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Dear friends of SRU,

SRU finds itself in an interregnum between presidencies. 
One of the definitions of interregnum in Webster incorpo-
rates the notion that normal functions are suspended. Let me 
assure you that during my interim presidency no such thing 
will occur. Indeed, my motto for the next several months is 
continuity and change. 

I will lead the University onward and upward, maintaining the momentum that has 
propelled us forward over the last five years under President Norton. We have a stra-
tegic plan in place that was developed with widespread stakeholder input and is 
broadly accepted. We will continue to follow it. We will ensure it cascades down the 
University, and is reflected in unit plans. We will fund and implement strategic prior-
ities. We will measure our improvement in student and faculty recruitment and reten-
tion, curricula, effective pedagogies, supportive services, resources and relations with 
external stakeholders. We will make mid-course corrections where we need to. We will 
ensure that SRU continues to be a best-value institution.

At the same time, we will make changes. We will experiment with some new ways of 
doing things to assess whether we could be more effective and efficient. We will grap-
ple with some thorny issues, produce alternative solutions, and tee them up for the new 
president to make decisions. We will continue to manage risks. 

Throughout, we will hold firm to our vision of excelling as a caring community of life-
long learners connected to the world. Knowing that caring for students is increased in a 
working environment that exhibits care for employees, we will increase communication 
and collaboration, recognition and celebration, and social interaction and job satisfac-
tion. In short, we will make SRU a great college to work for!

The new president – and there will be a new president because I am ineligible to 
apply – will join a University on the move. These are exciting times. In recent months, 
SRU has invested $6 million in campus upgrades. We have recruited 20 or so new 
quality and diverse tenure-track faculty. Our freshman class promises to be the largest 
in our history. SRU has been recognized in three categories for being a great college 
to work for: compensation and benefits, job satisfaction and professional development.  
Who wouldn’t want to be president of SRU?

I hope that you peruse the stories in this edition of ROCK magazine, and find them 
interesting and uplifting. For alumni, I hope they leave you with a sense of pride in your 
alma mater. I know as interim president they make me proud to be at The Rock! 

Philip Way
Interim president

View from the ROCK
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SRU earns prestigious ‘Best’ U.S. 
News & World Report rankings

Slippery Rock University has been named 
among the 2018 “Best Regional Universities 

- North” by U.S. News & 
World Report. It is the ninth 
consecutive year that SRU has 
earned the accolade.

 SRU was also honored 
as one of only 26 “Top 
Public Schools – Regional 
Universities (North).”

The University ranked 
among the top 80 regional 
universities in the North. 

According to the magazine, the 659 uni-
versities in the regional category were 
ranked against their peer group in one of 
four regions - North, South, Midwest and 
West - because “in general they tend to 
draw students most heavily from surround-
ing states.”

According to U.S. News, regional universi-
ties are defined as “(those) institutions that ... 
provide a full range of undergraduate majors 
and master’s programs; the difference (being) 
that they offer (fewer) doctoral programs.”

Rankings are based on several key mea-
sures of quality, with scores for each mea-
sure weighted to arrive at a final overall 
score, including: graduation and retention 
rates, 22.5 percent; assessment of excel-
lence, 22.5 percent; faculty resources, 20 
percent; student selectivity, 12.5 percent; 
financial resources, 10 percent; graduation 
rate performance*, 7.5 percent; and alumni 
giving, 5 percent.

The Princeton Review names  
SRU as one of the “Best 
Northeastern” colleges

Slippery Rock University has been  
named one of the best colleges in the 
Northeastern region by 
The Princeton Review. 
The accolade was 
included on the well-
known education ser-
vices company’s “2018 
Best Colleges: Region 
by Region” website.

The Princeton 
Review broke the coun-
try into five zones - 
Northeast, Southeast, Midwest, West and 
International - to name those institutions 
that they considered “academically out-
standing and well worth consideration 
in (a student’s) college search.” SRU was 

U.S News  
& World Report

Best Regional 
University

Princeton Review
Best 

Northeastern 
College

Money  
Magazine

Best Value

Chronicle  
of Higher Education
Great College  
to Work For

MONEY magazine identifies  
SRU as a “best value”

For the second consecutive year, Slippery 
Rock University has been recognized by 

MONEY Magazine as one 
of the nation’s best value 
universities, making the list 
of the publication’s “Best 
Colleges for the Money.”

To determine which of 
the country’s four-year 
colleges and universities 
deliver the most value, 
MONEY editors deter-
mined that a university or 

college had to have at least 500 students; 
have sufficient, reliable data that could be 
analyzed; not be in financial distress; and 
have a graduation rate that was at or above 
the median for its institutional category (pub-
lic or private), or have a high “value-added” 
graduation rate (score in the top 25 percent 
of MONEY’s test of graduation rates after 
accounting for the average test scores and 
percentage of low income students among 
an institution’s enrollees).

A total of 711 schools met these require-
ments and were ranked on 27 factors in three 
categories, including: quality of education, 
affordability and outcomes (alumni success) 
from information gathered by PayScale.com.

MONEY also used statistical techniques to 
turn all data points into a single score and 
ranked the schools based on those scores.

SRU recognized nationally  
as a “Great College to Work For”

Slippery Rock University has once again 
been selected as one of the nation’s “Great 
Colleges to Work For” by The 
Chronicle of Higher Education, 
a top trade publication for col-
leges and universities. This is 
the seventh time in eight years 
SRU has won the distinction.

The Chronicle’s “2017 Great 
Colleges to Work For” survey 
is one of the largest and most 
respected workplace-recogni-
tion programs in the country. 
This year, 232 institutions par-
ticipated. The Chronicle recognized 79 insti-
tutions, including 57 four-year institutions and 
22 two-year institutions. Forty-two institutions 
were named to the “honor roll” as standouts in 
their size category.

The Great Colleges survey included a 
two-part assessment process: an institutional 
audit that captured demographics and work-
place policies, and a survey administered 
to faculty, administrators and professional 
support staff. The primary factor in deciding 
whether an institution received recognition 
was the employee feedback.

one of only 229 colleges and universities 
ranked in the Northeastern region.

“We chose SRU and the other outstand-
ing institutions on this list primarily for their 
excellent academics,” said Robert Franek, 
The Princeton Review’s editor-in-chief.  
The Princeton Review editors made their 
selections based on data the company col-
lected from its survey of administrators at 
several hundred colleges in each region, 
as well as staff visits to schools, the per-
spectives of college counselors and advis-
ers whose opinions the company solicits 
and what students enrolled at the schools 
reported about their campus experiences 
via a survey.

SRU student comments noted the 
University is both “quaint” and “really is a 
beautiful place to be,” while the “proxim-
ity to Pittsburgh allows for an easy escape 
when the urge for a serious road trip 
strikes.” Regarding the University’s academ-
ics, one student wrote, “I have been pleased 
with the availability of the professors, their 
willingness to work with students and their 
reliability. They are very personable and 
take the time to listen to students.”

Collectively, the 658 colleges on The 
Princeton Review’s “regional best” lists 
constitute about 25 percent of the nation’s 
2,500 four-year colleges. The Princeton 
Review does not rank the 658 colleges, 
either overall, by region or in various 
categories.

SRU is again named a national 
“College of Distinction”

Applauding Slippery Rock University for 
“pushing the envelope with its up-to-date cur-
riculum, enriching the 
college experience with 
high-impact educational 
practices, and providing 
every student with an 
education that stretches 
far beyond what’s typ-
ically required from an 
academic major,” col-
legesofdistinction.com 
has again recognized 
SRU as a “National College of Distinction,” a 
“Pennsylvania College of Distinction” and a 
“Public College of Distinction” by collegesof-
distinction.com.

The process of selecting the nation’s 
Colleges of Distinction requires that insti-
tutions adhere to the “Four Distinctions”: 
engaged students, great teaching, vibrant 
community and successful outcomes. COD’s 
process also includes a review of each insti-
tution’s freshman experience, as well as its 
general education program, strategic plan, 
alumni success and satisfaction measures 
among its methods of evaluation.

College
of 

Distinction



4    THE ROCK FALL 2017    5 

SRU expands student services with trio of success coaches
They won’t be wearing whistles around their necks or even toting clipboards, but coaches  

of a different sort have arrived at Slippery Rock University ready to help students win.
As part of an overarching strategy to focus on student success, SRU has hired three student 

success coaches who will help connect all students to academic and social services provided  
by the University and make recommendations for desirable outcomes.

The new student success coaches are part of the University’s Office for Inclusive Excellence. 
They will meet with students, develop an individualized plan, refer them to services and follow 
up with them to ensure that they are executing the plan optimally.

Joining the SRU team are Earl Coburn, from Glenshaw, who previously worked in customer 
service for the University of Pittsburgh’s housing department; Emily McClaine, from Austintown, 
Ohio, who was previously a program coordinator for academic diversity outreach and the TRIO 
McNair Scholars Program at Kent State University; and Sunshine Mushrush, a 2015 SRU gradu-
ate from Grove City, who was previously a clerk in the academic services department at SRU.

SRU programs earn accolades
Summer may bring empty classrooms 

and residence halls to Slippery Rock 
University, but it also brought a heaping 
helping of praise to a number of academic 
programs.  

SRU’s online master’s degree 
in criminal justice was ranked 
among the nation’s Top 50  
programs by Top Criminal 
Justice Schools; its online 
master’s degree in history 
was nationally ranked by 
Affordable Colleges Online, 
a leading resource for online 
learning and college afford-
ability information; and the 
University’s master’s degree in 
business administration was 
ranked among Pennsylvania’s 
Top 25 MBA programs by Top 
Management Degrees.

The University was also 
named one of the nation’s  
best online schools for its 
master’s degree in special 
education: autism by Online 
Schools Center, a leading 
resource for students “looking for 
the latest, most useful information available 
to make the most informative decisions on 
their education and future.”

In the absence of most students and faculty, 
some might find a university campus to be a 
sea of tranquility during the summer. But as 
the days heated up, so too did the construc-
tion activities at Slippery Rock University.

The most noticeable of all changes was 
the demolition of the former Kraus Hall. Built 
in 1966, the hall, located on Main Street, 
was originally known as “The Riviera,” 
a privately owned facility belonging to 
Stanley Kraus. Kraus donated the hall to the 
University in 1982. The hall, valued at $4.5 
million at that time, was the largest gift ever 
received by the University. It continued to 
house students until 2009. It was demolished 
at a cost of approximately $150,000.

The now empty lot will be used as a stag-
ing area for materials and trailers when the 
renovation projects for SRU’s performing 
arts buildings - Miller Auditorium, East Gym 
and West Gym - begin next year. Long-term 
plans for the former Kraus Hall space are 
undetermined.

Projects that either started during the  
summer or were scheduled to start 
included a $6.5 million renovation to the 
Strain Safety Building and the third phase 

of a $4 million improvement project for 
Bailey Library.

Other significant changes from the summer 
included second floor renovations to Rhoads 
Hall; improved accessibility to the Gail Rose 
Lodge; the replacement of the Swope Music 
Hall loading dock; and asphalt maintenance 
and seal coating to several parking lots. 

There were also considerable upgrades 
related to classrooms, technology and 
sustainability including upgrades to LED 
lighting, laser projectors and digital audio 
controls, computer upgrades and the 
replacement of 350 Wi-Fi access points to 
provide stronger connections and improved 
bandwidth.

SRU completes busy summer of campus improvements
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Susan Sontum, ‘68
Secondary Education – 
English
HOME:
Saxonburg, Pennsylvania

PROFESSION:  
Former educator who is now enjoy-
ing retirement.

HOBBIES:  
Theater, singing and baking

ACCOMPLISHMENTS:  
Performing, specifically theater and 
musical theater, has been a great 
passion of my life. While there have 
been many roles I have been hon-
ored to have played, serving as the 
lead understudy in the Valley Lyric 
Opera’s rendition of “La Traviata” 
has to be one of my greatest 
achievements.

WHY I GIVE:   
My time at Slippery Rock University 
was wonderful and participating in 
the SRU choir was such an important 
experience for me that it inspired a 
lifetime love of performance. I choose 
to give back, specifically to the 
Performing Arts Series, because  
I value the commitment SRU has 
made to bringing quality perform-
ing arts to the University and our 
community.
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SRU student-athletes receive PSAC scholar-athlete honors
A total of 205 Slippery Rock University student-athletes were recognized as Pennsylvania 

State Athletic Conference scholar-athletes for maintaining a grade point average greater 
than 3.25 during the 2016-17 academic year.

The SRU contingent was comprised of 140 females and 65 males. The Rock’s total number 
of scholar-athletes ranked fifth among the 18 PSAC institutions and third among the 14 State 
System schools.

Of SRU’s 205 student-athletes, 21 earned a perfect 4.0 GPA.
The conference as a whole set a new record with a total of 2,901 scholar-athletes from the 

18 member schools, which is 41 percent of all student-athletes in the league. The total also 
marks the ninth consecutive year that more than 30 percent of the total student-athlete popu-
lation of the league has earned the honor.

SRU sweeps PSAC Scholar-Athlete of the Year awards
Slippery Rock University track and field standouts Sabrina Anderson and David Reinhardt 

were honored with the highest academic honor the Pennsylvania State Athletic Conference 
gives as they were named the Pete Nevins Scholar-Athletes of the Year for the 2016-17  
academic year.

The PSAC has named a Scholar-Athlete of the Year for each gender since the 1990-91 
academic year. It’s just the second time in the history of the awards, and the first time since 
1993-94, that any institution in the league has swept both honors.

The pair become the ninth and 10th SRU honorees in the history of the award while 
Anderson becomes just the fifth woman and sixth overall student-athlete in the history of the 
award to win the honor twice. Anderson also captured the 2015-16 award.

In order to be eligible for the honor, a student-athlete must be named to at least one of 
the PSAC Top 10 teams throughout the year; must be at least a sophomore in academic 
and athletic standing; must maintain above a 3.50 cumulative grade point average; and 
must have significant athletic credentials. Each of the 18 member institutions in the league 
can nominate one male and one female for the award, which is voted on by the league’s 
sports information directors.

Anderson and Reinhardt were both first team Academic All-Americans and two-time PSAC 
Top 10 honorees this year, being named to the Winter and the Spring Top 10 teams.
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’98 graduate’s debut novel is a fresh ‘pick’
Kimberly Miller, a 1998 Slippery Rock University graduate with a bache-

lor’s degree in English, has published her first book, “Picking Daisy.” Published 
by Prism Book Group, Miller’s debut, 346-page novel puts the adage of 
it’s what’s inside that counts” to the test as the main characters’ mutual love 
of music and reliance on each other provides fertile ground for a budding 
romance. A resident of Butler, Miller is a writing and film professor at Grove 
City College. The book is available at Amazon.com.

Instructional coaches rescued by SRU professor’s useful guide
Some of the busiest people in schools today are instructional coaches. 

Suzanne Rose, professor of elementary education and early childhood, is here 
to help them with her book, “Instructional Coaching: Professional Development 
for 21st Century Teachers,” from Kendall Hunt Publishing. The book provides 
useful organizational tips, forms and information to support many uses such as 
book discussion groups, teacher study groups, coaching cycles, co-teaching  
and other instructional coaching approaches. It is available at KendallHunt.com.

Two-time graduate explains Poe and Dickinson 
Jody Spedaliere, a 1993 Slippery Rock University graduate with a bache-

lor’s degree in English, delves into the works of classic poets Edgar Allan Poe 
and Emily Dickinson in her book, “The First Post-Modernist Poets-Edgar Allan 
Poe and Emily Dickinson: A New Way of Reading Classic Texts.” Published by 
Edwin Mellen Press, the book explores the postmodern literary devices used by 
Poe and Dickinson to construct their poetry. Spedaliere also earned a master’s 
degree in English at SRU in 1995. The book is available at MellenPress.com.

Business professor publishes seventh textbook
Jennifer Nightingale Massart, an associate professor of business, recently pub-

lished her seventh textbook by co-authoring “Your Office: Getting Started with 
Advanced Problem Solving Cases.” The latest textbook, which serves as a “per-
fect complement to the comprehensive texts used to learn Excel and Access,” pro-
vides complex, real-world cases for students to work through with each chapter 
introducing a realistic business case to complete via hands-on steps to teach a skill  
and complete. The book was published by Pearson and is available at Amazon.com.

SRU occupational therapy director 
lands magazine cover

More than 12 million 
Americans were diagnosed 
with diabetes in 2000. Count 
Jeffrey Loveland, associate pro-
fessor of biology at Slippery 
Rock University, among them.

Rather than be deterred by 
the diagnosis, Loveland, ever 
the active and forward think-
ing academic, chose to use 

his diagnosis as another teaching tool - not 
only for his students but also for the doctors 
who were treating him.

He has turned his personal observations 
into clinical advice in a research-based arti-
cle “Hands Down,” which was the cover 
story for the May edition of The American 
Occupational Therapy Association’s OT 
Practice magazine.

The magazine has a circulation of  
more than 60,000 occupational therapists 
and health care practitioners from around 
the globe.

Loveland wrote the article, which focuses 
on the upper extremity challenges for indi-
viduals with diabetes, in response to what 
he believes is a neglected practice in the 
medical arena. For example, the hands and 
shoulders are often overlooked areas in a 
routine check-up for diabetic patients.

Our apologies
The Sigma Pi fraternity was incorrectly identified on page 38 of our Summer 2017 edition.

SRU launches new mental health initiative
Slippery Rock University is launching an initiative to connect students to more services 

that will improve their emotional, psychological and social well-being.
An increase in user fees, approved by SRU’s council of trustees in March, was dedicated 

to the University’s Student Health Center this fall. The money is being used to increase  
students’ mental health support and prevent potential crises.

The services include:
•  A campaign to promote mental health.
•  The addition of one full-time professional and several student peer coaches/educators.
•  Emotional well-being workshops.
•  Expanding the development of the “Just in Case” mobile app that was implemented in 

2016 to provide students with potentially lifesaving information.

Moving Day
Former Slippery Rock University President 

Cheryl Norton and her husband Henry 
spent their final day on campus, July 21, 
assisting movers with packing their posses-
sions for their move to Colorado. Norton 
was the University’s 16th president and the 
first woman to serve in that capacity.
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SRU announces Athletic Hall of Fame Class of 2017 
The Slippery Rock University Athletic Hall of Fame welcomed seven new members at 

the annual Hall of Fame induction banquet Sept. 9. 
The Class of 2017 included: 

•  Jackie Altenweg, ‘02, women’s basketball
•  Gerald Hendershot, ‘81, men’s soccer
•  Noreen Herlihy, former head coach, women’s soccer
•  Jack Jarvie, ‘59, men’s soccer
•  Meghan (McGrath) Buzzio, ‘07, women’s soccer
•  Melissa McKavish Dabkowski, ‘03, women’s basketball
•  Brian Polk, ‘01, football

In addition to the individual inductees, members of the men’s golf team from 1970-72 
were celebrated with the Special Recognition Award, an honor reserved for exceptional 
team or group accomplishments.

The addition of the seven-person Class of 2017 increases the number of former Rock 
student-athletes, coaches and contributors inducted into the Hall of Fame to 237.

To learn more about the inductees, visit: http://www.sru.edu/news/082317c

The men’s base-
ball club team 
at Slippery Rock 
University captured 
the 2017 National 
Club Baseball 
Association’s 
Division II World 
Series title following 
a 1-0 win against 
the University of 
Windsor May 23 at 
Jaycee Ballpark in 
Pittsburg, Kansas.

Zachary Moore, 
a junior health science major from Chicora and president of the team, recorded the 
game’s lone run with a solo home run in the bottom of the fourth inning.

Starting pitcher Stephen McKee, a junior safety management major from Camp Hill, 
threw a complete game with 11 strikeouts, giving up only two hits.

Ryan Huey, a junior finance major from Connellsville, was named MVP of the tour-
nament and the NCBA’s pitcher of the week after throwing a total of 11 1/3 innings, 
while allowing zero runs on six hits. For the tournament, Huey recorded two wins and 
a pair of saves.

The men’s baseball club at SRU, which posted a 22-4 mark in the regular season, is 
one of 24 sport clubs at the University.

Club baseball team at SRU captures NCBA World Series title

SRU White Out
Rock Nation was ready and raucous 

Sept. 16 as the SRU faithful turned out by 
the thousands for the University’s annual 
“White Out” game. No. 25 SRU improved 
to 3-0 following a 33-7 win over Lock 
Haven University. It was a busy weekend 
at The Rock as the University also hosted 
it’s “Friends and Family Weekend” and 
Slippery Rock Borough’s annual VillageFest 
took over Main Street. Photos by Benton 
Palermo, a senior communication: digital 
media major from Beaver.
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Nicholas McIntire, ’09, ‘17 
Bachelor of Science, 
Information Technology; 
Master of Business 
Administration
HOME: 
Slippery Rock, Pennsylvania

PROFESSION:  
Director of advancement services and 
administrative systems development at 
Slippery Rock University.

HOBBIES: 
Golfing, DJing and trying to get a 
handle on this “new dad thing.”

ACCOMPLISHMENTS: 
Established a DJ company with one 
of my best friends as a junior in high 
school. Opened a hair salon with 
my wife, Cherie, on Main Street in 
Slippery Rock. Realized my dream of 
returning to SRU both for my career 
and my graduate degree. Lastly, and 
most importantly, being a husband 
and a new father to my daughter, 
Kendall (SRU Class of 2038).

WHY I GIVE: 
I feel as though my undergraduate 
degree from The Rock has provided 
significant benefit and a solid founda-
tion for my success. The knowledge 
and experience I have gained from 
the faculty and other students (former 
and current) still impacts my life every 
day. Therefore, I wanted to give back 
and establish a scholarship, the first 
of its kind, specifically for students in 
the IT field. Knowing that I am able to 
help reduce some of the financial bur-
den for them is extremely rewarding.
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‘CAMP ROCK’-ing good time
Slippery Rock University’s Camp Rock 

program for youth on the autism spectrum 
provides equine-assisted therapeutic recre-
ation and other activities promoting health. 
The two-week camp, held in June 30 and 
attended by 30 adolescents, offered horse-
back riding, archery, yard games, biking 
and horticulture among its variety of activ-
ities. Nearly three dozen SRU therapeutic 
recreation majors and local high school stu-
dents also took part, acting as mentors for 
the campers. 

Déjà vu: SRU again enrolls largest class in school history
One year ago, Slippery Rock University was able to boast about posting the largest enroll-

ment in the institution’s 127-year history as 8,881 students were counted as members of Rock 
Nation.

Fast forward one year and SRU has set a new high-water mark by enrolling 8,895 students, 
an increase of 0.16 percent from fall 2016 according to the University’s official 15th-day-of 
classes report. 

Included in that figure is graduate student enrollment, which is up 3.29 percent along with 
increases in student headcount, full-time equivalency students and credit hours.

For fall 2017, SRU enrolled 7,638 undergraduate students and a record 1,257 graduate stu-
dents compared to 2016’s enrollment of 7,664 undergraduate and 1,217 graduate students.

New freshman enrollment is up by 33 students to 1,597, eclipsing SRU’s previous institu-
tional high of 1,586 from 2014. 

In addition, SRU’s incoming freshman class has seen increases in overall high school GPA 
(3.43/3.39); and average SAT score (1,007/1,000).

The University also showed diversity growth with increases in Asian (8.33 percent); 
Hispanic (3.09 percent); Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander (12.5 percent); two or more races 
(14.44 percent) and Unknown (4.67 percent) students.
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The Homecoming football game against arch rival Indiana 
University (Pa.) will have a special meaning for Bob Cupp 
’86, who is now in his 14th season as a radio broad-
caster for The Rock football team. The evening before the 
Homecoming game marks the second annual SRU Media Hall 
of Fame induction ceremony, and Cupp, to his own humble 
surprise, will be among the honorees. 

“I actually find it a bit surreal when I see my name included 
among the honorees, especially when you realize this is just the sec-
ond year of its existence,” said Cupp. “I have followed the careers 
of several of the current inductees, especially those in the first class 
of 2016, and marveled at how they have made such big impacts 
in our industry across the nation. I love the community in which I 
reside and hope I have made even a slight impact there.”

Cupp joined the broadcast team for Slippery Rock football in 
2004 as a color commentator and moved into the play-by-play role 
in 2009, a position he continues to excel in today. Rock fans are 
fortunate to be able to hear all of the SRU football games no matter 
where they are, but knowing the background of how Cupp ended 
up in the booth may surprise many faithful listeners. 

A native of nearby Butler, Cupp grew up in a football family. 
His father was a passionate Rock football fan, attending games on 
Saturday afternoons at what was then Slippery Rock State College. 
As a child, Cupp would join his dad on the short trek to The Rock 
for those Saturday afternoons. 

“There are quite a few people to thank for me ending up at 
Slippery Rock,” said Cupp. “But my first memories of SRU are coming 
to those games with my father. Even after I came to SRU as a student, 

I would still meet him on Saturday after-
noons to share those games with him.”

Little did Cupp know that nearly three 
decades after attending those games as a young child, he would 
be in the booth delivering the broadcasts to The Rock faithful. 

“I never even called any football before I stepped into this role,” 
said Cupp. “I had only ever called baseball, but I knew that very 
first day when I stepped into the booth as the color analyst with 
Ron Willison that this was how I wanted to spend my Saturdays. 
Knowing that I sat just below that booth for all those games and 
then having the chance to step in and paint the picture for our fans 
gave me an incredible sense of pride for my alma mater and con-
nected me back to coming to those games with my father.”

While Cupp’s early memories of attending games with his father 
played a role in his decision to attend SRU, he also credits his sister, 
Lynda Lavorini, with giving him the final push to come to SRU. Lynda, 
who graduated from SRU in 1969, was in one of the first classes to 
live in Bard Hall shortly after it was built and Cupp remembered his 
older sister moving out of home and into that residence hall.

“I wanted to live in Bard Hall way before I knew I was going to 
go to Slippery Rock, because that’s where she lived,” Cupp recalls. 
“I would have to say she is certainly one of the key reasons I came 
to The Rock.”

Cupp arrived on campus in 1982 and immediately took his pas-
sion for the radio to the campus station. As the low man on the 

Hall of Fame 
career comes 
full circle for 

CUPP
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totem pole, his first on-air show was in the early morning hours 
during the weekends.

“I still remember entering the student union at 6 a.m. on a week-
end to do the first of my shifts as a freshman at WRCK,” said Cupp. 
“I was definitely wondering if anyone else was even listening, espe-
cially at that time.”

In a short period of time, Cupp climbed the hosting ranks and 
took over the Saturday night show. 

“I distinctly remember a couple of friends and fellow Rock students, 
Tom Jaworski and former Rock football defensive lineman Mike Elko, 
calling requests to my Saturday night show,” said Cupp. “It was then 
that I knew I had at least a couple listeners. I still have my first on-air 
critique from Mark Razz, who was then the WRCK program director, 
and was a Hall of Fame inductee in last year’s inaugural class.”

His talents and passion for radio were evident early on during his 
time as an SRU student, so much so that he didn’t even get through 
two full years of contributing to the student radio station. Before the 
end of his sophomore year, Cupp was offered a full-time position at 
WBUT/WLER and accepted the job, moving home and commuting 
to school for the rest of his degree. He never even called a sporting 
event as a student. 

While not glamorous in the early days, he recognized it was  
his chance to get his foot in the door and begin working toward  
his dreams.

“I began at WBUT as an evening board operator in 1984,” said 
Cupp. “That position doesn’t even exist anymore, which is sad on 

some level because it has taken away a lot of entry level jobs for 
young individuals looking to enter the radio profession.”

While Cupp notes that the job has changed dramatically over the 
last 33 years, he recognizes that not all of those changes have been 
bad for business. 

“As with many things in our lives, technology has dramatically 
changed the radio industry,” said Cupp. “It is truly amazing what 
we can do with the technology we have. Gone are the days of pro-
ducing recorded material with reel-to-reel tape and editing it with a 
razor blade and splicing tape. We do it now in seconds thanks to 
the click of a button. And forget the fact that you could only pick up 
a radio station as far as its signal would reach. I have a Saturday 
night show that I have produced for 15 years that has weekly lis-
teners checking in from as far away as Australia, and Rock football 
fans know how easy it is to pick up a game stream nowadays.”

That Saturday night show he speaks of is called “Fabrik,” and runs 
from 10 p.m. to midnight each Saturday. While calling Rock football 
games is a dream assignment for Cupp, his real passion is rock music. 
He goes by the DJ name of “The Rock Doctor” on the air and hosts 
multiple shows for the Butler Radio group, including a local music show 
called “Grassroots” that focuses on finding and promoting local talent.

“I think the grassroots movement in music is really important,” said 
Cupp. “It’s an honor to be able to deliver some of those local artists 
to a platform that expands their reach into the community.”

Things were going well for Cupp at the Butler Radio group in the 
early 2000s when he was presented with the chance to step into a 
new role, joining the broadcast team at The Rock. The SRU sports 
information office had a contract with the station to cover all of the 
Rock football games, home and away, which meant a significant 
commitment for at least 11 weeks in a row each fall. 

Cupp has rarely missed a game over the last 14 years. He has 
made trips to Michigan, Connecticut, Kentucky and has been 

to every stadium in the Pennsylvania State Athletic Conference. 
Multiple partners have joined him in the booth over the years, 
including Kirk Berbigler, who interned with the SRU football pro-
gram as part of the broadcast team and Wes Briggs, ’07, a fellow 
SRU alumnus. The current team includes Glenn Thompson and Tyler 
Friel, ’16, splitting duties as the color analyst.

“I have had the chance to work with some great people on the 
air over the years and I have to thank all of those partners, includ-
ing Glenn and Ty,” said Cupp. “The broadcast is only as good as 
the whole effort of the team and those guys do an excellent job rep-
resenting SRU, as do our station managers and engineers back in 
the studio. I also have to thank former head coach George Mihalik 
and current head coach Shawn Lutz. Being able to call George a 
friend and to spend so many years talking football with him was 
a true honor and something I looked forward to every week. And 
now to see Shawn putting his stamp on the program and to get to 
do it all with him has been exciting as well. I also have to point out 
how much I look forward each week to visit with and work for the 
incredibly talented Jon Holtz and his athletic communications staff. 
They are the best in the country in my book and they make the job 
so much easier for us.”

Now in year number 14 in the broadcast booth and year number 
33 with WBUT, the job has managed to become even more special 
for Cupp. He and his wife, Betsy, still reside in Butler and have two 
sons, RJ and Jeffrey. They both attend SRU and they both have a 
job on game days at The Rock.

“There is no better a feeling as a 
father than to know RJ has been  
in the press box helping with the  
operation of the video board and  
to see Jeffrey working in the stands  
for the athletic department,” said 
Cupp. “To me, it just seems fitting  
that my father’s son and grandsons 
are in that crowd. I am certain  
he is still there with us, too,  
right in his spot at the  
30-yard line.”

“ I have a Saturday night show that I have produced for 15 years that has weekly listeners 
checking in from as far away as Australia, and Rock football fans know how easy it is to 
pick up a game stream nowadays.”
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Despite being situated at the center of 
campus with a 125-foot brick chimney, 
SRU’s heating plant is often overlooked, or 
at the least treated as a curiosity.

“I don’t think people know anything about 
what this place is,” said Jim Anderson, direc-
tor of facility operations and heating plant 
director. “Basically it keeps everybody warm 
and keeps hot water going.”

Because it has generated uninterrupted 
steam for the campus since it opened in 
1951, it’s easy to see why the heating 
plant goes unnoticed by most of the cam-
pus community. For Anderson, the 10 
operators and two mechanics assigned to 
keep things running smoothly, it’s a differ-
ent story. At least two workers are there 

GETTING 
STEAMED

around the clock to ensure the campus’ 
heating source is efficient, safe and as 
environmentally clean as possible.

Many colleges operate their own heat-
ing plant on campus because it is more 
cost effective than maintaining two small 
boilers, one as a backup, in each building. 
SRU has four, 25-foot-high boilers that send 
anywhere from 20,000 to 45,000 pounds 
of steam per hour to the more than 30 cam-
pus buildings. There are six miles of under-
ground distribution lines, which are either 
buried in the ground, in half-trenches or 
within tunnels large enough to walk through.

Three of the boilers use coal with a natu-
ral gas over-fire so it burns cleaner, while a 
fourth boiler burns solely natural gas. 

“This plant has changed dramatically,” 
said Anderson, who has worked at the plant 
for more than 37 years. “Back in the day, 
we didn’t have natural gas. Everything was 
coal. Now, our emissions are less than any-
body around.”

In the early 1980s, when SRU’s campus 
was much smaller, the plant burned 11,000 
tons of coal per year, and as late as 2006 
the plant exceeded 6,000 tons. In 2016, 
a mere 2,226 tons of coal were used, well 
below the self-induced cap of 3,500. 

“When I started here 19 years ago, if 
the stack wasn’t belting black smoke, you 
weren’t doing your job,” said Brad Montag, 
plant mechanic. “Nowadays, you don’t 
want to see anything coming out of there.”

Many hands work together to make 
Slippery Rock University a warm  
and inviting place for students  
to learn. But who literally  
keeps the campus warm,  
especially on those cold  
winter mornings?
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In 2011, SRU installed a baghouse to 
filter the exhaust from the boilers before 
invisible gasses are released through the 
large smokestack. The 800 bags, each 
six inches wide and 20 feet long, reduced 
mercury levels by 25 percent and the nitro-
gen oxide emissions to a level 70 tons 
below the threshold allowed per year by 
federal regulators like the Environmental 
Protection Agency.

“We’ve taken major steps,” said Scott 
Albert, assistant vice president for facilities 
and planning. “Although we continue to 
burn coal, we’ve limited how much we use 
and we also improved the quality of emis-
sions we put into the air.”

In 2005, a computerized control center 

was installed so that water levels, pressures 
and other readings can be monitored on 
one screen, rather than physically checking 
the gauges throughout the plant.

“The guys have to know if there’s a prob-
lem with one of the boilers,” Montag said. 
“You have to know what to do and when to 
do it. You’re looking at four time bombs. If 
you don’t know what’s going on, you could 
level half this campus.”

The control center improved processes 
by automating readings and signals, but 
“the work of the plant stayed the same,” 
Anderson said. “When you burn coal, it’s 
labor intense.”

On frigid winter mornings, when up to 
35 tons of coal are burned per day, most 

of it arrives on trucks like a block of ice. 
That’s when the plant workers must break 
up the frozen coal with sledgehammers 
as it is fed through a grate before being 
scooped up through the top of the boilers 
and into a hopper.  

It’s not the typical job people think of at 
an academic institution, but critical to its 
operations.

“We’ve got the dirtiest job on campus,” 
said Dan Wallace, plant mechanic. “You 
need to have someone who is willing to 
learn and work hard, and someone who’s 
not afraid to get dirty.”

From left: Plant mechanics Brad Montag and Dan Wallace.
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A scene that some thought would never play out is  
anticipated to begin in January as the long awaited  
renovations to Slippery Rock University’s Miller Auditorium  
are expected to commence.

It was Sept. 26, 2014 when, by unanimous vote, SRU’s 
council of trustees agreed to revise plans to renovate Miller 
Auditorium and expand the renovations to include both East 
and West Gym, including a 9,500-square-foot addition for 
theatre shop space, a dance studio and a new lobby as part 
of a new Performing Arts Center.

Until it was taken offline for renovations, Miller Auditorium 
was the University’s only proscenium theatre, offering seat-
ing for 900. It was primarily used by the Theatre Department 
for stage productions as well as for lectures and dance and 
music performances.

Upon completion, Miller Auditorium will feature: a 753-
seat performance space; two dance studios; an orchestra pit; 
a scene shop and new loading dock.

West Gym will house offices for SRU’s Dance and Theatre 
Departments; a dance studio with additional support areas 
for both departments; and classrooms. East Gym updates will 
include a black box theatre with seating for 296; a costume 
shop; acting and design classrooms; and a dance studio 
crafted from the building’s previous swimming pool area.

The project is expected to see West Gym reopen October 
2018, East Gym reopen January 2019 and Miller Auditorium 
be completed by May 2019.

It’s (almost) MILLER TIME!

14    THE ROCK
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It’s (almost) MILLER TIME!

EAST/WEST GYM
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Leap
of Faith
A look back at the 
SRU equestrian 
team’s first ride  
20 years ago

More than two decades ago, 
Storm Harbor was just a horse, 
not the name of Slippery Rock 
University’s equestrian cen-
ter. Vanessa Gross rode Storm 
Harbor at a farm near campus. 
She was a student who enjoyed 
competitive riding but no longer 
had a horse after moving across 
the state to attend SRU. She also 
didn’t have a team.

A lot has changed. 
This year marks the 20th anniversary of 

the SRU equestrian team’s inaugural sea-
son. Gross, now Vanessa Robichaux, reluc-
tantly takes credit for starting the team, but 
she was the catalyst for what continues to 
be a competitive outlet, a bonding activity 
and a meaningful experience for SRU stu-
dents who can’t imagine college life without 
the team. 

“It was a group effort,” Robichaux said. 
“I connected the people, maybe.”

There were attempts to start a team prior 
to Robichaux arriving on campus in 1995, 
but she put in the time, talked to the right 
people and completed all the paperwork 
so the club team could compete, starting 
with the 1997 fall semester.

“Vanessa is the one who started it,” said 
the team’s first coach, Amy Keefer, owner 
of Thornwood Farms in Harrisville, where 
Robichaux received private lessons during 
her freshman year. “It was very difficult 
to get some of the key people, to get the 
money and programs approved, and to 
get people to understand that it was a real 
sport. A lot of people think you just go ride 
and that’s the end of the story.”

Thornwood Farm is where the story 
started, but Robichaux could have just rid-
den out her tale saddled to Storm Harbor. 
But, no, she expressed an interest in starting 
a team at SRU. 

Keefer knew the process was time-con-
suming, having previously taught SRU stu-
dents who also attempted to start a team. 

Photo courtesy of the Butler Eagle
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Robichaux was persistent and well-connected, a theatre major 
who was a member of a sorority and had an on-air shift with the 
campus radio station. Said Robichaux, “Horse people kind of find 
each other.” 

Storm Harbor’s owner, Carolyn Rizza, was a professor of sociol-
ogy and social work at SRU at the time. Rizza, a faculty member 
at SRU from 1975-99, became the team’s first adviser and a major 
benefactor to the team as well as the University’s equestrian center 
that opened in 2005, named after her black-and-white, half- 
Percheron, half-Thoroughbred steed.

“Vanessa was really dogged about the whole thing,” said Rizza, 
who met Robichaux at Thornwood Farms where Rizza has boarded 
her horses for the last 33 years. “She’s such as enthusiastic person, 
friendly, great attitude and she just decided this is a thing we really 
needed to do and she enjoyed it. You have to be determined, and 
she was definitely determined. She wasn’t afraid to talk to the presi-
dent or to do what she had to do.” 

Robichaux asked Keefer to be the first coach, an important 
piece because Keefer knew the local equestrian circuit better than 
Robichaux, a native of Shillington, in eastern Pennsylvania. But 

Keefer also had the perfect personality, described by current and 
former riders as ethical, generous with her time, intimidating and 
demanding at first, yet caring and open-minded to achieving success 
for everyone on the team.  

“She was the find,” Robichaux said. “She was an excellent coach, 
very knowledgeable. There’s a certain personality and not every-
one would’ve done it. It was something she was doing because she 
enjoyed the sport and she wanted to be able to let students who 
were interested compete on the collegiate level.” 

Keefer introduced Robichaux to Courtney Gramlich, another SRU 
student who took riding lessons at Thornwood. Gramlich led the 
on-campus fundraising efforts, organizing car washes and T-shirt 
and calendar sales, as well as creating the flyers and chalkings to 
recruit team members from around campus.

“We were both avid riders,” Gramlich said. “(As a college stu-
dent), you would say, ‘OK, I want to come here for this particular 
major, but I really want to ride while I’m in school.’ Being on an inter-
collegiate team is a lot cheaper than bringing your horse to school 
or taking lessons from an outside entity.”

Still, the costs for starting a team are significant, especially for  

Before Storm Harbor was the namesake of the SRU equestrian center, Vanessa 
Robichaux practiced riding the horse that was owned by eventual equestrian team 
adviser Carolyn Rizza. Storm Harbor was black with white spots before becoming 
entirely white in his later years. 
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college students on a club team. There are entry fees for each show, 
about 8-10 per year; an annual fee for the team’s membership in 
the Intercollegiate Horse Show Association; hotel and travel costs; 
and each rider must pay for a weekly lesson during the season, 
which are required by team rules and now cost $35 per session. 
The Student Government Association provides its club teams some 
money, but after insurance costs and money from the team’s fundrais-
ing, students have to pay hundreds of dollars each year out of their 
own pockets to compete.

Despite the costs and starting a team from 
scratch, the first equestrian team at SRU had 12 
members, 11 women and one man, William 
Mennell, who never rode before but competed in 
a show after just three lessons. Because shows 
consist of eight classes based on skill level, team 
members from beginners to experts are needed  
to fill a lineup and score points.

“There was a lot of enthusiasm,” Keefer said. 
“For it being a first-year team, I thought we had 
a lot of students. For most of the girls who have 
shown in the past, it’s an individual thing. 
The hardest thing for some of them who have 
been very successful showing is to under-
stand that it’s about making decisions that 
are best for the team. They have to learn  
to work as a group.”

The size of the inaugural team was also 
large for a team that competed in hunter 
seat equitation, which is an English-style 

Newspaper story published  
in the Sept. 5, 1997, issue  

of The Rocket, SRU’s  
student newspaper
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Throughout the last 20 years, the club team at SRU continually 
ranks in the top third of its region. Last year, the English-style team 
had 23 members, one of the largest in its history, and placed fourth 
in Zone 2, Region 5 of the ISHA. Penn State is no longer in SRU’s 
zone, but SRU still must compete among with the likes of another 
state flagship university, West Virginia University, and a scholar-
ship-funded varsity team, Seton Hill University. 

“We all love to ride,” said team co-captain Cassie Holub, a junior 
biology major from Chagrin Falls, Ohio, who started riding when 
she was 5 years old. “It was really important for everyone that there 
is a team and horses are a part of their life somehow while they are 
at school. We really are a close-knit team. Everybody just wants to 
help each other out.” 

Having managed some of the team’s administrative duties as 
co-captain, Holub can appreciate the time and effort to maintain the 
team, let along starting a team from scratch. She said she looks up 
to Gramlich and admires the work of the team’s founding members.

Robichaux moved to Texas a few years after graduation from SRU 
in 1999. She currently lives in Highland Village, Texas, where she’s a 
high school assistant principal. 

“I’m humbled by the fact that I was able to find a bunch of good 
people who came together and had the same goals,” Robichaux 
said. “It worked and it’s still helping people with their passion at the 
University. Slippery Rock should be proud … I’m, of course, proud. 
I’m glad I did it.”

discipline. SRU now has a separate, and successful, Western-style 
team that was started in 2012. The difference between English and 
Western styles are the saddles and maneuvers. English style has a 
smaller, lighter saddle, and advanced riders attempt about eight 
jumps during competitions, while beginner classes are only judged 
on flat course skills, such as walk, trot and canter. Western style has 
a larger, horned saddle, and the competitors are judged on different 
reining maneuvers, trots, spins and stops.  

Even though SRU had a relatively large roster in 1997, it com-
peted against more established programs. Robichaux recalls pulling 
up in her cranberry-colored Volkswagen Jetta to a show alongside a 
coach bus, which carried nearly 80 competitors from the Penn State 
University team. Not only does the club team at SRU have to com-
plete against high quality riders, with some schools funding scholar-
ship teams, but also quantity, with teams compiling points in all eight 
classifications. If there’s any equalizer, it’s that no teams can bring 
their own horses, they draw horses provided by the host team.

Thanks to the support from locals who provided horses and cov-
ered the rental fees for the facility, SRU hosted its first show – yes, 
with Penn State bringing its bus – at Moriarty Farms in Valencia, 
which is now called Horse on Course Equestrian Stable. 

“It was a big, big event for us,” said Gramlich, a 2000 SRU grad-
uate who returned to campus in 2006 when she was hired as the 
first and only manager of the Storm Harbor Equestrian Center. “That 
was probably the point when both Vanessa and I were like, ‘Wow, 
we’re actually going to keep this going.’”

The SRU equestrian team in 1998
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SRU Equestrian Fast Facts
•  There are two SRU co-ed equestrian teams: the 

English-style (hunter seat) team was started in 
1997, followed by the Western-style team in 2012.

•  The English-style team had 23 members in 2016-17 
and the Western-style had 12.

•  SRU is a member of the Intercollegiate Horse 
Shows Association, which has 2,622 riders from 
80 teams. 

•  In 2016-17, SRU’s English-style team placed fourth 
out of 14 schools in IHSA Zone 2, Region 5, which 
includes Seton Hill University and West Virginia 
University.

•  The teams typically compete in eight shows per 
year, including zones, regionals and nationals 
and a show hosted by SRU at the Storm Harbor 
Equestrian Center.

•  Riders compete in eight English-style events and six 
Western-style events based on skill level. 

The SRU equestrian team, coached by Amy Keefer (above in green jacket), hosts its shows 
on campus at the Storm Harbor Equestrian Center.
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Mike Ditto can’t recall parts of his life after he returned from 
active duty, he just knows he was “busy as heck.” Constantly on the 
move, anticipating what’s next – those are often survival instincts, 
especially for members of the armed forces.

“People say, ‘Hey, Mike, you’re intentionally keeping yourself 
busy to avoid memories or experiences, or whatever,’” said Ditto,  
a formerly enlisted Marine who completed seven classified deploy-
ments in Iraq and Afghanistan. “If you always live in the future, 
you’re never living in the present.”

But something was amiss for Ditto, 36, even before he retired 
in 2012 as a staff sergeant in the U.S. Marine Corps Special 
Operations Command after 12 years of military service. As a 
Marine Raider, considered the equivalent of elite units such 
as Navy SEALs or Army Green Berets, Ditto was trained to 
have nothing faze him. So in 2009, on the brink of a divorce 
and at the behest of his wife, he relented. “OK, I’ll go in and 

get checked out,” he said.
Ditto was diagnosed with post-traumatic stress disorder and 

traumatic brain injury. These mental health conditions, resulting 
from trauma or life-threatening events, afflict many military veter-
ans, causing anxiety, upsetting memories or flashbacks, trouble 
sleeping, mood swings and other behavioral reactions, especially 
in crowds.

No longer living in denial, Ditto was able to find treatment  
and readjust. A native of Cleveland, Ohio, he and his wife, 
Theresia, moved to Gibsonia, with their son, Luka, 10, and daugh-
ter, Katarina, 8. He enrolled at Slippery Rock University in 2015. 
Last spring, he was hired by Oil Services Inc. in Pittsburgh as an 
operations coordinator. He loves the area. His life is better. But 
his struggle with the effects of PTSD and TBI remains part of his 
daily life.

According to the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, between 
11-20 percent of all veterans who served in wars in Iraq and 
Vietnam suffer from PTSD in a given year, compared to 7-8 percent 
of the general U.S. population at any point in their lives. At SRU, 
there are more than 100 students at SRU who identify as veterans, 
some of which are diagnosed with PTSD.

Knowing this, two veterans who work at SRU’s campus recreation center had 
an idea. Jim Yeamans, coordinator of aquatic operations who served in the Army 
National Guard, saw a public service announcement on television about matching 
a veteran with a service dog that is trained to sense and calm anxiety of its owner, 
treat other symptoms of PTSD and provide companionship.

Paws for Concern 
STUDENT-VETERAN SAVED  

BY SERVICE DOG DONATION

  23 



24    THE ROCK FALL 2017    25 

The next morning, Yeamans mentioned 
it to Matthew Lobaugh, wondering if they 
could raise money to match a service dog 
with a student-veteran at SRU. Lobaugh is 
the assistant director of recreational sports 
and adviser for the University’s chapter of 
the Student Veterans of America. 

“Having served in the military, I under-
stand the challenges our veterans face 
when they return home,” said Lobaugh, a 
former U.S. Army sergeant who served for 
12 years, including a yearlong deployment 
during the Iraq War. “They gave so much 
to our country, so any resource or ges-

ture we can provide them helps show our 
appreciation and enhances their lives.”

Lobaugh sprang into action, involved 
the SRU Foundation Inc., and less than six 
months after Yeamans saw the ad, SRU’s 
chapter of the SVA had raised more than 
$30,000. Three donors kicked in a com-
bined $17,500 and the American Warrior 
Initiative matched the first $5,000 that 
was contributed. 

Their initial goal was to raise $15,000 
to provide three qualified student-veterans 
with a service dog, one for each of the 
next three years, but now they’re able to 

extend the commitment up to six years and 
possibly create an endowment. They also 
hope it starts a new Veterans Day tradition. 

“When Jim mentioned it, I got excited,” 
Lobaugh said. “So we started talking about 
Veterans Day and it’s very meaningful, 
obviously, because we are veterans.”

Making SRU’s annual Veterans Day cer-
emony and breakfast more meaningful, 
the student-veteran will be introduced with 
his service dog. The ceremony takes place 
Nov. 10 at 11 a.m. outside the Russell 
Wright Alumni House.

Ditto previously sought treatment by 
obtaining a service dog, but it just wasn’t 
feasible, between the costs and the weeks 
away from work and family required for the 
initial training. But when he saw an email 
from SRU’s director of disability services 
seeking applicants for a service dog, he 
discussed it with his wife and responded.

“It was a roller coaster of emotions,” 
Ditto said. “From the moment I applied to 
being selected, I thought this has to be a 
mistake. I know there are other veterans at 
the school who are disabled. (I thought) this 
is too good to be true. I’m humbled by the 
opportunity and fortunate to be selected.  
I was just taken away.”

The taken away part concerned Ditto, 
however. Recipients must go through a long 
bonding process with specially trained ser-
vice animals and learn their commands. 
Ditto spent two weeks in Bowerston, Ohio, 
working with an organization called Dogs 
4 Warriors, which trains service dogs for 
a year after they are donated. They sched-
uled his session for mid-August so Ditto 
wouldn’t miss the start of classes at SRU, 
and, because his family only has one vehi-
cle, the SVA paid for a rental car and other 
“start-up” costs. 

“It’s more than just the ‘Oh, we’re going 
to set you up to get a service animal,’” Ditto 
said. “It’s the service animal, pay for lodg-
ing, travel expenses, food and medical 
expenses for the service animal for the first 
year. There’s just so many things that they 
are going way above and beyond anyone 
else. It’s simply amazing.”

Ditto was matched with a German shep-
herd named “Justice,” whose capabilities 
include blocking people in a crowd when 
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they get too close, turning lights on and off, 
waking his owner from a nightmare and 
pawing to calm the owner’s anxieties. 

“Service animals can do so many dif-
ferent things for a veteran,” said Andrea 
Rodriguez, SRU’s director of disability ser-
vices, noting they also can anticipate and 
respond to seizures and fluctuations in 
blood-sugar levels and assist owners who 
have mobility impairments. “The dog is like, 
‘I’m here, we’ve got this, keep going’ and 
calm the handler. Just being in the presence 
of the dog is comforting.”

“This companion will be able to keep me 
grounded,” Ditto said. “When things are 

getting bad, he can mitigate those emotions 
and keep me in check. (When I was with-
out the service dog), and I’d realize what’s 
going on, (but) I’m already deep into that 
hole and so stressed out.”

Justice was named by his breeder, 
Carol LeFever, of Urbana, Ohio, who has 
donated four pups, up to 14 weeks old, 
to Dogs 4 Warriors in memory of a fallen 
soldier or veteran who has passed away. 
Justice was donated in memory of St. Paris, 
Ohio, native Lewis Hobart Niece Jr., a 
World War II Navy veteran who died in 
2015. Niece’s family got to meet Justice 
before he was placed at Dogs 4 Warriors.

The exponential growth from these dona-
tions and support for veterans are immea-
surable. Ditto is passing along his sup-
port for fellow veterans. A senior at SRU, 
Ditto enrolled as a geosciences major but 
switched to philanthropy and nonprofit 
management. His goal is to create a non-
profit organization that provides veterans 
career development and networking oppor-
tunities with company executives and accu-
rately evaluates their capability to match 
them with rewarding, sustainable careers.

“The level of experience and knowledge 
these veterans have coming out isn’t getting 
them reasonably employed,” said Ditto, 
who compares many inadequate veterans 
programs to those that help former prison 
inmates get jobs. “I want to get veterans 
careers, not jobs.”   

Ditto appreciates the lasting impact of 
one contribution to a veteran’s livelihood, 
just like the service dog initiative at SRU.

“I’m eternally grateful,” Ditto said. “This 
is something that will truly change my life. 

Having this companion is more than just, 
‘Oh, we’re going to pay for a semester of 
college.’ This is a true companionship that 
will have a long-lasting effect.”

Thanks to the generosity and efforts of 
many, justice is being served for the men 
and women who served our country. But, for 
Ditto, Justice wound up serving him.

For more information about the service 
dog program or to make a donation, visit:  
www.srufoundation.org/servicedogdonation.

“ Service animals can do so many different 
things for a veteran. The dog is like, ‘I’m 
here, we’ve got this, keep going’ and calm 
the handler. Just being in the presence of 
the dog is comforting.”

– Andrea Rodriguez, 
SRU’s director of disability services
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In the most complimentary of terms, speaking with Marie Winter and Esther Kanfoush is 
akin to starting a conversation with Laverne DeFazio and Shirley Feeney. It’s not that the 2009 
graduates of the former Slippery Rock/Clarion/Edinboro universities joint Master of Science 
in nursing program are former employees of the make-believe Shotz Brewery or sprang from 
the mind of famed television producer Garry Marshall.

The similarities lie in how the pair interact with one another during a conversation, riffing 
back and forth with juxtaposing factoids and humor about their four-decades-long friendship, 
and, in their approach to helping others, which reads like lyrics from the ABC sitcom’s  
theme song:

“Give us any chance we’ll take it/ Nothing’s going to hold us back now/ Straight ahead 
and on the track now/ There ain’t nothing we won’t try/ Never heard the word impossible/ 
This time there’s no stopping us/ Doing it our way.”

It’s that attitude that led the pair to found the Steel City Mission Group, a 501(c)(3) non-
profit organization in 2007. The purpose of SCMG is to provide medical, dental, construction, 
water filtration and youth bible school services to impoverished communities in the Dominican 
Republic and Haiti. The duo’s goal is to enable people to improve their quality of life while 
exposing them to the compassion and generosity of Christian faith in action.

And considering how the duo met, it’s hard to argue that a higher power didn’t have a 
hand in bringing them together.

While both were working on their undergraduate degrees, Kanfoush was diagnosed with 
Wegener’s Granulomatosis, a rare blood disease, which caused her to temporarily withdraw 
from Gannon University. When she was healthy enough to return to class, Kanfoush found 
herself placed in the same nursing cohort as Winter.

“We never would have met if she hadn’t gotten sick,” said Winter with a laugh. “Well,  
gotten sick and rode the same bus to class that I did. There is no doubt in our minds that God 
wanted us to be friends.”

If not difference makers.
Originally taking part in missionary trips through various organizations in the early 2000s, 

Winter invited Kanfoush to come along for the ride in 2006. However, despite her chosen 
career path of helping others in need, Kanfoush’s RSVP was less than enthusiastic. 

“Yeah, well, I went … kicking and screaming,” she said through a big smile. “I’d never 
done anything like that before nor did I have any idea what to expect. The one thing I did 
know though was that Marie believed in it and that was good enough for me.”

However, the initial joint venture was not without some personal pitfalls for the pair.
“It was becoming apparent to us that many people were becoming very judgmental and 

exclusionary. There were people who wanted to volunteer their time and efforts to help but 
weren’t allowed to because they weren’t Christian,” said Kanfoush. “If you didn’t answer the 
pre-trip questionnaire ‘properly’ or didn’t know the Bible, you couldn’t go.

“We looked at each other and thought, ‘This is silly. This is not what humanitarianism is 
about.’ So, really it amounted to the two us being fed up with the jumping through of hoops 
and saying to ourselves, ‘We’re smart enough … we can do this.’”

And do it they did. 

Former nursing program grads 
pair faith with determination 

The purpose of Steel 
City Mission Group  
is to provide medical,  
dental, construction, 
water filtration  
and youth bible  
school services  
to impoverished 
communities in the 
Dominican Republic  
and Haiti. 
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In the decade that has followed, the pair has acted as travel 
agents, program directors and hosts for a variety of annual trips to 
villages throughout the Dominican Republic’s Samaná Peninsula. 
The trips have drawn the attention and participation of individuals, 
churches without mission programs of their own and area colleges 
and universities.

In fact, their most recent sojourn in February included a joint 
group of faculty and education majors from SRU and Westminster 
College. The SRU faction, led by Jeremy Lynch, associate professor 
of special education, included a group of 2017 early education/ 
special education graduates in Angela Burdick, Jessica Carroll, 
Brooke Dunsmore and Rachel Trueman.

The groups came together to teach math and science to school-
aged children and their families at six schools in villages in and 
around Samaná. 

Through their partnership, the teams also participated in SCMG’s 
ceramic water filtration distribution program that provides filters to vil-
lage residents who otherwise would not have access to potable water. 
Lynch and his students used microscopes to show villagers the differ-
ence between the unfiltered and filtered waters, placing an emphasis 
on the parasites that made their home in the unrefined water.

“We worked closely with Marie and Esther and the people coor-
dinating the water filter dispersal to try and coordinate our educa-
tion program with what they were doing and talking about in order 
to provide a comprehensive ‘package’ if you will, to the residents,” 
said Lynch.

“The University was kind enough to provide support for the pur-
chase of the battery-operated microscopes which the majority of 
the students in those areas have only heard about, let alone seen or 
been able to use. It was an eye-opening experience for them to look 
at the untreated water they had access to and see, literally, what 
was crawling around in it. 

“That allowed us the opportunity to then speak to them about the 
importance of using the ceramic water filters and how that would 
lead to a healthier and stronger community.”

The group visited five schools, working with more than 200 
Spanish-speaking students. 

“Fortunately, my wife (Sararose Lynch, assistant professor of  

mathemat-
ics education 
at Westminster) had 
recruited one of her students 
to come along who spoke fluent Spanish so we were able to bridge 
the communication barrier with only a few bumps,” said Lynch.

“By the middle of the week everyone was fully interacting with 
one another even if they didn’t share a spoken language … they just 
found a way and part of that was the desire on both sides to reach 
an understanding to want to share and to want to acquire knowl-
edge. It was an awesome thing to witness as they not only became 
more comfortable with each other, but more involved.”

The contingent did not limit its excursionary efforts to just the class-
room. In addition to their lesson plan, team members took part in 
construction projects and working with patients in SCMG’s pop-up 
medical centers.

“I am, by no means, a medical person,” said Dunsmore, “but hav-
ing the opportunity to cross over into other areas of the mission and 
experience the satisfaction of helping people outside the classroom 
and, hopefully, making a difference to their lives was incredibly 
rewarding. 

“To be part of a group of roughly three or four dozen relative 
strangers, all of whom share a common goal, was inspirational. And 
to see and understand that only two people, Marie and Esther, were 

“ The benefits that are 
provided by each group 
to one another really  
is life changing and 
that’s a credit to Esther 
and Marie for sharing 
that with others,  
without a doubt.”

– Jeremy Lynch,  
SRU associate professor  

of special education
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able to pull it all together; get everyone in the same places and on 
the same page and have it all working and running so smoothly was 
incredible. I think that speaks to the character of those two ladies 
and the great job they did putting people in the right positions to be 
able to succeed and leave the lives of the people we encountered 
better than when we arrived.”

Lynch, who will co-chaperone another joint SRU/Westminster 
group in 2018, is eager to return to the region and again immerse 
himself and his students in the environment. 

“It was, without a doubt, a hugely beneficial cultural and educa-
tional experience for everyone involved,” Lynch said. “When you 
take part in this type of project, you’re going to places that no regu-
lar tourist is going to. You’re doing things that the common visitor is 
not doing … the common man isn’t going out with Esther on a house 
call to visit someone too sick to make it to clinic. The benefits that are 
provided by each group to one another really is life changing and 
that’s a credit to Esther and Marie for sharing that with others, with-
out a doubt.”

In little more than a decade, what initially began as pharma-
ceutical clinics for providing antibiotics, blood pressure products, 
anti-parasitic drugs and vitamins has transformed into an operation 
that not only provides services for the body but for the mind.

“The addition of the water filter program, being able to replace dirt 
floors with concrete, host sports camps, provide 

jail ministry and every other crazy thing we 

do just sort of happened,” said Kanfoush. “The missions themselves 
just started to morph into what we have today without any concerted 
effort on our part. That’s due to the people that have wanted to come 
along each time we venture out.”

Originally accompanied only by their school-aged children and 
a few assorted friends, Winter and Kanfoush are now making room 
for those they haven’t even met before. To date, nearly 200 different 
people have joined the pair in their one dozen mission trips.

“Word of mouth has been our best advertising about what we 
do,” said Winter. “We had people call us and ask to make the trip 
and we have no clue who they are at the time, but we’ll tell them, 
‘Sure … you’ve never met us, but you can come,’ because we’ll take 

anyone that wants to help. All anyone needs are just two hands and 
a willing heart.

“People don’t have to have a faith requirement to go or anything 
like that. Heck, we’ve taken Buddhist and atheists alike. The only 
thing people have to do is be nice to each other and not be judg-
mental, that’s it. If you are, you don’t get to go back.”

Following Kanfoush’s second bout with the life-threatening blood 
disease and Winter’s one-time Stage 3B breast cancer diagnosis, it’s 
incredible that either of the nurse practitioners were able to go in the 
first place.

“With the health scares and whatnot, I couldn’t have told you 
a decade or so ago if I was going to be alive right now,” said 
Winter. “While I never tried to use my faith to make any ‘bargain’ 
or anything like that, I was willing to do whatever He wanted me to 
do. And I love doing it now … because I’m fairly good at it and I’m 
pretty grateful to still be alive. That’s a pretty good source  
of motivation.”

Another is the difference the mission’s visits make in the lives of 
those that they visit. 

A recent trip brought Winter and Kanfoush to a mountain top com-
munity where they had only two hours to see anyone in the village 
who had health issues which the pair could address. 

“A lady came to the clinic and said to us, ‘You’re not going to 
believe me, but yesterday I was in church and I couldn’t see my 
Bible. I said, “Lord, I really need glasses,”’ said Kanfoush.

“We showed up and not only had glasses we could outfit her 
with, but had a new Bible for her too,” she continued. 

“That was so cool. We always tell people who 
go with us, ‘You get to see how God answers 

prayers for people.’ 
“You never know how it’s going to hap-
pen or what it is going to be, because 

you never know what people are pray-
ing or hoping for. But if you just show 
up, try to do some good, love some 
people and care for them, you might 
just get to find out the answer.”
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SShelby Mitchell always wanted to get out 
of her bubble and visit a foreign country 
for the first time. She also has a fondness 
for elephants. So when Mitchell’s profes-
sor at Slippery Rock University emailed her 
to volunteer at an elephant sanctuary in 
Thailand, she figured, Why not?

Fast-forward eight months, during 
Thailand’s monsoon season, and Mitchell 
is waist deep in mud, digging and looking 
for her gloves. Prodding Mitchell is Thong 
Tae, a baby elephant who high-fives volun-
teers with his trunk to impart favor, only to 
depart with their tools.

“You couldn’t set anything down or else 
that baby would have it,” said Mitchell, a 
senior early childhood-special education 
major from Erie. “It was hilarious.”

According to Robert Snyder, SRU pro-
fessor of elementary education and early 

childhood, that’s not all Thong Tae nabbed.
“He stole all the hearts of the students,” 

Snyder said. “He wanted to play like a 
puppy. At one point, he tried to take the 
hose and was flinging it around like a ninja. 
It got to the point our second week he would 
see our truck pulling up and break away 
from his mother and come over to greet us.”

Snyder organizes many study abroad 
trips for SRU students, but none quite like 
this trip to the Ran-Tong Save & Rescue 
Elephant Center in the northern mountain-
ous region of Thailand, near the city of 
Chiang Mai. Snyder took four SRU stu-
dents, one SRU alumna and seven students 
from other colleges on a month-long trip 
starting July 13 through a program called 
International Student Volunteers.

This was the second trip Snyder orga-
nized through ISV. He took 16 students to 

Australia in 2016 to plant eucalyptus trees 
as part of a conversation project. 

“We set the record for the number of trees 
planted in a two-week period by a student 
group,” Snyder said. “The president of ISV 
called me and asked, ‘What did you do?,’ 
and I just said, Hey, they are hard-working 
(students) here at Slippery Rock.”

The work ethic in Thailand was no dif-
ferent. Snyder’s group literally dug ditches, 
clearing a 500-foot canal so that fresh 
water could reach a watering hole for 
the elephants at Ran-Tong. They also dug 
18 holes and poured cement for metal 
fence posts around an elephant pen. They 
needed to dig deep footers, not because 
of the frost line, but to prevent Thong Tae’s 
mother from toppling the poles. Making it 
more challenging, heavy rainfalls filled up 
the holes each night.

From left, Robert Snyder led current and former SRU students Shelby Mitchell, Kristen Burns, Maria Pezzuti, Cassidy Leasure and Bridget Berry to the Ran-Tong elephant sanctuary in Thailand.
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“It was a lot of hard labor but it was so 
rewarding, seeing everyone in the village 
or at the sanctuary, they were so grateful 
for us to be there,” Mitchell said. “The days 
were long, but it was worth it.”

The work was not entirely manual labor, 
Snyder noted. The students spent at least 
two days working with elephants that 
were being treated in the Ran-Tong clinic. 
There are 28 elephants at Ran-Tong, many 
of which were rescued after a lifetime of 
abuse in the logging industry, from which 
the government banned elephant use in 
1989, or other forms of human cruelty and 
affliction that make it impossible for domes-
ticated elephants to survive in the wild. 
More than half of the 6,000 elephants in 
Thailand are held in captivity at sanctuaries 
like Ran-Tong.

“One of the biggest takeaways was real-
izing how tortured these elephants are,” 
Snyder said. “These elephants are cap-
tured as babies, trained, broken down and 
starved until they respond to the trainers. 
Just to see that brutality of these docile 
animals and what they’ve had to perse-
vere through and see the long-term effects 
of sagging spines and skin damage was 
really a big eye-opener.”

Many of the elephants are treated for 
skin damage, because they lived where 
there was insufficient shade or they were 
unable to coat themselves in mud. They 
were also treated for eye infections or 
they needed their feet soaked in iodine 
to heal damage from walking on streets. 
Volunteers would also go out to cut a  
specific type of grass with a machete  

and bring it back to the clinic to feed  
the elephants.

According to Snyder, feeding a single 
elephant costs $1,000 per day, so Ran-
Tong, a non-profit facility, generates some 
revenue by offering elephant rides to tour-
ists, although they are conducted moder-
ately and as humanely as possible, with-
out saddles.

“They (elephants) are very emotional,” 
said Mitchell, before confirming a popular 
belief about elephants. “They don’t forget 
anything. They really don’t. They look like 
strong animals but they are very sensitive.”

In addition to working with the elephants, 
the students were provided more oppor-
tunities by their ISV guide, named Sert, 
who connected their vocational interests 
to the surrounding community. For exam-
ple, Mitchell went to an elementary school 
in Chiang Mai where she and the other 
SRU students interacted with the children, 
teaching them the Chicken Dance and the 
Macarena, and buying bracelets from them 
with the money going back to the school.

“  One of the biggest takeaways was 
realizing how tortured these elephants 
are. T hese elephants are captured 
as babies, trained, broken down and 
starved until they respond to the 
trainers. Just to see that brutality of 
these docile animals and what they’ve 
had to persevere through and see the 
long-term effects of sagging spines 
and skin damage was really a big 
eye-opener.” – Robert Snyder

SRU student Shelby Mitchell merged her love of elephants 
with her curiosity for world travel in her first trip outside the 
United States.



32    THE ROCK FALL 2017    33 

“Even though there was a language bar-
rier, you walked in and they just loved you,” 
said Mitchell, who only knew how to say 
hello and good-bye in Thai. “You didn’t 
have to say anything to them.”

“The Thai people are incredibly friendly 
people,” said Snyder, who, in addition to 
serving in the U.S. Army Military Police for 
15 years, travels abroad by taking SRU 
students to Ireland and Mexico each year. 
“It didn’t matter if we were in the smallest 
town or some of the larger touristy areas, 
most of them spoke some English and I was 
amazed by that.”

While staying on the Ran-Tong grounds, 
the group’s accommodations weren’t that of 
a typical tourist. Each morning the students 

could look out their wooden bungalows 
and see elephants grazing in the fields.  

Electricity, running water and even Wi-Fi 
were limited, disrupted by the heavy rains 
of monsoon season. But the students were 
able to make do in bunk beds with four 
people to a room that was open-aired 
because of the moisture and humidity.  

“That’s the way all the locals sleep, too,” 
Snyder said. “It definitely wasn’t five-star 
living conditions, but having served in the 
military and slept under a Humvee in the 
desert of Iraq, I think it’s good for charac-
ter building and it teaches the students a 
lot about not taking for granted the kinds of 
things they have.”

“The biggest thing for me was just how 

much I took for granted before I left,” 
Mitchell said. “You don’t realize how good 
you have it here until you go somewhere 
and they have absolutely nothing but they 
are still the happiest people.”

The experience also simplified Mitchell’s 
life, she said. ISV limited travelers to one duf-
fle bag that weighed fewer than 44 pounds 
and provided a short list of items to pack. 

“I live more simply now,” Mitchell said.  
“I lived out of one duffle bag for a month!” 

“  T hey (elephants) are very emotional. T hey don’t 
forget anything. T hey really don’t. T hey look like 
strong animals but they are very sensitive.”– Shelby Mitchell

Top left: SRU professor Robert Snyder cares for an adult Asian 
elephant at the Ran-Tong clinic in Thailand, where he and 
his students helped treat elephants for foot infections and 
skin damage. Top right: Elephants grazed in fields outside 
the bungalows where Snyder and students from SRU and 
International Student Volunteers stayed for two weeks.
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After two weeks living and working at Ran-Tong, 
Snyder and the 12 students were rewarded for their 
efforts. They met up with other groups through ISV 
to go on adventure tours, experiencing other areas 
of Thailand and Thai culture. Each day for the final 
two weeks, ISV planned activities ranging from jun-
gle zip lining, whitewater rafting, rock climbing and 
snorkeling, as well as educational visits to a hill tribe 
and Buddhist temples. They stayed one night in a tree 
house in the middle of the rainforest and were told to 
secure the doors and windows to prevent monkeys 
from entering.

The baby elephant Thong Tae entertained student volunteers, Gabriella 
Schulz, Shelby Mitchell (top, left to right) and Makayla Pfeifer (bottom)  
as they helped install fence posts for an elephant pen at Ran-Tong. 

34    THE ROCK
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“  Rather than just take my personal journey to places, it ’s 
so much more rewarding to take students, some of whom 
have never been out of western Pennsylvania before. T hey 
really get it when they work on a conservation project. (It ’s 
satisfying to see) the students transform into global citizens 
instead of locally minded people.” – Robert Snyder

SRU alumna Maria Pezzuti (top with SRU professor Robert 
Snyder, center) joined a group of SRU students (center, bot-
tom) who cleared washed out roadways and dug fence post 
holes at the Ran-Tong elephant sanctuary in Thailand.

At Ran-Tong, their meals were prepared 
by the staff that cooked traditional Thai 
meals, but once in the open markets of 
Chiang Mai, they got to really test their 
palates.

“We got to indulge in the flavor of the 
culture,” said Snyder, who sampled the 
tropical fruits Rambutan and Longkong.  

“I got to eat a roasted silk worm. I’ll try any-
thing once.”

The SRU students wouldn’t go that far, 
but they enjoyed the experience nonethe-
less. In addition to Mitchell, SRU students 
who participated included Bridget Berry, a 
junior mathematics and environment geo-
sciences major form Glenshaw; Kristen 
Burns, a senior recreational therapy major 
from Canonsburg; and Cassidy Leasure, 
a sophomore sociology major from Butler. 
They were joined by Maria Pezzuti, an SRU 
alumna from Reston, Virginia, who gradu-
ated from SRU’s elementary education pro-
gram in 2012.

Snyder extended invitations to SRU 
alumni and students at other institutions to 
fill the 12 spots needed for the trip. Snyder 
has become one of the most well-traveled 
professors at SRU, having joined students in 
his program who chose to complete the last 

four weeks of their 16-week student-teach-
ing assignments in Dublin, Ireland, each fall 
and Mexico City each spring. 

“Having been a traveler in the military, 
I love that sense of travel,” said Snyder, a 
graduate of SRU’s ROTC program who was 
deployed to Iraq in 2003 as a U.S. Army 
Reserve after he returned to the University 

as a professor in 
2000. “I wanted to 
find something in the 
summer to get students 
abroad, different than 
what our student-teach-
ing program offers.”

Each student paid 
$6,500 for the 
Thailand trip, which 
included room and 
board, meals and 
adventure activities. 
But even though it 
also involved some 
hard labor, they 
gained so much from 
having gone.

“Rather than just take my personal jour-
ney to places, it’s so much more reward-
ing to take students, some of whom have 
never been out of western Pennsylvania 
before,” Snyder said. “They really get it 
when they work on a conservation project. 
(It’s satisfying to see) the students trans-
form into global citizens instead of locally 
minded people.”

“Just getting out of the bubble and actu-
ally going somewhere and helping some-
one (made the trip meaningful),” Mitchell 
added. “I gained so much more out of 
it that than I ever thought I could have. I 
would go back in a heartbeat.” 

FALL 2017    35 
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During his time at Slippery Rock University, Eliott Baker had no “white horses … by the 
score” or a “gold covered mattress on which he would lay,” but the former executive director 
of academic records and summer school – with all apologies to Emerson, Lake & Palmer – 
considered himself a “Lucky Man” just the same.

“Over the past 36 years I was incredibly fortunate to have worked at SRU,” said Baker, 
who retired in April. “To have had this opportunity, to serve and assist the many students who 
have pursued their education at the University, was truly a pleasure.”

Baker, along with wife Deborah, SRU’s director of special events, hope to derive – as well 
as supply – satisfaction through the establishment and subsequent awarding of the new Baker 
Family Scholarship. While many of the finer details have yet to be determined, the fund will 
benefit academically talented students with demonstrated financial need. The inaugural recipi-
ent should be named in either 2020 or 2021. 

“SRU, just like the college that I attended in Springfield, Massachusetts, does wonderful 
things for students that were and are like me,” said Baker. “I’m talking about the students that 
need that monetary assistance to help ease the financial burden on the home front. 

“The foundation of my future was built by the men and women who mentored me at 
Springfield College and their caring and guidance were important reasons why I was suc-
cessful in life. If Deb and I have done or can do the same for SRU students, that is why we 
created this scholarship.”

Baker hopes that those who hold The Rock as near to their hearts as he does will help the 
cause as well. 

“Deb and I have pledged to match all donations up to a specified amount,” said Baker. 
“We have always tried to be there for the members of the SRU family whenever we’ve been 
asked for our support and we’ve never asked for assistance in return until now. If you can 
help us help others, please do.”

One particular group that Baker would like to appeal to are those that were admitted to 
SRU from 1980-86 during which time he served as the University’s director of admissions.

“I’m not saying anyone should be grateful that I admitted them to SRU,” Baker said with a 
grin, “because quite frankly, I’m grateful they came to the University or else this article proba-
bly wouldn’t have been written.  

“What I’m saying to that group is this: if you were admitted to the University during that time 
and I signed your acceptance letter and things have worked out the way you hoped, maybe 
helping to fund this scholarship and looking out for those that could really use some financial 
assistance will seem like an appropriate way of giving back to the University.

“I’m talking to those graduates who can stop and think to themselves, ‘Wow, you know, when 
I think about it, if it weren’t for the faculty and staff at SRU, the education I received, the friends I 
made and what I did with my time there, I don’t know what would have happened to my life or 
if I’d have been able to be as happy and fulfilled.’ I’m confident they know who they are.”

While Baker is unable to put an exact figure on the number of students’ lives he’s touched 
during his nearly four-decade stay at the University, it’s clear he made a difference, pointing 
to a recent interaction with Alfonso Angelucci, superin-
tendent of the Slippery Rock School District and a mem-
ber of SRU’s council of trustees. 

“(Alfonso) approached me at June’s quarterly trustee 
meeting and said to me, ‘You probably don’t remember 
me, but when I came to SRU as a transfer student, you 
took me into your office because I was upset about a 
situation and you took care of everything. I wanted to 
let you know that if you hadn’t done that, I don’t know 
whether I would have stayed at SRU,’’ said Baker.

“Now he’s a University trustee and helping to guide 
the future both at the University and in the local school 
district. To have helped craft his future, simply because I took the time to listen and lend a 
hand, is incredible to me. All I was doing was my job.”

Baker hopes that by establishing the scholarship that will bear his family name, that he can 
continue shaping the future even in retirement. 

“This scholarship is our way of paying forward or paying back,” said Baker. “Deb and 
I have seen what this University can do for students and the ability of everyone to work 
together for the common good. We have amazing respect for the faculty and staff and we 
each have had a great experience. Heck, we met and married because of this University and 
now we are fortunate enough to be able to give back to SRU and invest in its future.”

To learn more about how you can support the Baker Family Scholarship or other ways your 
annual support can bridge the gap between the amount students pay for tuition and state 
funding, and the actual cost of educating each student, visit https://srufoundation.org/baker.

Paying
it forward

Retired  
administrator 
establishes  
scholarship  
to facilitate  
student 
prosperity
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“ This scholarship is our way 
of paying forward or paying 
back. Deb and I have seen 
what this University can do 
for students and the ability 
of everyone to work together 
for the common good.”

Deborah and Eliott Baker in 1984 
(top) and 2017.
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Modest, humble, low-key, unpretentious.
When it comes to describing the late 

Eleanor Cottrell Hartzell’s, ’39, approach 
to recognition or being in the limelight, any 
one of those words would have provided an 
apt description. In fact, if she were with us 
today, the chances of this story being pub-
lished would probably have been very slim.

“Oh, without question, she’d hate it,” 
Hartzell’s daughter Trudy Clark said with 
a big laugh. “I’m sure she would have 
passed on the opportunity. She was never 
one to call attention to herself. It just wasn’t 
in her nature.”

What was in Hartzell’s nature was put-
ting others before herself.

Following a stint as an American Red 
Cross employee at the onset of U.S. engage-
ment in World War II, the former physical 
education major began a more than five- 
decade volunteer stint with the organization 
that culminated in her being awarded the 
organization’s Clara Barton Honor Award 
for Meritorious Volunteer Leadership. The 
award recognizes meritorious service in 
leadership positions held over a period of 
years. Recipients are inducted into the Clara 
Barton Honor Society, the highest award 
that the ARC bestows on volunteers. 

Hartzell’s spirit of giving to others ex-
tended to her alma mater as well when she, 
along with her brother, Edwin Cottrell, ’43, 
established the Elmer B. Cottrell Memorial 
Scholarship in memory of their father. 

Cottrell was a physical education pro-
fessor at the former Slippery Rock State 
Teacher’s College from 1923-48. In addi-
tion, he spent time on the coaching staffs 
of the school’s swimming and diving, gym-
nastics and tennis teams, as well as serving 
as the head coach of the men’s basketball 
team from 1926-30. 

The scholarship has been awarded annu-

Finding herself 
through service  

to others
ally since the 2003-04 aca-
demic year to a junior or senior 
health and physical education teacher 
major in good academic standing, with 
financial need, and who has demonstrated 
good citizenship or leadership capabilities. If 
awarded to a junior, the now $1,500 schol-
arship is renewable for his or her senior year.

“She never wanted to be recognized for 
the things she did,” said Clark. “I had so 
many people approach me at her funeral in 
June and say, ‘I never knew she did this or 
that,’ because she never spoke about it, she 
just did it. They may have known she was a 
Red Cross volunteer, but they certainly had 
no idea about the Barton Award or that she 
was as active as she was with bowling and 
tennis among other things through her 80s.”

Most were probably also unaware that 
Hartzell was a bit of a wunderkind, hav-
ing skipped two grades during elementary 
school before being admitted to SRSTC at 
the age of 16.

“She was the 
smart one of the 
family,” Edwin 
Cottrell said with 
a laugh. “Not only 
smart, but like our 
father, very active. 
She played a lot club sports during her time 
on campus … field hockey, basketball, swim-
ming, tennis … she was as great an athlete 
as she was a student. She followed in dad’s 
footsteps. She was a hard act to follow.

“Establishing the scholarship was import-
ant to us. Not only to honor our father, but 
because of what the University has meant to 
our family. Dad was a professor there, we 
both graduated from there, as did my wife, 
Millie, ’43, and Eleanor’s husband, Herbert, 
’35. The school has played a huge part in 
our lives.”

So too did the military, as 
her husband; son, Don; and daughter each 
served a full career in either the Army or  
Air Force.

“Despite our achievements, mom always 
told us that she outranked us … that she was 
the general … ‘General Nuisance,’” said 
Clark with a laugh. “At my last promotion 
ceremony, where I became a two-star gen-
eral in the Air Force, I shared that story with 
the audience and then presented her with 
a three-star pin. I told her that she now offi-
cially outranked me.”

Clark made sure her mother retained 
her rank in the hereafter, affixing the pin to 
Hartzell’s lapel prior to burial.

And while the military, her volunteer 
efforts and family all were front and center 
for Hartzell, the University was never far 

behind as evidence by 
her choice of home décor, 
according to Clark.  

“The University meant so 
much to her that she had 
two etchings that were on 
permanent display, includ-
ing one of Old Main and 

the other of the original East/West Gym,” 
said Clark. “Of all the things that she took 
with her from home when she transitioned 
into assisted living, she made sure that those 
two pictures made the trip with her. 

“The school was always very close to her 
heart because she was so closely tied to it.

Being able to honor that family history, 
and her father, while being able to provide 
assistance for other scholars through the 
scholarship meant a lot to her.”

It also will mean just as much to many  
others in the years that follow.

SRU alumna provided caring and opportunity

“ She never wanted to be recognized 
for the things she did…I never knew 
she did this or that, because she never 
spoke about it, she just did it.”

– Trudy Clark, Eleanor’s daughter
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1940s
Genevieve Lescsak, ’43, was recently 
inducted into the Whittier (California) High 
School Hall of Fame. A retired Army colonel, 
she was a member of the school’s faculty 
for more than 30 years and initiated the 
women’s athletic program in the Whittier 
School District. She recently celebrated her 
96th birthday and resides in Whittier.

1950s
Earl, ’51, and Shirley (Dean) Birdy, 
’51, recently celebrated their 65th wedding 
anniversary. They were married at Heinz 
Chapel, June 19, 1952. The couple cele-
brated the occasion with family and were 
surprised with the entertainment of bagpiper 
George Balderose. The couple are former 
teachers who originally met at Slippery Rock 
University. They reside in West Mifflin.. ● 1

1960s
Dennis Hurley, ’62, was recently hon-
ored as the Adjunct Faculty Member of the 
Year at Camden County College in Blackwood, 
New Jersey. His wife, Janet Waddell 
Hurley, ’63, was also recently honored by 
Cumberland County College in Vineland, New 
Jersey, receiving the 2017 Adjunct Faculty 
Award of Excellence.
Linda Hanna Lloyd, ’64, recently 
published a historical fiction novel, “The 
Syrian Peddler.” The book tells the tale of 
her grandfather, Sam Hanna, and his immi-
gration from Syria to the United States in 
1905. One of Hanna’s sons, and Lloyd’s 
father, Louis Hanna, ’40, co-captained 
the Slippery Rock State College football 
team. Her book is available from Amazon 
in paperback and on Kindle Fire. For more 
information, visit: www.amazon.com/
author/lindahannalloyd.

1970s
Chuck Banas, ’71, was inducted into 
the Blair County Sports Hall of Fame. Banas 
was a member of the 1999 PIAA State Class 
AA football coaching staff at Tyrone High 
School that posted a 15-0 record and won 
the state championship. The title is the lone 
championship to belong to a Blair County 
public school.
Joe Spehar, ’72, couldn’t resist breaking 
out his Rock T-shirt while on vacation in Hvar, 
Croatia, with his wife, Joan, and son, Jon.  ● 2
Eileen Beck Reilly, ’73, recently 
completed Units 1 and 2 of Clinical Pastoral 
Education at Baylor University Medical Center 
in Dallas, Texas. The Office of Mission & 
Ministry is within the North Texas Division of 
the Baylor Scott & White Health Care System. 
Each unit included 18 weeks of an internship 
at a community hospital. Reilly retired in 
2011 from the Lewisville Independent School 
District in Lewisville, Texas, where she was a 
middle level school counselor.  ● 3
John Hayward, ’75, recently retired 
from teaching at the Windham (New 
Hampshire) School District. A veteran of 42 
years in the district, he was the 2000 New 
Hampshire Social Studies Teacher of the 
Year. An author of two books on New Jersey 
and the Civil War, he plans on spending his 
time writing and traveling.
Karen Dunfee Listak, ’75, was hon-
ored as the 2017 Woman of Distinction with 
the Montgomery County, Texas, Women’s 
Council of Organizations. The honor 
recognized Listak’s many community vol-
unteer projects after retiring from national 
and international teaching. She and her 
husband, Jim Listak, ’73, reside in The 
Woodlands, Texas.  ● 4
Barbara Ramous, ’75, recently relocated 
to Clarion, Pennsylvania. She spent 40 years 
in California where she was employed by the 
Los Angeles County schools as an adapted 
physical education specialist for 30 years 
and earned a second master’s degree in 
educational administration. She would love to 

reconnect with some of her classmates and 
can be reached at barbieramous@gmail.com.
Bob Wattenschaidt, ’78, who grew 
up in a small coal mining town near the 
Appalachian Mountains, saw his first Hall 
and Oates concert Oct. 3, 1976, at Morrow 
Field House. He still has the ticket stub from 
that show and recently saw the duo perform 
again in Columbus, Ohio.
George Crunkleton, ’79, was recently 
inducted into the Mullen (Colorado) High 
School Track and Field Hall of Fame in 
Denver. Crunkleton served as the school’s 
sprint coach from 2003-05 while the team 
captured three consecutive state champion-
ships. Mullen’s 4x100 relay team also won 
state titles during that same time while 
under Crunkleton’s tutelage. 

1980s
Len Krichko, ’80, president and CEO 
of Boys & Girls Clubs of Southeastern 
Michigan, was inducted into the Masters 
and Mentors Class of 2017 at Boys & Girls 
Clubs of America’s 111th Annual National 
Conference in Dallas, Texas. The Masters 
and Mentors Award is the agency’s highest 
level of individual recognition. Krichko was 
one of four individuals to receive the award 
this year. He has served in his current role 
since 1997. Under his leadership, the orga-
nization has doubled in size, growing to 10 
locations and annually serving more than 
15,000 youths. ●5
Theodore (Ted) Murphy, ’80, was 
recently named chief operations officer at 
Amica Mutual Insurance Company. Murphy 
began his career with Amica in 1980 at the 
company’s Cleveland office. He currently 
serves on the boards of the Insurance Institute 
for Highway Safety and the non-profit Rhode 
Island Scholarship Alliance. He is a member 
and past president of the Rotary Club of 
Cumberland/Lincoln, Rhode Island.
Barbara (Hartsky) Dzuricsko, 
’81, was recently inducted into the 
Mercer County Hall of Fame at the 70th 
Anniversary Banquet. Dzuricsko was 



Fall 2017    39 

In Memory
Eleanor (Cottrell) Hartzell, ‘39
Ethel (Kislig) Heggie, ‘40
Esther (McConnell) Orr, ‘41
Richard Barclay, ‘46
Lois (Baker) Cario, ‘47
Joseph King 1947
Mary (Carrara) McGowan, ‘48
Wayne Brandon, ‘49
Audrey (Remaley) Davis, ‘49
Ruth Podbielski, ‘49
William Paul, ‘50
Robert Bidwell, ‘51
Joseph Corona, ‘51
Gertrude (Hall) Etters, ‘51
Glenn Beynon, ‘53
Leroy Palloto, ‘54
Arthur Clark, ‘55
Barbara (Anderson) Mathos, ‘55
Rudolph Corona, ‘56
Sara (Mikels) McKay, ‘56
Robert Probst, ‘58
Gene Schlosser, ‘58
Thomas Dolde, ‘60
Donna Lowry, ‘60
Donald Clingensmith, ‘61
Al Colledge, ‘63
William Irvin, ‘64
Sandra (Treemarcki) Kosanovich, ‘65
Martha (Van Slyke) Groff, ‘67
James Gimiliano, ‘68
Deborah (Karr) Smeltzer, ‘71
Helen Alimena, ‘72
Rose Ann (Mylo) Vogel, ‘72
Carl Dambach, ‘73
Nancy Kielar, ‘73
Gerald Peconi, ‘73
Curtis Redfoot, ‘73
Bonnie (Wimer) Doyle, ‘74
Roy Mook, ‘75
Marla (Rifenberg) Palm, ‘75
Samuel Muscatello, ‘76
Gregory Trunzo, ‘76
William Olson, ‘79
Lori (Wells) Cuffari, ‘85
Maria Forneris, ‘85
Elizabeth (Barry) Hasselberger, ‘87
Joel Dixon, ‘88
Michele Berkoben, ‘91
Christine (Redding) Rath, ‘91
Jason Karns, ‘92
Janice (Howells) Gasbarro, ‘94
Kathleen Gobrich, ‘97
Joseph Kilzer, ‘98
Matthew Miller, ‘08
Brian Nelson, ‘10

Berardino Andreassi (retired staff)
Thomas Gordon (retired faculty)
Jean Hickok (retired staff)
Joyce Martin (retired staff) 
Louis Razzano (retired staff)
Edward Sims (retired staff)
Patricia (Lapa) Straub (retired staff)●15 ●16 ●17

●11 ●12 ●13 ●14

●18

Weddings
Megan Brewer, ’06, and Chuck Watts 
were married March 11, 2017. The couple 
resides in Canonsburg. ●10

Samantha Hurley, ’15, and Steven 
Diamond were married July 15, 2017, 
at Geneva-on-the-Lake, Ohio. The couple 
resides in Virginia Beach, Virginia.
Kathleen (Flynn) Pelles, ’70, recently 
married her high school sweetheart, Robert 
Pelles.
Ian Reddy, ’12, and Meagan 
Stewart, ’14, were married May 6, 2017, 
at Skytop Lodge in the Poconos. The couple 
resides in Brunswick, Ohio.  ●11

Ashley Sell, ’12, ’14, married Matt 
Wiley, ’06, June 24, 2017, at Lewis 
Family Farm in Rochester. The couple resides 
in Gibsonia.  ●12

Erica Siciliano,’12, ’14, and Stephen 
Esposito,’12, were married Oct. 15, 
2016. ●13

Births
Kelly Drelick, ’98, welcomed her first 
child, Joseph Anthony, May 17, 2017. He 
weighed 9 lbs. 2 oz. and was 21 inches 
long. The family resides in Erie.  ●14

Mallory (Neubert) Kercher, ’08, and 
her husband, Glenn Kercher, welcomed their 
third child, Landon George Kercher, May 10, 
2017. He joins big brother Owen (4½) and 
big sister Olivia (3).  ●15

Breanna (McConnell) Kyper, ’13, and 
her husband, William Kyper, welcomed their 
first son, Troy Kyper, March 7, 2016.  ●16

Alex McNeill, ’09, and Bill 
Brunken, ’96, welcomed their son, Glen 
Albert Brunken, April 15, 2017. He is named 
for his late grandfather, retired art professor 
Glen Brunken.  ●17

David Zook, ’95, and his wife, Emily 
Zook, welcomed daughter, Cecelia Rose 
Zook, Feb. 13, 2017. She weighed 8 lbs.  
2 oz. and was 19¾ inches long. The family 
resides in Indiana.  ●18

inducted based on her high school athletic 
accomplishments as a basketball and track 
athlete and her track and field coaching 
career that spanned 30 years. Dzuricsko is 
in her 15th year as the supervisor of athlet-
ics and activities in the Hermitage School 
District and Hickory High School. ●6
Midge Eidson, ’81, was named the 
alumna recipient of the 2017 Slippery Rock 
University “Woman of Distinction” award. 
Eidson graduated under her given name of 
Gail Gwin. She spent eight years on active 
duty as an Army Medical Service Corps officer 
before moving on to become an elementary 
school teacher, vice principal and elementary 
school principal at Greenwood Elementary in 
the Cherry Creek (Colorado) School District. 
She earned a master’s degree from the 
University of Wisconsin-LaCrosse in exercise 
physiology and cardiac rehabilitation; and a 
master’s degree in educational leadership 
from the University of Phoenix. Eidson is a 
highly decorated Army veteran, whose duty 
stations included: Fort Dix, New Jersey; 
Fort Sam Houston, Texas; The Pentagon, 
Washington, D.C.; Fort Belvoir, Virginia; Taegu, 
Korea; and Fitzsimons Army Medical Center, 
Aurora, Colorado. After retiring from educa-
tion, Eidson began a career in real estate with 
Keller Williams. She is a mother of four.

1990s
David Lorenzi, ‘93, is an associate 
professor in the Department of Kinesiology, 
Health and Sport Science at Indiana University 
of Pennsylvania, where he directs the Special 
Needs Activity Program. Lorenzi was recently 
appointed as the new executive director of 
the Phi Epsilon Kappa fraternity, which is the 
oldest honorary fraternity for physical educa-
tion and related professions. He has also been 
appointed as the editor for the Pennsylvania 
State Association for Health, Physical educa-
tion, Recreation and Dance Journal.
Ray Novotny, ’94 (master’s degree), 
was recently honored by the Ohio Biological 
Survey with its Naturalist Award at a 
ceremony in Columbus, Ohio. The walnut 
plaque, fashioned in the shape of the Buckeye 

State, reads: “In recognition of exemplary 
service and dedication as a naturalist whose 
contributions have significantly advanced our 
understanding and appreciation of Ohio’s nat-
ural history.” Novotny (left) is pictured with 
colleague Terry Keiser, professor emeritus of 
biology at Ohio Northern University.  ●7
Gary Phillips, ’95, was appointed presi-
dent of the Appalachian Basin GPA Midstream 
Association, a regional industry trade associa-
tion with ties to the national GPA Midstream 
and GPSA Midstream Suppliers Associations. 
A native of Scottdale, he currently leads 
business development and marketing in the 
northeast U.S. for Wood Group, a global 
energy services provider operating in more 
than 40 countries.  ●8

2000s
Erin Lawrence, ’09, ’10, teacher at Apex 
(North Carolina) Friendship School, received 
the 2017 Outstanding Educator Award (9-16) 
from the North Carolina Science, Mathematics 
and Technology Education Center. 
Amy (Retucci) Mitchell, ’09,  
co-authored the article, “Classifying Identity: 
Organizing an LGBT Library.” The article was 
published in the journal, Library Philosophy 
and Practice, and focuses around Mitchell’s 
work at a Pride center library, the problems 
of using existing classification schemes and 
the decision to create and use a unique 
classification system suited to the material 
and collection.

2010s
Christy (Ansell) Kotwica, ’12, was 
one of two local teachers from PA Virtual 
Charter School selected to present during 
an educational session at the BbWorld17 
Conference in New Orleans. Kotwica spoke 
on co-teaching elementary students in a 
virtual model. 
Samantha Hurley, ’15, graduated 
from SRU with a degree in education 60 
years after her grandmother, Joan Jacob 
Keogh, ’55, who earned the same 
degree from the former Slippery Rock State 
Teachers College.  ●9
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It took Eric Avila just five years to make a seemingly  
impossible journey from The Rock to the Super Bowl.  
He went from being a graduate assistant athletic trainer  
working with the Slippery Rock University field hockey,  
tennis and track and field teams to being in front of 71,000  
people as an employee for one of the National Football League’s 
most prestigious franchises. 

Today, Avila, who has two degrees from SRU – a bachelor’s 
degree in athletic training (2010) and a master’s degree in adapted 
physical activity (2017), is an assistant athletic trainer with the 
Atlanta Falcons. 

Avila’s path from being an SRU undergrad to working fulltime for 
a team that competes in the most popular league in America is one 
of many twists and turns.

After earning his bachelor’s degree from SRU, he returned to 
his childhood home in New York to work for a physical therapy 

Spreading  
his Wings

SRU Alumnus’  
Career Takes 

Flight with NFL’s  
Atlanta Falcons

clinic in midtown Manhattan. While home, Avila applied for a 
minority scholarship with the Detroit Lions, but, unfortunately, that led 
nowhere. However, when a friend put him in touch with his brother, 
who worked with the Falcons, that contact led to an interview. After 
a demanding interview process, Avila was offered an internship to 
work with the Falcons, but that’s not where the story ends. Around 
that same time, Avila said, another offer came that was just too 
good to pass up. 

Despite knowing how rare it was to be offered an internship in the 
NFL, Avila rejected the chance in favor of coming back to SRU. 

“At the same time, I was offered an internship with the Falcons,  
I was also offered a graduate assistant position at SRU,” said Avila. 
“My mother always stressed the importance of education to me so  
I decided to take the position at the University.”

Following his second stint at The Rock, Avila once again applied 
to the Falcons because thousands of young aspiring athletic trainers 
apply for internships with the NFL’s 32 teams each year, Avila knew 
he faced an uphill battle to beat the field for a second time.

“I thought my chances of working with the Falcons were done 
after I decided to go back to SRU, but luckily they remembered me 
and I was eventually re-offered an internship position with them and 
I jumped on it,” he said. “I left home in New York with whatever I 
could fit in my car and headed to Atlanta.”

Avila continued to buck the typical career trend of most young  
athletic trainers when he promptly secured a fulltime position before 
his internship ended.

“Following the NFL combine, the Falcons organization thought 
enough of me to offer me a fulltime position and the rest is history,” 
said Avila. “Our interns almost all go on to amazing jobs, but it’s a 
rarity for NFL teams to ask interns to stay on immediately following 
the completion of their internship.”

Fast-forward five years and Avila wrapped up another training 
camp with the Falcons and is in the midst of his sixth NFL season.  

Training camps in the NFL can be long and grueling days for  
not only the players, but also the entire organization. Trainers for 
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example are on site no fewer than 10 hours a day during camp as 
teams prepare for the upcoming season. 

“No two days are the same,” Avila said. “It’s not a 9-to-5 job, but 
that’s OK because that type of job isn’t for me anyway. We used 
to have to get in at 5 a.m., but (Falcons head coach) Dan Quinn is 
putting a bigger emphasis on sleep this year so now I get in around 
6:30 a.m. First thing I do when I get in is go to the cafeteria and 
grab a coffee because I’m not a morning person.”

Training camp gives way to the regular season where the results 
on the field actually matter and the long hours continue. Avila esti-
mates he spends 70 hours per week in the Falcons’ facility during 
the regular season. The six days leading up to a regular season 
game for an athletic trainer in the NFL involve a variety of responsi-
bilities as they are responsible for the complete health care of play-
ers with the primary goal each week of getting 
their athletes back to peak health and avail-
able on Sunday. 

Successfully handling injuries, which are as 
much a part of football as touchdowns, is para-
mount for teams hoping to contend for titles. So 
when the inevitable does happen and a player 
gets hurt, athletic trainers work alongside team 
physicians to evaluate the injury and decide on 
the best course of action that will get a player 
healthy and back on the field as quickly and safely as possible. 

Once game day finally arrives, Avila has his own ritual that he 
insists on completing not unlike a superstitious player. 

“I arrive around six hours before kickoff and personally check 
to make sure all the hot tubs, batteries and other equipment are in 
working order and ready to go,” Avila said. “We have people to 
do it, but I prefer to do it myself to make sure everything’s where it 
needs to be.”

When all of the long hours and hard work pays off, it’s a beautiful 
thing that unites an organization, fans and city as was the case in 
2016 when Atlanta went 11-5, claimed the NFC South Division title, 
earned a first-round bye, won the NFC championship for the second 
time in franchise history and advanced to Super Bowl LI where it lost 
in dramatic fashion to the New England Patriots in overtime, 34-28.

“There was a great high energy in the facility the whole sea-
son,” Avila said. “Things really turned up for us after the Carolina 
game in week four (a 48-33 Falcons win). Then later when 
Seattle lost in week 16 to Arizona, we clinched the division and 
knew we’d host playoff games and that was huge. Not being on 

the road eliminates a lot of distractions.
“Not much changed leading up to the Super Bowl. We treated 

each game like it was just another week. In fact, the scope of taking 
part in the Super Bowl didn’t even really hit me until I was lined up 
for the national anthem.”

Avila admits that all of the long days and nights can take its toll on 
his personal life and that he is still learning how to better manage his 
work-life balance while making a few concessions to follow his dream.

“I was in a relationship that went sideways because of time,” Avila 
said. “Now I’m upfront with anyone I’m talking to, this is my life, it’s 
what I love. I’ve learned to plan everything out and really take advan-
tage of what time off I do have. I work a ton of hours, but honestly I 
love what I do, so am I really working? A lot of people pay a lot of 
money to be in the stadium and the Falcons pay me to be there.”

A driving force in Avila’s decision to dedicate 
so many hours of his life to the athletic training 
profession is the relationships that he estab-
lishes with his patients.    

“I love seeing a player that you’ve been 
working with who you know has been going 
through a very tough rehab, get back on the 
field, do great and win,” Avila said. “Roddy 
White is a great friend to this day; he’ll be in 
my wedding. When he hurt his elbow in 2015 

I was the trainer that he worked with. He didn’t like anyone else 
working with him.”

While beyond happy in his current situation with the Falcons, 
Avila does have his eye on the future; he wants to be a head athletic 
trainer someday. He’s just not sure where and when, and he’s per-
fectly fine with that. 

“I definitely want to advance my career, but I’m just taking it a 
day at a time,” Avila said. “I want to be a head athletic trainer 
somewhere, whether it’s the NFL, a big Division I program or even 
Slippery Rock. Who knows? I’ll be wherever God sees fit.”

Avila’s advice to current SRU students who are one day hoping 
to become athletic trainers is simple: be kind, hone your craft and 
never think you’re too big for something or someone.

“Work hard and stay humble is what I tell the current Falcons 
interns,” Avila said. “My dad always told me stay humble and treat 
everyone with respect because you never know who a person is. It’s 
a combination of not only who you know, but also what you know 
that gets you far. Never burn a bridge and just work as hard as  
possible and do the best possible job you can.” 

“ I love seeing a player that you’ve 
been working with, who you know 
has been going through a very 
tough rehab, get back on the field, 
do great and win.”
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Rick Allen, ‘83
CEO, Warren General Hospital
DAY JOB: As CEO at Warren General Hospital,  
I support the dedicated team of medical profession-
als serving the residents of Warren County and the 
surrounding region. My work involves executing 
operational and financial strategies to achieve our 
vision of an independent, community- 
focused hospital delivering world class health-
care. While I enjoy the challenging work of 
leading a hospital, my real love is spending 
time with my wife, Janis, and sons Gregg, 
Gary, ’14, Derrick, ’15, and stepdaughter 
Elizabeth, who is enrolled in SRU’s Doctor 
of Physical Therapy program. I have proudly 
served on the board of the SRU Foundation 
and currently sit on the Rock Football 
National Championship Committee rais-
ing money for athletic scholarships. Our 
goal is clear, an SRU Football National 
Championship.

BACKGROUND: I arrived at SRU in fall 1979 
expecting four years of football and fun. What 
I experienced changed my life – outstanding 
academics, teamwork, lifelong friendships and a 
whole bunch of “Rock Pride.” SRU prepared me for 
graduate school and, to date, a 32-year career in 
hospital management. The Rock provided me with the 
foundation for success in my career and life.

WHY I GIVE: I give back to The Rock to support the  
continuation of positive, life-changing experiences. From 
academics to athletics, SRU offers students the opportunity to 
succeed and achieve all they believe possible. Go Rock.


