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The 2019-20 academic year was one of great excitement 
and challenge. Along with returning Faculty Fellows 
Erica Salkin (Communication Studies) and Aaron Putzke 
(Biology), we gained incredible talent, leadership 
and energy in the persons of Assistant Director Karen 
Petersen Finch (Theology) and six new Faculty Fellows: 
Thom Caraway (English), Robin Henager (Business & 
Economics), Katherine Karr-Cornejo (World Languages & 
Cultures), Elise Leal (History), Kraig Wheeler (Chemistry) 
and Jason Wollschleger (Sociology). Along with these 
faculty leaders, the honors program benefited from 
amazing student leadership that embraced the culture 
of honors and endeavored to share that with the broader 
community. Together we have created a vibe that is no 
doubt palpable across campus.

Chief among our accomplishments has been the 
refinement of our mission, a new set of program learning 
objectives, and the rollout of an enhanced curricular plan 
that coincides with the university’s new shared curriculum 
program. We have strengthened our flexible yet distinctive 
course of study that enables students from across campus 
to have common experiences with peers and mentors 
while also pursuing their individual, discipline-oriented 
goals. Emphasizing collaborative, interdisciplinary, 
public-facing problem-solving as its collective aim, the 

Whitworth Honors Program has enjoyed a successful year 
of strengthening its curricular infrastructure. At the end 
of the day, we are committed to developing a program 
that endeavors to prepare students from all disciplines to 
“thrive in the world as it is, develop the world as it should 
be.”

Amidst the upheaval of the second half of the spring 
semester brought on by the COVID-19 pandemic, I 
continued to work with students in our one-credit 
Vocation & Excellence class and kept tabs on our capstone 
WhitTED class. The former is made up mostly of first- 
and second-year students reading about life design 
and preparing aspirational applications and conducting 
interviews with professionals in desired fields. The latter 
is populated by some of our most distinguished seniors, 
preparing polished talks on research projects to the 
broadest possible audience. Working with both younger 
and more advanced students in these endeavors, I was 
repeatedly inspired by their hunger and vision for working 
together, for thinking beyond their own disciplines, for 
taking us up on our offer to strive for excellence. It made 
me supremely confident in our common capacity to 
discern areas needing improvement in our culture and to 
craft new modes of making our way together.

Letter from the Director
D. Berton Emerson, Ph.D.

Director Bert Emerson and a student, fall 2018
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Students in Honors 300 worked with a variety of 
community partners in Spokane in 2019-20 in applied 
research aimed at addressing critical issues. In the fall, 
a student team of Lisa Hoang, Kat Markham and Ali 
Brandt assisted the West Central Wellness Coalition in 
analyzing hundreds of pages of data relating to youth 
health and substance use. The team developed a series of 
logic models, which represent the relationship between 
identified needs of youth in West Central regarding 
substance abuse prevention and planned interventions. 
The logic models have supported the coalition in grant 
reports and regional presentations on the impact of their 
work. A second student team made up of Bryn Cavin, 

Anna Peterson, Esther Tsai and Nadia Sarfraz worked with 
the Spokane Tribe to develop a land acknowledgment 
statement approved by tribal leaders. Their work reflects 
the first time that the tribe has been asked to co-author 
and approve language acknowledging their ancestral 
relationship with the land on which Whitworth now 
resides. A third team comprised of Ryan Bax, Alyssa 
Peterson, Josh Seiersen and Thomas Symons worked 
with Spokane Alliance to research the repurposing of 
abandoned homes for use as affordable housing in West 
Central. In Spring Term, Daniel Roberts and Gabe Meek 
continued their work of supporting Spokane Alliance.

Originally, Daniel and Gabe planned to conduct surveys 
of residents in West Central to identify the most needed 
types of affordable housing. As COVID-19 took hold, 
the two students switched roles, working with Spokane 
Alliance to recruit and train “block leaders,” residents on 
each block of the neighborhood who would check in on 
neighbors and share information about resources. The 
program identified 20 such leaders and mobilized them to 
create a social infrastructure during the pandemic.

Spring 2020 saw four amazing students, Karisa Westom, 
Jack VanderGriend, Rohini Vyas and Delaney From, adjust 
their planned community research to meet emergent 
needs from the COVID-19 pandemic. Rohini and Karisa 
shifted from planned work with the Spokane Tribe to solicit 
feedback on the land acknowledgment from indigenous 
students on campus. Jack and Delaney pivoted from plans 
to help the West Central Wellness Coalition implement 
part of their substance abuse prevention programming to 
posting anti-vaping signage in local parks. Future HN 300 
students will return to those projects.

Student Involvement 
Current students’ areas of study

Honors Students

Business Education

Fine ArtsHumanities

Social Sciences

STEM

Business
14 ......Business Administration

Education
4 ........Elementary Education 
1 ..........Secondary Education

Fine Arts
7 .........Art
4 ........Music

Humanities
11 ........English 
2 .........History
1 ..........Philosophy
1 ..........Theatre
2 .........Theology
5 .........World Languages

Social Sciences
10 ......Communication
14 ......Political Science 
11 ........Psychology
2 .....Sociology

STEM
24 .....Biology
12 .......Chemistry
13 .......Computer Science
14 ......Health Science
9 .........Mathematics
3 .........Nursing
6 .........Physics
4 ........Pre-Engineering

Community
Engagement
Ross Watts, Ph.D.
Director of the 
Dornsife Center 
for Community 
Engagement
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Under the leadership of Karen Petersen 
Finch (Theology), nine Whitworth 
students spent fall 2019 in Washington, 
D.C. Housed at the Dellenback Center 
with other students from universities 
from around the country affiliated 
with the Council for Christian Colleges 
& Universities, these students held 
internships at the National Museum 
of American History, the Smithsonian 
Latino Center, the National Museum 
of Natural History, and inside the 

Smithsonian Castle itself! They also 
partook in two courses (Core 350H: 
Religious Liberty and Honors 401: 
The Smithsonian Seminar), engaged 
with other areas of student life in the 
Dellenback, and spent their free time 
in the rich cultural offerings of our 
nation’s capital. This is one of the best 
learning experiences that Whitworth 
has to offer! Check out individual 
student stories at whitworthhonors.
org/fall-internship-semester.

Smithsonian  
Internship Semester
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Spotlight on  
2020 Graduates
The Whitworth Honors Program added 14 new graduates to the ranks of George F. Whitworth 
Scholars, running our total number to 47 who have graduated since 2016.

Ali Brandt (Biochemistry)

Angie Brasher (Business)

Bryn Cavin (English)

Gabriel Meek (English)

Kat Markham (Biochemistry)

Stephanie Melton (French)

Anna Peterson (Psychology)

Daniel Roberts (Theology)

Nadia Sarfaz (Chemistry)

Samartha Shrestha (Biology)

Esther Tsai (Health Science)

Rohini Vyas (Biology)

Andrew Weeks  
(Arts Administration)

Karisa Westom (Sociology)

Left: National Museum of Natural History, fall 2018
Right: U.S. Department of State, fall 2018
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Angie Brasher (Business)
I am grateful for the business, music and English 
departments; Whitworth clubs; orchestra; and having 
professors who truly care about my learning and 
success. Currently, I am working on passing the CPA 
exam and plan to work as an accountant.

Ali Brandt (Biochemistry)
During my time at Whitworth I had the opportunity 
to present my research at the national American 
Chemical Society meeting in the spring of 2019 in 
Orlando, Fla. Right now I am currently applying to 
medical school and hoping to attend in the fall of 
2021.

Bryn Cavin (English)
During her time as an English major at Whitworth, 
Bryn read lots of books, traveled to beautiful places 
on study programs, worked as assistant managing 
editor for Rock & Sling literary journal, and spent a 
semester interning for the Smithsonian Latino Center. 
Bryn planned to begin a postgraduate program in 
modern & contemporary literature & culture at the 
University of St. Andrews in September 2020.

Stephanie Melton (French)
I loved being a part of the community while at 
Whitworth, especially serving as an RA, growing in 
my faith, and engaging in important conversations 
with students and staff. Going forward, I hope to 
work for a nonprofit and be involved in the local 
schools while preparing for graduate school in the 
future.

Daniel Roberts (Theology)
Music, theatre, leadership, community engagement, 
research; good friends, great professors, strong 
foundations. Next plans: serving in the Jesuit 
Volunteer Corps to spiritually reflect on my 
participation in unjust systems and integrate myself 
in the Portland community.

Nadia Sarfaz (Chemistry)
My wholesome time at Whitworth can be summed 
up with a few words inspired by the Dornsife Center: 
striving for equity starting with my neighbors. My 
next step is going to graduate school to obtain a 
Ph.D. and then to pursue my J.D., both degrees I 
hope to use to further my pursuit of equity for all.

Samartha Shrestha (Biology)
Whitworth helped me understand and practice 
applying my faith and philosophy toward my future 
vocation. I will be applying to medical schools this 
next year and hopefully continuing my journey to 
become a physician.

Esther Tsai (Health Science)
At Whitworth, I am most thankful for the guidance 
and support I received from my professors. In the 
future, I hope to be a certified physician assistant 
and become an advocate for preventive medicine 
through the integration of science and anthropology.

Some Words From 
the Graduates
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Achievements
Student Distinctions: National and Regional 

Student Distinctions: University-wide

Governor’s 
Student Civic 
Leader Award
Nadia Sarfraz

John Van 
Zytveld Award 
in the Physical 
Sciences, 
Murdock 
College Science 
Research 
Conference 
Samartha 
Shrestha

Goldwater 
Scholar
Ryan Bax

Distinguished 
Collegiate 
Achievement 
Award  
Nadia Sarfraz

Servant 
Leader Award  
Daniel 
Roberts

President’s 
Cup  
Stephanie 
Melton

Faculty Highlights
Robin Henager, Associate 
Professor of Business & Economics
Henager won the distinguished 
Richard L. D. Morse Mid-Career 
Award from the American Council 
on Consumer Interests in 2020 
for demonstrated excellence in 
research, education and/or policy. 
Henager was also recognized by 
Wiley Publishing for having the 
Top Downloaded Article.

Erica Salkin, Associate Professor of 
Communication Studies
Salkin published Private Schools and 
Student Media: Supporting Mission, 
Students, and Community with 
Lexington Books. She co-authored 
a paper with a Whitworth senior on 
private university free speech that 
received a third-place paper award 
at the AEJMC Southeast Colloquium 
at the University of Memphis.

Kraig Wheeler, Professor of 
Chemistry
Wheeler was awarded two 
National Science Foundation 
grants, the first to hold a 
crystallographic conference on 
Whitworth’s campus, and the 
second to conduct research with 
Whitworth students exploring 
“Molecular Topology Directed 
Supramolecular Structures.”

Bert Emerson, Assistant 
Professor of English
Emerson was selected as part 
of the inaugural cohort of M.C. 
Lang Fellows in Book History, 
Bibliography, and Humanities 
Teaching with Historical 
Sources at the Rare Book 
School in Charlottesville, Va.
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Whitworth Honors @whitworthhonors

Stay Connected

300 W. Hawthorne Road 
Spokane, WA 99251

whitworthhonors.org 


