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2518 “The Real 
Deal”

UTSA mourns the loss 
of Tom C. Frost Jr., the 
great civic leader and 
businessman who was 
a tireless university 
champion.

20 Brain  
Trust

New clusters of 
research-intensive 
faculty strengthen 
UTSA’s stature at a 
national level.

25 Meet the 
Provost

New provost Kimberly 
Andrews Espy has the 
experience necessary 
to take UTSA’s vision 
forward.

26 Know  
the Score

Lisa Campos leads 
Roadrunner athletics 
toward a stronger 
program to enhance 
the overall student 
experience and com-
munity support.

29 The Goals? 
Goals!

New coaching and 
team faces and prom-
ising performances 
are propelling UTSA’s 
athletics programs 
forward.

M
A

R
K

 M
cC

LE
N

D
O

N
 /

 U
N

IV
ER

SI
TY

 C
O

M
M

U
N

IC
AT

IO
N

S 
A

N
D

 M
A

R
K

ET
IN

G



SOMBRILLA MAGAZINEFALL/WINTER 2018 1

ORIENTATION

SOMBRILLA
M A G A Z I N E
fall/winter 2018 | issue 79

Taylor Eighmy
President

Marjie French
Vice President  

for external relations

Joe Izbrand
associate Vice President  

for communications  
and marketing

EDITORIAL
Michael Elkins Edwards

editor & art director

Pamela Lutrell
managing editor

Michelle Mondo
senior editor

Shea Conner
associate editor

Courtney Campbell
Photo editor

Courtney Clevenger 
Milady Nazir 

Kara Soria  
Ingrid Wright

contributing writers

Dave Deering
Mark McClendon

Enrique Zarate
Video & PhotograPhy

PRODUCTION
Shashi Pinheiro

associate director  
of web serVices

Mitzi Shipley
creatiVe serVices 

manager

Maria Castro
John David Garza

Eric Ramirez 
Emanuel Rodriguez

creatiVe & web 
Production

Big Dreams for UTSA

One short year ago I began my presidency at UTSA. All the 

promise and potential I saw from afar in this university has 

only become more palpable as I’ve gotten to know our students, 

faculty, staff, alumni, and many loyal supporters. The Roadrunner 

Nation is a powerful force!

All the impactful and compelling 

stories in this issue of Sombrilla Mag-

azine speak to that force. In particular 

I note the passing of our dear friend 

Tom Frost. He was an immense advo-

cate for UTSA.

I really do have the best job. Every 

day I get to work with many colleagues 

to envision where UTSA is headed and 

how we can make an even bigger im-

pact on our city, state, nation, and the 

world. When I look ahead I see a UTSA with multiple campuses, 

more faculty, a larger graduate student population, and a research 

enterprise among the best in Texas.

Last fall we launched a strategic planning effort that sets some ag-

gressive goals to bring UTSA to new levels of excellence in 10 years. 

Based on input from our many internal and external stakeholders, 

we’ve set our sights on two primary destinations.

First, UTSA will be a model for student success. UTSA has seen 

dramatic increases in student retention and graduation rates over 

the past decade, and we’re continuing the positive trajectory by ac-

tively cultivating an environment focused on their success. 

Second, UTSA will be a great public research university. A new ini-

tiative launched this fall puts UTSA on the fast track to attaining the 

nation’s highest research classifications, further solidifying our role 

as a magnet for economic development in San Antonio. 

Realizing UTSA’s full potential as a university means opening our 

doors wider to serve more students. One of our major endeavors 

this year will be to create a campus master plan to ensure our infra-

structure keeps pace with our growth. The plan will shape not only 

the university’s physical presence but also our integration with the 

city of San Antonio. 

I regularly remind our students to dream big for themselves. As 

part of the Roadrunner Nation, join me in dreaming 

big for UTSA. 

f r o m  t h e  p r e s i d e n t ’ s  d e s k
by taylor eighmy
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{ 1 }
50 Years Young
UTSA will mark the 50th 
anniversary of its founding 
with a series of events that 
will kick off next summer. On 
June 5, 1969, the governor of 
Texas signed legislation at a 
ceremony in downtown San 
Antonio at the Alamo after 
the legislature approved and 
funded the new university.

{ 2 }
The Next 50 Years
President Eighmy announced 
this past summer the 
launch of a new campus 
Master Plan. A task force 
will “create a framework for 
the development of UTSA’s 
campuses over the next 
decade,” Eighmy says. “The 
plan will adopt a strategy for 
long-term growth at both 
the Main Campus and the 
Downtown Campus. The 
task force will ensure that the 
process to shape the plan is 
highly collaborative, involving 
UTSA and the San Antonio 
communities.”

{ 3 }
Enhanced Athletics
President Eighmy also 
launched an initiative 
in the summer that will 
enhance UTSA’s collegiate 
athletics experience, tapping 
university leadership to work 
with architectural firms, 
Eighmy says, “to design 
and determine the best 
location for a comprehensive 
multisport center that goes 
beyond providing much-
needed practice areas 
and locker rooms” for the 
university’s teams.  
[Read about new athletics 
director Lisa Campos and  
her vision on page 26.]

s t o r i e s  
t o  w a t c h

utsa is a hub of activity



UTSASOMBRILLAMAG.COM2

Welcome to
SOMBRILLA MAGAZINE

d e p a r t m e n t s  |  f a l l / w i n t e r  2 0 1 8

40
PLAZAS  
& PASEOS

4 A UTSA team of 
electrical engineers 
makes its way into 
Guinness World 
Records with the 
world’s smallest 
medical robot.

7 Anthropologist 
Luca Pozzi finds an 
unrecognized new 
genus of African bush 
baby.

8 Biologist Karl Klose 
shares research on 
infectious disease 
via his celebrated 
podcast interviewing 
experts.

9 Honors College 
students help make 
life a bit more 
interesting for 
elephants at the San 
Antonio Zoo.

11 UTSA experts are 
leading the effort 
to collect and share 
research about San 
Antonio’s famed 
missions.

12 A new project 
is helping set 
standards to protect 
South Central Texas’ 
drinking water supply. 
Plus: What is the 
aquifer and why do 
we need to protect it?

13 Chemists at 
UTSA develop a new 
system to easily and 
accurately test for 
patient infections in 
medical settings.
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30 The Rodriguezes’ 
alumni pride for UTSA 
runs in the family. 
Plus: Businessman A.J. 
Rodriguez [33] is also a 
celebrated artist. 

34 Hoping to be an 
astronaut as a child, 
alumna Lindsay Fuller 
now works with the 
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# u t s a  w a t c h 
m a k i n ’  w a v e s  e d i t i o n
showcasing roadrunner pride from social media

Sister Honors
@utsakdchi:  
Who said  
[Kappa Delta 
Chi] penguins 
can't spend  
a whole day  
in the sun!  
#utsagogreek  
#gorunners

Even the Sun Sets 
Orange and Blue 
@noahdmoya: 
Drift away. 
#vacation 
#cozumel #utsa 

Lake Dive
@bixler_live4- 
photography:  
Future football  
sensation  
@fuentes517  
just sending it  
with no fear!  
#utsafootball

About

SOMBRILLA
M A G A Z I N E

S
sombrilla (sPanish):  

umbrella
(sohm–BREE–yah)

Sombrilla Magazine is the 
official pub lication of The 
University of Texas at San Antonio. 
It is published three times a 
year and distributed without 
charge to students, faculty, staff, 
alumni, and friends of UTSA. The 
magazine strives to capture the 
intellectual, cultural, and social 
life of the university while tackling 
relevant global issues.

University Communications 
and Marketing produces 
Sombrilla Magazine and 
other publications that highlight 
the achievements and impact 
of Roadrunners throughout the 
world. The division is responsible 
for promoting the university’s 
mission of academic and 
research excellence.

CONTACT US

Are you interested in sending an 
update for Class Notes or sharing 
news with other Roadrunners? 
Send submissions to:
 

SOMBRILLA MAGAZINE
university communications 

and marketing
one utsa circle

san antonio, tX 78249-1644

Email sombrilla@utsa.edu

To request to be removed from 
our mailing list, to receive the 
magazine’s digital issues only, or 
to update your mailing address 
information, use the same 
contact details.

f i n g e r  o n  
t h e  p u l s e

connecting utsa to the 
world around us

What’s Out
Online games and quizzes 
that mine people’s  
personal data on social 
media and then sell it  
to agencies that target  
online users with  
misleading political ads.

What’s In
Games designed and created 
by the UTSA Center for Infra-
structure Assurance and  
Security to teach middle 
school students about  
cybersecurity. 

Project Cipher  
introduces students to  
the concept of cryptog-
raphy by showing players 
techniques for encoding or 
decoding secret messages. 
Pyramid of Knowledge lets  
educators build quizzes  
within its interface. The  
online tool supports auto-
mated scoring, randomized 
answer positioning, and 
multiple choice.

s o m b r i l l a 
l i v e !

view eXtras immediately

When you see the 
Sombrilla Live icon next 
to an article, use your 
smartphone’s camera 
to scan the code and 
view additional articles, 
video, etc. Adjust your phone 
settings to allow your camera 
to scan codes. All iOS and 
most Android phones have 
the camera capability, or you 
can use a third party app or 
even some photo-based apps 
like Snapchat to scan.

SOMBRILLA LIVE
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Ø Husband and wife research 
team Amar S. Bhalla and 
Ruyan Guo operate the UTSA 
laboratory where the world-
record nanorobot was created.
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Department of Electrical and 
Computer Engineering, the 
series of nanorobots (each 
so small that eight of them 
lined up would be about 
the width of a human hair) 
was created by Soutik Betal 
during his doctoral research 
in electrical engineering. The 
devices could one day lead 
to huge medical advance-

ments. “In a nutshell,” Guo 
explains, “we have developed 
nanocomposite particles that 
can be remotely controlled 
by an electromagnetic field. 
They function like extremely 
tiny robots that interact with 
biological cells.”

The nanocomposites are 
made of two types of multi-
functional oxide materials in 

a “core and shell” configura-
tion. The core is magnetic; it 
changes “shape” in response 
to magnetic fields. The 
shell is ferroelectric; it con-
verts pressure into electric 
potentials. The magne-
to-elasto-electric coupled 
effect in the nanocompos-
ites acts as arms and legs 
that move the nanopar-

a team of researchers is recognized  
by guinness world records for their creation  

of the smallest medical robot

by pamela lutrell

PLA
ZA

S & PA
SEO

S

It can’t be seen with a human eye. 

It doesn’t look anything like C-3PO 

or R2-D2 or even BB-8. Neverthe-

less, it is a robot (all 120 nanome-

ters of it), and its creators at UTSA 

are now record holders in Guin-

ness World Records for creating the 

Smallest Medical Robot. ¶ Under 

the guidance of professors Ruyan 

Guo and Amar S. Bhalla in the

ticle around to interact with 
targeted biological cells. The 
nanorobots can move cells to 
align with one another, push 
cells into different locations, 
and possibly be used to deliv-
er medication into a cell. 

The demonstration of the 
remotely controlled medical 
robot was performed in late 
2016 by Betal, who was con-
ducting doctoral dissertation 
research in Guo and Bhalla’s 
Multifunctional Electron-
ics Materials and Devices 
Research Laboratory. While 
the fabrication of core-shell 
structured materials have 
been developed through 
international research 
exchanges with collaborators 
in Brazil, the team discov-
ered—and Betal demonstrat-
ed—the nanocomposites 
produced permeable motion. 

The nanocomposite 
research also benefited from 
transdisciplinary collabora-
tion with UTSA faculty in 
the biomedical engineering 
department and the physics 
and astronomy department.

 Recognition for the work 
began when a study was 
published early this year in 
Nature’s Scientific Reports. 
The Guinness World Records 
designation followed. The 
greatest rewards, however, 
may yet be ahead for the tiny 
robots. 

“Their abilities leave room 
for much hope,” Guo says. 

“We believe cancerous 
cells may be specifically 
targeted for treatment 
eliminating the need 
for some chemother-
apy treatments, and 
Alzheimer’s disease 
patients could possibly 
receive special treatments 
by aligning cells that have 
ceased to live in the brain. 
There is still much work 
to be done, but we are very 
happy for this recognition 
and the potential that lies 
ahead.” S

CAMPUS ACTIVITY & ACCLAIM

research

nano materials

Nano
MEGA
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Ø The Paragalago 
cocos is one species 
among the new 
bush baby genus 
that Pozzi’s team 
identified.

evidence

□ The team took measurements  

of 12 craniodental features (skull  

and teeth) from more than 600 galago 

specimens, including cranial height, 

palate width, snout length, mastoid 

length, and cheek teeth width. They 

found that the Paragalago cranium 

is more ovoid in shape, narrowing 

posteriorly, so that the mastoid 

bones (at the base of the skull) 

protrude. Premaxillaries 

(bones at the tip of the 

upper jaw) were shorter. 

Premolar-to molar size 

varied from that in 

the Galago genus. 

Additionally, the 

new genus has a 

shorter snout as 

well as having 

other skull 

and tooth 

variations.
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by courtney clevenger

UTSA has again been 
recognized for excellence 
in academics and research. 
Times Higher Education 
released its annual Young 
Universitiy Rankings in 
June, placing UTSA among 
the top five universities 
under 50 years old in the 
United States and among 
the top 73 in the world. The 
2018 rankings include 250 
universities from 55 differ-
ent countries and measure 
excellence in teaching, 
research, citations, interna-
tional outlook, and industry 
income.

UTSA scored particular-
ly strong in the citations 
category, which measured 
research influence by exam-
ining the number of times 
a university’s published 
research had been cited by 
scholars around the world. 
To develop the measure-
ment, which accounted for 
30% of the overall score, 
Times Higher Education re-
viewed the citations of more 

than 12.4 million journal 
articles, article reviews, 
conference proceedings, 
and books and book chap-
ters published from 2012 
to 2016. 

UTSA also ranked high 
in research, which account-
ed for an additional 30% of 
the overall ranking. Over 
the past decade UTSA has 
expanded its research initia-
tives and created additional 
research opportunities 
for students by recruiting 
faculty members who are 
highly sought-after in their 
fields [see “Cluster Analysis” 
on page 20]. These research-
ers have joined UTSA 
from universities such as 
Harvard, Columbia, Geor-
gia Institute of Technology, 
Johns Hopkins University, 
and Cairo University in 
Egypt.

Other UTSA strengths 
include international 
outlook (reflecting ability 
to attract students, faculty 
members, and research col-
laborators from around the 
world) and industry income 

(which measured UTSA’s 
commercialization activity, 
including innovations, 
inventions, and industry 
consultancies).

“It is an honor for UTSA 
to once again be recognized 
by Times Higher Education 
as a world-class discovery 
and knowledge enterprise,” 
President Taylor Eighmy 
says. “This ranking affirms 
UTSA’s commitment to tak-
ing on the grand challenges 
of our time and bringing 
impactful solutions to the 
world.”

Only five other U.S. 
universities made the 2018 
Young University Rank-
ings. They are University 
of Alabama at Birmingham 
(10), UT Dallas (31), George 
Mason University (tie 51), 
Rush University (tie 51), 
and Florida International 
University (99).

This is the sixth time that 
UTSA has been included in 
the Young University Rank-
ings. The university also 
was included in 2012, 2013, 
2014, 2016, and 2017. S

utsa is recognized as one  
of the top young universities globally

accolades

university rankings

World
CLASS
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Trying to spot a tiny ball of 
fur high in the treetops 

of the thick jungles of Tanza-
nia and Kenya is another day 
on the job for evolutionary 
primatologist Luca Pozzi, an 
assistant professor in UTSA’s 
anthropology department. 
During one of his most 
research excursions, when he 
joined a team of researchers 
led by Judith Masters from 
the University of South 
Africa, that elusive ball of fur 
in question was the galago, 
also called a bush baby, a 
nocturnal, tree-dwelling 
primate of the genus Galago 
that’s native 
to Africa and 
closely relat-
ed to a type 
of lemur. But 
Pozzi and his 
colleagues 
would make 
an electrify-
ing discovery 
instead—a 
new genus 
of bush baby 
and multiple 
species. They 
named the 
new genus 
Paraga-

lago. The team’s work 
has identified species of 
Paragalago in Kenya, Malawi, 
Mozambique, South Africa, 
Tanzania, and Zanzibar.

For Pozzi, understanding 
biodiversity among primates 
is key to conservation efforts. 
In fact, one of the reasons 
that Pozzi, originally from 
Italy, chose to teach and con-
duct research at UTSA is the 
anthropology department’s 
strong conservation focus. 

Here, he breaks down for 
Sombrilla Magazine what 
makes Paragalago an entirely 
different bush baby genus.

a close-up look at one  
professor’s discovery  

of a new bush baby 

breaking it down

research

genusBUDDING

common Features oF all bush babies

□  Can weigh under three ounces and up to 
three pounds. 

□ Native to continental Africa’s western 
and central countries but have migrated 

to southeastern coastal nations as well.

□ Eat insects, gum from trees consistently 
through the year. If in an unstable environ-

ment, tree gum is a good stable food.

□ Feature large eyes (for night vision), long 
fingers and toes (for gripping limbs of the 

forest treetops they call home), large ears (for 
acute hearing to help track down insect meals in 
the dark), and long tails (to help them balance).

□ Vocalize with loud calls to communicate 
with each other and send warnings, par-

ticularly with family members. S








evidence

□ Because of their nocturnal 

life and an inability to 

distinguish colors, vision is a poor 

way for bush babies to distinguish 

their trusted relatives, so they 

rely on bioacoustics (specific 

calls) to help them interact, 

produce warning cries, etc. Pozzi 

and the researchers worked with 

sonograms of existing bush baby 

vocalizations from museums in the 

U.S. and Europe and of ones they 

recorded in their research, and they 

found variations in aspects such 

as frequency level, syllables, tones, 

and clicks.



evidence

□ Scientists first noted 

anomalies in samples of 

mitochondrial DNA among dwarf 

galagos studied in the early 2000s, 

suggesting, as Pozzi notes, “there 

was something going on.” The team 

worked with specimens of galago 

held in museums in Europe and 

the United States to extract DNA, 

finding that although Paragalago 

are similar in size to dwarf galago, 

the difference in DNA clearly 

showed their new bush babies 

aren’t just small but completely 

different animals from galago.





by michelle mondo

Fungal jungles, the 
bugs in your belly, ticks 
and sand flies, and 
fermentation? These 
might not seem related, 
but they are all topics 
for discussion during 
MicroTalk, a podcast from 
UTSA biology professor 
Karl Klose, who holds the 
Robert J. Kleberg Jr. and 
Helen C. Kleberg College 
of Sciences Professorship. 
Inspired by a seminar 
series at the South Texas 
Center for Emerging In-
fectious Diseases, where 
Klose is the director, the 
podcast started two years 
ago and brings together 
experts on diseases and 
other topics in microbiol-
ogy. With an endorsement 
from the American Society 
for Microbiology and witty 
pun-filled marketing from 
Klose (“a podcast too 
infectious to ignore,” is just 
one example) MicroTalk 
has become a popular 
destination for fellow 
researchers. 

What made you think 
about doing a podcast? 
The neurobiology group 
in our biology department 
had started a podcast 
to promote discussions 
with the guests they were 
bringing to campus as part 
of their seminar series. 

I realized what a great 
mechanism this is to com-
municate science and mi-
crobiology and to promote 
UTSA. We have our own 
weekly STCEID seminar 
series, which brings in ex-
perts in microbiology and 
infectious diseases from all 
over the country. A podcast 
based on discussions with 
these speakers would be a 
great way to promote the 
center, but I was slightly 
intimidated by the tech-
nology involved. Then we 
hired a technical support 
person in the biology 
department who was an 
expert in audio technology. 
She helped set up our pod-
cast and took care of the 
technical aspects, which 
freed me to develop the 
content and promote the 
podcast series. 

What do you like about 
doing the podcast format? 
The podcast allows for 
more in-depth information 
from recognized experts 
regarding a specific topic. 
The format is similar to 
listening to NPR 
when they interview 
an expert on their 
area of expertise. 
It’s a relaxed and 

informative discussion, 
and the guests are always 
happy to talk about what 
they have devoted their 
careers to studying. The 
podcasts are unscripted so 
they can meander to inter-
esting and unexpected top-
ics, which makes it more 
similar to a conversation.

Where do you find your 
guests? When we started 
the podcast we exclusively 
taped episodes with the 
guests who were on cam-
pus as part of our seminar 
series. However, this 
limited us to discussing 
only certain topics, and 
sometimes the topics 

became repetitive. We 
have since expanded 
to recording episodes 
with remote guests, 
which has dramatical-

ly expanded the types 
of topics we discuss. 
Because the time com-
mitment for a remote 
guest is no more than 
one hour in their own 

office, we can record a 
podcast with people who 
couldn’t readily travel to 
UTSA. I usually read about 
an interesting scientific 
topic and then contact the 
scientists involved in these 
studies to ask if they would 
like to participate in a pod-
cast. Generally, scientists 
are happy to discuss their 
areas of research interest.

For each episode you 
have a case study. 
How do you come up 
with those? I write the 
case studies. The idea 
behind case studies is to 
engage the listener with 
an entertaining scenario 
and let them practice their 
medical skills by paying 
attention to the symptom-
ology of infectious disease 
and the background 
history relevant to disease 
transmission. Case studies 
are one of the critical com-
ponents of medical school 
education, because this is 
what physicians encounter 
when they practice medi-
cine. Our case studies are 
meant to be able to be 
solved by most listeners 
and to be entertaining to 
all listeners. S
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1604 seconds with…

microbiologist karl klose
DISCOVERY  

AT UTSA

GUARDIANS OF THE 
ENERGY: To help safe-
guard the nation’s energy 
sector, UTSA and Idaho 
National Laboratory have 
signed an agreement to 
facilitate collaborative 
academic and research 
programs in cyber 
and critical infrastruc
ture protection. The 
agreement will include 
increased internship and 
postdoctoral oppor-
tunities, and joint appoint-
ments of cyber-focused 
researchers, allowing 
UTSA faculty and INL staff 
to conduct collaborative 
research programs, with 
projects and personnel 
located on both the UTSA 
and INL campuses.

NERVES OF STEEL: The 
UTSA Steel Bridge Team 
competed in the 2018 Na-
tional Student Steel Bridge 
Competition, winning the 
inaugural Frank J. Hatfield 
Ingenuity Award for unique 
bridge design. The team 
of 12 civil engineering 
students also placed fourth 
in construction speed.

LEAD THE WAY: The 
UTSA College of Business’s 
Center for Professional 
Excellence is launching a 
new series of executive 
education programs. They 
will range from three-hour 
workshops to 12-month 
certificate programs and 
include topics from cryp-
tocurrency and blockchain 
to leadership training. 
The Leadership Institute 
kicks off August 16 with 
coursework beginning the 
first week of September.

UTSASOMBRILLAMAG.COM8

the infectious disease specialist  
discusses his podcast talks  

with fellow experts

Viral
GOING

SOMBRILLA LIVE



PLAZAS & PASEOS

SOMBRILLA MAGAZINEFALL/WINTER 2018 9

CO
U

R
TN

EY
 C

A
M

PB
EL

L 
/ 

U
N

IV
ER

SI
TY

 C
O

M
M

U
N

IC
AT

IO
N

S 
A

N
D

 M
A

R
K

ET
IN

G

by kara soria

The San Antonio Zoo’s el-
ephants are getting their 

trunks on some cool new 
tools, thanks to innovative 
UTSA students. Out of more 
than a dozen enrichment 
devices proposed by fresh-
men in the Honors College’s 
2017 product launch course, 
zoo officials selected three 
designs to be developed. 
To approach the challenge, 
students researched how 
elephants behave, interact, 
learn, and stay active.

“Elephants are extremely 
intelligent,” says Gold Hood, 
the mechanical engineering 
professor who taught the 
product course, “so we had to 
design hidden compartments 
and secret buttons to aid in 
the enrichment process.”

The three devices installed 
for the zoo’s elephants are:
□ Babe: A concrete “tree” 
designed to shower the ele-
phants as they hit it with their 
trunks. Students designed 
the tree, which will also spray 
zoo visitors with water, to 
look similar to those found in 
the elephants’ natural habitat.
□ Foobil: A spinning mobile 
with modules that the 
elephants can hit to access 
hidden food. 

□ Tire Tower: Elephants will 
use their trunks to pull tires 
up and down. Designed like 
the classic children’s ring tow-
er, it will allow the elephants 
to access food hidden inside 
the tires.

Katherine Wofford, a 
student in the course, says, 
“It feels great to be able 
to design something that 
hopefully helps these animals 
learn and live great lives. 
I’m excited to see how the 
elephants interact with the 
devices we created.”

The devices were installed 
in the zoo’s elephant habitat 
in the spring, 
and students 
will now be 
able to study 
their impact 
and how the 
elephants 
interact with 
them. Stu-
dents will also 
collect data 
to measure 
how effective 
the exhibit 
additions 
are and how 
zoo visitors 
respond.

Honors 
College Dean 
Sean Kelly 

says the undergraduates who 
participated in the project en-
joyed seeing their blueprints 
come to life and helping with 
the construction and installa-
tion of the three 
devices. “We 
want to provide 
as many ‘class-
room to career’ 
learning 
opportunities 
as possible for 
our students, 
like this 
collaborative 
project with 
the San An-

tonio Zoo,” he says, “so that 
they learn the importance of 
showcasing their talents and 
how to solve challenges in 
our community.” S

classroom to career

fieldwork

honors college designs interactive  
tools for zoo elephants

Trunkloads
OF FUN

Ø Students and engineers 
work to install Babe, a “tree” 
with shower nozzles, in the 
elephant habitat. Scan  
this Sombrilla Live  
icon with your  
smartphone 
or visit  
Sombrilla  
Magazine  
online to 
watch a video 
of the work in progress.

“Elephants are 
extremely intelligent, 
so we had to design 

hidden compartments 
and secret buttons  

to aid in the 
enrichment process.

SOMBRILLA LIVE
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DISCOVERY  
AT UTSA

RISE AND SHINE: With a 
goal to assist under
represented students 
in attaining doctoral 
degrees in the biomedical 
and behavioral sciences, 
UTSA has received a 
five-year, $7.7 million grant 
to support the Research 
Initiative for Scientific 
Enhancement from the 
National Institutes of 
Health.

The RISE program is 
designed to ensure that 
talented and motivated 
minority or disadvantaged 
students are able to obtain 
the experience and skills 
they need to succeed 
in research-intensive 
careers. 

Students in RISE pursue 
their own original research 
and present their findings 
at scientific conferences 
while they are enrolled at 
UTSA. That experience in-
troduces them to a range 
of scientific disciplines 
and exposes them to 
networking opportunities 
with representatives of 
some of the nation’s top 
research universities.

“We are proud that the 
RISE program will continue 
to launch our undergrad-
uate and Ph.D. students 
into high-level careers 
that improve the nation’s 
health, education, safety, 
and economy,” says Gail 
Taylor, assistant program 
director.

“As medicine continues 
to rapidly evolve,” says 
U.S. Rep. Joaquin Castro, 
“I’m glad to see San 
Antonio emerging as a 
leader in educational 
opportunities to create the 
next generation of medical 
professionals.”



by jesus chavez

A transdisciplinary 
collective of faculty and 

staff experts has founded 
the UTSA San Antonio Mis-
sions Research Consortium. 
The group is dedicated to 
the study, protection, and 
enhancement of the historic 
early 18th-century Spanish 
colonial sites. The San 
Antonio Missions National 
Historic Park was inscribed 
in 2015 as a UNESCO 
World Heritage Site.

The university’s Center 
for Cultural Sustainabil-
ity, part of the College of 
Architecture, Construction 
and Planning, is leading the 
consortium in collaboration 
with other research centers, 
including the Center for Ar-
chaeological Research and 
the Institute for Economic 
Development.

“The future of the San 
Antonio missions is linked 
to the future of San Antonio 
and Texas,” says William 
Dupont, who is director 
of the Center for Cultural 
Sustainability and the San 
Antonio Conservation 
Society Endowed Professor 
in architecture. “UTSA 
faculty have been studying 
these missions and their 

communities for nearly 
as long as the university 
has existed. The university 
is home to a deep well of 
knowledge related to the 
missions that can strength-
en understanding of their 
past to better manage their 
future. Academic research 
has an important role to 
play in fostering appropriate 
and sustainable growth re-
spectful of our outstanding 
heritage.”

Collectively, UTSA faculty 
members have published 
more than 50 scholarly 
works and 20 research 
reports on the five Catholic 
missions. Additionally, sev-
eral active research studies 
are in progress in such 
diverse fields as archaeol-
ogy, architecture, public 
policy, tourism marketing, 
and art history. Consortium 
members collaborate with 
government agencies and 
nongovernmental orga-
nizations that manage or 
protect the missions and the 
adjacent communities in a 
variety of ways, such as con-
ducting research projects, 
leading preservation efforts, 
publishing educational 
materials, and serving as 
resources.

San Antonio and other 

organizations are creating 
city initiatives, new develop-
ment, and policy to prepare 
for the expected influx of 
tourism and associated in-
crease in revenue. And the 
UTSA-led consortium exists 
so that academic and schol-
arly research is a part of the 
ongoing dialogue about the 
missions’ future, according 
to John Murphy, dean of 
the College of Architecture, 
Construction and Planning 
and the Roland K. Blum-
berg Endowed Professor of 
Architecture. “UTSA has 
long had an interest as both 
an academic institution and 
as a neighbor in the growth 
and preservation of the San 
Antonio missions,” he says. 
“We all understand the 
importance of the missions, 
and we as scholars hope 
to aid in collaboration and 
research opportunities.”

Among the research un-
der way at UTSA, Sedef Do-
ganer, an associate professor 
of historic preservation and 
chair of the Department of 
Architecture, is conducting 
a market assessment of her-
itage tourism potential and 
economic impact within a 
one-mile radius of missions 
San José and San Juan. 
The assessment is being 
sponsored by the City of San 
Antonio and led by UTSA’s 
Institute for Economic 
Development. 

Additionally, Shelley 
Roff, an associate professor 
of architecture, is research-
ing, analyzing, and catalog-
ing the tools and materials 
used in the construction of 
Spanish colonial missions 
in Texas. In 2014 Dupont 
and a team of researchers 
provided a specialized 
curriculum about Spanish 
colonial ways for a demon-
stration farm at Mission 
San Juan. S

utsa leads the charge to centralize and share 
research about san antonio’s world-famous shrines

research

historic preservation
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“UTSA faculty have been 
studying these missions 

and their communities  
for nearly as long  
as the university  

has existed.

× Mission San José is one 
of the five Spanish colonial 
shrines that make up the  
San Antonio Missions 
National Historic Park.

DISCOVERY  
AT UTSA

HONOR THY 
TEACHERS: Two UTSA 
faculty members have 
been selected 
to receive 
the 2018 
Regents’ 
Outstanding 
Teaching 
Award from 
The University 
of Texas System. 
T. Jackie Cuevas, an 
assistant professor 
in the Department of 
English, and Jennifer 
Dilley ’08, a lecturer 
in the Department of 
History, will each receive 
an unrestricted check for 
$25,000. They are among 
27 educators from UT 
System’s 14 academic 
and health institutions 
receiving the prestigious 
annual honor.

A FAB FUTURE: The 
Urban Future Lab, an 
interdisciplinary think-
and-do-tank and research 
lab housed in UTSA’s 
College of Architecture, 
Construction and 
Planning, is undertaking 
a pilot program on San 
Antonio’s South Side. 
In collaboration with 
Southside First Economic 
Development Council, 
the lab’s leadership 
aims to establish solid 
underpinnings to 
distinguish between 
solvable problems, 
myth, and how the 
symbiosis between 
the two translates 
into actionable 
objectives to further 
economic revitalization 
and community 
development.

Mission
BELLES
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by christi Fish

In an effort to provide best 
practices for the long-term 
management of storm 
water in the Edwards 
Aquifer recharge zone 
across South Central Texas 
and to improve UTSA’s 
ability to remove pollutants 
from storm water runoff, 
the university is taking on 
a project to upgrade storm 
water management facili-
ties on its Main Campus. 

The university will use 
low impact development to 
treat runoff from 91/2 acres 
of its rooftops and parking 
lots, reducing the amount 
of pollutants entering 
waterways around the cam-
pus. These surfaces often 
contain contaminants such 
as oil, bacteria, fertilizers, 
gasoline, and sediment. 
Heavy rains compound the 
impact, washing con-
taminants into the water 
supply. A three-year, $1.06 
million grant through 
the City of San Antonio’s 
Edwards Aquifer Protection 
Program will help fund the 
project.

“When the Main Cam-
pus was constructed in the 

early 1970s it was designed 
to move storm water off 
site as quickly and efficient-
ly as possible using the best 
practices in the industry at 
the time,” says Brian Laub, 
assistant professor of en-
vironmental science, who 
is leading the project with 
Janis Bush, professor and 
chair of UTSA’s environ-
mental science and ecology 
department, and Mei Lani 
May, a senior environmen-
tal planner in the universi-
ty’s facilities office.

When the campus first 
opened, storm water was 
conveyed away from the 
property through a system 
of storm drains and open 
swales that lead to Leon 
Creek. Modern devel-
opment of the campus, 
however, necessitates a new 
approach. Drawing on the 
principles of low impact 
development, the university 
will use nature as a model 
to remove the pollutants 
from storm water at its 
source. Low-impact devel-
opment features scattered 
throughout the site will 
conserve natural areas, 
maintain the natural flow 
of water wherever possible, 

capture water to let it seep 
slowly into the ground, and 
filter out contaminants as 
it recharges the Edwards 
Aquifer.

The university will retro-
fit rooftops from the Phys-
ical Education, Student 
Union, and H-E-B Student 
Union buildings and a 
portion of the sidewalks, 
streets, and parking lots in 
the area with water quality 
treatment. If the facilities 
prove successful, the proj-
ect will serve as a model 
for designing other storm 
water projects throughout 
San Antonio and across the 
aquifer recharge zone.

The project will also 
provide UTSA’s science 
and engineering students 
with a classroom-to-career 
learning opportunity. 
Faculty and staff involved 
in the project will collabo-
rate to provide an outdoor 
classroom that will provide 
education and academic 
research on low-impact de-
velopment, benefitting Ed-
wards Aquifer water quality 
by increasing the number 
of students studying water 
quality issues specific to the 
aquifer. S

a utsa project will help establish best practices  
for protecting the waters of the edwards aquifer

research

water conservation
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Know the Source
The Edwards Aquifer is 
one of the most prolific 
artesian aquifers in 
the world. The aquifer, 
a geologic formation 
that will yield water in 
sufficient quantities to 
make the production 
of water feasible for 
beneficial use, is the 
source of drinking water 
for 2 million people in an 
eight-county region across 
South Central Texas and 
is the primary water 
supply for agriculture and 
industry.

Water enters the aquifer 
in two ways. It either 
falls as precipitation and 
percolates directly into 
the aquifer, or it enters 
as stream flow through 
the recharge zone, which 
occurs along the Balcones 
fault zone where the 
Edwards Plateau drops 
steeply and meets the 
Gulf Coastal Plain. Here, 
highly fractured limestone 
is exposed at the ground 
surface, which allows 
rain and stream flow to 
infiltrate directly into the 
aquifer.



N
A

M
E/

A
FF

IL
IA

TI
O

N

PLAZAS & PASEOS

SOMBRILLA MAGAZINEFALL/WINTER 2018 13

by joanna carver

A new testing method 
could show quickly and 

accurately whether a person 
has been infected with harmful 
bacteria or other pathogens, 
according to a study from 
UTSA researchers. Additionally, 
this method could show the 
exact severity of infection.

Seeing a need for an easier 
and more rapid method of 
testing for infection, Waldemar 
Gorski, chair of the UTSA’s 
chemistry department, re-
solved to test an electrochem-
ical approach. He sought out 
Stanton McHardy, a medicinal 
chemist, who is an associ-
ate professor of research in 
chemistry and director of the 
UTSA Center for Innovative 
Drug Discovery. Together, they 
created molecules that bind 
to leukocyte enzymes and 
produce an electrical current 
to signal the presence of an 
infection.

The most common method 
of testing for infection in medi-
cal facilities is a strip that turns 
a certain color when infected 
fluids come into contact with 
it. “The problem with this 
method is that it’s imprecise,” 
Gorski says. “The human eye 
is forced to judge the level of 
infection based on the hue and 
deepness of a color. It’s difficult 
to make an accurate call based 

on that.” Furthermore, roughly 
a third of samples cannot be 
tested because the fluids con-
tain blood or are too opaque.

Other methods of testing 
include microbiology or exam-
ining body fluid samples under 
a microscope and counting 
white blood cells, also known 
as leukocytes, which are an 
indicator of an infection. 
However, these can be slow 
processes and require highly 
trained personnel.

The UTSA team’s new mol-
ecules are housed on a testing 
strip. After being in contact 
with infected bodily fluids, the 
strip is connected to a com-
puter monitor that displays a 
clear range of electrochemical 
responses demonstrating the 
severity of an infection.

“The signs and symptoms 
[of illness] people demonstrate 
aren’t always reflective of 
the level of the infection they 
have,” McHardy says. “This 
method could very easily show 
just how serious an infection 
is and make diagnosis a much 
quicker process, possibly 
preventing a more serious 
illness.” Gorski believes the 
method could be especially 
useful to people who have just 
undergone surgery, since it 
could determine definitively 
whether they have an infection 
from the procedure before it 
worsens. S

experts create a more accurate test 
to detect patient infections

research

biomedicine

Bug
OFF!
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Slackers Welcome

There’s no surprise that 
students have returned 
to campus still wearing 
lightweight clothing and 
shorts. Yes, it might be a 
new fall semester at UTSA, 
but the heat isn’t behind 
us yet in South Texas. It’s a 
great time to catch people 
spending time outdoors, 
particularly those who 

are participating in any 
number of club and 
recreational sports.

One of the more 
intriguing activities is 
slacklining, which you can 
catch Andrew Lucas and 
other participants (who 
call themselves “slackers”) 
from the UTSA Slackers 
Association working at. 

Slacklining involves people 
working their way across 
a rope or ribbon-like 
expanse that’s generally 
stretched between two 
trees. 

Luckily, they work only a 
few feet off the ground, so 
if you’re squeamish about 
heights, this could still be 
a sport for you.

BIRD’S-EYE VIEW
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Happy Birds

President Eighmy 
welcomes Roadrunners 
with a “Bird’s up!” salute 
at the annual Howdy 
Rowdy Bash, one of 
the events rounding 
off Roadrunner Days, a 
nine-day celebration that 

welcomes ’Runners to a 
new academic year. This 
year the bash moved from 
its usual home on Main 
Campus to Six Flags Fiesta 
Texas. 

In an email message to 
students on their first day 

of class Eighmy shared 
a few words of wisdom 
to carry them into the 
semester: “Make the most 
of your time at UTSA. Your 
professors are rooting for 
you, and so am I. Be bold, 
think big, and dream on.”

BIRD’S-EYE VIEW
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BIRD’S-EYE VIEW

In the Studio

In her studio space on 
the fourth floor of the 
Arts Building graduate 
fine arts student Emily 
Verkamp ’17 looks over 
some of her photographs, 
which have a “decaying” 
composition created 
by a unique chemical 
process. Each semester 
the Department of Art and 
Art History provides studio 

space to graduate students 
pursuing a master’s in fine 
arts so that they can fully 
focus on developing their 
bodies of work without 
interruption or having to 
pack up their tools and 
artwork in progress 
at the end of each 
day. Scan the 
Sombrilla Live icon 
with your smart 

phone’s camera or visit 
Sombrilla Magazine online 
to check out our photo 
essay on Verkamp and 
other M.F.A. students as 
they work in their studios 
and talk about their 

projects in painting, 
photography, 
sculpture, 
woodworking, and 
other mediums.

SOMBRILLA LIVE
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He’s Top Dog

Not long after his 
move to San Antonio 
last fall, this little guy 
started making regular 
appearances on our 
Main Campus. He was 
always accompanied, 
of course, by his dad, 
President Taylor Eighmy. 
Yes, this is Finbarr the 
First Dog. (You might’ve 

heard about him in our 
interview with Dr. Eighmy 
in Sombrilla Magazine 
last year.) Ever since he 
started visiting UTSA, the 
dachshund has become 
an appreciated break 
from busy schedules 
for students and any 
employee who is out and 
about campus.

So if you see this 
fella on a stroll through 
Sombrilla Plaza, don’t 
hesitate to stop for a 
belly rub or a chin wag. 
(Belly rubs are for Finbarr, 
naturally. The chats are 
good for both Finbarr 
and Dr. Eighmy, who 
appreciates attention 
from ’Runners too.)

BIRD’S-EYE VIEW
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I N  M E M O R I A M

T O M  C .  F R O S T  J R .  |  1 9 2 7 – 2 0 1 8

UTSA lost a good friend with the passing on August 10 of Tom C. Frost 

Jr., a renowned business leader, philanthropist, and passionate ad-

vocate of the university. ¶ “Tom Frost made a lasting impact on San 

Antonio that will continue to be felt across our city for decades to come,” says

utsa mourns the loss of a great civic leader  

and powerful university champion

UTSASOMBRILLAMAG.COM18

“the real deal”
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President Taylor 
Eighmy. “I am 
grateful for his loyal 
support of UTSA, 
and for his sincere 
interest in seeing 
our university excel 
for the benefit of the 
city. His leadership, 
vision, and passion 
for his work were 
remarkable—he was 
an inspiration to me 
and so many others.”

Frost’s belief 
in education as a 
catalyst to success 
was evident through 
his years of support 
of UTSA. His many 
notable contributions 
to the university 
included chairing the 
Development Board 
and serving as a 
leadership committee 
member for the 
university’s first 
capital campaign, 
which concluded in 
2016 with more than 
$202 million raised 
to support scholarly 
efforts.

In 2013, Frost, 
along with Frost 
Bank, established a 
$1 million fund for 
the Frost Chair in 
Finance in the UTSA 
College of Business. 
The chair supports 
faculty excellence 
in research and 
teaching to develop 
the next generation 
of leaders in the 
financial industry.

In 2010, Frost 
and his wife, Pat, 
provided a $300,000 
gift to support 
UTSA’s Generating 
Educational 
Excellence in 
Mathematics and 
Science program, 
which recruits and 
prepares science 

and math majors to 
become educators. 
The gift brought 
Frost’s overall 
commitment to the 
program to more 
than $1 million.

Since 1998, Frost 
Bank has partnered 
with the UTSA 
College of Business 
to host the Frost 
Distinguished 
Lecture Series. 
During its 30-year 
history, the lecture 
series has featured 
prominent business 
and community 
leaders who share 
their knowledge 
and experience with 
students.

“Tom Frost 
was a visionary 
who believed 
passionately in San 
Antonio, and he 
challenged all of us 
to be the best we 
can be,” said UTSA 
Vice President for 
External Relations 
Marjie French. 
“He stood with 
UTSA from the 
very beginning and 
was instrumental 
in helping to set the 
course of success 
we are on today. He 
was so dedicated to 
others and to the 
power of education 
to improve lives. He 
was the real deal.”

In recognition 
of his unwavering 
commitment, 
Frost was named 
an honorary life 
member of the 
UTSA Alumni 
Association and was 
the first non-UTSA 
alumnus to receive 
the Distinguished 
Service Award from 
the association. S

I am grateful for 
his loyal support 

of UTSA, and  
for his sincere 

interest in seeing 
our university 
excel for the 

benefit of the city.
—PRESIDENT TAYLOR EIGHMY

Ù Tom Frost in 2006.

× Frost with Rowdy in 2012 at the 
launch of the university’s first capital 
campaign and at the State of the 
University speech in 2014.

Ø Frost receives the first Tom C. 
Frost Award at a UTSA president’s 
dinner in 2003 (top); the leadership 
award has since been bestowed 
annually to others. Meeting 
UTeachSA students in 2007 (center). 
And at the State of the University 
speech in 2014 (bottom).

 Frost participated in an oral 
history project in 1994 at the UTSA 
Institute of Texan 
Cultures, where he 
assisted in creating 
a living history for 
San Antonio. Read 
the transcript of 
his contribution by 
scanning this Sombrilla Live icon 
with your smartphone’s camera or by 
visiting Sombrilla Magazine online.

SOMBRILLA LIVE
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“We are trying  
to model human 
brain disorders  

in a dish.”
—jenny hsieh, director of the 
utsa brain health consortium



C OV E R  S TO RY

R E S E A R C H  F A C U L T Y
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a concerted effort to hire experts in specialized research areas  

is enhancing utsa’s ability to tackle society’s grand challenges

l s eCu t r
ANALYSIS

I
f she only had a brain—for research purposes, that is. But in lieu 
of experimenting on the body’s most complex organ, stem cell 
biologist Jenny Hsieh builds her own smaller and much less 
complex version in a petri dish. It’s called a cerebral organoid, and 
Hsieh has brought her cutting-edge laboratory to UTSA as one of 
the university’s newest brain health cluster hires. Hsieh joins the 
university as the Semmes Foundation Chair in Cell Biology after 
working with UT Southwestern Medical Center in Dallas, and she 

will lead the UTSA Brain Health Consortium. Her work is supported by 
a $2.7 million gift from the Robert J. Kleberg Jr. and Helen C. Kleberg 
Foundation and a $1 million gift from the Semmes Foundation.

“It’s really exciting,” Hsieh says about her research into epilepsy and the possibilities that 
await at UTSA. “We are trying to model human brain disorders in a dish. We’re collecting 
blood samples from patients who have our disease of interest; then we can use the blood 
sample and reprogram their cells to become what’s called a pluripotent stem cell, which is 
a stem cell that can become a brain cell or any cell in the body.” Hsieh is establishing a core 
facility at UTSA to do that type of reprogramming, and once the stem cell lines are made, 
they can be distributed to other researchers.

“Over the next 10 years we will develop these personalized screening models for genetic 
brain disorders to try and find or predict medicines that work better or medicines that 

are less toxic and that can help guide the 
medical community,” Hsieh says. “It’s like 
a diagnostic test.”

The growth of Hsieh’s lab over the next 
10 years is a good example of how UTSA 
leadership wants to grow the entire uni-
versity during that same time frame by ex-
panding research opportunities for faculty 
and students and becoming a research en-
terprise among the best.

“We are building a density of talent at 
UTSA that’s two-pronged,” says President 
Taylor Eighmy. “First, we already have tal-
ented faculty and we need to help them to 
further develop professionally, especially as 
we think about our present and future ar-
eas of strength. Second, strategically hiring 
faculty who are leaders in their fields is one 
of the best ways we can rapidly differenti-
ate ourselves as an institution and further 
build a nationally recognized research en-
terprise.”

“As a society, we are faced with many 
grand challenges such as how to live longer, 
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The cluster 
hires focus 

on research 
subjects that 

are well-though-
out. They are 

synergistic with 
our community. 

San Antonio 
wants them to 

happen.

Building 
Clusters
the focus of  
faculty hiring

UTSA has been channeling its  
hiring of research-intensive  
faculty in these areas:

  Analytics and data  
science (2018)

  Artificial intelligence  
(begins in late 2018)

  Brain health (2017)
  Cybersecurity, including  

cloud computing (2017
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healthier lives, prepare a workforce in the 
era of big data, and fuel economic develop-
ment while stewarding our natural resourc-
es,” says Kimberly Andrews Espy, provost 
and vice president for academic affairs. “Ad-
dressing these challenges requires a collab-
orative effort where experts with different 
disciplinary backgrounds and approaches 
come together and develop new ideas and 
innovative solutions.”

“Cluster hiring is about accelerating 
these transdisciplinary efforts by hiring fac-
ulty who by design connect with colleagues 
in other areas and methods in order to do 
cutting-edge research and to engage our 
students with the latest information in the 
classroom,” Espy adds. “It’s a way to jump-
start collaborations in more intentional 
ways, while still supporting the creativity 
and disciplinary methodology of individual 
faculty to enhance the quality of our institu-
tion and the success of our students.”

attracting the best
Hsieh is just one example of the caliber of 
faculty being wooed by UTSA’s continued 
and aggressive focus to join the ranks of the 
country’s most elite research universities. 
Specific faculty in targeted clusters have 
been added throughout the university since 
2016. These hires are in the university’s ar-
eas of research excellence: cybersecurity/
cloud computing, analytics and data sci-
ence, and brain health.

They join UTSA for a variety of reasons. 
Murtuza Jadliwala, hired in the spring as 
an assistant professor in computer sci-
ence, says, “What attracted me most to 
UTSA was the enthusiasm and push I saw 
on campus toward achieving top research 
status. I really liked the university’s model 
of targeting critical growth areas, such as 
cybersecurity, toward achieving this goal. 
Moreover, the presence of prominent re-
searchers at UTSA, such as Dr. Ravi Sand-
hu and Dr. Shouhuai Xu, who are already 
doing ground-breaking research in cyber-
security as well as state-of-the-art resourc-
es and research facilities (for example, ICS 
and CIAS) further attracted me. UTSA has 
a great mix of excellent faculty, students, 
and research infrastructure to become a 
research powerhouse in this nationally 
critical area of cybersecurity, which made 
my decision to join UTSA as a cybersecu-
rity faculty and researcher easy. Last, but 
not the least, my wife and I love the city of 
San Antonio and all that it has to offer, and 
we could not think of a better place to raise 

our 7-year old daughter.”
Yeonjoo Park, hired this fall as an assis-

tant professor in the Department of Man-
agement Science and Statistics says she was 
attracted to UTSA’s diverse, multicultural 
environment. She has enjoyed how pleas-
ant and kind the people are at UTSA.

Anthony Rios, an assistant professor in 
the Department of Information Systems 
and Cybersecurity, also hired this fall, says, 
“I decided to come to UTSA because it is 
one of the top universities under 50 years 
old that provides an environment for re-
search excellence. Likewise, given the 
growth rate of the university, it offers me an 
exciting opportunity to have a substantial 
impact on its future.”

striving toward a goal
The hires come as the university’s total 
research and development expenditures 
have reached $68.1 million during fiscal 
year 2017, an increase of 19.9% over the 
prior year. They also provide a foundation 
that aligns with Eighmy’s goals that will see 
UTSA entering a higher echelon. These 
goals include being recognized as an R1 
Carnegie classification—designated as a 
nationally competitive research university. 

The Carnegie Commission on Higher 
Education developed what has become the 
leading framework for classifying universi-
ties, based on research and policy analysis. 
The R1 classification is the highest level of 
research university and includes Brown, 
Cornell, Texas Tech, Texas A&M, and UT 
Austin.

UTSA also is well positioned to gain ac-
cess to the National University Research 
Fund, money designated by the Texas Leg-
islature to attract leading scholars to state 
universities. To help shepherd the universi-
ty through the process, Bernard Arulanan-
dam leads the newly launched Presidential 
Initiative on Research Excellence. Arula-
nandam is UTSA’s interim vice president 
for research, economic development, and 
knowledge enterprise as well as the Jane 
and Roland Blumberg Professor in Biosci-
ence.

“We now have a critical mass of re-
search-intensive faculty who work in areas 
that have societal benefits,” Arulanandam 
said. “We want to effect positive change in 
the community and beyond.”

an impressive team
UTSA has been laying the foundation for 
cluster hiring, Arulanandam adds, citing 

the building of partnerships and collabora-
tions with other universities along with the 
private and public sector, such as the San 
Antonio Life Sciences Institute. SALSI is a 
long-established research partnership be-
tween UTSA and The UT Health Science 
Center at San Antonio. It shows how both 
universities have been collaborating and 
growing their brain research capabilities 
with each other in mind.

“Our core research mission is to inte-
grate research and clinical care to advance 
discoveries that impact human health and 
address the welfare of our entire commu-
nity,” says Andrea Giuffrida, vice presi-
dent for research at UT Health San An-
tonio. “Our collaborative initiatives with 
UTSA, through SALSI funding, spur the 
development of new strategic directions 
in biomedicine and  the expansion of our 
research infrastructure to achieve our mu-
tual goal of positioning Texas as a national 
research leader.”

This year the two SALSI projects to each 
receive the $100,000 award bring teams 
together to tackle substance abuse and 
prevention through novel solutions. UTSA 
biology professor Matt Wanat, along with 
UT Health San Antonio professor James 
Lechleiter, will look at how certain brain 
cells that regulate the transmission of elec-
trical impulses could be targeted to help re-
duce a person’s cocaine use. 

For the second project, UTSA’s Hsieh is 
working with Daniel Lodge, associate pro-
fessor of pharmacology at UT Health, to use 
organoids to model addiction-related brain 
dysfunction. Organoids possess certain fea-
tures of a human brain in the first trimester 
of fetal development, allowing researchers 
to explore how neurons grow and function. 
The combination of Hsieh’s expertise in 
stem cell biology and the developing brain 
and Lodge’s research on drug-addiction 
pathways offers a unique opportunity to 
address the impact of opioids and FDA-ap-
proved treatments on pregnant women. 
“Our partnership is synergistic,” Hsieh 
says, “and utilizes our unique expertise in 
these different areas to address the effects 
of drugs, especially during the development 
of the brain.” 

UTSA has long pursued excellence in the 
study of the brain through its existing Neu-
rosciences Institute, which has more than 
two dozen active primary investigators with 
research teams focused on understanding 
the basic development and functions of the 
brain.

We are building 
a density of 

talent at UTSA.… 
Strategically 

hiring faculty 
who are leaders 

in their fields 
is one of the 
best ways we 

can rapidly 
differentiate 

ourselves as an 
institution.



to happen. And it adds to our own mo-
mentum. It’s a great strategy that will make 
UTSA a stronger player nationally.” 

Prevost says the cluster hiring will also 
help students who want to go from under-
graduate to graduate programs and expand 
the areas in which students will have re-
search opportunities. “Any area that is ad-
vancing—that we see new things that are 
coming out—it’s going to be really hard 
for faculty to bring that into the classroom 
unless they are involved with it on the re-
search side. The benefits students receive 
are direct exposure and teamwork with the 
people doing the research. My undergrads 
get to team up with graduates. The grad-
uate students get to guide the undergrads 
on their path. The graduate students get a 
chance to be leaders—see what it means to 
manage people. And undergrads get expo-
sure in areas—as juniors and sometimes 
sophomores—that they would have had to 
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Cluster hiring 
[creates] a 

fertile training 
ground for 
students.…  

I would love to 
see our students 

become the 
next Bill Gates 

in whatever 
field they have 

chosen to study.

New assistant professor of biology Lind-
sey Macpherson will continue that trend as 
one of several who joined the brain health 
cluster in the 2017–2018 academic year. 
Macpherson specializes in sensory neuro-
science, especially chemosensation, which 
is a person’s ability to detect chemicals in 
the environment. She and her students are 
researching the sense of taste and the mole-
cules, cells and circuits involved in commu-
nication between the tongue, stomach, and 
brain.

“So many basic questions remain about 
how we detect and process sensory in-
formation,” Macpherson says. “Years of 
evolution have produced highly sensitive 
and sophisticated systems to inform us if 
a potential food is nutritious or toxic. My 
job as a researcher is to determine how that 
works. My approach is similar to that of a 
mechanic-in-training: get a flashlight, ob-
serve what’s going on, tinker with it, remove 
or modify a piece and see what happens to 
the machine, and eventually use what I’ve 
learned to predict the function and connec-
tions between each piece.”

training professionals
Other relationships, such as the those de-
veloped with Rackspace and the 80/20 
Foundation have funded UTSA endowed 
professorships in cloud computing. UTSA’s 
multidisciplinary focus in cloud and cyber-
security helped faculty from the College of 
Engineering, the College of Education and 
Human Development, and the College of 
Business secure a five-year, $5 million grant 
from the National Science Foundation.

Led by Ravi Sandhu, the Lutcher Brown 
Endowed Professor of computer science 
and founding executive director of the 
UTSA Institute for Cyber Security, the proj-
ect creates the Center for Security and Pri-
vacy Enhanced Cloud Computing, which 
acts as a pipeline to create well-trained pro-
fessionals in the industry and strengthen 
San Antonio as a cybersecurity hub. 

Jeff Prevost, engineering professor and 
assistant director of the Open Cloud Insti-
tute, works on the projects and says UTSA 
students benefit from the hands-on re-
search focus that comes with stronger fac-
ulty as does the entire city. 

“In order to have research credibility we 
need to accelerate our research claim at a 
national level,” Prevost says. “The cluster 
hires focus on research subjects that are 
well-thought-out. They are synergistic with 
our community; San Antonio wants them 

wait for. The feedback I get is that they all 
love it.”

moving it all forward
Attracting faculty from top research univer-
sities to come work at UTSA, will in turn 
help attract and retain star students. More 
than 70% of the hires for the analytics and 
data science cluster come from the highest 
tier of research universities like Harvard, 
Purdue, and University of Oregon.

“Given the complementary nature of cy-
bersecurity and data analytics, we’ve built 
upon UTSA’s number-one ranking in cy-
bersecurity to recruit elite faculty members 
in analytics,” says William Gerard Sanders, 
dean and Bodenstedt Chair in the College of 
Business. “Our deep base of data analytics 
faculty includes researchers who have won 
national analytics competitions and led data 
analytics programs. We’re positioning the 
college to be an internationally prominent 
player in the business of big data.”

The cluster will look at the significant so-
cietal questions raised by the trove of data 
collected in this modern age. Transdisci-
plinary approaches to data science will ex-
amine areas like privacy, ethics, policy, and 
global security. These important and timely 
questions tie into UTSA’s established areas 
of research excellence and the new highly 
interdisciplinary master’s degree program 
in data analytics.

“Cluster hiring is one of our means to 
build national prominence but it’s also a 
fertile training ground for students,” Aru-
lanandam says. “By doing this we enhance 
and build true partnerships with the federal 
and private sectors. The embedded faculty 
become very entrepreneurial and that ex-
tends to our students. I would love to see 
our students become the next Bill Gates in 
whatever field they have chosen to study.”

In discussing future cluster hiring, 
Espy says, “The next cluster round we’re 
searching for beginning this fall is in arti-
ficial intelligence. This topic may sound 
“super-sciency,” however, here at UTSA, 
cyber methods like AI define our overall ac-
ademic approach. Therefore, for our cluster 
hiring in artificial intelligence, we’re talking 
not only about the algorithms a computer 
scientist or mathematician might use or 
derive but also their application across a 
variety of contexts. In this way we connect 
basic, applied, and translational efforts. Un-
der my tenure we will use a broad vetting 
process to select the different cluster topic 
each year.” S
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Students come 
first. Everything 

we do should 
be about 

supporting our 
students and 

their success. 
We’re fortunate 

to have so 
many talented 

students whose 
world is being 

transformed 
by their UTSA 

experience.

UTSA welcomes a new provost and vice 
president for academic affairs, Kimberly 
Andrews Espy. She has returned to Texas 
after serving as senior vice president for 
research at the University of Arizona. She 
earned her bachelor’s degree in psychol-
ogy at Rice University and her master’s 
and doctoral degrees in psychology and 
clinical neuropsychology, respectively, at 
the University of Houston.

“Dr. Espy is an esteemed scholar and 
administrator with proven leadership 
at large, Carnegie R1 (research-inten-
sive) and Association of American 
Universities Institutions,” says President 
Taylor Eighmy. “She has an unparalleled 
commitment to students, to faculty, and 
the role that research universities play in 
solving society’s grand challenges.”

As UTSA’s chief academic officer, Espy 

oversees nine colleges, the Graduate 
School, and libraries, in addition to other 
offices that support students, faculty, and 
institutional success. UTSA is proud to 
have her as our academic architect.

What attracted you to the provost’s role 
at UTSA? I’m one who enjoys bringing di-
verse colleagues together to build and do. 
This university is on the move—with new 
leadership and ambitious goals by the UT 
System and our state. The San Antonio 
community is hungry for this university to 
continue to grow and thrive. What could 
be more fun than being a part of that.

What are your initial priorities? Students 
come first. Everything we do should be 
about supporting our students and their 
success. We’re so fortunate to have so 

many talented students whose whole 
world is being transformed by their 
UTSA experience in and out of the 
classroom—and that’s cool! That’s my 
priority—to make UTSA fundamental to 
their development as happy, productive 
citizens. 

What has surprised you the most 
about UTSA? This is not a surprise, but 
what’s striking is how friendly everyone 
is—in a really genuine way. Everyone is 
so open and welcoming. That’s special 
and not true everywhere.

What is your best piece of advice for 
students? Work hard and make sure to 
take advantage of all the out-of-class-
room experiences. Meet new people who 
aren’t like yourself, and get involved in 
something you never thought you would 
like. So go to a football game, even if 
your inclination is to spend all your time 
in the art studio or in the lab. You may 
discover interests and talents you didn’t 
know you had, and you may learn some-
thing about how the world works. College 
is the time to embrace life.

Help us to get to know you better. 
What are you reading right now? Thank 
You for Being Late: An Optimist’s Guide 
to Thriving in the Age of Accelerations, 
by Thomas Friedman. I love this book. 
It talks about how rapidly the world is 
changing in ways people don’t realize 
and what it means for the economy 
of human capital we shape as public 
research universities.

What’s your favorite thing to do away 
from UTSA? I like to hike. I love walking 
in the woods and in the neighborhoods 
around the Main Campus. This area has 
such a unique beauty.

What do you like most about San 
Antonio? The same thing I like about 
UTSA: the friendliness of everyone. San 
Antonians have that sense of integrity 
and independence Texas is known for, 
but also a culturally open and embrac-
ing attitude, which I think is such a 
totally cool combination.

How are you most like our mascot, the 
Roadrunner? It would be fair to say I 
move quickly—but deliberately. I have 
places to be!  S

meet provost kimberly andrews espy,  
the new leader of a faculty hiring vision

Academics Architect

b y  p a m e l a  l u t r e l l
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leadership, and administration at The University of 
Texas at El Paso. Campos is a first-generation college 
graduate and says she saw herself in many of the young 
faces she encountered as she toured the campus at 
UTSA, a proud Hispanic-majority institution that also 
enrolls about 14,000 first-generation students. “That 
vision really aligns with who I am,” says Campos, who 
served as the VP for intercollegiate athletics at Northern 
Arizona University from 2012 to 2017 and as senior as-
sociate athletics director at UTEP from 2006 to 2012. 

While UTSA was a perfect fit for her personality, 
Campos says she quickly made it clear she was an 
outstanding fit for the university. She hit the ground 
running the weekend her hiring was announced in 
November 2017, meeting with influential San Antonio 
business leaders and attending the UTSA-Marshall 
football game. She chatted with blue-and-orange–clad 
supporters at the Alamodome, posed for every pho-
to request with tailgaters, and went out of her way to 
high-five El Gran Beak (the die-hard ’Runner fan who 

College athletics directors often throw around the same talking points 

when explaining why they accepted a new job: “growth” or “opportunity” 

or “potential.” While Lisa Campos has already used such terms as UTSA’s 

new athletics director and vice president for intercollegiate athletics, her journey to 

San Antonio was motivated by something much more personal than a few buzz-

words. ¶ Raised in Las Animas, Colorado, Campos earned her bachelor’s degree at 

Colorado State University before pursuing a  doctorate in education, educational

san antonio embraces the roadrunners as its hometown team,  

but new athletics director lisa campos knows she can  

overcome hurdles to make the bond even stronger

B Y  S H E A  C O N N E R
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× Athletics Director Lisa Campos, 
photographed at the Park West 
Athletics Campus, says UTSA’s 

vision aligns with her  
own experiences.



“Athletics can 
be such a 

great partner 
for the rest of 
the institution 

because it 
provides so many 
of the memorable 
out-of-classroom 
experiences that 

people think of 
when they reflect 

on their time  
in college.

dresses in colorful luchador Mexican wres-
tling garb) before the opening coin toss.

Campos says that uniting the commu-
nity through UTSA athletics—particularly 
through better student engagement—will 
be a primary focus for her department 
going forward. While she has been im-
pressed with the passion of UTSA fans and 
the presence of the Roadrunner brand on 
campus, Campos envisions frequent, last-
ing interactions between student-athletes 
and San Antonio families as well as more 
students in the stands at athletics events. 
“I imagine this athletics department be-
ing the fabric of the undergraduate expe-
rience,” she says. “Athletics can be such a 
great partner for the rest of the institution 
because it provides so many of the mem-
orable out-of-classroom experiences that 
people think of when they reflect on their 
time in college.”

a win-win
Realistically, the most significant impact 
will come from an emergent football pro-
gram hoping to build off two consecutive 
six-win seasons. “Close your eyes and 
imagine a sold-out Alamodome six games 
a year,” she says. “Imagine what that would 
do for the economy, the university, and the 
local businesses. Imagine the trickle-down 
effect to UTSA’s other sports. It’s a win 
for everybody when we support this 
hometown football program.”

UTSA football’s stock continues to 
tick upward. The Roadrunners notched 
their first ever victory against a Power 
Five team (Baylor) last season and ranked 
second in Conference USA in average 
home game attendance despite the can-
cellation of the highly anticipated home 
opener against Houston. Most nota-
bly, UTSA’s Marcus Davenport ’17 was 
named Conference USA Defensive 
Player of the Year and was chosen by the 
New Orleans Saints in the first round of 
the 2018 NFL draft. Throughout the draft 
process— from the Senior Bowl and the 
NFL combine to UTSA’s Pro Day and 
the draft itself—Davenport and UTSA 
notched approximately 1 billion impres-
sions through television, radio, and print 
media. Between the national media cov-
erage and representatives from all 32 
NFL teams stepping foot on campus, 
UTSA football’s visibility and reputation 
are greater than ever before.

“What he did for this university was 
unbelievable,” Campos says of Daven-

port. “That is branding and publicity that 
you can’t pay for, and it came through one 
individual who played football. When you 
hear Dr. Eighmy talk about athletics as 
the front porch of the university, that was 
proved through the exposure that Marcus 
gave UTSA at the NFL draft.”

the next level
While Campos will do everything in her 
power to help the football program reach 
unheralded benchmarks, such as a bowl 
game victory and a Conference USA 
championship, she also recognizes that 
too few eyeballs in the area are fixed on 
UTSA’s additional sports. Campos over-
sees 17 athletics programs in her new post, 
including a women’s golf team that recent-
ly won UTSA’s first conference title in her 
tenure and a men’s basketball program 
poised for a breakthrough season under 
the direction of 2018 Conference USA 
Coach of the Year Steve Henson. Campos 
acted quickly to give Henson a raise and a 
contract extension through 2024 after the 
team’s first 20-win season since 2011 (and 
only the second since 1992). 

Although the commitment to Henson 
was crucial, she acknowledges that facil-
ities upgrades could take the men’s bas-
ketball team and many other programs to 
the next level. “From a fan’s experience, a 
coach’s experience, a recruit’s experience, 
and a student-athlete’s experience, we 
need some major upgrades in a lot of 

these facilities,” she says. The base-
ball and softball fields earn their fair 
share of gripes, but much of the ire 
she’s heard has been directed at the 

Convocation Center. Campos has al-
ready fielded a number of complaints 
about the outdated arena—from the diffi-
culties of scheduling staggered practices 
for men’s basketball, women’s basketball, 

and volleyball to the frustration that UTSA 
can’t host doubleheader basketball events 
because the venue has only one home and 
one visiting team locker room that both 
genders can’t occupy in the same time 
frame.

Funding and constructing a mod-
ern-day basketball arena is “definitely top 
of mind for a lot of individuals” involved 
with UTSA athletics, Campos says. 
“There have been a lot of different con-
versations about partnerships—wheth-
er it’s with the city, the school districts, 
or private partnerships—to build a new 
facility. We are definitely keeping all op-
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Ù Marcus Davenport as he arrives for the  
2018 NFL draft in Arlington in April. The ’Runner 
was picked up during the first round by the New 
Orleans Saints.

Ù President Eighmy introduces Campos at the 
press conference announcing her selection as 
athletics director.
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tions open and exploring every opportu-
nity.” She adds that fan support and ticket 
sales during upcoming seasons will play 
a critical role in investment for a new 
arena. Many expect the men’s basketball 
team to compete for a conference crown 
in 2019, and with a home schedule that 
includes Oklahoma, potential donors 
will be more likely to fund a new facility 
when crowds consistently meet or nearly 
reach capacity.

Campos also seeks improvements be-
yond game day venues. She notes that var-
ious training facilities could use some love 
and that it was “very important” to her that 
the athletics administrators move from the 
University Heights offices to Main Cam-
pus. Now that the athletics department 
has been restructured to include new ex-
ecutive senior associate athletics directors 
for external relations (Katie Douglass) and 
finance and strategic initiatives (Mike Ba-
zemore), the department’s biggest priori-
ties in the months ahead will be crafting 
a comprehensive strategic plan to identify 
needs in UTSA’s athletics facilities and 
individuals who can help make those im-
provements possible.

new heights of success
It’s all about building, and Campos knows 
how to build a winner. Northern Arizona 
transformed into one of the Big Sky Con-
ference’s premier programs under her 
watch. She filled head coaching vacancies 
for men’s and women’s basketball with 
highly touted talent from big-time college 
basketball institutions. The university also 
earned its first NCAA national champi-
onship (in men’s cross country), 32 total 
conference championships, and two Big 
Sky Presidents’ Cups for overall compet-
itive and academic excellence during her 
tenure. There’s an overwhelming sense 
among donors and UTSA officials that if 
Campos could achieve that much in Flag-
staff, she’s capable of leading UTSA to 
never-before-seen heights in San Antonio. 
As she’s met with more and more proud 
Roadrunners, she says she was delighted 
by the strength of the connection between 
city and school. To fall back on one of those 
buzzwords, she sees enormous “potential” 
in that bond.

“It’s so obvious how passionate people 
are for not just athletics but UTSA as a 
whole,” Campos says. “They recognize 
that this institution can transform this city. 
And so do I.” S

The Year Ahead
new faces and promising performances  

propel utsa’s athletics programs forward
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by shea conner

W hile Athletics Direc-
tor Lisa Campos 

has big plans for the sports 
scene at UTSA, she has 
strong leadership already in 
place in key roles. Here are 
some highlights heading into 
a new year for athletics.
□ Men’s Basketball: Cam-
pos gave head coach Steve 
Henson a contract extension 
through 2024 after he led his 
team to just its second 20-
win season since 1992 and 
earned 2018 Conference USA 
Coach of the Year honors. 
The upcoming season could 
very well be a defining one for 
UTSA, which brings back sev-
eral starters, including 2018 
Conference USA Freshman 
of the Year Jhivan Jackson. 
The Roadrunners will host 
Oklahoma on November 12 
in one of the most anticipat-
ed games in the history of the 
Convocation Center.
□ Women’s Basketball: 
A 9–21 record wasn’t the 
outcome Kristen Holt hoped 
for in her first season as 
head coach at UTSA, but 
optimism emerged after 
the team won six of its final 
10 games, including the 
program’s first victory at the 
Conference USA Tournament 
since 2014. [Scan the Sombril-
la Live icon or visit Sombrilla 
Magazine online to read 
more about Holt’s inspiring 
approach.]
□ Football:  
Head coach 
Frank Wilson 
recruited 
what many 

college football analysts  
consider the most talented 
class in program history in 
2018, and the young Road-
runners will need to be at 
their best as they kick off the 
upcoming season with tough 
matchups against Arizona 
State, Baylor, and Kansas State. 
UTSA will also be breaking in 
new coaches on each side of 
the ball: offensive coordinator 
Al Borges, who previously 
guided Auburn and Michigan 
to incredible seasons, and 
defensive coordinator Jason 
Rollins, who was promoted 
from his post as UTSA’s line-
backers coach.
□ Women’s Golf: Under the 
guidance of first-year head 
coach Summer Batiste the 
team claimed the 2018 Con-
ference USA championship 
in April. Julie Houston and 
Ana Gonzalez led the way by 
finishing in first and second 
place, respectively, at the event. 
UTSA would go on to place 
12th at the NCAA Regionals 
in Austin in May, capping the 
team’s most successful season 
in its 13-year history.
□ Soccer: Campos made her 
first head coaching hire at 
UTSA when she put Derek  
Pittman in charge of the 
women’s team. Pittman 
comes to San Antonio from 
the University of Idaho, where 
he coached the Vandals to Big 
Sky Conference regular season 
championships in 2015 and 
2016. During his time in Idaho 
he mentored 47 Big Sky All-
Academic honorees, while his 
teams set program records for 
wins, goals, assists, shutouts, 
and game attendance. S

Steve Henson

Kristen Holt

Frank Wilson
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Ù The Rodriguezes (A.J., Alex,  
and Arthur) embody the “Now  
and Forever” Roadrunner creed.
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professionals and serves San 
Antonio in myriad ways.

Arthur Rodriguez admits 
that his college memories 
are a little hazy, now that 
nearly four decades have 
passed since he got his 
degree, but he’ll never forget 
making the drive from Kelly 
Air Force Base, where he 
worked full-time, to attend 

night school on Main 
Campus. The commute 
he made on so many of 
those evenings in the late 
1970s is nothing like the 
trek he makes to visit his 
granddaughter, Alexandra, 
at UTSA today. “It was like 
taking a ride through the 
country [back then],” he says.

For Arthur, his time at 

UTSA was all about “going 
to class and going home.” He 
was already married to his 
beloved Norma and was also 
the father to young son A.J. 
After serving in the military 
Arthur used his GI Bill ben-
efits to attend San Antonio 
College before going to Our 
Lady of the Lake University 
for a semester. He recalls 

Four generations of THE RODRIGUEZES embody  
the transformation of the university and help  

to empower their home city

by shea conner
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SWhen listening to the Rodriguez 

family talk about their time at 

UTSA, one canʼt help but feel as 

if they r̓e narrating the universi-

ty s̓ story as much as their own. 

Four generations of Rodriguez-

es have experienced the school s̓ 

transformation from a small high-

er-education newcomer to a multi-

campus institution that grooms

THE INFLUENCE OF ALUMNI & FRIENDS

feeling incredibly grateful 
when construction of the 
Main Campus was com-
pleted in 1975 and its doors 
opened to undergraduates. 
“UTSA was the only four-
year public university in the 
area,” Arthur says. “It was 
only four buildings, but we 
were so happy to have it!”

All those scenic drives, 
all those nights away from 
home, and all of Arthur’s 
hard work paid off when 
he earned his B.B.A. in 
1979. But he wasn’t the only 
nontraditional student in 
his family to earn a degree 
from UTSA that year; his 
father-in-law, Caesar B. Gar-
cia, achieved his dream of 
becoming a college graduate 
when he obtained a B.A. in 
Spanish at 59.

Caesar (better known as 
C.B.) was also a veteran who 
put military service before 
his own formal education. 
He enlisted in the Navy as 
the U.S. entered World War 
II in 1941, just two years after 
he graduated from San Anto-
nio Tech High School (now 
known as Fox Tech). While 
on active duty he served on 
the U.S.S. Wisconsin in the 
Pacific and also became an 
accomplished middleweight 
boxer, notching a 52–2 
record in the Navy and spar-
ring with eventual Boxing 
Hall of Famer Archie Moore. 
C.B. returned to San Antonio 
in the postwar years, work-
ing in radio electronics at 
Kelly AFB and staying active 
with the U.S. Naval Reserve 
until he retired in 1975.

Norma says that education 
was always very important to 
C.B., which is why her father 
served on the Edgewood 
School District board and 
took on additional jobs to 
put her and her two brothers 
through college. His family 
called him “the walking 
encyclopedia.” C.B. fluently 
spoke English, Spanish, 

now and forever…
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German, Portuguese, and 
Italian, and he had such a 
vast knowledge of history, 
Norma recalls, that people 
he knew would often call 
the Garcia house for help on 
their school assignments. 
“My daddy was always their 
go-to guy,” she says.

That’s why, despite his 
many accomplishments, 
acquiring a college degree 
remained on C.B.’s bucket 
list. “He didn’t care how old 
he was,” Norma says. “He 
was going to get it.” 

C.B. would go on to serve 
as an interpreter for local 
district courts during the 
1980s before dying in 1994. 
His passion for public ser-
vice rubbed off on Norma, 
who was the longest-tenured 
city clerk in San Antonio 
history, and his son, Caesar 
Garcia, who served as Bexar 
County’s chief probation of-
ficer for more than 20 years. 
That passion for civic duty 
also had a significant impact 
on grandson A.J.

A.J. grew up running 
around the city council 
offices, overhearing discus-
sions of the city’s social and 
political issues at the dinner 
table, and admiring his fa-
ther’s diploma from UTSA. 
He proudly recounts that all 
of those experiences shaped 
his future, but so did a 
good talk with his dad, who 
encouraged him to seek a 
degree in business at UTSA 
because of the career flexi-
bility and increased number 
of opportunities it would 
provide. “He gave me an 
analogy at the time that ‘you 
can go and get your Ph.D. in 
zoology, but there’s only one 
zoologist in each zoo,’” A.J. 
recalls as a big grin comes 
over Arthur’s face.

Looking back, they’re 
both happy that A.J. chose 
to pursue his bachelor of 
business administration. 
When A.J. enrolled in the 

mid-1990s, the campus 
was abuzz about the new 
Business Building. He 
remembers hanging out in 
the common area and rekin-
dling friendships with grade 

school classmates who went 
to different San Antonio 
high schools, but his proud-
est memories came after he 
acquired his B.B.A. in 1998 
and went for his M.B.A. 
at the newly constructed 
Downtown Campus. He 
took all-day courses on 
Saturdays, and because he 
and wife Estelle lived nearby, 
A.J. and his buddies would 
often pack the Rodriguez 
living room during those 
hour-long Saturday lunch 
breaks.

One of those classes 
stands out above the rest: 
John Merrifield’s interna-
tional economics course. 
It was widely known to be 
a difficult course, A.J. says, 
and Merrifield told the stu-
dents that very few earn an 
A grade. A.J. and his study 
partner, Nim Meishar, made 
it a personal challenge to 
get the highest grades in the 
class. As a handful of stu-
dents dropped the course, 
they studied tirelessly. He 
still recalls eagerly going to 
the instructor’s office with 
Nim to find out what grade 
they’d been given.

“We were the only two 
that got A’s,” A.J. recalls. 
“[Merrifield] told us, ‘There 
are high notes and there are 
low notes. Remember that 

for the rest of your life. But 
today, you get the two high 
notes.’ We worked really 
hard, and that made it all 
worthwhile.”

Since acquiring his 
M.B.A. in 2000, 
A.J. has become one 
of San Antonio’s 
most notable civic 
leaders. He served as 
president and CEO 
of the San Antonio 
Hispanic Chamber 
of Commerce from 
2004 to 2008, which 
more than doubled 
its membership base 
during his tenure. 

[Read about Rodriguez’s work 
as an artist in accompanying 
sidebar “Truest Colors.”] He 
then took on the role of dep-
uty city manager for the City 
of San Antonio from 2008 
to 2011, directly supervising 
the areas of international 
relations and economic 
development, among other 
departments. He took a 
position at the Zachry Group 
in December of 2011—where 
he’s now the vice president 
for external affairs—but he’s 
also serving on the SA2020 
Talent Pipeline Task Force 
and is the chairman of the 
board of directors of the Tex-
as Association of Business.

Through it all, A.J. has 
maintained close ties to 
UTSA. He’s a member of 
the Development Board and 
chair of the advisory council 
for the College of Public 
Policy. He says he enjoys 
giving back to the univer-
sity, not only because he’s 
thankful for his education 
and the opportunities that 
came with it but because 
he’s genuinely excited about 
UTSA’s “incredible growth” 
and evolution. “To see that 
as an alum makes you 
proud,” he says. “What’s 
happening with the athletic 
program and football, with 
all the new research, with 

UTSA was the only four-year 
public university in the area. It 
was only four buildings, but we 

were so happy to have it!“
’RUNNERS & SHAKERS

Ø A.J. Rodriguez with some of 
his artwork, a 
personal passion 
for the San An-
tonio civic leader 
and business-
man. Scan this 
code icon or visit 
Sombrilla Magazine online to 
see more of Rodriguez’s art.

SOMBRILLA LIVE
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new degree programs being 
created—it’s extraordinary.”

He’s now the proud 
father of a Roadrunner as 
well. His oldest, Alexandra 
(everyone calls her Alex), 
is a communication major. 
Although she toured several 
Texas colleges, Alex says she 
always leaned toward UTSA 
because her family spoke 
about the university with 
adoration. She says she’ll 
never forget the sense of 
honor she felt when she re-
ceived a class of 2019 T-shirt 
at her freshman orientation. 
“UTSA was so welcoming,” 
Alex says, “and that’s what 
San Antonio as a whole is all 
about.”

Alex is following in the 
family footsteps in more 
ways than one. While 
digital communication 
has been the emphasis of 
her coursework, she’s also 
pursuing a business minor. 
She hopes to eventually 
earn a master’s at UTSA 
just like her dad. Alex is 
even doing her part to help 
the city. In 2016 she re-
searched economic impact 
data and worked on social 
media engagement for the 
San Antonio Tricentennial. 
She also organized surveys 
and wrote scripts as an 
intern for the City of San 
Antonio’s government and 
public affairs department.

Studying at UTSA and 
empowering San Antonio: 
It’s a Rodriguez tradition. 
And if Norma has her way, 
it’s a tradition that will keep 
going for years. “I was really 
proud my father attended 
UTSA,” she says, “and even 
more proud that it became 
the school where my hus-
band, my son, and my grand-
daughter all attended.” She 
pauses momentarily before 
nodding at Alex’s younger 
brother, Arthur John. “We’re 
hoping to get another young 
man to go there.” S
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Before 2012 whenever A.J. 
Rodriguez created artwork 

it was mostly limited to napkin 
sketches and a few paintings in his 
family’s living room. Whether he 
was serving the City of San Antonio 
as deputy city manager or leading 
the San Antonio Hispanic Chamber 
of Commerce as its president 
and CEO, he had always put his 
professional aspirations before his 
personal passions. That started to 
change when he attended a creative 
leadership program. “When I took 
that class,” he recalls, “I finally asked 
myself, What else do I want to do?”

His time reflecting helped him 
discover he wanted to make his 
artwork a legitimate endeavor. He 
found encouragement from his 
wife and friends, like San Antonio 
artist Gilbert Duran, who offered 
to host Rodriguez’s first exhibition. 
Rodriguez now has studio space 
in the Lone Star Arts District and 
says creating in that community 
has provided him inspiration and 
valuable feedback from his peers. 
“San Antonio is unique in that the 
artists here are very supportive,” he 
says. “It was never about territory. I 
never heard anyone say, ‘A.J. should 
stay in his box in the corporate 
world.’”

Over the past seven years 
Rodriguez has developed his own 
unique style with impressionist and 
multidimensional qualities. His 

abstract paintings often incorporate 
bold colors, distinct black lines, and 
precise paint splashes that portray 
motion. He says he has tried to 
maintain “similar strokes and 
movement,” even as his technical 
acumen and the subjects have 
evolved from series to series. He 
has now created collections based 
on the River Walk, birds of South 
Texas, and the relationship between 
human form and emotion. “It 
forces me,” he says, “to learn about 
things—that I wouldn’t normally 
learn about—in a deep, meaningful 
way.”

One of his most recent artistic 
pursuits led him to Mexico City’s 
Plaza de Toros México, where 
he watched traditional Spanish 
bullfights in an effort to capture 
their beauty and brutality. These 
experiences were the inspiration for 
Colores e Imágenes; Arena y Sangre, a 
nine-painting series.

Rodriguez describes the series as 
his “most illustrative” work. In a pair 
of poignant paintings, for example, 
he first depicts the tranquility as the 
two opponents size each other up, 
followed by the intense moment as 
the bull digs into the dirt to charge 
the sword-wielding matador. 

Rodriguez says he takes pride 
in the evolution of his artwork and 
the raw emotion he was able to 
communicate. “When I did these,” 
he says, “I felt like I had surpassed 
my own expectations. And that’s 
always a good feeling.” S

profile
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Best known for his business acumen and civic leadership,  
A.J. RODRIGUEZ ’98, M.B.A. ’00 is also  

an accomplished abstract artist
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by joanna carver

Having perfected her 
astrophysics expertise as a 
doctoral student at UTSA, 
Lindsay Fuller ’17 is now ex-
ploring the great unknown.

Originally from Shreve-
port, Louisiana, Fuller had 
aspirations to become an 
astronaut when she was 
young. She was obsessed 
with the stars as a child 
and, growing up, wanted to 
turn that into a career. After 
learning, though, that most 
astronauts had backgrounds 
as military pilots before 
joining NASA, Fuller joined 
the U.S. Air Force right out 
of high school. She spent six 
years in the military doing 
intelligence work before 
deciding it was time to start 
chasing the mysteries of 
outer space.

“I met with members of 
the physics and astronomy 
department at UTSA,” Full-
er says of her research into 
where to attend university, 
“and it really felt right. Their 
research sounded really 
fascinating and exciting.”

She was convinced UTSA 
was the right place for her 
when she met Chris Pack-
ham, associate professor 
of physics and astronomy, 

whose research on black 
holes closely aligned with 
her interests. She enrolled 
in the Ph.D. program in 
2013, and Packham became 
her mentor.

Not long after beginning 
her studies, Fuller traveled 
to the Canary Islands in 
Spain to work with and 
learn from professional 
astronomers at the Gran 
Telescopio Canarias, a 
10.4-meter telescope at the 
top of one of the steepest 
islands in the world. “It 
was so intimidating,” she 
says, “but also so exciting 
to see this great, impressive 
telescope and speak to as-
tronomers who were living 
my dream.”

Packham was deputy 
principal investigator for 
the development of one of 
the first instruments for the 
telescope. This took Fuller 
to Spain to observe black 
holes in the central regions 
of active galaxies as part 
of her research about the 
structure and evolution of 
black holes.

The following year, Fuller 
took a big leap forward—
and upward—with her 
research when she boarded 
NASA’s Stratospheric 
Observatory for Infrared 

Astronomy, a Boeing 747 jet 
with a massive telescope in-
stalled inside. The aircraft is 
the largest airborne observa-
tory in the world and allows 
for views of space clear of 
some of the atmospheric 
obstructions of Earth. “It 
was incredible,” Fuller says. 
“I was surrounded by all of 
these professional astron-
omers operating this air-
borne telescope, and I was 
still only in the second year 
of my program at UTSA.”

The experience helped 
Fuller’s confidence and test-
ed her analytical skills. After 
she received her results, 
she spent more than 
a year analyzing them 
and writing her first 
scientific study. She 
focused on the duct sur-
rounding active black 
holes, which she found 
is more compact than 
previously thought. 
Fuller published her 
study in the summer 
of 2016, while she was 
still a Ph.D. candidate at 
UTSA. The following year, 
her study received national 
attention when NASA fea-
tured it on the front page of 
its website. NASA repeated 
the feature on Black Hole 
Friday in 2017.

“It was surreal,” Fuller 
says. “The paper was such 
a challenge and the fact that 
NASA wanted to feature it 
was one of those things I 
could only dream about 10 
years ago. But now it’s a re-
ality and it feels incredible.”

Fuller graduated with 
her Ph.D. from UTSA in 
December 2017. She worked 
on another study while 
doing postdoctoral work at 
UTSA, with plans to pursue 
a career in research.

While she no longer 
thinks becoming an astro-
naut is in the cards for her, 
she still draws inspiration 

from Sally Ride, the 
first American female 
astronaut. “I heard Sally 
Ride speak once,” Full-
er says. “I think of a real 
pioneer in the STEM 
field, and I think of her. 
She arrived at NASA 
and was one of maybe 
five women among 100 
men. Because of her, 
I’ve never felt like I had 
any barrier as a woman 

in physics.”
She adds, “I’d tell any 

woman who aspires to be 
in the STEM field not to let 
being a minority discourage 
her, because she’s just as 
good as anyone else.” S
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“It was incredible. I was 
surrounded by all of these 
professional astronomers 

operating this airborne 
telescope, and I was still 

only in the second year of 
my program at UTSA.

LINDSAY FULLER ’17 held stellar aspirations ever since she was a child, and now she’s an astrophysicist

Ù NASA’s SOFIA telescope, 
scanning from inside a Boeing 747 
jumbo jet.

× Fuller says she wanted to be an 
astronaut as a child, but she still 
got to work with the stars.

star
bright
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1979
Michael Bernard, B.A. in 
political science, has joined 
the business litigation practice 
group in the San Antonio office 
of Dykema Cox Smith. Bernard 
previously practiced in the San 
Antonio office of Bracewell 
LLP, and prior to that was San 
Antonio’s city attorney from 
2005 to 2013. During his time 
with the city, Bernard served 
as the chief legal adviser to the 
city council, city management, 
and all other departments. He 
also, during his 30-year career, 
worked as the first assistant 
in the district attorney’s office. 
Bernard’s practice will focus on 
commercial and labor litigation 
as well as public law.

1983
Hector Saldaña, 
B.A. in sociology, 
has been named 
curator of the 
newly created Tex-
as Music Collection 
in Texas State Univer-
sity’s Whitliff Collections. 
Saldaña spent more than 20 
years writing about a range 
of subjects while a reporter at 
the San Antonio Express-News. 
He is a leading expert on San 
Antonio’s conjunto, Tex-Mex, 
Chicano rock ’n’ soul, and 
West Side sound. He also is 
the founder and songwriter for 
The Krayolas, which have been 
featured in Texas Monthly, Poll-
star, Billboard, the Los Angeles 
Times, The Washington Post, 
The Village Voice, and  
on NPR’s “All Things Consid-

ered” and Sirius 
XM’s “Little Ste-

ven’s Underground 
Garage” and “Kick Out 

the Jams with Dave Marsh” radio 
programs and on MTV.

1995
Linda Y. Cardenas, B.B.A. in 
marketing, has been named head 
of viewer experience operations at 
Hulu’s new contact center in San 
Antonio.

1996
William Burmeister, B.S. in 
civil engineering, joins Vickrey & 
Associates as vice president in 

charge of hydrology and hydrau-
lics. He is a licensed professional 
engineer in Texas and Florida. He 
has more than 20 years of experi-
ence in water resources program 
and project management, land 
development, and municipal 
engineering design.

1998
Edward Ashley, B.S. in kinesi-
ology, has been named principal 
of Boerne’s Samuel V. Champion 
High School. He was the school’s 
academic dean since 2012.

Arthur “A.J.” Rodriguez, 
B.B.A. in management, M.B.A. in 

business ’00, has been elected 
board chair for the Texas Associa-
tion of Business, where he’s been 
on the board of directors since 
2015. He is the first Hispanic in-
dividual to serve as board chair in 
the organization’s 96-year history. 
Previously, he served as a mem-
ber of the board’s executive com-
mittee and has chaired its finance 
and investment committee. 
Rodriguez, who is also a member 
of UTSA’s development board 
and is the chair of the College of 
Public Policy’s advisory council, 
is the vice president for external 
affairs at Zachry Group, a San 

Antonio–based construction 
and engineering services 

firm. He also oversees 
the construction 
giant’s community 
involvement and 
philanthropic 
efforts. Rodriguez 

has previously served 
as San Antonio deputy 

city manager and as president 
of the San Antonio Hispanic 
Chamber of Commerce. 

2004
Tiffanie S. Clausewitz, M.P.A. 
in public administration, was 
named one of the recipients of 
the San Antonio Business Jour-
nal’s 2017 Outstanding Lawyers 
Awards. She is a partner at the 
Rosenblatt Law Firm.

2005
J. Ryan Parker, B.B.A. in 
finance, has been appointed 
the San Antonio CEO at BBVA 
Compass. He will lead commer-
cial banking and small business 
operations for BBVA Compass’ 
local global wealth team and will 
manage a local advisory board.

2007
The Borderlands Research Insti-
tute at Sul Ross State University 
has appointed Ryan Luna, M.S. 
in biology, to the newly created 
Kelly R. Thompson Professorship 
in Quail Research. Prior to receiv-

ing his master’s from UTSA and 
Ph.D. from Texas State, Luna 
worked as a game warden for 
the New Mexico Department of 
Game and Fish.

2010
Robert Anguiano, B.B.A. 
in real estate finance and 
development, has been named 
a vice president at Vickrey & 
Associates. Anguiano has more 
than 17 years’ experience in 
transportation, transit, airport, 
drainage, utilities, power deliv-
ery, and land development. His 
expertise includes mobile and 
aerial LiDAR and 3D mapping. 
He will oversee survey opera-
tions of the land surveying and 
geospatial division.

2011
Aaron Jarrett, B.S. in archi-
tecture, M.Arch. in architecture 
’16, is now an architectural 
designer with St. Louis–based 
PGAV Destinations, an interna-
tional attraction design firm. 

2013
Carl Myers, B.A. in communi-
cation, has made the move to 
Los Angeles after being hired to 
take charge of the Los Angeles 
Zoo and Botanical Garden 
social media channel. The zoo 
opened on November 28, 1966, 
and is home to more than 1,100 
mammals, birds, amphibians, 
and reptiles, representing more 
than 250 different species, 
of which 29 are endangered. 
The zoo’s botanical collection 
comprises several planted 
gardens and over 800 different 
plant species with over 7,400 
individual plants. 

2015
Alexandra Frey, B.B.A. in 
finance, has been named 
executive director of the 80/20 
Foundation. She was promoted 
from her role as operations 
manager, a position she held 
since August 2016. S

Leadership Honors
The San Antonio Business Journal’s Women’s Leader-
ship Awards have recognized three UTSA alumnae: 
Dana Bashara ’99, M.A. in education, is superin-
tendent for elementary education with the Alamo 
Heights Independent School District; Sylvia 

Cardona ’98, B.A. in political science, 
is a partner with Langley & Banack law 
firm; and Molly Cox ’09, M.A. in polit-
ical science, is CEO of SA2020,  
a nonprofit community organization.

Movin’ Up
David Garcia, B.B.A. in management ’93, has been 
named CEO of Geekdom. Garcia had worked as 
the chief operating officer of the organization since 

July 2016. In the late 1990s he was a branch 
manager at Gateway in San Antonio and 

worked as a senior manager for a local 
Apple Inc. retail location. 

Keep up with fellow Roadrunners as they make their mark on the world. 
If you’ve had some life change, be sure to let us know. Whether a strategic career 
move or promotion, being honored with an award, or even cementing your roots with 
a new marriage, a new baby, or even a new pet (alma mater gear for any kind of family 
newborn or new adoptee always gets a birds-up)—whatever the news—share!

C L A S S  N O T E S
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’RUNNERS & SHAKERS

by michelle mondo

Inside the Denman 
Room of the Student 

Union, a line of people 
stretched from one end 
to the other, all waiting 
to get a few moments 
with the woman of 
honor: Pat Graham. 

With Graham retiring 
after 43 years, the event 
celebrated her dedi-
cation to the university and its 
students. Current and former 
UTSA Ambassadors gathered 
with Graham’s family, friends, 
and colleagues to say farewell. 

UTSA neuroscience profes-
sor Nicole Wicha ’93, a former 
ambassador, reminisced about a 
trip to Atlanta and how she had 
talked Graham into letting her 
visit a friend. Unfortunately, she 
got stuck in traffic on the way 
back to meet the group and near-
ly missed the return flight. “This 
was before cell phones. I sprinted 
through the airport and when I 
boarded everyone on the plane 
cheered because Dr. Graham got 
them to hold the plane for me.”

Graham explained later, with 
a laugh, “That was when you 
could go up near the cockpit, and 
I went right up there and said, 
‘You have to wait; she’ll be here.’”

The Ambassadors program is 
one of Graham’s greatest legacies, 
starting in 1988 and continuing 
today with a group of 60 or more 

student 
leaders. The 
ambassadors 
act as hosts 
at campus 
events, uni-
versity-spon-
sored confer-
ences, and 
community 
and alumni 
functions. 

But that 
was just one facet of Graham’s 
work. At the time of her retire-
ment she was executive director 
of the Special Events Center and 
oversaw events such as Com-
mencement and Convocation. 
She has worked as the assis-
tant vice president for student 
services, associate vice president 
for student affairs, and assistant 
to the vice president for student 
affairs for planning and special 
programs. 

Graham began her career at 
the university in 1974—before 
Main Campus was built—sign-
ing on as the associate dean 
of students and director of the 
testing center. Even back then she 
paid no attention to the chorus 
of criticism that said the planned 
university was going to be too 
far away from San Antonio. “I 
expected it to grow but just not 
as quickly as it did. We hoped it 
would. As you bring in different 
faculty and degrees, it grows, and 
it’s changing all the time.”

Graham saw the need for the 
Ambassadors as students began 
seeking out opportunities to get 
involved. The first group didn’t 
live on campus (there were no 
options for that yet) but wanted 
a college experience filled with 
volunteering and ways to make 
a difference. And those moving 
to San Antonio wanted cohesive-
ness with other students. Now, 
the program provides more than 
8,000 service hours a year to the 
university community. 

Working with students for so 
many years has taught Graham 
the best way to offer support. 
“Don’t preach,” she says. “There’s 
nothing worse. To me the best 
thing is to say, ‘Why are you 
doing that?’ If you start by 
saying what they are doing won’t 
work, they are out of there. But 
if you think, Well, maybe there’s 
something I’m not seeing, it can be 
really significant.”

She also created the Pat Gra-
ham Scholarship Fund as a way 
to continue helping students.

The legacy Graham wants to 
leave is not just the scholarship 
or the Ambassadors program 
but the feeling of belonging and 
continued tradition. When she’s 
asked students what they like 
about UTSA, they’ll often say 
that they feel like faculty and 
staff care, that they want them to 
succeed. And for Graham, “That 
is, I think, the nicest thing I’ve 
ever heard.” S

Founder of the UTSA Ambassadors PAT GRAHAM retires after four decades
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’RUNNERS 
ON THE 
MOVE

He Sees 
Everyday 
People
After years of 
photographing 
Alamo City 
residents for his 
Humans of San 
Antonio project, 
Michael Cirlos 
III ’11 has collected 
those stories and 
images in a new 
book.

Cirlos, who 
received his bache-
lor’s in psychology, 
worked as a counsel-
or before venturing 
into the world of 
photography. Hu-
mans of San Antonio, 

his first 
book, was 
published 
by Trinity 
University 
Press this 
summer.

When 
Sombrilla 

Magazine profiled 
him in 2015, his 
project was already 
growing in popularity 
via Facebook. His 
hopes then, he said, 
were to help people 
relate to each other: 
“I really feel like 
when you create 
a world in which 
people can interact, 
then there are more 
opportunities to 
better understand 
the environment 
you are in. I think 
if you don’t have 
that, we are really 
missing out.”

SOMBRILLA LIVE
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Undertaking a swim from Japan to California, BENOIT LECOMTE ’95  
hopes to increase awareness of ocean pollution

’runners on the move

alumni feats

the long, l∞ng pacific
ADVENTURE

’RUNNERS & SHAKERS

by michelle mondo

Even with six years of 
planning, Benoit Lecomte 
and his team knew there 
was much they would not 
be able to control after they 
embarked on his attempt at a 
world-record–setting, 5,500-
mile swim across the Pacific 
Ocean. Just 25 miles off the 
coast of Japan, his starting 
mark, Lecomte hit his first 
big challenge—a potential 
typhoon. The weather 
eventually calmed, though, 
so he could continue. 

Lecomte, who at press 
time was still on course from 
Japan to San Francisco on 
a swimming schedule of 
eight hours a day, every day, 
for six to eight months, has 
a goal to raise awareness 
for ocean conservation. His 
planned path should take 
him straight through the 
Great Pacific Garbage Patch, a 
mass of floating plastic waste. 
He’s also become a human 
science experiment. He will 
be studied to determine the 
effects of extreme exercise on 
the heart and how low-gravity 
conditions from being in 
the water for hours at a time 
affect bone density, posture, 
and vision.

A team of researchers 
from several scientific 

institutions, including 
NASA and Woods Hole 
Oceanographic Institution, 
will conduct studies in eight 
different areas, according 
to the expedition’s website, 
The Longest Swim. “From 
plastics pollution to space 
exploration,” the site states, 
“this adventure will be a 
unique opportunity to collect 
data and learn more about the 
oceans and human body in 
extreme conditions.”

To prepare for the Pacific 
Ocean expedition, Lecomte 
swam six hours a day in 
open water, ran, and cycled. 
He also completed a 37-
hour swimming marathon. 
Keeping himself hydrated 
and fueled for such rigorous 
conditions means ingesting 
up to 8,000 calories a day, 
which includes stopping at 
regular intervals for liquid 
meals aboard the sailboat 
Discoverer, which will shadow 
Lecomte throughout his 
swim for his safety and 
to collect the data to be 
evaluated. He’s also writing 
blog posts each day so that 
followers can check in on 
his progress. And tense 
moments, like on Day 1: 
“In the fifth hour [we got a 
call from the support team] 
to let us know that they 
had spotted a five-foot-long 

shark. They were sending 
out medic Maks on a kayak 
to bring the shark-protection 
device. Before Maks got to 
us I saw a three-foot shark 
swimming right below me 
in the opposite direction. I 
stopped to look around but 
couldn’t see anything. I had 
limited visibility. Paul and Ty 
asked if I wanted to get out of 
the water, but I decided it was 
safe to continue swimming, 
so I just did.”

Lecomte is no stranger 
to pushing himself to new 
limits. In 1998, just three 
years after graduating from 
UTSA’s College of Business, 
the French native swam 
across the Atlantic Ocean to 
raise awareness for cancer 
research in honor of his 
father, who died of cancer in 
1991 at age 49. 

In an interview with UTSA 
Today in 2012, Lecomte 
said it was his parents who 
pushed him to explore and 
learn about other cultures. 
They supported him when he 
decided to attend university 
in San Antonio. “Life is a big 
adventure,” Lecomte said at 
the time. “And not only do 
I hope to be an inspiration 
for others, but I also draw 
inspiration by seeing the 
struggles others are able to 
overcome.” S

Ù Lecomte’s Pacifc swim isn’t 
his first ocean undertaking. He 
swam the Atlantic in 1998.

Ø Lecomte with his crew and 
boat prior to his start.

Ø The route across the Pacific 
could encounter the annual 
southern migration of sharks.

Ø A sailboat with full crew shad-
ows Lecomte for his safety and 
nutrition breaks.

Ø Lecomte hopes to swim 
about 40 miles a day, but rough 
seas and strong 
winds have been 
hindering such 
progress. Read his 
daily blog, which 
can be found with 
this code icon or 
by visiting Sombrilla Magazine 
online.

SOMBRILLA LIVE
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Two UTSA alumni 
are among “10 

Texas Artists to Collect 
Now,” according to 
Texas Monthly. Kitty 
Dudics M.F.A. ’81, who 
taught painting at Del 
Mar College in Corpus 
Christi for 34 years, often 
focuses her work on 
water, inspired by the Gulf 
Coast. Her ’Runner roots 
have continued in her 
family: Son David Dudics 
Jr. ’17, received his M.S. in 
geology from UTSA.

Cruz Ortiz ’00, famed 

for his paintings, 
drawings, and public 
art, lives in San 
Antonio, where he’s 
taught high school art 
on the SouthSide. His 
works are so legendary 
that he’s been 
commissioned by 
the likes of Hillary Clinton 
and Castro brothers Julián 
and Joaquin. But Texas 
Monthly’s editors note that 
“it’s his personal portrait 
work, with its whimsy and 
bold use of color, we love 
most.” S

shout-out

celebrated alumni

Two Roadrunner artists draw 
praise for their bodies of work

Ù Kitty Dudics often creates 
using water themes, including 

this (above) pool scene.

Ø Dudics’ portrait of her son 
painted in front of West Texas 

mountain peak El Capitan.

Ø A Texas-themed portrait  
by Cruz Ortiz.

strokes ofgenius



Do you have a question about 
science or literature or any 

topic that’s always made you 
wonder “What? How? Why?”  
but you never got around to 

looking into it? Let us know at  
sombrilla@utsa.edu and we’ll 

find a UTSA expert to explain it.

“We have years of 
theoretical research 

coming to life right now 
and are on the cusp of 

building something real.

THE PRACTICAL  
AND THE WOW  
OF RESEARCH  

AT UTSA

Dream
Machine

people readily call out “alexa” or “hey, siri” for assistance 
these days, but could we one day accidentally have  

evil robot overlords? utsa artificial intelligence 
researcher amanda fernandez weighs in

create machines and algorithms 
that can see what human eyes can 
see, like robots that are more adept 
at helping individuals through their 
daily lives. Home care is a good 
example, helping someone maneu-
ver in their home. Even in terms of 
prosthetics for individuals who have 
lost vision, some of the constructs 
apply to retinal prosthetics and help 
somebody to see better.

With my particular research, the 
most direct impact will be on areas 
relying on machine learning with a 
combination of a camera. Looking 
at creating better cameras that can 
identify objects better and make sure 
they are in focus, for example. Let’s 
say you set up a tripod, you put your 
camera up there, and everyone runs 
to get a group photo. When the cam-
era looks at the group, it is trying 
to determine depth of field, make 
sure people’s faces aren’t blurry. Any 
improvements on those algorithms 
are my specialty. 

What got you interested in machine 
learning? I was always interested in 
physics and math, and then I dis-
covered computer science. In grad 
school I moved toward machine 
learning and AI because of algo-
rithms and subfields that deal with 
forensics and how you can create 
something that fools some of these 
algorithms. For example, if I have 
an algorithm that recognizes cat 
images—and that’s what it does and 
it’s very good at it—how many pixels 
do I have to change in a picture of a 
duck for the algorithm to think it’s a 
cat but it still looks like a duck. You 
can see how this can be applied to 
forensics. How many pixels do you 
have to change on a check to make it 
look like $1 million instead of $10. 

by michelle mondo

stockpiling our posta-
pocalypse supplies? 
UTSA computer science 
professor in practice 
Amanda Fernandez has 
a pretty good idea. In 
her first year at UTSA, 
Fernandez rebooted the 
Introduction to Artificial 
Intelligence course. 
She’s also presented at 
the Grace Hopper Celebration of 
Women in Computing conference 
and has received the Provost Teach-
ing Innovation Grant Award for 
designing hands-on activities for her 
AI students to introduce concepts 

needed in modeling ma-
chine intelligence, while 
also incorporating the 
latest AI technologies. 

With AI the buzzword 
of 2018, Fernandez 
answered some of 
Sombrilla Magazine’s 
questions about her field 
and addresses fears that 

humans will one day be subject to 
computer overlords.

You research machine learning but 
what specifically? Machine learning 
is a subfield of AI—being able to 

Elon Musk, the tech leader who wants us to take vacations to the moon, has 

called artificial intelligence “the biggest risk we face as a civilization.” And 

he’s not alone in his worries. Just think of Hollywood’s representations of 

the Terminator, HAL, or Haley Joel Osment in that one Steven Spielberg 

movie. Our human fears of technology are nothing new, but with the birth 

of AI it has definitely hit 11 on a 10-point scale. But do we really need to start

LESSON LEARNED
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Did you get to trick a lot of algo-
rithms? Yes. I was doing both, 
trying to trick the algorithm and 
trying to create algorithms that 
can’t be tricked. The other thing 
that’s kind of interesting is if you 
see pictures in the media, some-
times those are altered and it’s easy 
to see if an image is Photoshopped. 
But some are modified in another 
way, and we can’t see it as humans. 
So some machine-learning algo-
rithms that might be 
tricked, they 
can look 

for common issues and identify 
forgeries.

So basically you’re helping comput-
ers see. Sort of like when the Termi-
nator determines who John Connor 
is and then makes the decision to 
eliminate him? Just part of it. Most 
of my research is going to help the 
Terminator know the difference 
between John Connor and the bush 
next to him, or John Connor and 

another person next to him. 
The elimination part  

is not really part of 
my job. 

OK, but you 
don’t think 
we’ll end 
up with 
robot 

overlords? [Laughs] No. We are 
pretty far behind. We are at the 
point where we have the equivalent 
of artificial intelligence in pieces, 
in separate labs everywhere. It’s 
not like we’re building the ultimate 
machine and putting all the pieces 
together. Self-driving cars will 
be a great AI revolution but they 
won’t be our overlords. It’s just an 
interface. Honestly, we have years 
of theoretical research coming to 
life right now and are on the cusp 
of building something real. But 
maybe six different somethings. 

Then I’ll put away my fear about 
that. [Nods with a smile] You can 
feel safe in doing that.  

Where do you see AI fitting in 
at UTSA and having the biggest 

impact? Now that I’m offering  
this course, for me the biggest 
impact is making sure I’m train-
ing these students well. I have 
students who will be artificial- 
intelligence ready for the work-
force. Overall, I’m excited for AI 
here. If you want to do a whole 
bunch of AI things at UTSA, we 
are building it. It’s going to be 
great. In the computer science de-
partment, we have a data science 
concentration. They already offer 
the machine-learning class, and 
we now offer Intro to AI, which 
covers all the different areas.  
Computer engineering offers 
robotics, and the College of 
Business looks at cybersecurity 
and the business end of AI. It’s 
not just our department; it’s across 
disciplines. S
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We come from different backgrounds. We have different ideas.  
We dance to different beats. But for all our differences,  
Roadrunners share a common bond: We believe in UTSA  
and in the power of education to change our lives and change  
the world. We belong here. All different. All Roadrunners.


