and educational intervention 
services to families of young children with 
developmental disabilities. 

“We will provide resources and tools for state 
agencies to use with their local providers — 
educators, counselors, therapists — as well as 
families and students,” said Fowler. “We also will 
help agencies to analyze their needs and use their 
data to design professional development for staff 
that addresses gaps in providing quality services 
to students. Additionally, we may review local 
and state agencies’ policies and procedures to help 
them identify necessary changes. For example, 
if a school’s procedures don’t refer students for 
vocational rehabilitation until they are in the 
11th grade, we would help them change this 
to 8th or 9th grade to align with vocational 
rehabilitation policy and research into best 
practices that support successful outcomes for 
youth with disabilities.”

NTACT, which has existed in various iterations 
at UNC Charlotte since 2006, received a $13 
million grant in 2015, under the direction of 
Special Education Professor Emeritus David 
Test. This latest U.S. Department of Education 
funding broadens NTACT:C’s charge to not only 
to continue supporting agencies working with 
students with disabilities transitioning from high 
school to beyond, but to focus on marginalized 
populations of students with disabilities: those 
with complex support needs; who are living in 
characteristically urban/rural areas; are LGBTQ+; 
are military-connected; are identified with mental 
health conditions and special health care needs; 
or are in the juvenile justice system, foster care 
or homeless; and those who have substance 
abuse issues.

NTACT:C researchers  
working with states  
across the country

Mazzotti is one of the nation’s leading 
authorities on evidence-based practices in 
secondary transition and in-school predictors 
of post-school success as well as models of 
interagency collaboration to assist youth 
with disabilities.

“Improving the way in which a local or state 
agency provides services to secondary students 
with disabilities takes time,” said Mazzotti. “We 
will support states and local agencies in these 
efforts by providing the resources and expertise 
to help them make improvements starting at the 
local level with the goal to scale up evidence-based 
practices across the state, and we have a track 
record of success.”

NTACT worked with Arkansas Transition 
Services and Arkansas Rehabilitation Services 
on a pilot project in four districts. Using a 
UNC Charlotte research-based practice known 
as CIRCLES (Communicating Interagency 
Relationships and Collaborative Linkages for 
Exceptional Students) — a model that originated 
in Cleveland County Schools in North Carolina 
in the 1990s — the districts adopted professional 
development and data collection practices that 
resulted in students having higher levels of self-
determination skills (capability to control their 
own destiny) and a 25% growth in the level of 
collaboration across various agencies. In spring 
2020, Arkansas expanded the pilot to 10 districts 
with plans to implement statewide using a 
training model developed by NTACT.

“Projects like NTACT:C are evidence of the 
expanding impact researchers at UNC Charlotte 
are making on people’s lives across the country,” 
said Vice Chancellor for Research and Economic 
Development Rick Tankersley. “We also see this 
award as a reaffirmation of our Department of 
Special Education and Child Development as a 
national leader in the field.”
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Uniquely positioned to benefit the greater Charlotte region 

and state through advancing transformative solutions 

to overarching cultural, economic, social, educational, 

environmental and health issues and challenges, UNC 

Charlotte will further and fine-tune its role as North 

Carolina’s urban research university. With an inherent ability 

to educate future business, nonprofit, health care and 

community leaders for the region, the University will make 

a measurable and significant impact on the educational 

success and social mobility of students. 

“Our connection to the city of Charlotte has been 

strengthened with our presence at The Dubois Center 

at UNC Charlotte Center City and the completion of the 

light rail line linking our main campus to Uptown,” said 

Chancellor Sharon L. Gaber. “We have strength of size and 

brand, and quality of students, faculty and outcomes. We 

have benefited from outstanding leadership, and we are 

primed and ready to take UNC Charlotte to the next level.”

Strategic Area of Focus 3   |   Drive progress
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UCITY Family Zone rises 
as national model for 
community health
B Y  W I L L S  C I T T Y

Thousands of people in need in neighborhoods 
around UNC Charlotte are receiving critical 
services through the infrastructure and 

community connections of an initiative that flips the 
American system’s approach to health and offers a 
model for cities across the country.

UCITY Family Zone is a comprehensive effort 
co-developed with local community leaders and 
UNC Charlotte faculty with the goal of promoting 
overall well-being, reducing preventable disease 
and increasing social capital for the people and 
communities in and around the University City 
area. UNC Charlotte is taking a leading role in the 
group and is joined by a growing list of more than 
75 partners that includes nonprofits, businesses and 
faith-based organizations.

The Family Zone focuses on the social factors that 
have dramatic effects on a person’s wellness — known 
as the social determinants of health. Education, 
food security, access to and quality of health care, 
neighborhood development and social capital each are 
critical to the health of a community and its people.

The initiative was created in 2017, three years 
after a Harvard study found Charlotte last in 
economic mobility among the 50 biggest U.S. cities. 
Those living in the Family Zone are at a higher risk 
of poverty-related illnesses and early death due to 
social and demographic characteristics and have an 
average age of death of 65 years compared to more 
affluent parts of Charlotte where it is closer to 80 
years of age.  

Working together
The University provides leadership, expertise and 

organizational support to the Family Zone through its 
faculty and students to ensure dozens of programs in 
the area are developed, implemented and measured to 
capture useful data that informs future efforts. 

Donald Jonas, assistant vice president of social 
strategy and impact at Atrium Health, is one of 
many community leaders collaborating to achieve 
the program’s goals.

“UCITY Family Zone reminds us that real, long-
term change always happens at the neighborhood 
level. We have learned from the experience of 
Dr. Mark DeHaven and his partners that anchor 
institutions and funders of all sizes must start 
consideration of any community intervention effort 
by first listening to the people in neighborhoods that 
are most impacted. We must first listen and respond 
to neighbors about what they see as their greatest 
needs, rather than bring solutions to communities 
based on what we think they might want,” he said. 

In response to gaps in availability of mental health 
services in the area, one of the first programs started 
in the Family Zone was a no-cost clinic called Tu No 
Estas Solo (You are not alone) at Camino Community 
Center. Staffed by students with faculty supervision, 
in 2017 the program served 116 primarily Latinx 
individuals through the efforts of six student interns 
and two faculty supervisors. Over the course of the 
year, 70% of scheduled sessions at Tu No Estas Solo 
were kept; 66% of clients completed their prescribed 
treatment when dropping out after the first session is 

The UCITY Family Zone is a geographical area 
surrounding UNC Charlotte composed of multiple 
organizations and is home to 53,000 residents 
spanning roughly 18 square miles. “I’ve been doing 

research on chronic 
disease my whole life. 
And what others and 

I others have found 
is that ZIP code is a 

much more important 
predictor of health 

than genetic code.”

—Mark DeHaven
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the norm; symptoms of anxiety and depression 
improved noticeably; and a majority of the 
client backlog disappeared.

While there were many service providers 
in University City when UCITY Family 
Zone began, Mark DeHaven, the Dean W. 
Colvard Distinguished Professor of Public 
Health Sciences, and community partners 
found there was something missing.

“At the time, 96% of the organizations 
indicated they were not collaborating with 
other organizations. That has changed 
tremendously over the past four years. We 
now have more than 75 organizations, 
supporting one another, collaborating, 
aligning their activities and programs,” he 
said. Family Zone leadership now meets 
bi-monthly. Creating the conditions and 
organizational structure for these groups to 
work together is one of UNC Charlotte’s 
central roles.

Emergency relief payments of $500 
organized through the Family Zone for 100 
individuals and families facing food and 
housing insecurity are another example of 
the power of the approach. Recognizing the 
devastating impacts of COVID-19 in the 
community, prior to the holiday season, 
DeHaven spoke with partners about the 
opportunity and wrote the grant application 
for $65,000 in funding from Bank of 
America. Family Zone then worked with 
partner organizations Atrium NorthPark 
Clinic and Charlotte Community Health 
Clinic, also through its own Community 
Ambassador Program to distribute the 
payments to those who were struggling. The 

additional $15,000 of the Bank of America 
support went to Heal Charlotte, a member 
of the UCITY Family Zone located in the 
Reagan Corridor neighborhood of Hidden 
Valley that offers programming including 
after-school tutoring, emergency housing and 
food distribution. 

“The key to success is using what is 
already in the community, identifying 
priorities and then working together to 
address any gaps once all of the existing 
resources have been identified and are 
working together,” said DeHaven. “Heal 
Charlotte is successful precisely because it 
is locally focused and directed and builds 
on the shared history of a neighborhood or 
community as the starting point for change.”

Bigger picture
It is estimated that 80% of chronic 

disease is preventable and 70% of all 
premature deaths result from social factors. 
Poverty contributes to a lack of choices, lack 
of control and feelings of powerlessness, 
depression and poor health. By addressing 
the social determinants of health in the 
communities within the UCITY Family 
Zone, the partnership seeks to reduce and 
eliminate poverty-based health and social 
inequalities and improve equity. The U.S. 
spends roughly $3.2 trillion annually on 
health care — about 18% of GDP. Yet, the 
Center for Disease Control and Prevention 
(CDC) estimates that 80% of total health 
care spending is for treating existing 
chronic diseases, while only 3% goes to 
preventing disease.

Strength in numbers
Beyond opening lines of communication 

and coordination, the Family Zone structure 
allows small organizations to compete for 
funding that is usually out of reach. In the 
early days of the pandemic, the group was 
awarded $25,000 by United Way and the 
Foundation for the Carolinas to provide 
meals to families in need. Over nine weeks, 
partner organizations The Community Hub 
and Faith CME prepared and delivered more 
than 76,000 meals, 50% more than initially 
anticipated. The two organizations are closely 
connected to members of the community, and 
almost all of the volunteers were people from 
the area coming together to help one another. 

“We’re able to mobilize and coordinate activities 
— rapidly, effectively and efficiently. Since it is 
an ecosystem with already existing partnerships, 
partners are able to respond to needs immediately 
without competition,” DeHaven said. 

The partnerships provided through the 
UCITY Family Zone afford University 
researchers and students access to community-
based research that affects meaningful change. 
For UNC Charlotte, the approach provides 
an agenda for community-engaged action on 
topics ranging from the elimination of health 
disparities, to urban design, to innovation in 
education and new business models. There are 
opportunities for faculty and students from 
all of UNC Charlotte’s colleges, related to 
research, teaching and service.

As UCITY Family Zone continues to grow 
and its programs yield results, patience is the 
name of the game.

“We often say that community work 
proceeds at the ‘speed of trust.’ It takes time 
to build trust, but the time is an investment. 
It is the cost creating true partnerships that 
move beyond alignment and collaboration. 
Partnerships are where friendships and 
relationships develop, where people and 
organizations are at their best and become 
family — helping one another and making the 
world a better place,” DeHaven said.

To learn more about UCITY Family 
Zone partners and programs, visit www.
ucityfamilyzone.com.

Wills Citty is director of communications for the 
Cato College of Education and College of Health 
and Human Services.
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New tools in teachers’ toolkits
Charlotte Teachers Institute offers educators opportunities to make lasting impacts

B Y  LY N N  R O B E R S O N

West Charlotte High School English 
teacher Franchone Bey calls herself an 
“eternal sponge,” describing how she soaks 

up knowledge.
“I’m a learner for life,” Bey said. “Any opportunity 

that I have to actually go out and be a student in 
some way, I try to engage in that.”

One of the most innovative opportunities she has 
found to expand her learning — and her teaching 
— is through Charlotte Teachers Institute (CTI), a 
partnership among Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools 
(CMS), UNC Charlotte and Johnson C. Smith 
University to strengthen teaching and learning.

“With our work, university faculty provide 
content-rich seminars for CMS teachers, and teachers 
from pre-kindergarten to high schools take these 
seminars, learn new content, collaborate with other 
teachers, and write curricula for their students,” said 
CTI Executive Director Scott Gartlan ’19 Ed.D.

From April to December, faculty from the two 
universities offer evening seminars on eight diverse 
topics. Teachers serve as leaders, choosing seminar 

topics they consider most important and engaging 
for CMS teachers and their students.

Counting those in 2021, CTI will have provided 
100 seminars since its inception in 2009. The teachers’ 
work has directly benefited their 137,000 students.

Each year, seminars dig deeply into varied 
subjects. This year’s topics range from climate 
refugee stories to Southern children’s literature 
to action peacebuilding in the classroom to the 
chemistry and culture of Black women’s hair — and 
more. The breadth of this year’s topics echoes that of 
past seminars.

“Each teacher puts in more than 30 hours of 
continuing education,” Gartlan said. “During that 
time, they’re researching a topic independently. They’re 
discussing as a group. They’re sharing ideas with 
their students and getting feedback as they’re writing. 
They’re working with the professor to edit their ideas 
in written form. They are highly engaged teachers.”

For Jessica Young, a second-grade teacher at 
Myers Park Traditional Elementary, seminars 
have helped her focus on new strategies to get her 
students excited about writing. She has incorporated 
dedicated writing time, as one example, and students 

Franchone Bey draws upon her experiences in CTI seminars as she teaches English, film, debate, speech and related topics at 
West Charlotte High School.
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now ask to write during their free time or recess.
“Being able to take ownership of your curriculum 

to study something in-depth and to create content 
yourself that you are able to share with your students 
that you are excited about is really important,” she 
said. “I feel empowered as a professional and as an 
educator to make decisions that I think will benefit 
my students. And I think CTI has also given me a 
lot of confidence as an educator.”

Over the last few years, CTI has sharpened its 
emphasis on racial equity in its work, as a leading 
edge. Seminars have focused on African American 
poetry, Black girl magic, white privilege, epigenetics 
and social justice, among other topics. They explored 
racial equity through science, history, English, 
political science and other disciplines.

Gartlan described how a pre-K teacher in the white 
privilege seminar developed lessons for the 4-year-
olds in her class about skin tone and identity and 
celebrating differences through how people look.

“These really innovative ideas are coming from 
university partners and then finding their way into 
the CMS classrooms,” he said. “And it’s all really 
about teachers engaging their students and giving 
them opportunities to have their ideas challenged, to 
be critical thinkers and creative and come out better 
students, better people, better citizens.”

CTI offers teachers the power to create curricula 
that raise the standard for education and address the 
critical topics of race and equity, Johnson C. Smith 
University President Clarence Armbrister noted.

“Educational partnerships like the one with CTI 
are critical to the success of our local students and 
the professional development of local educators,” 
Armbrister said. “It is my hope that the continued 
success of this partnership will not only help further 
development of teachers and the advancement of 
local students, but it will also address the lack of 
upward mobility in the Charlotte region.”

In addition to the seminars, CTI offers 
community educational events and supports 
teachers with summer research experiences. CTI has 
sponsored trips centered on racial equity, visiting 
historic Southern cities at the center of the American 
Civil Rights movement, including the Equal Justice 
Initiative in Montgomery, Alabama.

Since CTI opened its doors, CMS teachers have 
created 1,040 original curriculum units and gained 
30,000 hours — or 3.5 years, to put it another 
way — of professional development. The curricular 
units are available free-of-charge on CTI’s website to 
extend the reach.

Teachers’ immersion in the university experts’ 
content, paired with development of curricula and 
collaborations with colleagues, have proven critical 
to their growth, CTI’s research shows. University 
faculty who have led seminars agree.

“It’s really intellectually stimulating, and it’s 
really exciting for the teachers,” said seminar leader 
Shannon Sullivan. “The teacher is the one who 
figures out how to connect the material with the 
students.” Sullivan is chair of UNC Charlotte’s 
Department of Philosophy and led the seminar on 
white privilege, grounded in her research on the 
complex topic.

Leaders from CMS have witnessed the impact. In 
one metric, 97 percent of CTI fellows are retained in 
CMS annually.

“The Charlotte Teachers Institute helps our 
teachers deepen their educational knowledge and 
increase their confidence in the classroom,” said 
CMS Superintendent Earnest Winston. “Teachers 
who innovate and create original curricula can 
challenge and inspire students to love learning and 
improve academic achievement.”

For West Charlotte High School teacher Bey, CTI 
repeatedly draws her in. She was accepted into UNC 
Charlotte English Professor Mark West’s seminar 
on Southern children’s literature this year. She has 
completed previous seminars and served as a teacher 
coordinator for other seminars. While teachers receive 
a small stipend from CTI, supported by donors, they 
attend the evening seminars on their own time.

“It’s just been a great experience to be able to go 
out and get away from the regular curriculum, talk 
to other teachers and engage with material I would 
never even think about exposing myself to,” she 
said. “The collaboration is not only with colleagues 
but also with scholars from the university who can 
help inject and fuel really great ideas and give you 
foundational tools.”

Lynn Roberson is director of communications for the 
College of Liberal Arts & Sciences.

CTI opportunities for 
teachers include in-depth 
summer experiences, 
such as when CMS 
teachers Phil Carver, 
second from left, and 
Geneva Bell, far right, 
worked with Chemistry 
Professor Thomas 
Schmedake, second 
from right and doctoral 
student Margaret 
Kocherga, left.
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Community Connector

B Y  M I C H A E L  J .  S O L E N D E R

One late summer evening in 2019, visitors to 
the Projective Eye Gallery at The Dubois 
Center at UNC Charlotte Center City did a 

double take as uniformed police officers milled about 
the space, engaging with local teens and their parents 
about the artwork displayed there. 

“We hosted a special exhibition by Charlotte’s Arts 
Empowerment Project,” said Adam Justice, director 
of galleries for the College of Arts + Architecture, 
addressing the unique gathering. “The arts-based 
nonprofit works with at-risk youth and reached out 
about collaborating on a project between their kids 
and Charlotte-Mecklenburg Police Department. The 
opportunity to partner with them extends our space 

into the community and helps build relationships 
beyond our walls, part of our mission. It was special to 
see police in our gallery talking about art they created 
with the teens and how the project helped build trust 
and new positive connections.”

Creating connections between the University and 
the community is precisely the vision UNC Charlotte 
and community and business leaders had in mind 
more than 15 years ago when the notion for a Center 
City campus first began to surface. 

“The ability of UNC Charlotte to conduct work 
relevant to community partners in Center City through 
a presence in Uptown was a bold, if not risky, idea 
at the time,” said Ken Lambla, founding dean of the 
College of Arts + Architecture. Lambla was involved 
in early conversations surrounding a Center City 

The Dubois Center at UNC Charlotte Center City overlooks First Ward Park.

The Dubois Center at UNC Charlotte Center City uses urban presence to 
cement its position as a catalyst and active community partner facilitating 
economic, civic and cultural placemaking for the region. 
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campus, noting the Charlotte business community 
welcomed the chance to have greater connectivity to 
the University’s thought leadership, research capabilities, 
academic expertise and network of student talent.

“Chancellor Emeritus Philip Dubois embraced the 
idea and envisioned the connectivity of the Blue Line 
light rail — to Uptown from the south and ultimately 
to the main campus in University City through the 
extension — as a key growth vehicle for the University 
and an economic and cultural driver for the region.”

To that end, the Uptown building, at that time 
UNC Charlotte’s largest-ever capital investment in 
an academic building, opened in 2011. In 2020, it 
was renamed The Dubois Center at UNC Charlotte 
Center City, recognizing the contributions of the 
former chancellor and his wife, Lisa Lewis Dubois, 
to the University’s ability to strengthen community 
bonds and accessibility. 

The 11-story, 143,000-square-foot tower anchors 
Uptown Charlotte’s First Ward, features 25 state-
of-the-art classrooms and design studios, a 300-seat 
auditorium, a 100-seat lecture hall and the Projective 
Eye Gallery, host to exhibitions by students and 
recognized artists from across the globe. More than 
1,300 students are served here annually, enrolled in 
bachelor’s or master’s degree programs in business, 
architecture, urban design, education, public 
administration or health administration. An additional 
2,600 professionals participate in annual certification 
programs and other continuing education offerings.

In 2013, the building, designed by architectural 
firm KieranTimberlake, was honored with the 
International Architecture Award for its innovative 
design. The tower’s top floors display a shifting mass 
and represent the collaboration, mixture of ideas and 

aspirational ideals of the University college residing 
here, and the community partners UNC Charlotte 
supports and works with.

The Dubois Center is contiguous to Charlotte’s 
celebrated First Ward Park, acres of green space and 
shade fronting the city skyline, only steps from the 
Blue Line light rail. Internationally acclaimed sculptor 
Jaume Plensa’s “Ainsa III,” a die-cut stainless-steel work 
fashioning letters from nine alphabets from around 
the world, anchors the outdoor plaza and is a visual 
connector to the cityscape at the Center’s doorstep.

Development opportunities  
for working professionals

“Our mission at The Dubois Center is to 
connect the University to the city, and the city to 
the University,” said Jerry Coughter, The Dubois 
Center’s executive director who has been with 
the Center since its opening. “This begins with 
academic programming appropriate for the urban 
environment, which is why our Belk College 
of Business has such a prominent offering here, 
including our part-time MBA evening and Master 
of Public Administration programs. Being Uptown 
also attracts working professionals who might not 
ordinarily interface with the University through 
continuing education and certification programs 
as varied as firefighter certification and licensure 
programs for engineers.”

Lifelong learning and educational development 
opportunities for the city’s working professionals are 
key components in the city’s economic expansion 
and diversity, according to Charlotte Center City 
Partners President and CEO Michael Smith. 
“This community has been blessed with incredible 
public and private leadership, and one of the great 
moves made by prior generations has been in the 
establishment and growth of UNC Charlotte,” he 
said. “The University is a tremendous source of 
talent for all sectors of our economy. The creation 
of The Dubois Center represents a dramatic 
connection creating proximity to an abundance of 
resources, which are leading assets we emphasize to 
all our prospects.”

Last July, when Jennifer Troyer became the 
seventh dean of UNC Charlotte’s Belk College of 
Business, she noted part of her strong interest in the 
role was driven by the vision of the college’s role as a 
leading urban research school. “To have connections 
with the Charlotte community while also doing 
groundbreaking research applicable to communities 
around the world is exciting,” she said. “We do so 
by building on the college’s deep partnerships with 
Charlotte’s corporate and business communities.”

Award-winning actress 
Laura Linney, right, spoke 
about creative citizenship 
for a Chancellor’s Speaker 
Series presentation, which 
is part of the annual UNC 
Charlotte Civic Speaker 
Series presented by Bank 
of America and held at The 
Dubois Center.

“Our mission at 
The Dubois Center 
is to connect the 
University to the 
city, and the city to 
the University.” 

—Jerry Coughter, The Dubois 
Center’s executive director
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Shaping the future 
of the city

According to Brook Muller, who joined 
UNC Charlotte as dean of the College of Arts + 
Architecture in 2019, it’s essential for students 
to have exposure to professionals. “Our program 
has a long-standing tradition of partnerships 
with the professional community, primarily in 
the city,” he said. “Our architecture program 
is one of the few in the country to be early 
adopters of something called integrated path to 
architectural licensure. This allows students to 
have opportunities to work in practice as part of 
their architectural education experience.” 

The college’s Master of Urban Design 
program and City.Building.Lab both operate 
from The Dubois Center, allowing the 
University to take advantage of the city as a 
research laboratory, while investigating global 
urbanism through the structured studio 
sequence and immersive study abroad sessions. 
Benefits of this integrated approach extend to 
students and the professional design community 
and urban planners. “The talent exchange 
is both ways,” said Muller. “The advantage 
educationally is that students are helping the 
city, and our community helps visualize its 
features at the same time. We’re exchanging 
ideas, driving the future of architecture and the 
future of the city.”

Convener of people  
through events

Over the past decade, Charlotte has come to 
expect and appreciate the diverse perspectives 
and thought-provoking discussion forums, 
speaker series and events held at The Dubois 
Center. “In 2019 before the pandemic, The 
Dubois Center convened more than 1,800 
university, corporate and community events,” 
said Coughter. “We are always looking for ways 
to engage and inspire the community, and my 
personal goal in coordinating events here is to 
offer a diverse slate of programing.”

Among the most well-attended annual 
events here is the Chancellor’s Speaker Series. 
Launched in 2011, the showcase features 
discussion on topical issues with influential 
and widely recognized thought leaders. From 
the inaugural event, where former Sen. Alan 
Simpson and past UNC System President and 
White House Chief of Staff Erskine Bowles 
discussed pragmatic solutions to America’s debt 
crisis, to a discussion on creative citizenship led 

by actor and community activist Laura Linney, 
and thoughts on multiculturalism and diversity 
by Harvard professor and historian, Henry 
Louis Gates Jr., The Dubois Center’s audiences 
have been entertained and challenged at 
every turn. 

Open to the public, the quarterly UNC 
Charlotte Economic Forecast, hosted (until 
the pandemic) by The Dubois Center, is a 
must-attend appointment for area business, 
development and municipal leaders. Compiled 
and led by UNC Charlotte economist John 
Connaughton, the forecast is an invaluable 
source of timely data to inform decision 
making for those influenced by the region’s 
economic climate.

Cultural events hosted at The Dubois 
Center consistently bring scores of area 
residents to campus and showcase significant 
artistic and cultural achievements. One such 
event, the 2012 North American debut of 
Violins of Hope, an exhibition and concert 
series of Holocaust era reclaimed string 
instruments, drew international coverage and 
made connections throughout the region with 
faith institutions and beyond.

KEEPING WATCH
Taking a leadership role in regional 

environmental and sustainability efforts is a 
responsibility UNC Charlotte is committed 
to. KEEPING WATCH, a multiyear initiative 
designed to foster collaboration across 
disciplines and interest groups to engage the 
public in local environmental issues hosted 
programming at The Dubois Center from 
2014 through 2017. The collaboration 
between UNC Charlotte’s Urban Institute and 
the College of Arts + Architecture brought 
together community partners to raise awareness 
and inspire action around plastic waste and 
recycling, water quality and urban streams, air 
quality and tree canopy and wildlife habitat in 
the urban ecosystem.

“We’re serious about being good neighbors 
and an advocate for sustainable development,” 
said Coughter. “From the very beginning, we’ve 
expected our Center City presence to be a 
catalyst for the community. We look forward to 
building on our momentum and believe even 
greater opportunities lie ahead.”

Michael J. Solender is a Charlotte-based 
freelance writer. 

The Dubois Center at UNC 
Charlotte Center City, 

pre-pandemic, convened 
numerous offerings for 

the public, including the 
Personally Speaking lecture 

series sponsored by the 
College of Liberal Arts & 

Sciences. English professor 
Jeff Leak discussed his book, 

“Visible Man: The Life of 
Henry Dumas.”
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Attention and commitment to diversity, equity and 

inclusion — as we strive to become a model campus 

in this regard — are priorities for every organization 

of integrity. As among the most diverse campus 

communities in the UNC System, UNC Charlotte 

intends to continue fostering a culture that respects 

and values all people while increasing the visibility 

and reputation of the University through the use of its 

community and program activities.  

Cheryl Waites Spellman, who last fall was appointed 

interim special assistant to the chancellor for diversity 

and inclusion, said, “It is important that UNC Charlotte 

enhance its policies and practices toward making 

UNC Charlotte a desirable place to live, learn and 

work, while holding all members and entities of the 

campus community to the highest expectations of 

inclusive excellence.” 

Strategic Area of Focus 4   |   Live our guiding commitments

50 UNC CHARLOTTE magazine    |    Spring 2021



Becoming a model campus for 
diversity, equity and inclusion
With a student population defined as the most diverse in the University of North Carolina System, 

UNC Charlotte is taking new strides toward creating and sustaining a campus environment that 
inspires all students, faculty and staff to reach their full academic and human potential. 

In fall 2020, Chancellor Sharon L. Gaber appointed Cheryl Waites Spellman, Ed.D., a professor in the 
School of Social Work, interim special assistant to the chancellor for diversity and inclusion and established 
the Office of Diversity and Inclusion (D&I). Since then, D&I has worked toward aligning the work of several 
campus efforts that elevate diversity, equity and inclusion at UNC Charlotte. Powered by an institutional 
commitment to diversity and inclusion, the University’s new strategic plan, “Shaping What’s Next, 2021-31,” 
cites positioning the University to become a model campus for diversity, equity and inclusion (DEI).  

“An intentional effort toward creating a culture of equity and inclusion is centered on creating an 
environment where the inherent worth and dignity of all people are recognized and valued,” said Waites 
Spellman. “This contributes to the University’s ability to achieve its strategic priorities, including educating 
the current and next generations, and positively affecting the overall well-being, potential and social mobility 
of the diverse people of our state, nation and the world.”

Here, Waites Spellman addresses the importance of focusing on these efforts  — and the forthcoming Plan 
for Diversity, Equity and Inclusion:

Cheryl Waites Spellman

Why are efforts surrounding diversity, equity 
and inclusion important for UNC Charlotte — 
or any organization — to make a priority? 
CWS: Diversity, equity and inclusion are 
inherent in the missions of most higher education 
institutions, particularly public universities like 
UNC Charlotte — and it is essential that these 
issues are addressed from the perspectives of both 
students and employees. Our nation and region 

are becoming increasingly diverse and our higher 
education institutions must reflect that reality. 
A diverse student population needs to see and 
interact with faculty, staff and administrators who 
reflect their campus and community, and work 
well with their fellow students whose backgrounds 
may differ from theirs. After all, the real world is 
diverse, and diversity on campus provides exposure 
to a wide array of ideas, perspectives, cultures and 
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individuals. It matters for educating the entire person 
and preparing students to make a positive impact 
on society. The ability to navigate these factors is 
increasingly important to employers and essential to 
workplace success.

How do diversity, equity and inclusion differ 
from one another — and what are the reasons 
we should be intentional about addressing 
them separately as well as holistically?
CWS: These are concepts with distinct but 
complementary definitions. Diversity refers to 
the range of human differences and experiences 
such as race, ethnicity, gender, gender identity, 
sexual orientation, age, social class, physical ability 
or attributes, religious or ethical values system 
and national origin. Equity refers to eliminating 
barriers and providing various levels of support and 
assistance depending on specific needs or abilities 
to help overcome barriers. And Inclusion, or the 
extent to which a person feels included or a sense of 
belonging, means the ongoing process of improving 
systems to meet everyone’s needs, especially those 
in marginalized groups. An inclusive university 
values and practices respect for the talents, beliefs, 
backgrounds and ways of living of its members.

How is UNC Charlotte working to integrate 
effective diversity, equity and inclusion 
practices into its operations? 
CWS: When Chancellor Gaber created this role, the 
newly formed Office of Diversity and Inclusion was 
able to begin coordinating UNC Charlotte’s existing 
related campus activities, provide counsel on these 
matters and ensure that faculty, staff and students 
work together toward the University’s DEI goals. 
One important campus entity guiding our work 
is the Chancellor’s Diversity Equity and Inclusion 
Council, created in November 2020 as an advisory 
and coordinating body to advance UNC Charlotte’s 
efforts to create and sustain a model campus for 
diversity, equity and inclusion. (See the accompanying 
sidebar on page 53 for additional examples.)

What is the role of the University’s 
Diversity & Inclusion Advisory Committee?
CWS: The members of the Diversity & Inclusion 
Advisory Committee are UNC Charlotte’s diversity 
and inclusion champions. They are leaders from 
across the University and serve as an advisory and 
coordinating entity to advance UNC Charlotte’s 
efforts to create and sustain a model campus for 
Diversity, Equity and Inclusion (DEI).

What steps are the Office of Diversity 
& Inclusion taking to make sure the 
voices of all students, faculty and staff 
are considered in future planning and 
programming? Do alumni have a role in 
this process? 
CWS: The voices of all Niners are being considered. 
D&I has spent time assessing UNC Charlotte’s 
DEI-related functions to determine how to best 
identify redundancies and support gaps. Student 
groups, faculty and staff caucuses and councils have 
provided input in regard to key issues, programs, 
plans, ideas, collaboration opportunities and a 
possible path forward. Students, faculty and staff 
are responding to recently disseminated surveys 
designed to get to the heart of DEI perceptions and 
attitudes at UNC Charlotte; responses will help 
guide the development of the Plan for Diversity, 
Equity and Inclusion. And the UNC Charlotte 
Alumni Association has formed and raised support 
for a Social Justice Scholarship, which recognizes 
and uplifts current students who are engaged 
in social action, racial justice and economic 
opportunity efforts in their communities. 

What is our responsibility to one another —
as individuals and as a campus community 
— as the members of Niner Nation become 
more knowledgeable about diversity, 
equity and inclusion? 
CWS: The D&I Office and DEI campus leaders 
cannot do this alone. It takes commitment across 
the entire campus to create a diverse, inclusive 
environment. For example, our office is partnering 
with the University’s academic colleges and 
administrative units to identify DEI leaders and 
advocates who can help advance the University’s 
DEI goals and emphasize their priority to internal 
and external constituents. Professional development 
training will be available for faculty and staff to 
support individuals in their journeys for growth 
in this area. In addition, we are aligning the 
University’s DEI priorities with those of the UNC 
System’s strategic plan for access, student success 
and diverse and excellent institutions as well as with 
the UNC System Racial Equity Task Force and 
the University’s strategic plan. Most exciting is the 
five-year Plan for Diversity, Equity and Inclusion 
Plan, targeted for completion in fall 2021. The plan 
will outline goals, action items and metrics that will 
chart our progress, advance the University’s overall 
DEI efforts and help create and ultimately sustain a 
model campus for DEI.

Strategic Area of Focus 4   |   Live our guiding commitments

52 UNC CHARLOTTE magazine    |    Spring 2021



In addition to foundational departmental work such as developing a 
campuswide DEI toolkit that offers resources for faculty and staff, and creating 
an inventory of all DEI-related programs, activities and research project on 
campus, the Office of Diversity and Inclusion (D&I) is extending and expanding 
on work-to-date at UNC Charlotte and with the UNC System:  

Chancellor’s Diversity Challenge Fund
Since 2007, faculty, staff and students involved in initiatives that promote 
diversity, equity and inclusion have been able to submit proposals for funding 
for educational activities or projects that enhance the campus climate for 
diversity, foster a culture of inclusion and respect, and promote diversity 
through relationships with the Charlotte community. 

DEI Professional Development Training
To build an environment that promotes a feeling of welcome and creates 
a campus where differences are consistently valued and respected, 
professional development will be available for faculty, staff and students. 
These opportunities aim to advance the University’s mission, increase 
awareness of and ability to recognize and address DEI issues, create a 
common language regarding DEI and increase belief in the ability to utilize 
DEI skills.

Student Government Association (SGA) Collaboration
Working with student leaders, D&I staff contributed to the development of a 
Black Lives Matter mural on campus and collaborated with SGA and the UNC 
Charlotte Department of Police and Public Safety to form the Student Police 
and Public Safety Advisory Committee (a subcommittee of the UNC Charlotte 
Police Advisory Committee).

UNC System Racial Equity Task Force and  
DIversity & Inclusion Council Membership
The Office of Diversity and Inclusion participates in efforts set forth for 
member institutions of the UNC System, including review of findings from 
the Racial Equity Task Force Survey and Report, integration of the final 
report and recommendations into UNC Charlotte’s forthcoming Plan for 
Diversity, Equity & Inclusion and the development of metrics that will be 
used to chart progress.

Building on  
diversity, equity and  
inclusion progress
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UNC Charlotte ranks  
nationally as a top employer

UNC Charlotte is one of “America’s Best Mid-Sized Employers 
2021,” according to Forbes magazine. The University ranked 
95 out of the top 500 employers with between 1,000 and 

5,000 employees, and UNC Charlotte is the only top mid-sized 
education employer in North Carolina and the only public higher 
education institution named in the state for both mid-sized or large-
sized employers. 

“This recognition is a testament to what we know to be true: Our 
faculty and staff at UNC Charlotte are among the best in the nation,” 
said Chancellor Sharon L. Gaber.

Forbes surveyed 50,000 Americans working for businesses with at 
least 1,000 employees in the United States about working conditions, 
salary, potential for development and company image. Additionally, 
they were asked to rate how likely they’d be to recommend their 
employers to others. They also were given the opportunity to name 
other organizations they would recommend. The final list ranks the 
employers that received the most recommendations.

“We want UNC Charlotte to be known as an organization where you 
can always learn, grow and make a meaningful impact on students’ lives 
and the broader community,” said Gary Stinnett, associate vice chancellor 
for Human Resources. “Our employees are our most important asset in 
shaping the UNC Charlotte culture, brand and student experience. We 

not only want to recruit top talent to our University but also give them a 
rewarding experience so they choose to stay.” 

Recruiting faculty members who are committed to the mission 
and vision of the University is integral to achieving the goals of the 
2021-31 strategic plan. The UNC Charlotte ADVANCE Faculty 
Affairs and Diversity Office is the centerpiece of the University’s efforts 
to create an inclusive campus climate to support the recruitment, 
retention and academic success of all faculty, particularly women and 
underrepresented minority faculty.

ADVANCE offers a variety of programming designed to help faculty 
grow in leadership and in their careers. Programming includes formal 
training and informal events where faculty can gather to share ideas and 
insights. These sessions are offered throughout the year, in a variety of 
formats and settings to meet the needs of the faculty.

“UNC Charlotte recognizes that it is not sufficient to just recruit 
excellent, diverse faculty,” said Yvette Huet, director, ADVANCE 
Faculty Affairs and Diversity Office, and professor of Kinesiology. “We 
must ensure that the culture at our institution is one of belonging so 
that all faculty, particularly minoritized faculty, look at our institution 
as a place where they want to pursue their academic careers and 
understand that there are support systems in place to allow them to 
thrive and be successful.”

Strategic Area of Focus 4   |   Live our guiding commitments

54 UNC CHARLOTTE magazine    |    Spring 2021



A network of support helps students 
of color persist through graduation
Retaining and graduating greater numbers of 

students from all backgrounds is a priority 
for UNC Charlotte — and the University’s 

efforts are capturing national attention, especially in 
regard to students of color.

“It is so important to see other students like me 
on campus,” said Claudia Martinez ’21, who chose 
UNC Charlotte because she wanted to be close 
to home to help her family and younger siblings, 
while still living on campus and enjoying the full 
college experience.

Martinez participated in the University Transition 
Opportunities Program, which helps facilitate 
underrepresented students’ transition from high 
school to college, and she credits the program with 
her success. “It helped me get engaged right away 
and showed me the kind of student I want to be. It’s 

where I met my first friends and learned about all 
the helpful resources on campus.”

UNC Charlotte takes a three-pronged approach 
to improve student success rates, especially among 
underrepresented and first-generation students. 
The 49er Graduation Initiative helps students 
select the right major and supports them as they 
progress through their course of study. Through the 
University’s “Prospect for Success” curriculum, more 
than 90% of incoming first-time college students 
take a semester-long academic engagement class 
that strengthens their commitment and ability to 
succeed as a college student. The University also 
redesigned its advising system to be more proactive 
and charged all academic departments to examine 
their majors to reduce barriers to degree progression 
and graduation.

Claudia Martinez, who participated in UTOP, said, ‘It is so important to see other students like me on campus.”
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Leading in Latinx graduation
Because of its approach, UNC Charlotte is the 

No. 1 institution in North Carolina in awarding 
bachelor’s degrees to Latinx students, according to 
a recent analysis by Excelencia in Education, and 
enrollment of Latinx undergraduates continues 
to rise. For the 2010-11 academic year, UNC 
Charlotte enrolled 143 Latinx undergraduates; last 
year, the number rose to 591. Furthermore, Latinx 
freshman enrollment is up 43 percent in just the 
last academic year.

“Providing access while supporting opportunities 
for excellence for all students is more than talk for 
UNC Charlotte,” said Joan F. Lorden, provost and 
vice chancellor of Academic Affairs. “There are 
systems in place to help students navigate not only 
the academic and financial aspects of their higher 
education experience but those that help them keep 
an eye on their futures.”

Black American students 
blazing a trail in STEM 
degree completion

At UNC Charlotte, many Black students are 
achieving significant success in STEM majors 
(science, technology, engineering and mathematics). 
According to Integrated Postsecondary Education 
Data Systems, UNC Charlotte is No. 4 nationally 
for the number of African American students 
graduating with a bachelor’s degree in mathematics. 

For those graduating with degrees in physical 
sciences, UNC Charlotte is No. 8 and for computer 
science, No. 14. 

With 70% of UNC Charlotte degree-holders 
remaining in the region, these graduates are well-
positioned for career pathways in leading-edge 
industries and to make an impact on the Charlotte 
business community, particularly with Charlotte 
designated as a leading U.S. city for the creation of 
STEM-related jobs. 

Between the point of entry for the incoming 
class of fall 2010 and that of fall 2014, the 
graduation rate among UNC Charlotte’s Black 
students rose overall by approximately 15 
percentage points to 68.5%, significantly higher 
than the national six-year rate of 44.3%. (In 
terms of overall graduation rates for all students, 
regardless of major, UNC Charlotte’s six-year 
graduation rate jumped from 56.8% to nearly 
65.1% for the freshman class entering in fall 2010 
compared with those entering in fall 2014, a 
statistic that slightly outpaces the 63.4% graduation 
rate nationally.)

Third-year biology major DeAndre 
Guyton, fueled by his passion to serve others, 
has his sights on medical school following 
graduation. “I plan to become a licensed 
physician so that I’ll be able to give services and 
health care to underserved communities and 
underrepresented populations.”

Biology major 
DeAndre Guyton 
aspires to attend 
medical school 
after graduation.
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A shot in the arm
School of Nursing on the front lines at campus COVID-19 vaccine clinics

BY WILLS CITTY

As COVID-19 vaccination sites 
were set up across fields, in 
stadiums and on plazas across the 

country, UNC Charlotte helped protect its 
students, faculty and staff through a series 
of campus clinics.

The University partnered with Atrium 
Health, the UNC System and the North 
Carolina Department of Health and Human 
Services to vaccinate thousands through clinics 
held at Halton Arena. The UNC Charlotte 
School of Nursing was a driving force in their 
success. Faculty and students embodied the 49er 
spirit of giving back by volunteering to provide 
staff support and administer vaccines. With less 
than a week’s notice, 10 faculty and 45 students 
participated at each of the first two events. 

“This pandemic has been hard for 
everyone, but it’s really inspiring to see 
students like me on the front line responding,” 
said Dalton Pearman, who received a vaccine 
at a campus clinic. “I was extremely grateful 
they were able to help the community and 
support their peers.”

Student volunteers also felt the gravity of 
the moment. 

“I will never forget the moment after I had 
administered my first COVID-19 vaccination. 
I felt so honored and excited to be given such 
a monumental task,” said senior nursing 
student Logan Watson.

“As health care providers, students and 
faculty felt a professional and personal 
responsibility to contribute in a positive way 
in order to serve the needs of our community,” 
said Susan Lynch, a nursing professor who 
helped organize the clinics.

Watson said a career in nursing has been a 
goal since she was a young child.

“I thrive on the ability to help others 
overcome obstacles in their life. Nursing is 
a profession where there are a plethora of 
opportunities, all which help and benefit the 
health of others. I am intrigued by not only 
the skills that nurses provide, but also by the 
science behind nursing itself. Being able to 

connect with individuals and families overall 
brings me so much joy. The COVID-19 
pandemic showed the character of not only 
nurses but all health care professionals. The 
world needed us, so we stepped up.”

For senior nursing student Rion Johnson, 
volunteering was an opportunity to serve 
his peers and apply skills he’s practiced in 
the classroom.

“My class work and clinical experiences 
served me well during the vaccine clinic. 
Implementing best practice when administering 
the vaccine, using therapeutic communication 
in each conversation; especially with those 
who were more nervous than others to receive 

the vaccine and working as a team made this 
vaccine clinic experience very enjoyable for me 
as a nursing student,” he said. 

Efforts like these have led nursing to be 
voted as the most trusted profession nationally 
for 19 years in a row. 

“The pandemic is just one more example 
validating nurses’ contribution and dedication 
to the health of our community by serving 
the public in order to care for our citizens,” 
Lynch said.

Wills Citty is director of communications for the 
Cato College of Education and College of Health 
and Human Services.

Nursing students 
and faculty members 
administered COVID-19 
vaccinations at campus 
clinics, top, while 
Chancellor Sharon L. 
Gaber handed out free 
“Masks On, Picks Up” 
T-shirts.
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Adapting to 
the changing 
needs of the 
pandemic
BY JENNIFER HOWE

The Student Health Center (SHC) 
has been the backbone of UNC 
Charlotte’s COVID-19 response 

efforts, quietly and efficiently pivoting 
to meet the changing needs of students 
throughout the global pandemic.

While maintaining normal clinic and 
pharmacy operations, the SHC team added 
services specific to the pandemic, including 
telehealth appointments, COVID-19 testing 
and daily medical support for students in 
quarantine and isolation. As the medical 
resource on campus, the SHC fielded 
thousands of calls from students and parents 
triaging symptoms, answering questions about 
testing and clarifying University processes.

“The systems we had in place were created 
to treat patients one at a time in our medical 
clinic,” said Emily Stewart, interim director 
and associate director of clinical services for 
the SHC. “We had to make adjustments that 
would allow us to provide healthcare in a 
whole new way.”

From surge to mitigation testing, to 
supporting entry and exiting testing and 
even some athletic teams’ testing, the medical 
team found themselves transitioning between 
roles throughout the day to meet the needs 
of students. A special testing tent was also set 
up outside the SHC to increase the capacity 
of testing.

As a result of surge testing, work teams, 
affectionately referred to as the “Swab Squad’’ 
responded to positive wastewater signals in 
the residence halls. The squad, outfitted in 
full PPE, went door to door and floor to 
floor in the residence halls testing students 
and collecting samples. While the process of 
testing a student took a couple of minutes, 
the preparation for surge testing was labor 
intensive, taking hours of work behind 
the scenes. Testing orders were entered 

for every resident (sometimes up to 500 
students) labels were printed and sorted and 
instruments were prepared. 

“Our team went from being based 
primarily in the SHC to a much more 
expansive outreach situation where we were 
testing all over campus,” said Robert Jones, 
M.D., medical director of the SHC.

The team also conducted mitigation 
testing, which involved testing a random 
sampling of asymptomatic people from 
the residence halls weekly in an attempt 
to understand the true prevalence of 
COVID-19 within the campus community. 
The team did identify positive cases through 
mitigation testing.

“The staff has continued to amaze me 
with their dedication to service to our 
campus,” said Stewart. “They have been 
flexible not only in the hours they worked 
—adjusting to evening and weekend hours, 
even covering every day over the winter 
break and other holidays — but in the 
duties they were assigned to complete.”

Throughout the pandemic, Jones and 
Stewart also had to address the concerns 
related to working in health care during a 
pandemic and the increased risk associated 
with interacting with individuals who 
tested positive for COVID-19. They 
ensured the team had appropriate PPE 
and tested team members bi-weekly. It 
was important to them that they not only 
protect the team and their families, but 
their patients and the broader community.

“Working with this dedicated group of 
medical professionals was a really enriching 
experience,” said Jones. “They all reached 
down and gave more than expected over 
and over again. No matter how much 
you know or how much you do, you can 
always know or do more. We are doing 
so much more now than we thought we 
could a year ago.”

Jennifer Howe is director of internal and 
operational communications in University 
Communications.

Throughout the pandemic, Student Health Center medical director Robert Jones and his 
staff adjusted operations to provide health care for students.
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Talk geek to me
Alumna tech CEO bets on herself

B Y  K A M I L A H  H E S L O P

As a self-proclaimed nerd, UNC 
Charlotte alumna Bee Law ’14  has 
always been in search of her tribe: 

fellow people of color who share her eclectic 
love for thriller anime, cosplay and alternative 
rock music. 

“I, myself, am a huge geek and a big anime 
fan,” Law said, chuckling. “I just remember 
wanting people to talk to about certain 
episodes or fandoms that I liked.”

While at UNC Charlotte, she studied 
biology, was a member of Delta Sigma Theta 
Sorority Inc. and found her people. 

“I was surprised to find such an amazing 
support group during my time at UNC 
Charlotte,” she shared. “My Niner network 
supports me still to this day, both as listening 
ears and even investors.” 

In 2014, after graduating from UNC 
Charlotte, Law started a personal brand blog, 
“Quirky, Brown Love,” as a hobby. Since she 
often felt like an outsider in the nerd realm, 
she created the space she had longed to find.

“When I had that year off to decide what 
I wanted to do after graduating, I decided to 

write about people like me and see if there was 
anyone else out there who could relate,” said 
Law. “And I found out that there are a lot of 
people who could.”

Her blog told personal stories of growing 
up Black and quirky and highlighted other 
eccentric people of color who weren’t getting 
attention from larger publications. After only a 
year, the brand grew to 660,000 page views each 
month. Over time, the blog gained attraction 
from larger brands, including New York Fashion 
Week and EleVen by Venus Williams. 

This was all happening while Law worked 
more than 50 hours a week as a cytogenetic 
technologist at LabCorp, where she harvested 
cells to identify potential chromosome 
abnormalities for patients who were trying to 
conceive and for young people with potential 
genetic disorders.

“Since I was young, my goal was to become 
a physician,” she said. “I went from being 

a scientist to now running a social media 
company, and I was excited that people 
wanted to be a part of my team.”

Her blog’s popularity inspired Law to create 
her Concord-based collaborative video and 
channel chat app, QuirkChat, which caters to 
geeks and hobbyists alike.

“Once I started doing the business full-
time, I did customer discovery and found 
out that there are about 50 million people 
of color who participate in geek fandom, 
and no one was really targeting them,” she 
shared. “So, it made a lot of sense to grow 
the brand to reach everyone who participates 
but may have been left out. And, it’s been 
very rewarding.”

As the founder and CEO of QuirkChat, 
Law describes it as “a video social network for 
anime and geek fandom commentary.”

Since launching in 2019, QuirkChat has 
grown to about 30,000 monthly users and 
has partnered with popular media companies, 
such as Marvel, DC, HBO and Crunchyroll. 
It has received investment from Techstars and 
Snap Inc, enabling the company to focus on 
building features that promote sustainable user 
acquisition. The company has even expanded 
to an e-commerce shop and a convention 
called QuirkCon. 

“Since launching, I have felt a lot more 
fulfilled, a lot more confident, and it comes 
easier to me than science did — which is 
crazy,” said Law. “We’re told work has to be 
hard, and while it has been challenging, I wake 
up really excited every day.”

In 2020, Essence Magazine named Law 
one of 15 women who are disrupting the 
technology industry. This year, Forbes magazine 
named her to its inaugural Next 1,000 List, 
which spotlights rising entrepreneurs who are 
forging their own paths. 

“What I’ve learned during my time running 
my company is that you have to build up the 
confidence to bet on yourself,” Law said. “I’m 
not the typical profile of a tech CEO, and I 
learned that I don’t have to be. It’s because I 
have my ‘quirks’ that I can inspire others to 
stay true to themselves and to take a chance on 
their wild ideas in life.” 

Kamilah Heslop is an alumni and development 
communications specialist in University 
Communications.

[   A L U M N I  P R O F I L E   ]

Bee Law



Niner 
Nation 
Gives

[   G I V I N G  P R O F I L E   ]

Thanks to the generosity of alumni, faculty, staff, students, parents and 
friends, this year’s #NinerNationGives campaign broke records, raising 
more than $2 million.

Niners across the country, across the world, on campus and at home 
in Charlotte, answered the call to support life-changing scholarships, 
special programs, athletic initiatives and groundbreaking research, 
demonstrating that Niner Nation is truly wherever you are.

Gene Johnson Student Match
Gene Johnson ’73 challenged all Niner Nation students to make a gift 
during #NinerNationGives. And he matched student contributions 
5-to-1.

$11,761 x 5 ($58,805) = a very big impact!

Student Emergency Housing 
A new initiative to this year’s campaign was the Student Emergency 
Housing program, a collaboration between the Office of Student 
Assistance and Support Services, and University Housing and Residence 
Life. The program seeks to assist students with temporary, on-campus 
housing who have been unexpectedly displaced from their home or 
apartment, or experienced a crisis that caused a significant change in 
housing status. 

Thanks to a challenge gift from an anonymous donor, 75 gifts to the 
Student Emergency Housing program unlocked a $15,000 reward to 
the new initiative.

Athletics Social Media Challenge
Former 49ers tennis player Ali Lacy Sherrill ’02 challenged 49ers and 
friends to post a photo of their favorite 49ers memory on Twitter, 
Facebook or Instagram using the hashtag #NinerNationGives. Her 
$5,500 challenge gift to the Athletic Foundation was successfully 
unlocked after 49 posts were made to social media.

Power Hour Matching Gifts Highlights
•   Kiyoshi Takai ’01 was the donor farthest from UNC Charlotte, 

making a gift from Tokyo, Japan. His gift unlocked an additional 
$500 for the J. Murrey Atkins Library

•   Keihly Moore ’13, who made her first-ever gift to UNC Charlotte, 
was chosen as a challenge winner. Her gift unlocked an additional 
$500 for the College of Arts + Architecture

•   The area most supported during the Niner Nation Parents power 
hour was The William States Lee College of Engineering. Parents 
unlocked an additional $500 for our engineering students

Unlocking donations for University priorities
Niners answered the call to support 49er students. Helping our 
students navigate financial and food insecurity are two of the many 
ways UNC Charlotte demonstrates a commitment to student success.

Ohavia Phillips ‘15 and Andrew Baker ‘15 hosted a 49-minute 
countdown to celebrate the success of this year’s campaign.
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49ers Notebook
Freshman Sensation
Volleyballer Emani’ Foster looks 
to elevate the game
B Y  T O M  W H I T E S T O N E

Emani’ Foster, a freshman, turned in one 
of the best personal volleyball seasons the 
49ers have ever seen. And that is during one 

of the best seasons — if not the best  — in 49ers 
volleyball history.

Foster’s  powerful attacks triggered memories of 
all-time kills leader Constance Watt ’89. As an All-
Region choice, she joined fellow 49ers luminaries 
like Yumi Garcia ’20 and Tatyana Thomas ’19. 
Most importantly, her play led the 49ers to a 13-5 
record, which is the team’s best winning percentage 
since 1980, and a 9-3 mark in Conference USA, the 
best league record in school history. Charlotte, in 
turn, earned the program’s highest seed, ever, at the 
C-USA Championship Tournament.

“Across the board, the entire team are high IQ 
volleyball players,” said 49ers head coach Karen 
Weatherington, who was named the Conference 
USA Coach of the Year. “They’re  great athletes — 
but the whole team has an elevated volleyball IQ 
that I haven’t seen in young people in a long time.”

As a freshman, Foster learned the power to blast 
through blocks that worked in high school doesn’t 
always work at the college level. She took the lead 
of fellow hitters and upperclassmen Sydney Rowan 
and Nalani Lyde to grow her game beyond jump-
out-of-the-gym physical prowess.

“Sydney always played with a high IQ, and 
she would make some shots, and I said, ‘How 
did she do that? How did she see that?’ I was 
used to swinging away and swinging through 
a block,” Foster said. “But once I got to this 
level, I learned I couldn’t just swing through 
the blocks. I have to mix up my shots, and 
I’m still learning to find spots on the floor, be 
unpredictable and improve at reading plays 
better on offense and defense.”

Foster’s talk of improving must send shudders 
through Conference USA.

She was named the Conference USA 
Freshman of the Year. She was named first team 

All-Conference. She was selected to the league’s 
All-Tournament team. She received AVCA All-
South Region honors — becoming the first 49ers 
freshman to be named All-Region — immediately 
casting her into the All-American conversation. 
She’s just the fifth freshman to be named All-South 
Region during the last five years. In February, 
Foster emerged with an AVCA National Player 

Emani’ Foster has helped 
lead 49ers volleyball to 
unprecedented heights.

mailto:tewhites@uncc.edu
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Ragean Hill

of the Week Award — the first for a 
49ers player.

“There’s a quote that says, ‘It’s 
amazing what you can accomplish when 
no one cares who gets the credit.’ That 
phrase defines Emani’ and our team,” 
said Weatherington, “They consistently 
lift each other, celebrate one another 
and her achievements, speak to the hard 
work and grit of this sisterhood.”

That sisterhood includes a great deal 
of support for one another — whether in 
picking someone up when they’ve fallen, 
lightening the mood at the right time or 
helping one another play  their best.

“We’re always supporting one another 
and providing confidence to go after 
it and take risks when we play,” Foster 
noted. “It was so much fun playing at 
such a high level and competing with 
my teammates. It was a lot of fun every 
time we got on the court.”

Foster has helped lead the 49ers to 
unprecedented heights. How high will 
she go? Time will tell.

In the meantime, Foster is focused 
on what she can do to help others. In 
volleyball terms, that’s improving for the 
purpose of  making the team better. In 
life, that means following her course as a 
psychology major on a pre-med track. 

Her career goal is to be a diagnostic 
radiologist. She’d like to get her master’s 
degree in psychology at UNC Charlotte 
and attend medical school.

“I want to help people with diagnostic 
radiology,” Foster said. “I want to read 
X-rays and make diagnoses so I can help 
someone else.”

“She’s going to be one of the top players 
we’ve had here,” said Weatherington. 
“She continues to get better. As the season 
progressed, she learned some y of the 
game’s fine nuances. There are a rare few 
in your coaching career, and she’s one that 
will catapult to the highest level. To be 
a freshman and be in the All-American 
conversation right away — she’s right up 
there. She takes her game to another level. 
She’s got All-America potential, and she’s 
got an All-America work ethic.”

 Tom Whitestone is associate athletics 
director for media relations for the 
Charlotte 49ers.

United in 
GOLD
Effort focuses on empowering 
student-athletes to advocate 
for change
B Y  T O M  W H I T E S T O N E

After months of planning, the 49ers Athletics 
Department unveiled its United in GOLD 
(Growing Our Leaders in Diversity) initiative 
last October, dedicated to supporting its 
students, staff and coaches and ensuring that they 
understand social issues, systemic racism and how 
to affect meaningful change.

“We have amazing individuals 
within our Charlotte 49er 
family,” said Executive Associate 
Athletic Director Ragean Hill, 
co-chair of United in GOLD. 
“The way our student-athletes, 
coaches and staff have opened 
up and exhibited vulnerability 
through conversations about race and what we 
can do together and individually to invoke change 
is truly heartfelt.”

The 49ers welcomed Nevin Caple, a 
consultant, educator and national thought leader 
on diversity, equity, inclusion and social justice, 
to speak to the department. Conversations 
on social issues have been incorporated into 
student-athlete development programs. United in 
GOLD sponsored open forum sessions with the 
Charlotte-Mecklenburg Police Department and 
the Mecklenburg County Sheriff.

During Black History Month, the Athletics 
Department highlighted achievements within the 
Black community and celebrated key moments in 
49ers history. Former Charlotte football player Alex 
Duncan, one of Charlotte’s top muralists, designed 
a logo that was worn by student-athletes at 
competitions throughout the month and beyond. 
Head volleyball coach Karen Weatherington hosted 
a Black History Day and played “Lift Every Voice 
and Sing” before a team match.

Conversations started by United in GOLD 
resulted in tangible goodwill efforts. Women’s 
basketball player Dazia Lawrence sponsored a 
book drive during basketball season and presented 
the donations to a church in need. Track star 
Maya Singletary stepped forward to offer 
assistance to members of Charlotte’s “Tent City” 

and was greeted by a quick response for donations 
to help the residents’ plight.

“Student-athletes are the most integral part of 
this initiative,” said Hill. “It’s very important for 
our students to have a voice to be able to say how 
they are feeling and process those emotions in an 
open discussion in a safe space. They also need to 
feel empowered to deliver change. The Student-
Athlete Advisory Committee, our primary 
student-athlete organization, is on track to assist 
in pushing initiatives forward.”

In February, United in GOLD debuted 
its department-wide Book Club, for which 
coaches and staff come together, virtually, to 
discuss a variety of social issues. While the 
conversations begin with excerpts from the books, 
including “Stamped: Racism, Antiracism and 
You” and “White Fragility: Why It’s So Hard 
for White People to Talk About Racism,” the 
tangential discussions often provide the most 
valuable content.

Moving forward, Hill would like to design 
additional programming for student-athletes. She 
envisions more extensive training for coaches, 
staff and student-athletes and would like to 
focus on greater community outreach, which 
was hampered this past year by the pandemic. 
She plans to introduce more collaboration 
with campus initiatives and additional 
external organizations.

“I want this effort to continue to grow 
and for staff and students to hunger for more 
education on diversity, equity and inclusion,” 
Hill said. As the initiative’s mission statement 
declares: “We know we must support our 
words with sustained action and commitment. 
We will stand and fight for a better and more 
inclusive Charlotte for all. We will engage the 
nine pillars of awareness that can lead to change: 
Engage, Vote, Serve, Learn, Speak, Listen, Act, 
Share, Support.”
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B Y  T O M  W H I T E S T O N E

The 2020-21 academic year was certainly most unusual — 
including for those in the athletics world. Due to several 
pandemic-related postponements for fall sports, nearly 

every Charlotte 49ers team competed during the spring semester. 
That meant a lot of games played within a tight time frame.

But it was nice to have the games back, and the 49ers took 
full advantage by posting success across the board throughout 
the semester:

  Octavia Jett-Wilson Austin Knight Nick Scudder

Spring Success
Charlotte 49ers rack up records across the sports

•   The Charlotte 49ers’ average league 
finish was a Conference USA best, 3.53

•   Charlotte claimed four C-USA titles and 
four runner-up finishes

•   The men’s cross-country team, which 
won the Conference USA Championship 
in the fall, earned its first-ever trip to the 
NCAA Championships, held in March

•   The men’s soccer team, which appeared 
in the national rankings for the 13th 
straight year, earned its ninth NCAA 
Tournament bid in the last 10 years

•   Men’s golf returned to its annual 
spot in national rankings and 
earned the program’s 11th bid to the 
NCAA Tournament

•   Women’s basketball advanced to the 
Women’s NIT, marking the sixth trip 
to the postseason under head coach 
Cara Consuegra

•   Jahmir Young, men’s basketball, joined 
nine elite greats when he was named 
first team All-District by the NABC

•   The men’s track and field/cross country 
program completed a rare triple crown 
by winning C-USA Championships 
in cross country, indoor track and 
outdoor track 

•   Baseball won the C-USA title on its 
way to the highest national ranking in 
school history*

•   Football saw four players signed by NFL 
teams following the NFL Draft

•   Women’s golfer Cecilie Finne-Ipsen 
earned an invitation to the NCAA 
Championships as an individual

•   Women’s soccer advanced to the C-USA 
Championship game before finishing as 
league runners-up

•   Volleyball enjoyed its highest winning 
percentage in more than 40 years and 
its best league record in school history

•   Softball climbed the standings to win 
the C-USA East Division title behind 
Player of the Year Bailey Vannoy

•   Women’s tennis moved into the ITA 
National Rankings for the first time in 
school history

•   Men’s tennis received votes toward the 
ITA National Rankings

*  Some seasons, including baseball, 
softball and outdoor track and field, were 
still competing at publication deadline.

mailto:tewhites@uncc.edu
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2021 Charlotte 49ers Football

CLEANING UP: 
National recognition for 49ers

NATIONAL PLAYERS OF THE WEEK

•   Emani’ Foster, Volleyball, AVCA National Player of the 
Week 

•   Octavia Jett-Wilson, Women’s Basketball, ESPN.com 
National Player of the Week

•   Carson Johnson, Baseball, Collegiate Baseball Player of 
the Week

•   Nick Scudder, Men’s Track and Field, USTFCCA National 
Athlete of the Week

NATIONAL WATCH LISTS FOR PLAYER OF THE YEAR

•   Patrick Hogan, Men’s Soccer, MAC Hermann Trophy 
Watch List

•   Austin Knight, Baseball, USA Baseball’s Golden Spikes 
Watch List

•   Chris Reynolds, Football, Maxwell Award Watch List 

•   Bailey Vannoy, Softball, USA Softball Player of the Year 
Watch List and Conference USA Player of the Year

For football season ticket information, visit Charlotte49ers.com/tickets or call 704-687-4949.

SEPTEMBER
3            Duke 

11            Gardner-Webb

18        at Georgia State

24        Middle Tennessee* 

OCTOBER
2        at Illinois 

8        at FIU*

16        BYE

21        Florida Atlantic* 

30        at WKU*

NOVEMBER
6            Rice*

13        at Louisiana Tech*

20            Marshall* 

27        at Old Dominion*
 
* Conference USA games

Home games in bold
All dates subject to change
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Charlotte 49ers trio sign with NFL 
teams as undrafted free agents

Retired AD Judy Rose receives Corbett Award

Three Charlotte 49ers, all-time leading tackler Ben 
DeLuca, 2020 leading rusher Tre Harbison III and 2020 
leader in tackles for loss Romeo McKnight, signed deals 
as undrafted free agents with NFL teams following the 
completion of the 2021 NFL Draft. In addition, three-
year starting center Jaelin Fisher earned an invitation to 
the Pittsburgh Steelers rookie minicamp.

DeLuca, a four-year starting safety and two-time team 
captain, was one of 10 undrafted free agents who signed 
with the Los Angeles Chargers. He completed his 49ers 
career as the school’s all-time leader in tackles (313), solo 
tackles (196), forced fumbles (9), fumbles recovered (6) 
and pass breakups (17).

Harbison and McKnight, who each played one season 
with the 49ers, signed undrafted free agent deals with the 
Cleveland Browns.

Harbison, a transfer from Northern Illinois who 
posted back-to-back 1,000-yard rushing seasons with 
the Huskies, led the 49ers with 337 rushing yards in six 
games played during the pandemic-shortened season. He 
averaged 56.2 rushing yards per game and scored a team-
high four rushing touchdowns. He scored a touchdown 
in four of the 49ers’ six games.

McKnight was named Honorable Mention all-
Conference USA in his one season after transferring 
from Illinois State. He made five starts in six games 
played during the pandemic-shortened 2020 season and 
led Charlotte with 5.0 TFL while adding 1.5 sacks. He 
averaged 4.0 tackles per game with a high of 10 tackles 
with a season-high 2.0 TFL at FAU.

Jaelin Fisher, a three-year starter and 2020 team 
captain, was invited to the Pittsburgh Steelers rookie 
minicamp. He was named to the Watch List for the 2019 
and 2020 Rimington Trophy, which is awarded to the 
nation’s top center. In 2020, he landed on the Outland 
Trophy Watch List for the award presented to the nation’s 
top interior lineman.

Ben DeLuca Tre Harbison

Romeo McKnight Jaelin Fisher

Judy Rose

Judy Rose, who spent 28 years as the Charlotte 49ers director of 
athletics and more than 40 years with UNC Charlotte’s Athletics 
Department, was named the 55th recipient of the James J. 
Corbett Memorial Award, the highest honor  in collegiate 
athletics administration. The honor is presented by the National 
Association of Collegiate Directors of Athletics (NACDA).

“Judy Rose is a pioneer in women’s athletics and a trailblazer 
in NACDA’s history,” said Bob Vecchione, NACDA chief 

executive officer. “Throughout her career, the impact she has 
had on student-athletes, aspiring administrators and even 
veterans in the industry is remarkable and inspiring.”

The Corbett Award, named for the former athletics director 
at Louisiana State University and NACDA’s first president, is 
presented annually to the collegiate administrator who “through 
the years has most typified Corbett’s devotion to intercollegiate 
athletics and worked unceasingly for its betterment.”



Ryan Ashburn to  
lead women’s golf

Ryan Ashburn is the Charlotte 49ers’ new 
women’s golf head coach. She joins the 49ers from 
the University of Alabama at Birmingham, where 
she was head coach for three seasons. She also 
enjoyed a three-year stint as an assistant coach at 
Baylor University following her start as an assistant 
at Campbell University.

In her second season with the Blazers, Ashburn 
led UAB to a pair of tournament titles, the program’s first since 
2007.  Before taking over for the Blazers, Ashburn spent three 
seasons as an assistant coach at Baylor where she helped the Bears 
to three consecutive NCAA Championship appearances. Baylor 
reached the NCAA match play quarterfinals in 2017.

A four-year letter-winner at Stetson and 2014 team captain, 
Ashburn graduated in 2014 with a degree in sports management 
and a minor in marketing. She owns the Hatters’ seventh-lowest 
career stroke average and was twice named to the Atlantic Sun All-
Academic Team.

49ers hire Tony Cordova as 
director of sports medicine

Tony Cordova has joined the Charlotte 49ers 
as director of sports medicine. In this role, he 
will serve as the head athletic trainer for the 
football program.

Cordova spent 14 years as an athletic 
trainer at the University of Texas at El Paso 
(UTEP) and was promoted to associate 
director of sports medicine and head athletic 

trainer in January 2019. A native of El Paso, Texas, he directly 
oversaw the medical services for the Miners football program. 
He served as the designated athletics health care administrator 
for the university and was a member of the Miners senior 
administrative staff.

A certified athletic trainer for the past 23 years, Cordova 
completed a bachelor’s degree in kinesiology from UTEP in 
1997 and a master’s degree in sports administration from the 
University of New Mexico while serving as a graduate assistant 
with the football program.

Carolina Panthers, Xenex 
donate germ-zapping robot
The Carolina Panthers and Xenex Disinfection 
Services, a world leader in ultraviolet (UV) 
light disinfection for hospitals, partnered to 
donate a LightStrike Germ-Zapping Robot to 
the Charlotte 49ers Athletics Department. 

LightStrike Germ-Zapping Robots use 
pulsed xenon to create intense bursts of 
broad-spectrum UV light that quickly destroys 
viruses and bacteria on surfaces. The Carolina 
Panthers used LightStrike devices to disinfect 
rooms and areas in the Bank of America 
Stadium throughout the 2020 football season 
as part of the team’s strategy to minimize 
risk for players and personnel from exposure 
to SARS-CoV-2 (the virus that causes 
COVID-19).

The robot, dubbed “Nugget” in a nod to 
the Charlotte 49ers nickname and mascot, 
Norm the Niner, will be used to disinfect 
locker rooms, training rooms, weight rooms 
and team meeting rooms.

“We are extremely grateful for the donation 
from the Carolina Panthers and Xenex to 
provide such a useful tool in the continuing 

efforts to disinfect our athletic facilities,” said 
Cass Ferguson, assistant athletics director for 
facilities and events at Charlotte.

Ryan Ashburn Tony Cordova

Norm the Niner and Sir Purr with 
“Nugget,” the germ-zapping robot.
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Class Notes
1970s
Linda Shuford-Reeves ’79 
was named to the board 
of directors for the North 
Carolina Amyotrophic Lateral 
Sclerosis (ALS) chapter. 
She served as captain of a 
Charlotte ALS walk team 
in honor of former NFL 
player and her late friend 
Dwight Clark. She earned 
a bachelor’s degree in 
criminal justice.

1980s
Wiley Barrett ’89 received 
the Order of the Longleaf 
Pine Award, North Carolina’s 
highest honor for public 
service. During his 50-year 
career, he served as principal 
of Cameron Middle School and 
on the Moore County Board 
of Education. He completed a 
master’s degree in educational 
administration. 

Susan DeVore ’81 was named to 
Modern Healthcare’s list of the 
Top 100 Most Influential People 
in health care. On May 1, she 
retired as president and chief 
executive officer of Premier 
Inc. She is vice chair of the UNC 
Charlotte Board of Trustees. She 

received a bachelor’s degree in 
business administration. 

Ryan Gellert ’87 was 
named chief executive 
officer of Patagonia Works, 
the holding company for 
Patagonia Inc. and five 
additional ventures. Prior 
to this role, he oversaw 
Patagonia’s business across 
Europe, the Middle East 
and Africa. He earned a 
bachelor’s degree in finance. 

Colleen McKenna ’89 was 
named to the Sports Business 
Journal’s Power Players list 
of the most influential figures 
in sport facility design and 
development. She is director 
of the sports, recreation 
and wellness practice for 
CannonDesign. She completed 
a bachelor’s degree in 
architecture.

Brian Mosier ’89 was 
named president and 
chief executive officer 
of the Virgina, Maryland 
and Delaware Association 
of Electric Cooperatives. 
Prior to this role, he 
served as vice president of 
business development for 
the Mecklenburg Electric 
Cooperative. He earned a 

bachelor’s degree in business 
administration. 

Terry Worrell ’85 was named 
interim superintendent of the 
Rockingham County Schools 
district; previously, she was 
superintendent of Asheboro 
City Schools. She received 
a master’s degree in human 
development and learning.

1990s
 
Dontá Wilson ’97 was named to 
the board of directors for Signet 
Jewelers Limited, the world’s 
largest retailer of diamond 
jewelry. He is chief digital and 
client experience officer of 
Truist Financial Corporation. He 
received a bachelor’s degree in 
business administration. 

Phin Xaypangna ’95 was 
named the first diversity, 

equity and inclusion officer 
for Ventura County. Prior to 
this role, she served as equity 
and inclusion manager for 
Mecklenburg County. She 
earned a master’s degree in 
public administration. 

2000s
Ryan Fugle ’06 was named 
crew chief of the Hendrick 
Motorsports team, which is 
a member of the NASCAR 
Cup Series. Previously, he 
was crew chief for Kyle 
Busch Motorsports. He 
earned a bachelor’s degree in 
mechanical engineering. 

Brenda Tindal ’04 was named 
executive director of Harvard 
Museums of Science and 
Culture. Prior to this role, 
she served as director of 
education and engagement 
at the International African 
American Museum. She 
received a bachelor’s degree 
in history. 

Seneca Mullins ’04 was named 
president of ITC Service 
Group Acquisition LLC, a 
leading provider of services 
for the design, construction, 
installation and maintenance 

DeVore

Xaypangna

Tindal

Gellert Worrell
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of voice, data and video 
networks. He earned a 
master’s degree in accounting.

Joseph Raichel ’02 was named 
the first chief lending officer 
for the University of Virginia 
Community Credit Union. 
Prior to this role, he served as 
a senior vice president with 
Wells Fargo. He received a 
master’s degree in business 
administration. 

Lane Harrison ’09, ’13 was 
awarded tenure and promoted 
to associate professor in the 
Department of Computer 
Science at Worcester 
Polytechnic Institute. He 

completed a bachelor’s degree 
and Ph.D. in computer science. 

Tchernavia Montgomery ’08, 
’09 was named executive 
director of Care Ring, a 
nonprofit dedicated to 
providing health services 
for the uninsured and 
underinsured. Prior to this 
role, she served as chief 
program officer at the 
Crisis Assistance Ministry. 
She earned bachelor’s 
and master’s degrees in 
social work. 

Eric Koo ’08 was named chief 
executive officer of Overland 
ADCT BioPharma, which 

develops and commercializes 
drug products in China 
and Singapore. Prior to 
this role, he served as vice 
president and head of the 
oncology business unit at 
Takeda China. He earned a 
master’s degree in business 
administration.

2010s
Desmond Cooper ’15 
was signed as an athletic 
defender to the Frankfurt 
Galaxy team in the 
European League of 
Football. Formerly, he 
played as defensive back for 
the Jacksonville Jaguars. 
He earned a bachelor’s 
degree in sociology.

Seth Jarrett ’19 is a Realtor 
with the Realty Executives of 
Hickory. He also is  a member 
of the Catawba Valley 
Association of Realtors 
and the national and state 
Realtor associations. He 

received a bachelor’s degree 
in communication studies. 

Mariel Hamer ’19 is now a 
project designer at Lynch 
Associates Architects. She 
received a master’s degree in 
architecture. 

Eric Proulx ’18 discovered 
the rare tooth of an 11-foot 
prehistoric short-faced bear 
during a dive for fossils in 
Cooper River. He has donated 
the tooth, which is likely 
more than 11,000 years old, 
to the South Carolina State 
Museum. He received a 
bachelor’s degree in electrical 
engineering. 

If you’re a proud 49er alum and 
have exciting news, we want to know. 
Join the Alumni Association’s online 
community to submit news and to stay 
engaged with the University by visiting 
49erAlumni.uncc.edu. 

Additionally, you can submit news via 
email to 49erAlumni@uncc.edu. 

Accompanying photos are encouraged.

Want to submit a Class Note?

Raichel

Koo

Hamer
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LEAVE A LASTING LEGACY

From that vantage point, I was able to observe the constant 
passion that all engineering faculty exuded as they prepared 
their students in the fundamental engineering sciences.  
As a practicing professional engineer for over 40 years in 
the Charlotte community, I have proudly observed on many 
occasions UNC Charlotte engineering graduates as they 
positively exhibit the solid educational experience they  
received at the University. By including UNC Charlotte as 
a beneficiary of my estate plan, my intent is to meaningfully 
supplement the faculty fellowship we previously established 
within the College of Engineering.

Several years ago, I had the distinct privilege 
to serve as an associate professor of mechanical 
engineering on the faculty at UNC Charlotte.

David Brown and Susan Thorpe Brown ’86

In these uncertain times,  
there are ways to support 
UNC Charlotte without 
affecting your disposable 
income. To learn more, 
contact the Office of  
Planned Giving. 

Amy Shehee 
Director of Planned Giving 
704-687-0301 
ashehee@uncc.edu
uncc.giftlegacy.com

David Brown and his wife 
Susan Thorpe Brown ’86  
have a strong connection to 
UNC Charlotte. Susan’s son 
Mike Dyer ’88, ’91 continued 
her legacy by becoming a  
two-time Niner graduate. 
Mike and his wife Kathryn 
Adams Dyer ‘14 were so 
proud when their daughter 
Abby Dyer followed in their 
footsteps and became a  
49er graduate in 2020. 
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Wade Bruton

Chancellor Sharon L. Gaber presided at UNC Charlotte’s first outdoor Commencement, held in Richardson Stadium. Nearly 3,750 undergraduate 
degrees and more than 1,500 graduate degrees were awarded during three ceremonies, May 14-15. A separate event was held in the stadium May 13 
for the Class of 2020.




