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Struggling to balance schoolwork with extra-
curriculars seems like one of the oldest tales in 
the college handbook. Perhaps no one knows 
this struggle better than student athletes, who 
must often coordinate their practices and 
games along with classes and other obligations.

Kallie Zuidema, an Honors College freshman 
studying biochemistry, is no stranger to this 
kind of commitment. Zuidema is currently on 
the women’s diving team and describes her 
experience so far as tough but rewarding. Read 
more from our conversation below.

Q: Tell me about your involvement with the 
women’s diving team.

A: This is my first year on the diving team, 
since I’m a freshman. We practice three hours 
a day for five days a week, and then we lift 
twice a week for an hour. Sometimes we have 
Saturday/Sunday practices. Our season starts 
in October, and we have several competitions 
almost every weekend, up until November. 
Then we take a few months off and start back 
up in January. We also have our conference 
meet at the end of February. It’s a pretty big 
team – it’s been a lot of fun. It forces me to stay 
organized and is actually very helpful. It’s very 
structured, but I’m used to it and I enjoy it.

Q: What has been your favorite memory 
from being on the team?

A: My favorite thing had to have been during 
the last meet of our first section of the season 

- it was the big TYR invite at Northwestern. 
Our entire team got so loud and so supportive 
for every single person each time they went 
up to dive. I would go on the board and hear 
my entire team screaming “Go Kallie!” and 
I would do that for my teammates as well. It 
really solidified the supportive feeling you 
get from being on a team; that no matter 
what happens, if I do well or not, they’ll be 
here. There are often assumptions made and 
stereotypes surrounding student athletes.  

   Q: What’s something you wish people knew 
about this role?

A: One thing I hope others know is that 
I’m not just an athlete or just a “jock” – most 
people here aren’t just that. Athletics is part of 
their life, but they also put school first. That’s 
the most important thing. Coaches push us to 
put school first. As freshmen, we have to go 
study in the library or a separate room for eight 
hours a week, and we have to log those hours. 
[Our coaches] are really supportive, and they 
want us to do well even outside of our sport.

Q: What are some of your involvements with 
the Honors College? How has it influenced 
your athletic experience?

A: [The Honors College] has definitely  
enhanced my experience. I feel so comfort-
able talking to my advisor, and I feel like I can 
always go to the staff and get a lot of help. I’ve 
met some great people through my Honors 
101 seminar. It’s just an incredible community, 
and there are so many resources I can utilize, 
like tutoring. This year I’ve been involved with 
the Society of Future Physicians. It’s a great  
advantage to have my athlete community and 
my Honors College community, and it’s just 
been an incredible support system on both 
sides.

In the future, Zuidema hopes to take her  
athletic and Honors College experiences with 
her as she ventures on to medical school.

Sports and Studies: An Honors Student 
Athlete Shares Her Experience 

Isra Hasnain 
Sophomore
Biological Sciences

Zuidema competes at a diving meet
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  The best students deserve the best instruc-
tion and support that the Honors College 
can provide. Among our dedicated Faculty 
Fellows is Eric Swirsky, whose efforts to bring 
an awareness of ethical problems are adding 
a valuable dimension to our curriculum, 
while Faculty-In-Residence Leslie Aldrich has 
brought conviviality and canine companion-
ship to the community in JST. Finally, the 25th 
Honors College Ball was a great success, as you 
can see from some photos.

  Thanks to all for a great year, and enjoy the 
summer!

Cordially,

  
Ralph Keen

Dear Friends of the Honors College:

  The Honors College is always active in  
academics and activities, in Burnham Hall and 
beyond. In this issue of the Ampersand we see 
our community at its energetic best. 

  Honors College students stand out for aca-
demic excellence and much more. Thus Aldeb 
Perera combines his interest in music and 
science to conduct a capstone project on the 
biological basis of emotional responses, while 
Kallie Zuidema combines her work in bio-
chemistry with a rigorous schedule on the 
women’s diving team, and Amreen Matharu 
gives back to her peers as one of our Honors 
College tutors. Student Trustee Karina Reyes 
serves all of UIC as an advocate for students. 
Meanwhile, the women of WISE offer support 
to their peers in the sciences both by being ex-
amples and by bringing science majors into 
contact with women who’ve made a career 
in STEM disciplines. Recent graduate Sarita 
Deshpande reports back from Cambridge, 
where she is continuing optic-nerve research  
begun here.

A Note from the Dean

Ralph Keen
Dean of the  
Honors College

My involvement with the Ampersand has spanned three years, and it has been a thoroughly rewarding 
experience. Through the Ampersand, I have been able to interview students, cover events, and share my own 
experiences, all the while growing closer to the Honors College community. I hope that the Ampersand has 
brought faculty and students into the Honors College community as much as it has for me. This year, we have 
focused on engaging our writers more, incorporating their feedback for article ideas and sitting down with 
them at editing meetings. Our mission statement is to provide a forum for Honors College students, and this 
year we have more directly engaged with that mission. I would like to thank all of the writers and bloggers 
who have contributed to our issues, for their commitment and passion to the Ampersand. I would also like to 
thank Dean Keen for all of his advice and support for our publication, and our advisor Dean McCrillis for her 
invaluable contributions to the transition of this publication. Lastly, thank you to our editors, Vivian Jin, Isra 
Hasnain, Sahana Reddy, and Yuwa Edomwande, for their vision and dedication to the publication. Next year, 
the Ampersand will be transitioning to publishing all of our articles on our website at https://ampersand.
honors.uic.edu/ instead of a print publication. I am excited to see the what this transition and the editorial 
board’s vision will bring for the Ampersand as we move towards a more student-centric online publication next 
year. 
           – Sanjana Srinivasan, Editor-in-Chief

My time with the Ampersand has been brief, yet highly impactful. I joined as a staff writer in Spring 2017 on 
a serendipitous whim, overtaken with a desire to write something other than a chemistry lab report. As an 
editor this year, I am thankful firstly for the writers I worked with, all of whom were so incredibly cooperative 
and diligent throughout all our drafting processes. I also cannot fully express my appreciation for our fabulous 
editorial board (Sanjana, Isra, Sahana, and Yuwa) and our ever supportive advisor, Dean McCrillis, for their 
enthusiasm and hard work; we made a great team, and I am proud of all we accomplished together. My final 
thank you is to all of you, our readers, who make our efforts wholly worthwhile. Even after leaving UIC, I look 
forward to catching up on the latest Honors College news through The Ampersand!
         – Vivian Jin, Editor

From the Editor’s Desk: Farewell Letters



3

residents of all running capabilities train every 
week for upcoming runs like the Hot Chocolate 
5K Run in the fall and the Shamrock Shuffle 
8K Run in the spring. Similar to her yappy 
hour sessions, her goal for the CHRC is not 
only to relieve stress from school and promote 
healthy habits, but also to establish better  
student-to-professor relationships by helping 
students feel more comfortable approaching 
their professors and realize that they have 
other interests besides what they teach. 

Dr. Aldrich aims to connect with  
students on a deeper level that is different from 
a classroom or office hour setting, whether 
it be while sharing food and petting her dogs 
or training for a run together. In this way,  
students not only learn organic chemistry from 
Dr. Aldrich, but they also get the opportunity 
to learn about her as a person. Dr. Aldrich 
hopes to build stronger student-to-professor 
relationships and to foster excitement about 
education and research in addition to cre-
ating a general sense of belonging in the UIC  
community, which are the reasons Dr. Aldrich 
says she decided to become the FIR at JST. She 
hopes that everyone learns from and enjoys 
these sessions just as much as she enjoys 
hosting them.

Dr. Leslie Aldrich, Assistant Professor of 
Chemistry, started at UIC in the fall of 2015, 
and teaches organic chemistry (CHEM 234).  
In addition she runs a research lab with six 
graduate students and five undergraduate 
students, studying the development of natural 
product-like molecules and their biological 
activities.  Dr. Aldrich has also been a Faculty 
in Residence (FIR) at the James Stukel Towers 
(JST) since 2016. 

As an FIR, Dr. Aldrich gets to be part of 
student life by living in the dorms and interact-
ing with students on a daily basis. Integrating 
her passion for organic chemistry, food, and 
comfort dogs, Dr. Aldrich leads a two-hour 
study session known as a ‘yappy hour.’ These 
get-togethers are held once a month on Friday 
evenings in JST, and each one is divided into 
two parts.  During the first hour there is an 
organic chemistry study session during which 
students can ask questions, go over problems 
together, and ask Dr. Aldrich for study tips and 
advice. The second hour is the relaxation part, 
where food and snacks are usually provided 
and Dr. Aldrich’s two dogs, Einstein and Oy, are 
brought in for students to play with and take a 
break from studying. 

This is Dr. Aldrich’s fourth semester hosting 
yappy hour sessions, and her favorite part of 
these meetings is helping people overcome 
their difficulties with organic chemistry while 
also getting to know them on a personal level 
outside the classroom. “I get to know students 
from, not just my class, but other organic 
chemistry classes too,” she says, “and I want 
these yappy hour sessions to be relaxing, 
where I can answer questions about the class 
material and also general questions about life, 
like career advice.” When asked how she came 
up with the idea of yappy hours, she says that 
she thought about what students enjoy most, 
which are food and dogs. With that in mind, Dr. 
Aldrich decided to incorporate these factors 
into studying for an overall comfortable aca-
demic experience. 

In addition to yappy hours, Dr. Aldrich also 
instills her passion for running into student 
life by leading the Campus Housing Running 
Club (CHRC), through which campus housing 

Snacks, Puppies, and Organic Chemistry: 
Yappy Hour with Dr. Aldrich

Dr. Aldrich’s dogs Einstein (left) and Oy (right)

Sahana Reddy 
Sophomore
Biology
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Chloe Baratta 
Sophomore 
Bioengineering

Karina Reyes Represents UIC Students on 
the University of Illinois Board of Trustees

Reyes has a unique breadth of undergradu-
ate pursuits.  As a fellow of the Urban Public 
Policy Fellowship Program, Reyes continues to 
develop her skills in key public policy topics 
such as community development, advocacy, 
and service provision. Funded by the Graduate 
Pathways to Success Program, she currently 
serves as a research assistant in the Chicago 
Laboratory of Emotion and Physiology at UIC. 
Additionally, Reyes mentors pre-health high 
school seniors through the Hispanic Center 
of Excellence at UIC. Along with her pursuits 
at UIC, Reyes was extended the chance to  
complete her Capstone under Northwestern’s 
Dr. Betina Yanez in the Feinberg School of  
Medicine. In the Medical Social Sciences office, 
her research focuses on Latina breast cancer 
survivors and bettering their quality of life.

Reyes is clearly a prolific contributor to 
student activism, empowerment, and achieve-
ment on campus. Her interdisciplinary pur-
suits work in harmony for a common goal:  
becoming, she hopes, “a strong force in 
health policy and advocate for change within 
the current systems that inherently keep  
vulnerable communities oppressed through 
being a culturally competent doctor and  
judicious professional.” 

Karina Reyes, an Honors College senior  
majoring in Neuroscience with a minor in 
Sociology, represents UIC as an elected 2017-
2018 member of the University of Illinois 
Board of Trustees. Furthermore, Reyes was 
awarded the honor of full voting power (equal 
to that of full board members) as one of three 
elected student trustees. Through her work 
in this role, Reyes says she aims to “trans-
form the relationship Undergraduate Student  
Government (USG) has with its student body at 
UIC,” and “serve as a bridge that connects our 
administration to our students.” 

Reyes was elected through her work with 
the spring 2017 UIC Votes for Empowerment 
campaign along with USG candidates Yohana 
Ghdey and Asiel Mohamed. Known for a highly 
intersectional platform (Ghdey, Mohamed, 
and Reyes are first-generation Americans and 
women of color), UIC Votes for Empowerment 
brought together three diverse student activ-
ists with a singular goal: student empower-
ment. These students chose to run together to 
demonstrate the importance of civic engage-
ment and temporarily capitalize on the fact 
that, as Reyes says, their “existence within the 
election bubble empowered [them] to work 
even harder.” This formed a “one of a kind” 
team unrivaled within UIC’s student cam-
paigns. 

Reyes has a prolific history of student in-
volvement and activism clearly shaped by 
both her cultural background and status as  
a first-generation college student. Awarded 
a prestigious PAP-H Scholarship, Reyes has a 
stunning resume which includes the Medicina 
Scholars program (a competitive Latinx-tar-
geted program for pre-professional student 
healthcare foundations) and the Fearless 
Undocumented Alliance (FUA) (a student  
organization working with the Latino Cultur-
al Center to support undocumented students 
through initiatives such as financial assistance, 
activism, and outreach). As a documented ally, 
Reyes feels that she holds “the responsibili-
ty to be aware of issues, to listen, to support, 
to follow [her] undocumented peers, and to 
advocate for justice.” She notes that FUA has 
“pushed [her] to become a leader.”  

4
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The 2017-2018 WISE Executive 
Board. PIctured left to right: 
Sara Power, Isra Hasnain,  
Nayfah Thnaibat,  
Monica Nava-Frenier,  
Katherine Knowles

UIC’s “WISEst”: A Student Organization 
Highlight

more women apply for these positions and  
programs.  Next year, to accommodate the 
growing number of pre-medical students, the 
organization plans to create a branch called 
WISE-Med.  WISE will continue to provide 
resources to women with STEM majors while 
WISE-Med will concentrate on assisting 
women on pre-medicine tracks.

“WISE at UIC is an organization that 
brings many young women with diverse 
ethnicities together,” notes Zana Deliu, the 
current coordinator of WISE.  She recalls one  
particular memorable event last November:  

“At our Thanksgiving Lunch, we took a moment 
to express what we are grateful for,” Deliu  
remembers, “and I was grateful to be amongst 
these young women with different cultures, 
but with similar goals, dreams, and concerns. 
WISE at UIC is a family, and every member has 
a special place.”  

The Women in Science and Engineering 
(WISE) club at UIC has made it their mission 
to encourage undergraduate women to pursue 
degrees in science, technology, engineering 
and mathematics: STEM-related areas.  WISE 
provides access to resources that will help 
members achieve their professional goals.  The 
organization includes many Honors College 
students, both as members and on the execu-
tive board. At their meetings throughout the 
year, WISE has arranged for female speakers in 
STEM careers to share their journeys and the 
challenges they face, offer advice, and answer 
questions. For example, in October, WISE 
invited Dr. Jamie Roitman, a neuroscience  
professor here at UIC, to speak about her  
experiences trying to balance motherhood 
with her professional life.

WISE also publicizes internship, volun-
teer, and research opportunities to help 

Namra Shafi
Sophomore
Biological Sciences

Aldeb Perera, a graduating senior majoring 
in biochemistry with a minor in Spanish, is 
currently working on completing his Honors 
Capstone project, which studies how musical 
features cause biological responses in the body.

Perera came up with his Capstone project  
after attending one of the Capstone work-
shops held throughout the year by the Honors  
College.  He has been working on his Capstone 
with Marc Mellits, Assistant Professor at UIC’s 
School of Theatre and Music, since the fall of 
2017. The first half of his study consisted of 
reviewing research papers to pinpoint the  
features of music that affect people. More 
specifically, Aldeb’s research focuses on the 
rhythm, harmony, timbre, etc. that cause  
specific emotional responses. The second half 
of his project entails creating compositions 
that incorporate the specific elements of music 
that cause these biological responses. This has 
been one of the most challenging aspects of 
his Capstone because this process isn’t about  
creating music as a form of self expression, 

which is typically the purpose of music;  
however, creating the compositions has  
become his favorite part.

Perera’s interest in music and medicine 
played an important role in his motivation 
to continue his work on his Capstone. This is 
why his advice to other students conducting, 
or planning on conducting, research is to, “go 
for something you like . . . it’s easier and more 
fun for you to put in the work to complete 
it.” While Perera has no immediate plans to  
continue this particular research after the 
completion of his Capstone, he would love to 
return to this fascinating topic in the future.

Perera’s Capstone Combines Music and 
Science

X
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Dyese Moody
Junior
Biological Sciences 
and Psychology

Aldeb Perera



25th Annual Honors 
College Ball
March 9, 2018, The River 
Roast, Chicago

photo credits: Kyleen Jan
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Sarita Deshpande

Deshpande Pursues MPhil at Cambridge

it’s the reason that I chose to study what I am  
studying.” The research that Deshpande is 
doing involves gaining a better understanding 
as to how axons die, since that is the key to un-
derstanding how they can possibly be regener-
ated. The ultimate goal of this kind of research 
is to someday be able to apply nerve regen-
eration techniques clinically, which would be 
beneficial, not only in cases involving vision 
but also in other neurodegenerative diseases. 

 Over time Deshpande’s research interests 
have not changed as much as they have evolved. 
According to Deshpande, one research project 
often transforms into another one because, 

“You’re never really bound by the scope of  
research. The possibilities are quite infinite in 
that sense.” Although she has a great apprecia-
tion for research, Deshpande intends to attend 
medical school in the U.S. upon completing her 
degree at Cambridge. 

Sarita Deshpande is a UIC Honors College 
alumna and currently a graduate student at the 
University of Cambridge. Deshpande received 
the prestigious Gates Cambridge Scholarship 
to pursue her postgraduate degree at Cam-
bridge. Since graduating from UIC, Deshpande 
has been acclimating to the culture of a new 
country and university in the United Kingdom 
and describes it as “different, but rewarding.” 

Deshpande is currently pursuing a MPhil 
in Medical Science in the Department of  
Neuroscience. She is specifically studying axon 
regeneration in optic neuropathy. Deshpande’s 
passion for her research topic is tangible, 

“Growing up and reading biology textbooks, 
we were always taught that neurons are one 
of the few cells that can never regenerate, so 
it’s interesting that science is changing in 
a way that we’re literally rewriting science 
as we go. That was really exciting to me, and 

Kaitylnn Richardson 
Junior
Biological Sciences 
and Psychology

Amreen Matharu is a senior majoring in  
psychology and an Honors College tutor.  
Honors College tutoring is a volunteer service 
in which qualified Honors College students 
help with many different subjects.  

Matharu became an Honors College tutor 
in the 2018 spring semester, not only to as-
sist students, but also to push further and 
challenge her own academic knowledge. In 
addition to giving back to the UIC commu-
nity, Matharu views her tutoring service as a 
way to help students lost in their classes. She  
thoroughly enjoys tutoring for the Honors  
College and plans to continue her service for 
the upcoming fall semester as well. In fact, 
this isn’t her first experience with tutoring.  
Mathura also volunteers her time tutoring  
children struggling with reading fluency and 
comprehension at her local library. 

Mathura offers tutoring in a multitude of 
subjects such as cell biology, organic chemistry 
lab, and psychology electives. During a typical 
tutoring session, Mathura goes over problems 

and works out general questions during a  
one-on-one academic session with the  
student. By completing challenging courses 
at UIC, Mathura has developed the capabili-
ty to explain complex problems in a simple 
manner. Moreover, Mathura approaches each  
session with her teaching philosophy of utilizing  
patience and understanding. An essential  
element Mathura focuses on is developing 
and encouraging the genuine interests of the  
student to allow them to be actively engaged in 
solving problems or questions. 

Mathura highly recommends that students 
struggling with their coursework should drop 
by and take advantage of the Honors College 
tutoring, which is free and designed to help 
any student across campus. Tutoring is not just 
limited to Honors College members, but to any 
student who seeks help. The Honors College 
tutoring center is located on the second floor 
of BH in Rm 220. Applications for becoming 
an Honors College tutor during the 2018 fall  
semester open near the end of the semester. 

Honors College Tutor Spotlight: Amreen 
Matharu

Amreen Matharu

Feryal Morad
Sophomore
Psychology and 
Criminal Justice
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Ummesalmah  
Abdulbaseer
Sophomore
Psychology

Winner of the Honors College Instructor of 
the Year Award Advocates for More Ethics 
Education

Professor Eric Swirsky
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Mission Statement

To highlight the achievements 
of Honors College students, 
staff, and faculty, to report on 
Honors College events, and  
to provide a forum for students 
and faculty to share interest- 
ing experiences and opinions, 
all for the purpose of foster- 
ing a sense of community and 
celebrating diversity among  
the constituents of the  
Honors College.

The Honors College Instructor of the Year 
award is a recent initiative by the college to 
recognize faculty who have captured the hearts 
and minds of their Honors students. Profes-
sor Eric Swirsky was recently named as the 
first awardee, chosen by the past graduating 
class. When asked how it felt to be a recipient,  
Professor Swirsky said, “You know, I still cannot 
believe that I could receive such an honor. I just 
try to be relatable. That’s what my message is - 
it’s important to relate with people on a human 
level no matter what.” 

Professor Swirsky is a lawyer, who has been 
working in the Department of Biomedical 
and Health Information Sciences at UIC for 
many years. Although this field is strikingly  
different from the corporate law work he did 
right out of law school, he has made strides 
in areas such as ethics, decision making, and 
general communication in health care systems. 
In his department, he currently serves as a 
Clinical Assistant Professor, as well as the 
Director of Graduate Studies. He also plays a 
unique role in the Honors College, teaching 
two alternating Honors 201 seminars. These 
classes, titled “How We Live: Everyday Ethics 
for Personal & Professional Life” and “How We 
Die: Ethics and Legal Issues at End of Life,” are 
very sought after, as they delve into the ethics 
of life and death. He notes that he has always 
wanted to teach classes like these, especially as 
he wishes he had had the opportunity to study 
such things as an undergraduate.

Lately, Professor Swirsky has also become an 
advocate for increasing ethics education in the 
undergraduate experience. He believes that 

ethics generally is not taught in the depth that 
is necessary for undergraduate students. He 
states that college students are unique because, 
“they have a lot of wonder, and more questions 
than answers,” adding that, “if ethics is at the 
core of many, if not all, the fields [students] 
plan to go into, why aren’t they being taught 
how to think about pertinent ethical issues?” 
He suggests that colleges should include ethics 
in their general education curriculum, because 
it relates to how people make decisions, which 
is a core function and skill of being a future pro-
fessional. 

Within the Honors College, Professor 
Swirsky has been working with Dean Keen 
on a new series called “Ethics In,” which will 
feature different speakers talking about how 
ethics is related to their various fields. Pro-
fessor Swirsky feels that there will be ethical 
problems everywhere students go, and the 
only remedy is for students to be aware of the  
potential solutions to such problems before-
hand, as that can help dramatically improve 
their judgement. Thus, a series like this 
will expose them to ethics in areas such as  
medicine and law, while teaching them  
valuable life skills. 

Professor Swirsky is clearly very passion-
ate about the work he does, and he believes 
that sharing his work with students from the  
undergraduate to the post-doctorate level is 
essential to ensuring they go out into the world 
prepared for what is to come.


