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Provenance is a student-produced publication of 
the Pierre Laclede Honors College. Its goal is to 

help keep alumni and friends connected with the 
college, current students, and each other.  

Our Spring 2019 Provenance staff: 

Nicole Gevers, Civil Engineering, class of 2019 

JoHannah McDonald, English, class of 2018 

Robert Nickel, Political Science, class of 2018 

Kaitlyn Waller, English, class of 2019 

Kristyn Waller, English, class of 2019 

 

 

Which version of Provenance do you prefer?  Are you reading 
this online and prefer physical media? Contact Dan 

(gerthd@umsl.edu) for a hard copy.  Are you reading a hard 
copy and can’t access the embedded webpages?  Contact Nicole 

(nmgtzc@mail.umsl.edu) for an electronic version.  We will do 
our best to provide you with the experience that fits your needs.     

Click here for back issues of Provenance: 

Honors 4900-003: Independent Study in Honors: Provenance  1-3 credit hours 
ARR         Gerth, D. 
 
Interested in developing your writing, communication, or design skills?  Want to help nurture the relation-
ship between alumni and the PLHC students, faculty, and staff? Provenance is looking for students for Fall 
2019.  You will be part of a team that develops ideas for future articles; interviews alumni, students, or facul-
ty for articles; collaborates on editorial decisions; and gains valuable writing skills in genres that you may 
not always be exposed to in traditional writing classes.  Credit hours and duties are negotiated so as to pro-
vide you with the best possible learning experience.  Duties can begin immediately or in the spring, depend-
ing on your availability. Non-credit volunteer positions are also available.  Contact Dan for more information: 
gerthd@umsl.edu.   

Follow the 
Honors College, 

PLHCSA, and 
Brain Stew on 
Social Media: 

PLHCSA: Honors College: Brain Stew: Honors Alumni: 

Facebook: Pierre Laclede 
Honors College at UMSL 
Twitter: @UMSLHonors 
Instagram: umslhonors 

 

Facebook: Pierre La-
clede Honors College 
Student Association 
Twitter: @umslplhcsa 

Facebook: Pierre 
Laclede Honors 
College Alumni 

Twitter: 
@UMSLBrainStew 

Fall 2017 Spring 2018 Fall 2018 

Happy Graduation to Nicole Gevers!  Nicole has supervised design, lay-
outs, and photography for seven consecutive issues of Provenance.  Thanks 

for making the publication look so nice.  We will miss you!   

mailto:gerthd@umsl.edu
https://www.facebook.com/PierreLacledeHonorsCollegeStudentAssociation
https://twitter.com/umslplhcsa
https://www.facebook.com/Pierre-Laclede-Honors-College-at-UMSL-133335243398595/
https://twitter.com/UMSLHonors
https://twitter.com/umslbrainstew
https://www.facebook.com/umslplhcalumni/
https://www.instagram.com/umslhonors/
https://issuu.com/pierrelacledehonorscollege/docs/provenance_fall_2017
https://issuu.com/pierrelacledehonorscollege/docs/provenance_spring_2018
https://issuu.com/pierrelacledehonorscollege/docs/provenance_fall_2018_updated_3
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We transform lives.  Have you seen UMSL’s new mission statement?  If not, I am very proud to introduce 
it to you: We transform lives.  More importantly, I am proud to support it.  UMSL’s record of graduating 
first-generation, under-represented, and Pell-eligible students is one of the most important reasons 
why I’m here, and it’s why the Honors College faculty and staff took this opportunity to also create a 
new mission statement for the college – and I’m very pleased to introduce it to you in this new issue of 
Provenance.  While the statement might be new, I believe that these principles have long been a part of 
what we do here, and I hope that, as alumni, you recognize it when you look back on your time here and 
consider all of your accomplishments since graduating.   

I also hope that you enjoy this newest issue of Provenance.  I think it’s one of our best, and I think you’ll 
recognize our mission when you read about our students and alumni.  I also hope that you can take a 
look at UMSL’s entire mission, vision, and values message.  I look forward to seeing you at Homecom-
ing, the upcoming Bellerive launch party (issue 19), our student-faculty-alumni art show in April, and at 
a large slate of events next year – the 30th anniversary of the college!    

At the Pierre Laclede Honors College, we transform lives through engaged, individualized learning in 
and outside of the classroom. Our graduates are economically productive, ethically committed, thought-
fully engaged, active citizens who flourish within their culture and world.  
 
Our vision is a community that empowers students to develop unique paths that allow them to pursue 
individual goals.  Small classes (on the average 13) allow students to learn by active questioning and 
conversation.  Students develop strong communication and writing skills while exploring connections 
across areas of knowledge as they think critically within and beyond their majors.  By exploring a 
wealth of beyond-the-classroom opportunities, Honors students develop the crucial foundation for fu-
ture professional success. 
 
We support our students with individual advising to help them discover the best paths to their goals. 
Renewable scholarship funding also ensures that this opportunity is available to all no matter their fi-
nancial situation. 

Ed Munn Sanchez 

of the Pierre Laclede Honors College 

https://www.umsl.edu/searches/umsl-profile/mission.html


 

For the second year in a row, 
Brain Stew won 3rd prize in the 
National Collegiate Honors 
Council’s student newsletter 
contest.  For the 2018 contest, 
editors Nicole Gevers, Zach Lee, 
Emma Daues, and Sammy Ja-
cobs submitted two issues from 
April 2018.  You can check them 
out online here or contact Dan 
Gerth if you’d like to purchase 
a bound copy of every single 
Brain Stew issue from the 2017-
2018 school year – over 250 
pages of Brain Stew!   

FIRST ROW: The two issues submitted for the NCHC Newsletter Competition. Click on each picture to read the issue! 
 
SECOND ROW, LEFT: Brain Stew is currently selling limited edition t-shirts! Contact Dan Gerth if you would like to purchase one.  
MIDDLE: Sammy and Nicole take a photo with executives from the National Collegiate Honors Council. RIGHT: Dan, Nicole, and Sam-
my pose after the ceremony with their award.  
 
THIRD ROW, LEFT: Sammy at the Harvard Lampoon Building in Boston, where the NCHC conference was held.  MIDDLE: Nicole and 
Sammy after receiving the NCHC award RIGHT:  Bound copy of every Brain Stew from the 2017-2018 school year. Contact Dan Gerth 
to purchase one! 

https://issuu.com/pierrelacledehonorscollege
mailto:gerthd@umsl.edu
mailto:gerthd@umsl.edu
https://issuu.com/pierrelacledehonorscollege/docs/bs14electro_and_print
https://issuu.com/pierrelacledehonorscollege/docs/bs13_electro
mailto:gerthd@umsl.edu
mailto:gerthd@umsl.edu
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Thank you to everyone who supported the Honors College financially in 2017-2018.  The 
following individuals and groups contributed this year to the Dean’s Development Fund, 
the Dennis Bohnenkamp Award, the Gleason Endowment, the Jung-Anderson Scholar-
ship, the Provincial House Appreciation Foundation, the Peter W. and Helen M. Goode 

Scholarship, or the Robert and Paulette Bliss Study Abroad Scholarship. 

Audri L. Adams 
Richard C. Adams 
Crystal L. Atkins 
Rose Ann Austin 
Gary A. Belsky 
Jessica N. Bleile 
Charles C. Bright 
Carl Cartwright Sneller 
Olivia M. Cobb 
Anna Marie Curran 
William J. Difani 
Aiesha D. Dotson 
Olivia D. Downey 
Christopher P. Dulle, Esq. 
Jeffrey T. Eckerle 
Bruce L. Eikmann 
Elizabeth A. Eikmann 
Jeanette Fausz 
J. Frederick Fausz, Ph.D. 
James L. Fish 
Joyce L. Fisher 

Deborah Fliesher 
Deborah L. Flores 
Noah Fribley 
Daniel J. Gerth 
Lily Gevers 
Nicole M. Gevers 
Nancy L. Gleason 
Patrick M. Gleason 
P. Wayne and Jane B. 
Goode Foundation 
Greg C. Hartl 
Kaitlin D. Henning 
Kyle D. Igel 
Sammy Jacobs 
Alicia I. Jessmon 
Casey P. Jessmon 
Richard K. Jung, Ed.D. 
Cody Keeling 
Jessica Kehle 
Maria C. Kerford 
Denise M. Kollenberg 

Celeste E. Leuck 
Taylor C. McMullin 
Amy C. Molina 
The Monsanto Fund 
Edward Munn Sanchez, 
Ph.D. 
Johnson J. Perez 
Holly M. Pope 
Jennifer L. Richardson 
Winston B. Rogers III 
Tiffani M. Sanders 
Roselyne C. Schillebeekx 
Courtney J. Schofield 
Teresa B. Sciortino 
Carla Shackleford 
Mary M. Thurmond 
Ann T. Torrusio 
Brian Vandenberg, Ph.D. 
David R. Wren 

To make a donation to the Pierre Laclede Honors College, please visit our giving page or 
contact Dean Ed Munn Sanchez for more information.   We are profoundly grateful for 

the support of all our contributors. 

https://giving.umsl.edu/s/260/35-development/giving/interior.aspx?sid=260&gid=35&pgid=1528
mailto:munne@umsl.edu


Over the last few decades, Japanese culture—especially pop culture— has become increasingly popular 
in the US. From food to music to art, if it’s Japanese, there’s probably an enthusiast. It should come as no 
surprise, then, that the study of Japanese is a popular pursuit amongst Honors College students.  Wheth-
er they’re majoring or minoring, these students have displayed an aptitude and passion for the language 
from the Land of the Rising Sun. 
  
Molly Motes (sophomore): 
I first became interested in the language when I was around ten years old through watching anime, 
playing video games, and reading manga. I really enjoyed how the language sounded, and I eventually 
started trying to self-teach myself a little bit in my free time. My self-lessons weren't the best, but 
through that I ended up learning a lot about the culture, and I absolutely fell in love with it. When the 
time came where people started asking me what I wanted to do with my life, I knew I wanted to do 
something involving the Japanese language and culture, and that led me here to UMSL.  
 
I'm currently working toward becoming a Japanese translator. Ideally, I'd like to work on translating 
some of the things that got me interested in the language when I was younger: anime, manga, and video 
games. I am also hoping this will give me more opportunities to visit Japan myself. However, I'm also 
open to seeing where life will take me. I'm certainly not opposed to teaching English in Japan, as I'm also 
an English major. I would also maybe like to teach Japanese here in America at a high school or middle 
school level. No matter what I end up doing, I feel like as long as Japanese language and culture is in-
volved, I'll be happy. 
 

By JoHannah McDonald 
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Amy Seidel (senior): 
I study Japanese because I am very interested in East 
Asian culture. I love Korean Pop and Japanese movies! 
I also really love Japanese culture, and the language is 
very fun to learn. I want to be able to use Japanese in 
my future job. If I could combine it with my other ma-
jor, computer science, that would be my main goal. 
Also, I love traveling so I want to be able to speak the 
language when I visit the country.  
 
My favorite things are anime and unique parts of the 
culture! In the northern prefecture, Nagano, there are 
a lot of hot springs and even the monkeys take baths 
in the springs! My least favorite is probably the work-
ing culture. Many times Japanese people work long 
hours for no personal gain.  
 
My favorite idiom is  猿 も木から落ちる or "Even 
monkeys fall from trees" which is basically a really 
funny way of saying everyone makes mistakes! 
 
Abby Naumann (senior): 
I hope to use my language skills 24/7 in my career and 
future life. My goal is to live overseas and work with 
an international intergovernmental organization 
where I can use my language skills every day, be that 
in my daily life abroad (buying groceries, paying my 
bills, making friends with neighbors) or in a profes-
sional setting (issuing multilingual press releases, 
providing information to contacts in other countries, 
working “in the field”).  
 
My favorite quirk about the language involves polite-
ness. Politeness and humility are essential to the Japa-

nese language, and grammar patterns as well as sim-
ple vocabulary can completely change depending on 
with whom you are speaking. Working professionals 
in Japan often must take refresher courses in their 
own language to perfect “business place Japanese.” It 
is very difficult for learners of Japanese, but I love the 
look on someone's face when I have correctly ad-
dressed them in a polite style. You can tell that it real-
ly makes that person's day and that they are totally 
impressed.  
 
A very common idiom in Japanese is しょうがない 

(shou ga nai), which basically means “that's the way it 
is” or “it can't be helped.” To use another foreign idi-
om, it has a “C'est la vie” feel to it. I hear people say 
this every day. Another one I like is "十人十色 ” (jyuu 
jin to iro), which literally means 10 people, 10 colors. 
It is the Japanese equivalent of “different folks, differ-
ent strokes.” 
 
Though the Motes, Seidel, and Naumann vary in their 
precise interests and experiences, they are neverthe-
less united by their shared enthusiasm for the Japa-
nese language and Japanese culture, as well as their 
continued education in in the language. UMSL and the 
Honors College offer a variety of courses for students 
interested in all aspects of Japanese culture, and of 
course the Study Abroad Office provides many oppor-
tunities for interested students to experience Japan 
first hand. The study of any language is an excellent 
way to expand one’s horizons, and the abundancy of 
programs catering to foreign language education, Jap-
anese or otherwise, is a testament to UMSL’s contin-
ued commitment to the betterment of its students.  

LEFT: Japanese ma-
caques (Snow Mon-
keys) 
(Photo Courtesy of 
Amy Seidel) 
 
MIDDLE: Abby Nau-
mann at an Antique 
Kimono Workshop. 
 
RIGHT: Gundam 
Statue in Tokyo 
(Photo courtesy of 
Amy Seidel) 

LEFT: Abby Naumann 
at Yukimatsuri (Snow 
Festival) in Sapporo. 
 
RIGHT: Molly Motes at 
Kinkakuji (The Golden 
Pavilion) in Kyoto 



Though it can be shocking for stu-
dents to realize that the Honors Col-
lege faculty and staff exist beyond the 
confines of their classrooms and of-
fices, the reality is that they lead rich 
and fulfilling lives in the outside 
world, lives that often involve pet 
ownership. Sure, a regular reader of 
Brain Stew might have heard of Perry 
Gleason or a visitor to Dan’s office 
might have met his fish, Larry (RIP 
2018), but what about Oliver “Poopy” 
the cat? Or Archer the dog/dinosaur? 
They might not get as much publicity, 
but these pets and many more are the 
steadfast companions at the heels of 
the PLHC faculty.  

 
Before being adopted by Associ-

ate Teaching Professor Christoph 
Schiessl, American shorthairs Misa 
and Sammy were homeless. Accord-
ing to Schiessl, “Sammy just walked 
right into my wife’s apartment when 
she was in graduate school in Louisi-
ana more than ten years ago and de-
cided to stay. Misa came from a shel-
ter and hadn’t been adopted for a 
year.” Though he admits that neither 
are particularly talented—“unless 
rolling around on their backs and be-
ing incredibly cute while doing it 
counts”—they are quite loyal and 
wait by the door for his wife and him 
to return home from work. That’s not 
to say they’re flawless, however. 
Sammy, like many cats, has a fond-
ness for throwing up nearly exclu-
sively on carpeted areas.  

 
Perry Elliot Gleason is a cocker 

spaniel hailing from Olmsted Falls, 
Ohio, though he currently resides 
with Teaching Professor Nancy 
Gleason. In addition to “Perry,” he’s 
also affectionately known as 
“JYD” (“Junk Yard Dog”) and “Perr-
Bear” to the Gleason family. A natu-

rally timid soul, Perry is afraid of 
most things, but Gleason says that 
doesn’t stop him from occasionally 
“taking a running leap to hop on her 
lap.” Perry’s best friend is Freddie, a 
“tolerant” dog belonging to Gleason’s 
daughter, and he enjoys playing fetch 
with both balls and Frisbees, albeit 
with less success at catching the Fris-
bees. Despite a bad habit of barking 
while Gleason is on the phone, she 
describes him as “a very, very sweet 
and very affectionate guy.” 

 
If Academic Advisor Jen Richard-

son is to be believed, Archer is a Lab-
rador/Great Dane/German shep-
herd/Velociraptor with a penchant 
for espionage. Her claim that “he is 
always at his cutest” is less dubious, 
as is her assertion that he 
(begrudgingly) permits her to dress 
him up for various events (see pho-
to). Archer is an energetic dog/
dinosaur, often “frolic[king]” around 
to express his excitement for food 
and/or new toys. In addition, he’s 
also fond of  “dunking his head in his 
water bowl [and] inadvertently creat-
ing an indoor slip-n-slide” and de-
stroying paperwork and/or copies of 
the magazine Magnolia “with or with-
out a command,” much to Richard-
son’s displeasure. Archer can be rec-
ognized by his permanently cocked 
ear, an adaption presumably intend-
ed to allow him to hone in on enemy 
chatter in his alleged career as a su-
per spy.  

 
Since his adoption nearly twelve 

years ago, Bob the cat has been a reg-
ular feature in the household of Asso-
ciate Dean Dan Gerth. He even has his 
own scotch tumbler, albeit one filled 
with water.  According to Gerth, Bob 
refuses to drink from a bowl and ra-
ther “immediately turns it upside 

By JoHannah McDonald 

Perry Elliot Gleason 
(Nancy Gleason) 

Misa and Sammy  
(Chistoph Schiessl) 

Archer 
(Jen Richardson) 



down and gives you a dirty look.” Bob 
is also somewhat disdainful of tradi-
tional cat toys, easily outsmarting the 
laser pointer trick by going directly 
after the pointer itself and attacking it. 
He prefers his prey live and is an adept 
mouse-catcher.  On occasion, however, 
he’s been known to bite off more than 
he can chew. Nancy Gleason found that 
out the hard way when she had to visit 
Urgent Care following a bite by Bob—
the bacteria found in cat mouths make 
them essentially venomous, and Bob is 
no exception. 

 
Casey, a Yorkshire terrier, and 

Rudy, a Chihuahua/miniature pinscher 
mix, are described by their owner, As-
sociate Teaching Professor Gerianne 
Friedline, as “really fun to have 
around.” Though the pair are similar in 
size, they differ in attitude. Friedline 
characterizes Rudy, named for Rudy of 
the 1993 film of the same name, as a 
scrappy and determined dog with a 
toy always at paw. Conversely, she re-
fers to Casey as a cuddly “sweetheart” 
who enjoys car and/or bike rides and 
sweets like Graham crackers and Bel-
vita blueberry cookies. Casey is less 
adventurous when it comes to bumble-
bees and hummingbirds, often hiding 
in the yard to avoid them. and like-
wise, Rudy has a fear of storms. 

 
In her day-to-day life, Juno can be 

found perched on the shoulder of As-
sociate Teaching Professor Kate Votaw 
in a parrot-like fashion. In addition, 
she might also be caught attempting to 
mooch ice cream off Votaw “by rub-
bing against her legs and meowing si-
lently.” Beyond her passion for frozen 
dairy products, Juno is also fond of be-

ing petted, and on occasion this mani-
fests as a habit of lightly (at least ac-
cording to Votaw) biting sleeping per-
sons on the face to get their attention. 
Juno’s intelligence and “perfection” 
have led some, including Votaw’s 
mother-in-law, to speculate that Juno 
is in reality a person trapped in the 
body of a cat. This has neither been 
conclusively proven or disproven.  

 
Oliver, named both for his olive-

colored eyes and his status as a heart-
warming orphan, and Jasmine, named 
for the aromatic flower, share a home 
with Admissions Representative Holly 
Pope. Alternately known as “Poopy,” 
Oliver is a shy fellow intimidated by 
knocks at the front door, strangers vis-
iting, and footfalls on the stairs, and he 
expresses this anxiety through exces-
sive shedding. Still, Pope notes that 
he’s a “lap cat” who likes to cuddle 
whenever possible, though his snug-
gling apparently involves a fair bit of 
drooling.  

 
Jasmine prefers to use her spit for 

grooming purposes.  She has been 
known, however, to groom not only 
herself but also Oliver and Pope and 
her husband. She also enjoys rubbing 
against people and objects to stake her 
claim, and Pope describes her as “full 
of sass” and a bit of bully toward Oli-
ver, often nabbing his food. Despite 
this, Jasmine is popular with everyone 
she meets, including her local vet 
techs. Having been diagnosed with 
heart disease, high blood pressure, and 
hyperthyroidism, she spends quite a 
lot of time at the vet clinic, though 
Pope claims that Jasmine “has been a 
good sport about it.” 

Casey and Rudy  
(Geri Friedline) 

Juno Manuno Votaw  
(Kate Votaw) 

Bob 
(Dan Gerth) 

Jasmine  
(Holly Pope) 

Oliver “Poopy”  
(Holly Pope) 
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Profiled in UMSL Daily in May 2016, Bri 
Ehsan completed the Honors certificate in 
only three semesters while also working 
as an on-air personality and occasional 
producer for WGNU 920AM’s Community 
Conversation program.  Since that time 
she has been studying law on a full-
scholarship at Southern Illinois University 
– Carbondale and working as a strategic 
relations campaign coordinator for newly 
elected St. Louis county prosecutor Wes-
ley Bell.  Dan Gerth was fortunate to be 
able to catch up with Bri last month at 
Cathy’s Kitchen in Ferguson. 
 
Can you start by quickly taking us 
through how you originally came to 
UMSL and the Honors College?   
Sure, I went to community college at Flo 
Valley and was studying criminal justice 
there, where Wesley Bell was one of my 
professors, and he suggested that I look at 
UMSL because of their great criminal jus-
tice program.  Then I started looking into 
the Honors College, after receiving a bro-
chure in the mail.  It looked awesome, but 
I wasn’t sure if I was going to get in, but 
then I did! 
 
I remember meeting you at your Hon-
ors interview and being very im-
pressed by the plan you had to finish a 
degree and certificate in well under 
two years, but I also remember being 
nervous too.  It was just so much, so 
fast.  But obviously it worked. 
It wasn’t that hard to finish my criminal 
classes because of how many I completed 
already at Flo, and the Honors classes, 
well, I just piled them on!  My first semes-
ter I took 19 credit hours, my second se-
mester I took 23 credit hours (laughing)… 
I took summer classes.  I was taking clas-
ses left and right. I had this plan for law 
school, and I knew that the longer I took 
as an undergrad, the longer that would be 
delayed.   
 
I do remember helping you register for 
23 hours.  I have teasingly made people 
sign little notes that say things like “I 
acknowledge that Dan told me that this 
is the worst idea ever.”  Did I make you 
do anything like that? 
No (laughing), but you did force me talk to 
the associate dean in Arts and Sciences 
before you let me register for 19 hours the 
first semester. 
 
Well, I’m glad you convinced all of us to 
let you take so many classes!  What 
attracted you to law school?   
It started while I was at Flo.  It was 2014 
during the unrest in Ferguson, and our 

classes were canceled, and Wesley Bell got 
a lot of us involved, helping the communi-
ty, cleaning up, painting positive messages 
on boarded up windows.  I started meet-
ing a lot of other volunteers, many of 
whom were lawyers.  I met so many fan-
tastic lawyers.  I had no idea that lawyers 
were that involved in the community or 
really that they could be.  My impression 
was going to an office, going through case 
files, working non-stop in an office.  It was 
really inspiring.     
 
What sorts of experiences at UMSL 
were most important for your future in 
law school? 
UMSL, especially the Honors College, is 
writing intensive.  That was so helpful.  
Especially portfolio [Honors 4100].  Rob 
Wilson helped me put together a great 
personal statement.  I wrote eleven drafts 
over the course of the semester!  Every 
single time we met, he had suggestions for 
improvement, and it ended up being really 
great.  I remember applying to Wash U, 
and they contacted me after just two days.  
I think I submitted everything on a 
Wednesday, and they called me on Friday!  
And they mentioned my personal state-
ment when inviting me to interview!  Be-
sides that, I just wrote so much at UMSL 
that any problems I had with writing were 
gone by the time I applied to law school.  I 
got one of the highest grades in my Legal 
Writing class, which is the most common-
ly failed class.   
 
What’s your favorite part about law 
school so far? 

Law school is very difficult, very challeng-
ing.  But one of the best things is that it’s a 
small, tight-knit community.  It reminds 
me a lot of the Honors College.  People are 
very friendly.  Faculty and staff… everyone 
is really willing to help you. 
 
What’s the toughest thing about law 
school? 
Everything! One thing in particular is that 
a lot of classes only have one grade, which 
is a large exam at the end of the semester, 
and that’s very different from most under-
graduate classes.  The legal language is 
difficult to.  Sometimes it’s not all that 
close to what you’d consider English 
(laughing)!  Understanding that when you 
first start school is daunting.   
 
Are you active as a student outside the 
classroom? 
Oh yes.  I get bored if I only go to class and 
then go home.  I’m a member of Phi Alpha 
Delta, a legal fraternity.  I’m also a mem-
ber of the Black Law Students Association.  
They won’t let me take as many credit 
hours as you did (laughing)! 
 
What is the end goal for you, after law 
school?   
Starting in summer, I’ll be interning in the 
prosecutor’s office, and after graduating, 
hopefully transitioning into the office full-
time as an assistant prosecutor.   

https://blogs.umsl.edu/news/2016/05/25/bri-ehsan/


 

You mentioned that you’ve known 
Wesley Bell since you were at Flo.  How 
did you get involved with his campaign 
for county prosecutor? 
This is the 3rd time he has run for office, 
and I’ve been involved in all of them.  The 
first time he ran for county council was 
when I was a student of his. He ran and 
asked me to volunteer, and I said “no, I 
don’t like politics” (laughing).  So he con-
vinced me to help out at just one event, 
and I met a lot of people, and I liked it.  I 
started going to more and more events, 
then volunteering, then canvassing, and 
then doing other things for his campaign.  
Eventually I was in love with the whole 
public policy making process.   
 
Can you describe your job in the most 
recent campaign? 
The campaign’s main office was in St. Ann, 
and we opened a satellite office here in 
Ferguson that I managed.  My title was 
strategic relations coordinator, which ba-
sically meant that I managed the cam-
paign’s relationships with everyone – la-
bor unions, donors, elected officials, basi-
cally everyone who wasn’t working for the 
campaign but was involved.  It was great.  
I managed field placement.  
 
So what does “field placement” mean 
exactly? 
Every campaign has a field or what we 
called a field game or ground game.  It’s 
basically carving up the locations where 
you’re going to be canvassing and then 
sending volunteers there.  That’s the sim-
ple version.  It also involves managing 
phone outreach, constructing different 
scripts for different areas – we’d use a 
different script for north county than for 
west county – so, that’s all part of the field 
program.  We’d do something called 
“cutting turf,” which is dividing things 
down to the street level to make sure eve-
ry area got covered. 
 
Robert McCullough had been in office 
for a long time, right?  This was multi-
ple decades as the county prosecutor.  
How daunting did this undertaking 
feel? 
It was very daunting, very scary.  There 
were times where we doubted ourselves, 
wondered if we had gotten involved too 
late, wondered if we had raised enough 
funds… so many questions.  Other people, 
even those close to us, has similar ideas.  
He had been in office for 27 years, and 
Wesley had only won one office – he was 
Ferguson city councilman – but outside of 
the Ferguson area, not many people knew 

much about him.  Plus he’s very young.  
But one of the wonderful things was that 
as the summer progressed, a lot of sup-
port started building – including from 
national organizations – and we started 
thinking yes, we can do this! 
 
You mentioned that he wasn’t well 
known outside of Ferguson, and earlier 
you mentioned that messaging would 
be different in, for example, one area 
than another.  Can you give an example 
of how messaging changed?   
Sure.  So, North County was our main 
base.  This is where Wesley’s from and 
best known.  That’s what the easiest thing 
about North County was.  People knew 
who Bell was and who Bob McCullough 
was, so we could start with differences 
between them.  And that’s not something 
you’d always do.  In other areas, we’d fo-
cus much more on Wesley only.  His expe-
riences, countering misconceptions – like 
isn’t he too young or has he ever prosecut-
ed? – were what we needed to lead with.  
We didn’t talk about McCullough or differ-
ences – at least not until much farther into 
the conversation.   
 
What’s the elevator speech version of 
Bell’s message? 
We went through different versions of the 
elevator speech, actually.  I’d sum it up 
with Ferguson city councilman, professor, 
and reforming criminal justice and focus-
ing on diversionary programs – mental 
health programs, drug treatment pro-
grams. 
 
Why do you think his message resonat-
ed with voters? 
It’s the programs.  Those are the things we 
don’t have, but that we need.  Or maybe 
we have them, but there’s no funding.  We 
can feel the void.  We incarcerate so many 
people with mental health struggles, and 
it’s not that hard to tell the difference be-
tween someone struggling with mental 
health problems and a hardcore criminal.  
We need to treat them differently. Wesley 
is a community-oriented person, and peo-
ple can sense that his promises – like 
more transparency with crime statistics – 
are sincere.   
 
Can you tell us about something specif-
ic that was difficult about the cam-
paign? 
This is difficult and wonderful at the same 
time.  There were so many organizations 
that wanted to help us – via canvassing, 
making calls, all sorts of ways of getting 
the word out.  But one thing that’s difficult 

is that sometimes an organization, due to 
campaign finance and tax status laws, 
can’t directly work with us at all.  So, for 
example, we couldn’t have our canvasser 
coordinate with them.  And part of our 
field strategy is logging every single area, 
so that we don’t do things like accidentally 
knock on the same door two days in a row 
or inadvertently bother people who don’t 
support the candidate.  So we weren’t al-
lowed to know what was going on.  Were 
people home? Were they responsive? 
Were they happy to see someone from the 
campaign? That’s tough, but obviously we 
are so thankful for all the groups who 
help.    
 
Was there a moment where things 
switched in everyone’s mind from 
“maybe” to “I think this is actually go-
ing to happen”? 
We contact a lot of organizations for en-
dorsements.  A lot of people are each re-
sponsible for a lot of contacts and re-
quests.  It’s May, and we are not having 
much success.  People are unsure, they’re 
having a lot of questions, they’re not ready 
to commit; and we feel like we’re not mak-
ing any headway.  One day the calls and 
emails just start flooding in.  Phones are 
blowing up.  All of a sudden it’s all en-
dorsements coming.  I think we got 35 
organizational endorsements on that day.  
Everyone is dragging, and then it flips.  It 
was wonderful. 
 
Do you have any plans for New Year’s 
Eve tonight?  
Wesley Bell is having a party, followed by 
a swearing-in at 12:01am.  I’m looking 
forward to ringing in 2019 with all of his 
friends and family, new and old col-
leagues, and his campaign staff.  Council-
woman Hazel Erby is joining us to have 
her own swearing in there as well.   
 
Thank you very much for talking with 
me today, and good luck in the remain-
der of law school and later, hopefully, 
as a county prosecutor.   
Thanks!  I truly had a wonderful time at-
tending PLHC and feel that I have a special 
connection to the school and the faculty 
and staff. I credit a lot of my academic and 
professional success to the lessons I took 
away from there, so it is a great honor to 
be a featured alum.  If any Honors stu-
dents are interested in law school or have 
any questions, please let them know how 
to contact me.  I’m happy to answer ques-
tions – or help calm any nerves. 
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This recurring feature Provenance helps 
showcase the outstanding Honors Col-
lege faculty, but in a format that is more 
creative than a traditional interview.  
Inspired by a long-running series con-
ducted by the BBC, we asked Kate Votaw 
what eight items she would bring with 
her to a desert island.  The charming and 
very funny professor who teaches classes 
such as Principles of Psychology in Popu-
lar Culture (also known as “the Harry 
Potter class”) and Social Psychology was 
happy to help.  Besides teaching in Hon-
ors, Kate is also an alum of the college, 
who you might remember previously as 
Kate Blankmeyer.    
 
Imagine you are going to be stranded 
on a deserted isle for an indetermi-
nate length of time. You have been 
barred from bringing anything surviv-
al-related— no tents, matches, or any-
thing of the like. In lieu of more prac-
tical luggage, you have instead been 
permitted to bring eight items that 
hold more meaning to you as an intel-
lectual and scholar rather than a cast-
away; these items could be novels, 
songs, films, or even especially enter-
taining tweets.  What are your eight 
items? 
 
The one thing that has been consistent in 
my life since early middle school has 
been the film Titanic. Cheesy, but the 
historical tragedy hit me and when the 
movie came out I was at a perfect spot. 
Since then I’ve done the math and have 
probably seen the movie about 150-200 
times over 20+ years, but every time I 
revisit it I find comfort and familiarity 
but also something new. As I grow I in-
teract with that movie differently and 
having seen it over 100 times, I could 
easily see it 100 more. 
 
I spend a lot of time listening to podcasts 
and it’s probably a cheat to say all of my 
podcasts, so I would prioritize the Bald 
Move podcast. It’s a pop-culture podcast 
where they mostly do reviews and re-
caps but I just find those guys to be very 
thoughtful and sensitive to both issues of 
plot and character and pacing, but also to 
social issues, representation in media, 
and things I like to think about. 
 
In terms of music, the consistent music 
that I always go back to, that never gets 

old, is a compilation of different movie 
scores. Not coincidentally, starting with 
James Horner’s Titanic, to middle school 
discovering John Williams and Star Wars, 
to right now from Game of Thrones 
Ramin Djawadi to the Dr. Who sound-
track. Right now that’s what I listen to 
most often, it moves me more emotional-
ly than any other music. I’m not a partic-
ularly religious person but I get goose-
bumps and that “connected to the uni-
verse” sort of experience with these 
movie scores. 
 
A really good Afghan blanket. Not for 
warmth but just for comfort, but espe-
cially if I’m at home then I’m going to 
want to snuggle up and a good blanket is 
key to that. Plus my cat, Juno if she’s al-
lowed to come. 

 
Sushi mat with rice cooker and avocado 
kit combined into one sushi making bas-
ket. Sushi is my favorite food and I can’t 
get enough of it so that would be good on 
an island. Plus, obviously I’m thinking a 
seafood buffet everyday while on an is-
land and it would keep me healthy and 
fit. 
 
A concise collection of memorable events 
and people for sentimental “social snack-
ing”. The textbook definition of extrovert 
and introvert isn’t “outgoing” or “quiet”, 
but finding energy from others or having 
others deplete that energy from you. 
From that definition I am a textbook 
10/10 extrovert, so being stranded on a 
desert island sounds like literally my 
worst nightmare. That being said, I 
should probably bring some sentimental 
things for social snacks when I feel lone-
ly. Probably my most sentimental social 
ties would be my husband and I’s en-
gagement pictures. For other social 
snacking, maybe it’s narcissistic but 
when I go back through my Facebook 
pictures, specifically profile pictures, it 
just high-lights of time spent with 
friends, memories, events. I think if I 
could just have access to those memories 
to check in with folks if I couldn’t literally 
reach out to them,that would probably 
be imperative. 
 
Art pack with Instagram and iPad. My 
Instagram account is a curated space that 
I visit probably too frequently. Most of 
my account is different artists that I fol-

low and as a young adult I really em-
brace the part of me that really likes 
character design and illustrations. My 
feed is mostly those two things, plus all 
famous internet pets. It’s very beautiful 
to me and it’s where I find inspiration. In 
connection with that is my iPad to con-
tinue to make art myself, especially if I’m 
on a desert island listening to my pod-
casts or playlists I’m going to need some-
thing to do and this could be a good time 
to hone a craft that is still a work in pro-
gress. I could put in some more hours on 
the ol’ iPad sketching.  
 
Maybe some island-y inspiration too.  
If we already have the iPad anyway, then 
access to PBS Passport. This is something 
new that I’ve recently learned, you can 
learn the entire history of the world 
through PBS. Basically, if I could have 
access to The American Experience series 
alone I feel like I would learn a lot and 
get a lot out of it. That along with the 
Great British Bake-off which would do a 
lot to pass the time and enrich my mind. 
Support your local PBS station. 
 
Do you incorporate any of these into 
your classes? If not which ones would 
you like to? 
I don’t formally incorporate them. I think 
a lot of my identity as an instructor of 
course comes from my research and in-
terest in psychology, but then really in-
tersects with all the things I am currently 
and actively trying to figure out like so-
cial justice and activism, prejudice, inter-
sectional feminism, racism, and ageism, 
combined with evidence-based reason-
ing which is probably more who I am. 
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more who I am. So, I know it sounds silly and stupid to 
listen to pop culture podcasts for 15+ hours a week, 
but what I’m getting out of them are really issues of 
representation in media and people’s different experi-
ences and how they can be represented there. I think 
what gets integrated into my classes the most when I 
can are issues of representation which we talk about in 
all my classes, but also comes up naturally. Otherwise, 
if I put on music in the background of a class it’s not 
uncommon for a student to request a movie sound-
track. It’s a natural fit for say, the “Psychology in Harry 
Potter” class. 
 
As a PLHC alum what do you see as the differences 
between being a student and instructor here? 
As a student, I most valued the community feeling that 
made it feel like a family. People knowing you and your 
goals and values and giving you the support for these. 
As an instructor, I understand more fully what it 
means to have a liberal education. Now what I value 
are the interdisciplinary connections that our class-
rooms allow our students to make. I really value per-
suasive argumentation via evidence and connecting 
the dots between seemingly unconnected ideas within 
the classroom. I didn’t really recognize that all of that 
was happening when I was a student here. 
 
What made you decide to become an educator? 
I had a moment of clarity, which are pretty few and far 
between. I was finishing my degree in psychology 
which I was pursuing simply because it was always 
interesting to me. I thought “well if it’s interesting to 
me I’ll probably stay engaged, and if I stay engaged I’ll 
probably do well, and if I do well surely someone 
somewhere will give me a job”. But I didn’t know what 
I wanted to do and I honestly didn’t know a lot of op-
tions outside of therapy, which never really felt like a 
great fit. I was lying in bed one day, and remember the 
part about me being extroverted? What I liked about 
psychology wasn’t just the healing part, but what kept 
me continually interested was the research and analyt-
ical reasoning. I realized I just wanted to talk about 
psychology all day. Even then I thought “oh if only I 
could teach somewhere like the Honors College where 
I can talk about ideas all day that would be ideal.” I love 
talking about psychology, it’s so cool. 
 
What do you see as the goal of education? 
To be better voters, jury members, and parents. To 
allow evidence-based thinking to interact with your 
personal values to make the world a better place. 
 
What do you think distinguishes between a “good” 
teacher and a “bad” teacher? 
I think authenticity in the classroom. Most instructors 
went into their area of expertise because something 
drove them and ignited their own curiosities and pas-
sions. I think a good instructor lets that ignite in the 
class. They can’t contain it. A poor instructor focuses 
on what the classroom is supposed to be instead of 
what it could be. 
 
 

How has UMSL impacted you? 
The short personal answer is that I met my husband 
and most of my very good friends here. We actually 
lived in Seton Hall together and I met one of my best 
friends at freshman orientation. Another thing was 
having Jennifer Siciliani as my general psychology pro-
fessor freshman year, and then consistently having 
really good professors throughout my UMSL career 
who both supported me and ignited that fire. Also be-
ing in Cultural Traditions; basically every classic piece 
of literature that I know is from that class. I had an 
English teacher in high school who used to say that 
education is important because at the very least it 
makes watching The Simpsons that much more funny. 
Honestly, CT was that class and experience for me. 
 
If you and only you found out the world was ending 
tomorrow, what would you do? 
Probably something very intimate and hedonistic. Grab 
my husband and put on the most comfortable pair of 
sweatpants and shoes that I own. We would probably 
do soulful in the day like go to the Art Museum, as it’s 
both peaceful and thought provoking. Eat junk food for 
lunch. At night we’d do something active like City Mu-
seum, get sushi for dinner, then invite all of the pets 
onto the bed for one last snuggle sesh. 
 
If you could go on a road trip with one fictional 
character, who would it be? 
Easy. Dr. Who. My dream is to be Donna Noble when 
she’s with the Doctor. I want to be the Doctor’s best 
friend. 
 
If you could bring one person back from the dead, 
who would it be? 
Harper Lee. I would really like to know her perspective 
on race and gender in today’s modern American cul-
ture. I’d like to talk to her about Go Set A Watchman 
and ask her if she really wrote To Kill a Mockingbird or 
if it was Capote. 
 
If you could turn any book into a movie or TV show 
with you as director and unlimited resources, what 
would it be? 
Ender’s Game is one that was not done justice and I 
always found the book to be interesting. I would want 
to redo it and really capture the spirit of the nihilism of 
the novel, which is the good stuff. Or, a Game of 
Thrones level Chronicles of Narnia series could be cool 
too. 
 
As a psychologist and a scholar, if you could change 
one thing about the human brain what would it be? 
I would make us better at rational thinking. You don’t 
want to be less emotional, but I would make the brain 
more capable of understanding statistics and logic to 
go hand in hand with emotional value-based thinking. 
 
 

Thanks to Kate Votaw for agreeing to be inter-
viewed!  Have a suggestion for the next faculty de-

sert island interview?  Be sure to let us know. 
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One of our favorite annual events in Honors happens this April: the New Student Professional Development Re-
ception.  It’s a great evening where alumni meet individually with our newest Honors students—both freshmen 
and transfer students—and answer their questions about what made you a successful student and profession-
al.  This event provides an amazing opportunity for our students to learn about careers, graduate and profession-
al schools, internships, and a wide variety of interesting academic opportunities.  Just as importantly, the event 
helps our students develop networking and other professional skills that will help them to take advantage of 
those opportunities when they arise.  We hope you can join us for this fun and memorable evening.  
 
The event will take place on Tuesday, April 16, and will run from 5:30-7:30 p.m. in the Millennium Student 
Center Century Rooms.  We’ll be providing food and drinks, and the Honors faculty will be there along with Dean 
Edward Munn Sanchez, Associate Dean Dan Gerth, and Associate Dean Emerita Nancy Gleason.  
 
You do not need to develop any formal presentation—simply be ready to chat with individual students.  We ex-
pect around 100 of them to attend, and they represent a wide variety of majors and career paths.    
 
This event has become a highlight of the freshmen year experience in Honors, and the faculty are truly grateful for 
the generous spirit of our alumni that have made it possible.   If you would be free to join us that evening, please 
contact Dr. Kim Baldus at balduski@umsl.edu.    
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