
who didn’t necessarily know if he wanted to 
pursue art as a career. All I knew was that I liked 
it, and it was able to calm me down and give me 
joy and excitement in a very difficult time in my 
life. A lot of my family noticed I had a talent for it, 
so we decided to pursue it.

Q: Has your time at UIC in�luenced the 
evolution of your art?

DR: One really good thing about UIC is its 
diversity. It’s not something that you always 
notice, especially in high school. There are so 
many different voices, there are so many different 
viewpoints, and the students here are so aware 
and socially conscious. Here, there are so many 
conversations to participate in, and it energizes me. 

After graduating, Richardson plans to complete 
internships that will offer him worthwhile 
experiences. He also anticipates managing his 
own art gallery one day. 

Isra Hasnain
Freshman
Biological Sciences
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Chicago provides a vibrant environment 
for artists like Drew Richardson to achieve 
milestones in their work. Richardson, an Honors 
College junior majoring in Studio Art, recently 
crafted two art pieces for the Black Creativity 
Juried Art Exhibition at the Museum of Science 
and Industry. The exhibition, which was open 
from January 16 to February 19, provides a venue 
for African-American art students to explore and 
expand their creativity. 

Richardson attributes his success to years of 
practice and intense focus. I sat down with Drew 
to discuss the story behind his latest achievement.

Q: Are there any major themes that you 
commit to when creating art?

DR: I do like to focus on a specific theme when 
I’m doing a piece of art. At first, I liked to keep it 
neutral—I didn’t want my art to attract any sort of 
controversy. The first concentration I did, called 
Pieces of Me, was about young people putting 
themselves together, which was a very important 
concept to me as a young person trying to find 
myself. But it wasn’t something I was making to 
challenge a social order. Lately, given the current 
political climate, I believe it’s my duty to talk 
about more controversial things.

 My two winning pieces are both about African-
American struggles. One of the winning pieces, 
called “Don’t Stop the Music,” is about how music 
is such an integral part of the African-American 
experience, because African-Americans have used 
music for hundreds of years to get through some 
of the worst conditions you can imagine. The other 
[piece], however, attracted more attention and is 
called The Machine. And yes, it is about African-
Americans to a degree, but it is also about Latinos, 
about incarcerated people, about police brutality, 
about climate change, poverty, pollution. I do 
think it’s important for me as an artist to engage 
in the conversation of social criticism.

Q: I know you have quite an extensive art 
background. How long have you been an artist?

DR: I think I’ve been an artist for about five 
years now. Essentially, I started out as someone 
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A Note from the Dean

2 The Ampersand

Ralph Keen
Dean of the 
Honors College

Dear Honors Community,
This year has been a busy one in Burnham Hall! 

In addition to our regular series of workshops 
and programs, we’ve begun co-sponsoring a 
study abroad program in Mexico, while our 
students have conducted research with UIC’s 
leading professors under the Undergraduate 
Research Experience (URE) program, founded 
a new chapter of Colleges Against Cancer 
(CAC), and gotten involved in the Trade Winds 
and Conversations Partners program in UIC’s 
International Services office. Read about these 
in the stories from Vivian Jin, Polina Gubareva, 
Zainab Shah, and Ariel Morad. 

Meet José Meléndez, who joined the Honors 
College this semester as our newest Postdoctoral 
Fellow in Teaching and Mentoring, and who 
shares some of his ideas with Fatima Ahmad. 
Drew Richardson’s interview with Isra Hasnain 
following his exhibition at the Museum of Science 

and Industry provides a glimpse into an artist’s 
mind. And recent alum (and former Ampersand 
editor-in-chief) Sarah Lee reflects on the 
transition to med school. But life in the Honors 
College isn’t all work: Dyese Moody reports on 
last semester’s student-faculty lunch, always 
expertly planned by HCAB (which also organized 
a fun Valentine’s Day event). 

With the Ball and Spring Break behind us, 
all that remains is wrapping up the semester, 
finals, and Convocation. Best wishes to all—and 
Happy Spring!

Cordially,

Ralph Keen

Upcoming Events and Scholarship Deadlines

HCAB: What Now? Tips for Everything After your 
First Year
Mar. 29, 5:00pm • Honors College Student Lounge 

Hispanic Scholarship Fund Scholarship Deadline
Mar. 30 • www.hsf.net/scholarship

Chicago Signature Honors Program: 
Spamilton: An American Parody
Mar. 31, 7:30pm • Royal George Theatre

Sally and Kevin Desouza Family Scholarship Deadline
Mar. 31 • uic.academicworks.com/opportunities/3278 

Sister Dorothy Drobis Award Deadline
Mar. 31 • uic.academicworks.com/opportunities/3272   

Donald and Leah Riddle Prize Deadline
Mar. 31 • uic.academicworks.com/opportunities/2297  

McKelvie Scholarship Deadline
Apr. 1 • polisci.unl.edu/scholarships-fi nancial-aid

UIC Student Research Forum
Apr. 3, 1:00pm • UIC Forum

Chicago Signature Honors Program: Ravinia Jazz 
Mentors—Monk and Gillespie Centennial Tribute
Apr. 8, 8:30pm • Ravinia Festival, Bennett Gordon Hall   

HCAB Faculty-Student Luncheon
Apr. 12, 11:30am • First Floor Burnham Hall

Honors College Publications Release Party 
Apr. 13, 4:30pm • Honors College Student Lounge 

                      David Featherstone

The Honors College mourns 
the passing of a valued Faculty 
Fellow, mentor, colleague, and 
friend, Dr. David Featherstone. 
Our thoughts are with his 
family, especially his wife and 
Honors College Fellow, Dr. Janet 
Richmond. A memorial service 
for Dr. Featherstone will be held 
on April 6 from 3:00–5:00pm
in the Illinois Room in Student 
Center East.
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bake sales, hosting shared profit events with 
restaurants, and standing outside businesses 
asking for donations,” said Amanda Ly, Honors 
College student and Co-President of UIC CAC. 
“Once we got approved for a venue, I thought 
‘Wow, this is really happening. I’m going to help 
bring back the Relay for Life event at UIC,’” said 
Anandu Dileep, Co-President of UIC CAC. Relay 
for Life will be on April 7th, 2017 starting at 6 
pm at the Recreation Center. Students who are 
interested in getting involved can contact the 
organization at uic.relay@gmail.com. 

Amanda Ly, Med Jimenez, Alan Sadural, Cynthia Diep 

Colleges Against Cancer: 
A New Student Organization

UIC Colleges Against Cancer (CAC), formerly 
known as Young Adults Against Cancer, is a 
student organization that raises awareness 
about cancer through fundraising. It began 
in late 2016 when interested UIC students 
contacted an American Cancer Society (ACS) 
sponsor expressing interest in hosting a Relay 
for Life fundraiser, a community athletic event 
to pay tribute to those who have passed and give 
support to those who are still fighting. 

“When we first contacted Jessica [ACS sponsor] 
we found out there were other people interested 
in forming a CAC chapter. At first, we were 
hesitant to join forces because we didn’t know 
each other, but it turned out great at the end,” 
said Med Jimenez, Honors College student and 
Co-President of UIC CAC. The organization has 
since garnered 45 members and is still growing. 
In spring 2016, the organization was approved 
by the American Cancer Society as an official 
Colleges Against Cancer chapter. 

Currently UIC’s chapter is working to raise 
money to host a Relay for Life event and donate 
$10,000 to ACS. “We raise money by doing 

Zainab Shah
Sophomore
Biological Sciences

Introducing José Meléndez
Dr. José W. Meléndez is currently a Post-

doctoral Fellow in Teaching and Mentoring at 
the Honors College. Meléndez has been with the 
UIC community for nine years, earning both his 
doctoral and master’s degrees here. He recently 
finished his dissertation, which addresses “ways 
in which participatory processes can be changed 
in order to include more diverse participants” 
in civic engagement. Meléndez chose to remain 
involved at UIC because of the city environment, 
diverse student body, and focus on social justice 
and equity. In his leisure time, Meléndez likes to 
go to cultural events, workout, and get involved in 
local community events.

Meléndez’s responsibilities as a Postdoctoral 
Fellow in Teaching and Mentoring include 
teaching, student advising, and Capstone advising. 
He enjoys guiding students to think strategically 
about their research designs and research 

questions, since he noticed that many students 
focus on the results of their studies but do not 
pay too much attention to the methodologies. 
Furthermore, Meléndez is currently teaching a 
seminar, Introduction to Qualitative Methods, 
along with two sections of the Honors seminar, 
HON 301: Foundations for the Future, which 
prepares Honors College students for issues 
related to their development as scholars.

Meléndez advises students just starting their 
undergraduate careers at UIC to take advantage 
of all available opportunities around them and 
try unique experiences. An example of this would 
be taking a course outside of one’s major. By 
engaging in new activities, students will be able 
to gain valuable new perspectives in life and 
broaden their horizons.  

José Meléndez

Fatima Ahmad
Sophomore
Biological Sciences



Wednesdays with HCAB: 
Valentine's Day Edition
Make your own Mason Jar Candy Holder

Students decorating mason jars 
for Valentine's Day 
Photo Credit: Stephanie Escobar

Tam Au, Gauri Kulkarni (above)
These events are super relaxing 
and provide a nice break from our 
hectic lives. —Gauri Kulkarni

Demi Ibrahim, Bianca Lackings
It was fun and relaxing. Good break 
from reality, which is homework and 
school. —Demi Ibrahim

Anu Karan (below)
These events are so much fun be-
cause they give us a chance to relax 
with friends and just be creative. 
—Anu Karan 

The feeling and atmosphere when 
everyone gets together and just 
unwinds from a long day. —Amna Ali

These events are a great way to 
destress from school and allow me 
to do something creative with my 
friends! —Aasumi Shah

Pooja Patel
This Valentine’s Day event allowed 
me to spend time with friends while 
bringing out my inner artist and 
eating sweets! —Pooja Patel 

Top row: Megh Patel, Pooja Patel, 
Aasumi Shah
Bottom row: Niharika Aitha, 
Anu Karan
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Call me a nerd, but I have always been excited 
for the first day of school. It always felt like a mix 
of anticipation and apprehension fueled by the 
curiosity of what to expect for the rest of the year. 
The first day of medical school was no different. I 
was thrilled to be in the same room as hundreds 
of likeminded students from vastly different 
backgrounds—all of us working toward our 
common goal of becoming doctors. For many, the 
path here was convoluted and messy, from going 
through the wringer for the MCAT to working 
for top scores in undergrad, and then filling out 
the monotonous AMCAS. Often times (and to this 
day), I still marvel at the fact that I’m here.

On the first day of medical school, along with 
about 200 of my classmates, I packed into a 
lecture hall bright and early, excited about the 
first of many lectures about cells, organs, and 
what it takes for all the mushy, lumpy stuff in the 
human body to work together. About two hours 
later, I walked out of the room feeling a little sick. 
What had I gotten myself into? We had covered 
a huge breadth of material akin to what I used 
to cram for a final exam of a course. There was 
already an incredible amount of information for 
me to learn, memorize, and dredge up from old 
biology courses I hadn’t thought about in years. 
I had barely kept up with the note-taking during 
class and would certainly have to re-visit the 
lecture recording later. Was I really cut out for 
this? I worried whether I would be able to keep 
up with the pace. 

Now, about 6 months later, I am in a much 
better place. It’s silly to think about my little 
meltdown on the very first day, but the whirlwind 
that was the first week of school made me feel 
like I had dived into an ocean without knowing 
how to swim. During college, I had never really 
learned efficient time management skills. Now 
in medical school, I almost always have an 
enormous volume of new information to absorb, 
so I’m constantly prioritizing how to approach 
the material, and testing myself to ensure that 

I’ve learned it. It took me several months to 
optimize this learning process so I wasn’t merely 
memorizing details and hoping some would stick. 
I have learned to appreciate the work I have done 
instead of focusing on what I couldn’t do. Having 
come out fresh from my second round of gross 
anatomy exams, I had a moment this very week 
when I took a step back and allowed myself to be 
proud of all I’ve accomplished—and reflect on the 
remarkable idea that I will someday use much of 
this knowledge to help and heal others.

I think much of that pride has also emerged 
from my newfound determination not to compare 
myself to others. As an Honors College alumna, I 
am used to being surrounded by brilliant people, 
and nothing has changed in that regard. From 
the very first day, I met people with a wealth 
of life experience both in healthcare and out, 
and it was humbling to realize that many of my 
classmates are nurses, ER techs, teachers, scribes, 
mothers, fathers, veterans, and lawyers. From the 
start of the year to now, I have gone from being 
intimidated to being inspired by their tenacity 
and their capacity for altruism. 

Medical school has been and will continue 
to be a bittersweet blend of stress, anxiety, and 
curiosity. But I still feel moments of wonder and 
amazement at all that is known about the art and 
science of healing—and I am utterly grateful for 
the chance to experience it.

A Refl ection on the First Year  of 
Medical School

Sarah Lee
Alumna
B.S., Neuroscience

Sarah Lee at her White Coat Ceremony
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feelings quickly passed once we started talking. 
It was an opportunity for the professor to get to 
know me better as an individual and for me to get 
to know my professor outside of the classroom. 
The luncheon was the beginning of a long-term 
relationship with my professor who later wrote 
me a letter of recommendation. 

I encourage all Honors College students to go to 
the luncheon because it’s a great opportunity for 
networking and getting to know professors and 
Faculty Fellows. Also, who doesn’t like good food?

Honors College Student-Faculty  
Luncheon: Don’t Miss Out!

The Honors College hosts numerous events 
throughout the school year for students to get 
connected with each other, advisors, and faculty. 
One of those events is the Student-Faculty 
Luncheon that occurs once each semester. It’s 
the perfect opportunity for students to not only 
eat great food from places like Roti and Qdoba, 
but also begin building a network for them- 
selves while getting to know the faculty of the 
Honors College.

I went to the luncheon during the fall and 
spring of my freshman year with a few friends. 
Each time, I made great connections with pro- 
fessors, advisors, and even the Dean of the Honors 
College. Even though I couldn’t talk for long, it was 
nice to talk with the Dean about how the semester 
was going and to greet some of my advisors. 

One of the best parts was getting to talk to 
my professor outside of the classroom. We 
discussed the latest superhero movies, and how 
they reflected past events in US history and the 
progression of society. It was a little awkward at 
first seeing my professor outside of class, but the 

Dyese Moody
Sophomore
Biological Sciences 
and Psychology 

Dean Keen with students at the luncheon 

In exchange, students commit to meeting their 
partners five times during the semester and 
reflecting on their experiences in journals or 
blogs. The Trade Winds program began with 
a kickoff event that challenged students to 
find their partners based on similar interests. 
Edomwande and her partner bonded over the 
card game Uno, and after talking, realized they 
shared a lot of common interests. Conversation 
Partners met in a small group setting, through 
which Edomwande interacted with her partner 
and other students participating in the program. 

Both programs encourage students to learn 
new languages and immerse themselves in  
cross-cultural experiences. Edomwande pro- 
fesses, “We’re all similar in more ways than we 
are different,” and encourages students to learn 
about foreign languages and cultures by taking 
advantage of the unique opportunities the 
programs offer. 

The Trade Winds and Conversation  
Partners Programs 

Yuwa Edomwande, an Honors College 
junior majoring in biological sciences, began 
her semester by joining the Trade Winds and 
Conversation Partners programs of the Office of 
International Services. The Trade Winds program 
pairs international students with US students 
to engage in one-on-one and group activities 
throughout the semester, promoting cross-
cultural exchange. The Conversation Partners 
program engages US students and international 
students in conversation to not only exchange 
English and foreign language skills, but also foster 
cultural awareness. 

Edomwande has always been intrigued by 
Mandarin Chinese and China’s cultural roots. 
After studying abroad in Beijing and enrolling in 
Chinese language courses throughout high school 
and college, she was motivated to join the Trade 
Winds and Conversation Partners programs.
These provide flexible schedules, which include 
fun, interactive events throughout the semester. 

Ariel Morad
Freshman 
Psychology

Yuwa Edomwande
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represented on both urns and find affiliated 
images for further examination. Other Capstone 
projects could also focus on researching 
indigenous art or health and dietary topics at the 
markets, including comparing indigenous mar-
kets with traditional supermarkets, researching 
medicinal herbs and medicines used by the 
Lacandon Maya, or examining local food networks. 

Palka will lead studies observing the centurie-
old Maya outdoor marketplaces where local 
vendors display colorful textiles, intricate 
woodwork and pottery. The students will explore 
photographic archives, interact with the local 
indigenous population, visit anthropology muse-
ums in San Cristóbal, and explore excavation 
sites. In addition to the three credits of 
Independent Study Research (3 credits HON 401 
Advanced seminar for Honors College students), 
the Introduction to Mexican History and Culture 
course will be held in cooperation with the 
Mexico Solidarity Network at the Autonomous 
University of Social Movements (AUSM), which 
will transfer for three additional credits at UIC. 
Food and housing are provided, with the dorm 
rooms located within the AUSM building. For 
Honors College students, a discounted price is 
provided. No Spanish proficiency is required—
only an interest in Mexico’s history and culture. 

To all students interested in pursuing a study 
abroad experience, this program offers a plethora 
of opportunities for a historical and vibrant 
adventure in Chiapas.

The Chiapas program takes place this June. 
For more infromation, please contact Dr. Palka at 
jpalka@uic.edu. 

Let’s Explore: Introducing Chiapas 
in Mexico

This summer, the Honors College and the Latin 
American and Latino Studies program are jointly 
sponsoring a new three-week program to the 
Chiapas region in Mexico led by Dr. Joel Palka, an 
anthropology professor and national expert in 
Mesoamerican history and culture. Since Palka’s 
first visit to Chiapas as an undergraduate student 
himself, he has returned to the area five times a 
year in the past three decades. 

Chiapas is one of the most beautiful places 
in the world, known for its indigenous cultures 
and remarkable biodiversity that rivals even that 
of the Amazon rainforest. As Palka explained, 
the Lacandon Maya settled in this Southern 
Mexico region thousands of years ago, building 
marketplace infrastructure and religious shrines 
that remain culturally preserved today. The 
surrounding jungles of cedar and mahogany 
trees consumed the temples of Palenque when 
Maya presence declined, but the ruins have 
since been restored into a famous archeological 
site containing some of the finest architecture, 
sculptures, and relief carvings of Maya culture.

This study abroad experience is a great 
opportunity to develop an Honors Capstone 
project while receiving course credit for it. Jessica 
Santillan, a senior at UIC, is currently working 
with Palka on her Capstone project, eagerly 
planning on returning to Chiapas through the 
summer program following her first trip to the 
region. Her research focuses on studying two 
unique Maya urns, one of which is located in a 
museum in the historic neighborhood of San 
Cristóbal. She collected samples to compare 
with the second urn, located in Michigan, and is 
currently working to determine the similar deity 

Vivian Jin
Sophomore
Biological Sciences

Church and market in Chiapas
Photo credit: Dr. Joel Palka

HCAB Update

The 24th Annual Honors College Ball took place on 
Saturday, March 11th, and you can see photos of the 
galaxy-themed night in the next issue of the Ampersand. 
HCAB enjoyed seeing students of the Honors College 
come together to socialize, play games, and dance the 
stress away as a part of this long- standing tradition! 

While planning for the Ball, we have been hosting 
Wednesdays with HCAB throughout the semester, 
including a Valentine’s Day DIY Mason Jar Candy Holder 
event, a Summer Opportunity Discussion Panel, a 

presentation from Dean Emerita Bette Bottoms about 
applying to graduate school, and a “Break the Ice-
Cream Social.”

Lastly our Honors College Luncheon will be on 
Wednesday, April 12th! More information will be 
announced throughout the semester about these events. 
For more information about attending the luncheon 
with your Faculty Fellow, see page 6. HCAB is excited to 
see the Honors College students’ involvement!
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Mission Statement

To highlight the achievements  
of Honors College students, staff, 
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College events, and to provide a 
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to share interesting experiences 
and opinions, all for the purpose 
of fostering a sense of community 
and celebrating diversity  
among the constituents of the 
Honors College.

As a freshman, I was overwhelmed by the 
idea of research and felt intimidated by all the 
successful professors. With encouragement and 
support from the Honors College, I was inspired 
to give research a try. I am a biological sciences 
major on a pre-dental track, so I was looking 
for a lab that fit my interests. I applied for open 
research positions through the Undergraduate 
Research Experience (URE) and waited for 
responses. I was discouraged when I did not 
receive any offers, so I decided to email professors 
directly. I received interviews for several labs, but 
none of the labs felt like a good fit for me. I was 
looking for a long-term research commitment, 
so I carefully thought about which lab fit my 
interests and career goals. I find that I am the 
most productive when I am passionate about 
what I am doing. It took me until the middle of my 
sophomore year to find the best lab. 

I currently work with Dr. David Reed at the  
UIC College of Dentistry, studying how chon- 
drocyte extracellular matrix (ECM) interactions 
regulate homeostasis in the temporomandibular 
joint (TMJ). This is important for the study of 
osteoarthritis, a common degenerative joint 
disease that causes pain, swelling, and stiffness 
from cartilage breakdown. 

My project aims to compare the ECM 
interactions of the cartilage in the TMJ to the 
cartilage in the knee in a mouse model. In order 
to evaluate these interactions, I visualize tissue 
through staining techniques and obtain images 
via confocal and fluorescence microscopy. I will 

be presenting a poster at the Clinic and Research 
Day at the College of Dentistry and at the UIC 
Student Research Forum. 

The 10+ hours I spend per week conducting 
research are filled with valuable lessons; I always 
learn something new from Dr. Reed and my 
peers. I have had the privilege to meet and work 
with some of the most influential students and 
professors at UIC, all while reinforcing my passion 
for dentistry. 

Research: A Key to  
My Undergraduate Experience

Polina Gubareva
Junior
Biological Sciences

Polina Gubavera 


