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I welcome you to spend some time reviewing this special issue of the Today maga-
zine, which features several successful students, alumni and leaders. You will read 
about the Minnesota Teacher of the Year, our Big Ideas Challenge winner, the 

organist for the AL Central Division Champion Minnesota Twins, the Mavericks All-
Sports Dome, the Data Dream Team, songwriters and several other interesting fea-
ture stories.  Our goal is to capture some of the thousands of human-interest stories 
from our students and alums. I ask you to consider sending your stories to me for 
consideration in a future issue of Today. 

One year ago, we were heavily steeped in celebrating our 150th birthday and en-
joyed a multitude of sesquicentennial celebrations. As we start this academic year, it 
seemed fitting that we begin the next 150 years with a splash that will soon include 
announcing a variety of new directions. These new directions will capture the spir-
it of the times while acknowledging the pressing need to focus on new programs, 
schools, institutes and colleges, as well as research centers. As the second largest uni-
versity in Minnesota and one of the top two graduate institutions in our beautiful 
state, it is important to formulate new programs at all levels, while sizing down in 
other areas. Stay tuned later this year to learn about our cutting-edge programs in 
cybersecurity and artificial intelligence, as well as agriculture, plus many studies that 
are more futuristic. 

The next decade promises to be a remarkable period of change as we aspire to dra-
matically grow our university in a variety of ways. We expect to see unprecedented 
growth in domestic minority student enrollment, graduate enrollment and online 
learning degrees. While we are already proud of our 1,350 international students 
from 97 countries, I believe that we have the capacity to increase that to 3,000 stu-
dents from 150 countries around the world. Our focus on global education could 
not be better timed than the present as we strive to educate our Minnesota students 
alongside students from all over the world. 

While program changes will emerge quickly, there will be increased investment in 
existing high demand programs, as well as strong general education studies that will 
provide a balanced education. Finally, as we plan for continued growth, it remains 
important to focus all of our efforts on student success, as we work toward our goal 
of creating pathways for students to finish their degrees in four years—which will re-
duce student debt and move graduates into the job market sooner. Our motto going 
forward to our students is, “We care!” 

In summary, I am proud of the role this University has played in any of your own 
successes. My colleagues and I are determined to help more of our students achieve 
successes similar to those you’re reading about in this edition of Today.  

In the meantime, have a wonderful fall. It is a great time of the year to visit campus. 
I hope to see you soon! 

Richard Davenport, President 
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FOCUSING ON STUDENT SUCCESS



• The University’s impact on its regional economy is $781 million and 6,239 jobs, according to a study commissioned by 
Minnesota State system. The study looked at direct spending on operations, pay, benefits and capital projects by the Uni-
versity and the estimated increase in demand for goods and services in industry sectors that supply or support it. The study 
also measured the effect of student spending and the effect of increased household income.

• Geography Professor Don Friend was selected as a Jefferson Science Fellow by the National Academy of Sciences and will 
spend a year in Washington, D.C. serving as a senior science advisor in the United States Agency for International Devel-
opment Office of Global Climate Change. Friend said he expects to work on water supply and water security issues in the 
developing world.

• Jim “Gully” Gullickson, general manager of campus radio station KMSU 89.7 FM, was recently given a Career Achieve-
ment Award by Ampers, an association of 18 independent community radio stations in Minnesota. Gullickson in June re-
tired from the University after serving for 17 years as KMSU’s general manager.

• The Minnesota State University, Mankato men’s handball team won its first-ever open division national title, and the 
Maverick women’s handball team finished second nationally at the 67th annual United States Handball Association’s 
National Collegiate Handball Championships, held in February in Minneapolis. The club is one of several sport clubs 
offered through the University’s Office of Campus Recreation.

• H. Matthew Loayza is the new dean of the College of Social and Behavioral Sciences at Minnesota State University, 
Mankato. Loayza served as interim dean of the college since July 2018. He has been a faculty member in Minnesota State 
Mankato’s Department of History since 2003, serving as department chair from 2009-2012 and 2015-2018.

• Molly Fox, a 1992 University graduate and adjunct faculty member since 2003, was appointed as President of the Minneso-
ta School Social Work Association. Fox works for Mankato Area Public Schools as the Lead School Social Worker. 

• Minnesota State Mankato’s data science team took second place in the data visualization competition at the Midwest Un-
dergraduate Data Analytics Competition (MUDAC) conference in March. Team members were Daryoush Hakimi, Alycia 
Holwerda, Nayeem Imtiaz, Erik Jacobson and Christopher Zuelsdorf. Participants spent 24 hours working on a data ana-
lytics problem. (For more on data science at Minnesota State Mankato, see page 12)

• A program offering community gardening opportunities for adults with dementia was launched in May by the College 
of Allied Health and Nursing. Titled Gardening EngAGEment, the program’s opening celebration involved adults with 
dementia and their caregivers planting tomatoes, beans, zinnias, herbs and broccoli. The project, with help from state and 
local organizations, continues through October.

• The Minnesota State Mankato men's basketball team earned the NABC Team Academic Excellence Award for its efforts 
in the classroom during the 2018-19 season. The award recognizes outstanding academic achievement by a team with a 
cumulative grade point average of 3.0 or better for the 2018-19 season. Three players, senior Karson Arrenholz and juniors 
Carter Asche and Kevin Krieger, have been named to the NABC Honors Court, requiring at least a 3.2 gpa.

• In less than 10 months, eight mechanical engineering students successfully developed, from scratch, the University's first 
agriculture tractor, named Maverick One. In late May, six students presented their work on Maverick One at the 2019 
American Society of Agricultural and Biological Engineers International 1/4-Scale Tractor Student Design Competition 
Conference in Peoria, Ill. 

• Nine international visitors from National Tsing Hua University and National Kaohsiung Normal University in Taiwan 
attended Minnesota State University, Mankato’s 2019 Global Experiences Program (held from mid-June to mid-July), with a 
main focus on speech-language pathology in the United States.

FOUNTAIN FODDER

The University hosted the Midwest 
Undergraduate Data Analytics 

Competition (MUDAC) in March. 
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STUDENT PROFILE

At first glance, Maggie Knier’s college apartment 
is pretty typical. Well-worn couches, a large tie-
dyed tapestry covering one wall and an assort-

ment of shoes lining the front entry of the modest space 
she shares with four roommates. What stands out is the 
pile of brightly colored fabric on a counter-height table 
in the middle of her living room. 
Look closer and you’ll spot a Singer 
sewing machine on the kitchen ta-
ble and a pile of headbands on the 
ledge, “all ready for today’s photo-
shoot,” she said. 

Knier, a senior Marketing major, 
came to Minnesota State Manka-
to already a business owner. She 
launched 2True Headbands out of 
her parents’ Big Lake, Minn., home 
as a 14-year-old homeschool student. She’s been running 
operations out of her apartment for the past three years. 

“I’ve always been that kid trying to sell stuff,” said Knier. 
“We had a roadside lemonade stand, I had a stand called 
Maggie’s Marvels … I was always trying to make money.” 

When Knier learned about the online artisan and craft 
retail platform Etsy as a teen, she was able to expand her 
entrepreneurial opportunities beyond her own neigh-
borhood. She purchased a stretchy headband at Target, 
reverse engineered the pattern, and made a few out of 
cute fabric and uploaded pictures to the site. Three weeks 
after listing her first headband she woke up to an order 
for seven. She made more headbands. Later that year, she 
participated in her first craft show and made a couple 
hundred dollars. 

“Since then, it’s just grown.” 

2True now features a bandana style design and a popular 
super soft yoga headband that Knier’s devoted customers 
insist stays in place even if you don’t have “a headband 
head.” 

Knier has been able to combine 
her creative side with her passion 
for business. Her involvement in 
Delta Sigma Pi and the College of 
Business’ Center for Innovation 
and Entrepreneurship (CIE) have 
also enabled her to take 2True 
Headbands to the next level—and 
it’s paid off. This spring she pre-
sented in front of community 
judges and a packed house as part 
of the College of Business’ Big 

Ideas Challenge. Knier walked away the grand-prize win-
ner, netting $5,000 that she plans to put into marketing 
2True to a broader audience. Knier’s win also earned her a 
spot in the statewide entrepreneurship contest, MN Cup. 

Knier isn’t sure what she wants to do after graduation. 
She’d like to travel and see where her degree takes her. 
As for 2True, she’s hoping to grow the business to a place 
where she can outsource her production and build a 
team. 

“I don’t know if it will end up being something I do full 
time, even though I’d really like that,” she said. “I want to 
make it as big as it can be.” 

—Sarah Asp Olson 

HEAD 
OF THE 
CLASS

This year’s Big Ideas 
Challenge winner aims at a 

bigger market 

Young entrepreneur Maggie Knier, a senior 
at Minnesota State Mankato, and her Big 
Ideas Challenge-winning materials.

“I’ve always 
been that 

kid trying to 
sell stuff.”
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OUR SPACES
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A MATTER OF 
PERSPECTIVE 
The sidewalk above the pedestrian walk-
way connecting the Centennial Student 
Union and the Memorial Library can ap-
pear to be a perilous path, or an engineer-
ing idea inspired by artist M. C. Escher. 
But fear not, it’s merely the view from a 
second-floor library window. The reality 
of the walk is quite pedestrian-friendly.

Photos by Pat 
Christman
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MAVERICK SCENE

Minnesota State Mankato 
Alumni Night at Target Field
Purple and gold permeated the stands at Target Field in Min-
neapolis Aug. 6, when more than 2,000 Minnesota State 
Mankato alumni, students and their families gathered to 
connect with fellow Mavericks and cheer on the Minnesota 
Twins. The pregame energy was super-charged with music, re-
unions and great combos of Twins and Maverick sports rega-
lia. On the field, alumna Jessica Davis (see page 16) tossed out 
the first pitch as President Richard Davenport, Mary Daven-
port, baseball coach Matt Magers, softball coach Lori Meyer 
and Athletic Director Kevin Buisman looked on from the field 
For more scenes from the event, visit today.mnsu.edu 
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PARTNERING

Count Arnavee Maltare "in" as one of many in eager 
to try out the coming Maverick All-Sports Dome 
under construction on the campus of Minnesota 
State Mankato. The dome, a 110,000-square-foot 
space for University students and athletes as well as 
community members at large to play, practice, and 
perambulate in general, is scheduled to open in De-
cember of 2019. 

For students such as Maltare, a junior in finance 
and a student senator, the building of the bubble solidi-
fies the tough decision he made when he chose to attend 
Minnesota State Mankato. Maltare said he applied to 13 
different schools and was accepted to all—with scholar-
ships—but chose Mankato in the end because it was the 
most affordable. Decisions to improve the college expe-
rience by building attractive amenities such as the dome 
only make Maltare's decision more valuable, providing 
more, well, bubble for the buck.  

"I look forward to the betterment of the University and 
availability of more resources for the students on cam-
pus," Maltare said. 

Another student who finds the construction of the dome 
advantageous is student body president Anisa Omar. She 
sees clear advantages for students in that cold and icy 
stretch of three to six months that folks in Southern Min-
nesota call winter. 

"I’m excited for the December opening of the dome, and 
we cannot wait to utilize it," Omar said. "[The extra] space 
is definitely needed throughout the winter season." 

In a partnership with the University, sporting goods re-
tailer Scheels decided to gift $500,000 to the dome proj-
ect in exchange for naming recognition to the turf. So, 
officially, under the Maverick All-Sports Dome will lie the 
Scheels Field. 

Store leader Brandon Scheel said the company's partici-
pation is to serve a need for the campus and beyond. 

“There’s been a lack of field time in the summer, but espe-
cially in the winter months for teams of all sorts” Scheel 
said. “This is going to help students at the University and 
the public in general.” 

Kevin Buisman, Director of Athletics, said Mankato area 
residents will be invited to use the space for a rental fee. 

“We are thrilled to share the space with local sports clubs 
and look forward to the impact it will have in growing 
sports tourism,” Buisman said. “The facility will be a great 
new addition to the region that will reflect positively on 
both the University and our community.” 

—Nate LeBoutillier

The Inflatable 
Game Changer: 
The Maverick All-Sports Dome. 

Students joined the summer 
groundbreaking for the Maverick 

All-Sports Dome, expected 
to open in December. 

A rendering of the Maverick All-Sports 
Dome, covering the Scheels Field.
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On a blazing and bright Sunday afternoon, the 
walkways of Target Center are alive with the col-
or and hustle of a multi-level street bazaar. 

Restaurants, taverns, microbrew stands, popcorn kiosks, 
souvenir shops and infinite foot traffic all easily distract 
from the fact that there's actually a ball game going on. 
Until, of course, that sound. 

It’s the iconic and timeless carnival chime of the ballpark 
organ, the official instrument of peanuts and Cracker 
Jack. In this case it’s a Yamaha spinet organ, the exact one 
played decades ago at Metropolitan Stadium, the Twins' 
first home in Minnesota. The hands on those keys, the 
hands reminding everybody that they are indeed at a sun-
shine-afternoon bona fide Midwestern America Baseball 
game, those hands belong to Sue Nelson. 

And everybody wants to shake them. 

Sue Nelson will, in a minute’s time, pose for a photo with 
a baby, hand out baseball cards to a couple of pre-teens, 
then chime a few notes that resonate across the stadium. 

“It’s music,” Nelson says of her organ playing. “But it’s not 
that much music.” 

Which is exactly how 
she likes it as someone 
who enjoys people 
and sports as much as 
music. Thanks to her 
early piano training in 
Mankato, she gets to 
enjoy all three. 

Now in her 70s, Nelson has been playing organs, pianos 
or anything with keys on it since shortly after high school 
in Mankato. The Nicollet native in 1963 took work in a 
downtown Mankato music store, Steward Organ Studios. 

She promptly enrolled in piano studies at Minnesota State 
Mankato, working two years with piano teacher Ed Epple, 
who today she praises as a wonderful instructor. While 
learning piano at the University, she worked at Steward 
Organ. There, the need to interact with customers while 
demonstrating the pianos led to a skill set that would 
serve her future well. 

“That’s why I can do the Twins,” she said, “because I can 
play and talk.” 

In Mankato in the early 1960s, Nelson took piano or or-
gan gigs where she could get them. She recalls stints play-
ing at the Piggly Wiggly grocery store in Mankato, promo 
spots on the local CBS affiliate for Steward Organ Studios, 
and even a circus calliope in St. Peter. 

But her chops at being able to play and talk to people were 
honed at piano bars. 

“I always say the Tropicana in New Ulm closed because I 
was so bad,” she laughs of her first such job. 

The pivotal moment that led to her work at sports stadi-
ums happened when a man entered a music store where 
Nelson worked in Minneapolis. He explained he was go-
ing through some anxiety issues and needed someone to 
replace him at his job playing organ for the Minnesota 
North Stars. 

Nelson applied but didn’t get the job, losing out to a more 
serious musician. That, however, didn’t last long. 

A Key 
Player

Twins organist Sue Nelson recalls her 
University roots and the path toward the 

best seat in the house. 

Story and Photos By Joe Tougas

Nelson plays on the same Yamaha organ 
used at the Metropolitan Stadium.
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“He hated it because he was a 
good musician,” she said. “Most 
musicians are not sports people. 
A real musician wants to play 
songs and have people to hear 
those songs. I didn’t care at all. I 
wanted to be at the game. I just 
loved hockey.” 

The North Stars called her back 
on March 18, 1981, offering her 
the job, which she held for years. 
She moved to the Twins in 1999, 
after the Metrodome’s organist 
Ronnie Newman approached 
Nelson and asked her to take 
over for him. 

“His fingers didn’t work anymore 
and he asked if I could take over,” 
she said. She was stationed in 
the football press box, which 
later became a hospitality room 
of sorts, where more and more people would watch the 
game and mingle and talk to Nelson. 

“There were always people in my room. I was asked once 
in a while 'How can you concentrate with all those peo-
ple?' I would say: They help keep me in the game.” 

When it was time for the Twins to move into the new 
downtown Minneapolis stadium, Nelson assumed the 
worst. 

“I thought that this would be the end of playing,” she said. 
“I’ll never forget when they called and said ‘Do you know 
where you’re going to be in the new stadium? You’re going 
to be in the piano bar right above home plate.” 

This is where she has held court for 10 years and going, 
doing what she loves—watching ball games and talking 
with people around her. She’s easy to find on the second 

level, where Twins fans line up for beer, hot dogs or a 
chance to get a picture with Sue Nelson. 

She obliges all who ask, occasionally checking the field 
below her to see if it’s safe to burst out a few chords to 
celebrate a double or a strike-out. If timing is a factor in 
her music, it’s not in the tempo, it’s on the field. There are 
times to play and times to definitely not play. 

“It doesn’t matter what I play at those times, but it’s got to 
be at the right time.” 

For an organist to be so accessible to the general admis-
sion crowd is rare. Only two stadiums in the MLB are ar-
ranged for that—the Arizona Diamondbacks in Phoenix 
and the Twins in Minneapolis. 

“There is always a line of people waiting to say hello to 
Sue,” said Carol Repp Daley, a Twins season ticket holder 
from Owatonna who often makes it a point to drop in on 
Nelson at games. “I bring my out-of-town guests to meet 
her and she is so gracious. She is one of the highlights of 
many of my friends’ game experience.” 

Nelson has no plans on retiring. 

“Everybody says ‘When are you going to retire?’ Why 
would I even think of retiring?” she said. “And I don’t want 
it to end with me, I just so want the job to go on, because 
there are so many people it’s very important to.” 

Nelson spends as much time 
interacting with fans as she does 
making music, and loves both. 

Nelson keeps an eye on the batter’s 
box to know when to play—and 
when to not play.
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DATA 
MASTER 
MINED

It’s not easy tracking what we do, 
buy, watch, eat, order and desire. 

But somebody’s got to do it. 
A new master’s program in data 

science is underway.

By Joe Tougas
Photos by Pat Christman
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With everybody using everyday technology every-
where, each click, swipe, like and download is 
noted somewhere in the digital cosmos known as 

Big Data. And industries of all sorts are paying handsomely 
those who can translate all the ones and zeros into useful, 
profitable information. 

“The company that wins the race in this environment is the 
one that knows how to harness value out of data,” said Ra-
jeev Bukralia, associate professor in Computer Information 
Science. 

Bukralia said that for students studying data science, good 
things await. The latest–wait for it–data indicates salaries 
for entry-level data scientists is around $117,000. This fall 
marks the University’s first semester offering a data science 
master’s degree, developed by Bukralia and his colleagues. 

The two-year program, offered on campus and in Edina, is 
designed to be accessible to students from varying areas of 
study. Just as everyday technology that emits data isn’t lim-
ited to tech-heads, the data science program isn’t designed 
solely for math, science or IT types. 

“Our students are going to come from different back-
grounds,” Bukralia said. “So their bachelor’s degree could 
come from linguistics. Or psychology. Or sociology. Or 
computer science or mathematics or business manage-
ment. They all have a value for data science. … It doesn’t 
matter where their background is, they can gain the neces-
sary technical skills through the program,” he said. 

In addition to addressing business and other strategies, the 
courses will examine how data feeds the artificial intelli-
gence, or A.I., that’s transforming the culture, from SIRI 
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to self-driving cars to medical research at super-human 
levels. 

Some recent projects using data science at the University: 

• Glaucoma. An ongoing research project using a special-
ized artificial intelligence computer to detect glaucoma. 
The University recently purchased two highly sophisti-
cated computers to support the data science program 
and A.I. research. 

• Diabetes. A group of students recently competed to pre-
dict which types of patients have a greater likelihood of 
developing diabetes. “If we can make that kind of a pre-
diction, we can possibly give more effective intervention 
in a timely manner that can help save money for every-
one in the health care system, including improving the 
lives of the patient,” Bukralia said. 

• Beer. “I have a student in the program who works for a 
brewery. What should be the right composition of in-
gredients, what should be the right temperature. If you 
change that, what happened to the taste? What happens 
to the consistency? There’s a lot of data in there.” 

“Its applications,” Bukralia said, “are literally ubiquitous.”

DO THE RIGHT THING
In several courses, the program will address the ethical 
implications of mining and using data, i.e. how much of 
knowing someone’s behavior is too much? 

“Technology is inherently not good or bad. It’s how we 
use it,” Bukralia said. “This technology of smartphones 
has created so much value for us, while at the same time 
a lot of people are addicted to it. And they are not doing 

other things, like interacting with 
other humans. So technology is a 
double-edged sword.” 

More nefarious are threats to priva-
cy and, even, fairness. Data is often 
used to make general assumptions 
about race, gender and other fac-
tors that can prevent, for instance, 
someone getting a bank loan. 

“For example, a bank is interested in 
using data science so that they can 
extend loans to only those people 
who have the greater ability to re-
turn it back. So they are interested 
in identifying people who have a 
greater likelihood of going bank-
rupt—they don’t want to extend a 
loan to those people. Right?” This, 
he said, could lead to big trou-
ble through discrimination and 
inaccuracy. 

“One of the pitfalls of data science 
[is that] it can have some privacy re-
lated concerns, it can have discrimi-
nation related concerns. It can have 
Big Brother concerns. There are lots 
of things there. 

“We teach the student that as a data 
scientist they need to be aware of 
their social responsibility.” 

INDUSTRY PARTNERS 
Data used in the coursework is 
both contained data for teaching 
students but also out in the wild, 
waiting to be wrangled. Students 

Associate Professor 
Rajeev Bukralia.
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Sometimes all it takes is thinking out loud. 

In 2016, Rajeev Bukralia was leading a class discussion 
about the use of data. Bukralia had recently arrived on 
campus from the University of Wisconsin, where he’d 

helped launch a data science master’s degree program. 

“I was thinking out loud it would be great to have a stu-
dent club about data sciences,” says Bukralia, assistant 
professor of Computer Information Science. “The stu-
dents were thrilled.” 

Several students volunteered to become founding mem-
bers, Bukralia served as founding faculty advisor, and the 
Data Resources for Eager and Analytical Minds (DREAM), 
a recognized student organization (RSO), was born. 

DREAM was a near-instant hit, amassing 250 members 
in less than three years. There are a number of reasons 
for DREAM’s cross-campus appeal: Data science is ex-
ploding as a field, and students are recognizing the value 
of understanding and using data across disciplines. An-
other reason for the club’s success has been the resourc-
es it provides for members. DREAM students have par-
ticipated in various data analytics competitions, invited 
prominent data scientists to speak on campus, and built 
partnerships with companies like Microsoft and SAS who 
offer elite trainings at no cost to students. 

Students also work together on passion projects that cov-
er a wide array of disciplines beyond computer science 
and information technology. 

“The beauty of data is it exists in all industries,” says 
Anahita Bahrami, a graduate student in IT and incom-
ing DREAM president with a background in fashion and 
textiles. “[DREAM] is not just for IT or statistics students, 
everyone is welcome to join and bring a new perspective.” 

This spring, DREAM was one of the sponsors of the Mid-
west Undergraduate Data Analytics Competition (MU-
DAC) held on Minnesota State Mankato’s campus for the 
first time. MUDAC invites teams from all over the region 
to solve complex, data-oriented problems in 24 hours. 
This year’s data sponsors were Minnesota State Manka-
to’s Water Resource Center and the Minnesota Pollution 
Control Agency, who presented the theme of: water qual-
ity. In addition to co-sponsoring the event, three teams 
comprised of DREAM members competed. One was 
awarded second place in the data visualization category. 

“One of the most exciting parts was seeing everybody so 
excited and motivated to participate,” says Bahrami. “The 
results some of the teams came up with made the hosts 
think about what data they want to collect for upcoming 
years.” 

—Sarah Asp Olson

250 members strong …  
and counting

Data’s DREAM 
Team on campus

Data Science Club 
President 
Anahita Bahrami.

will work with data ranging from publicly available data-
sets from government agencies to private companies that 
make their data public. 

The University has several industry partners who will 
likely work with the program, giving students ideal sce-
narios to mine the data and deliver results. 

“It’s not just that students are learning the theory, they are 
actually working on a practical, hands-on problem that 
has some value for an organization.” 

Such partnerships give students some practical experi-
ence while allowing companies to be in touch with Uni-
versity students in advance. 

“Which is good for the companies too because they are 
looking for talent in this area. The demand is so high in 
this area. The salaries are staggering.” 

For additional information on the master’s program in 
data science, visit https://link.mnsu.edu/datascience. 
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HONORED TO TEACH

Teacher of the Year Jessica 
Davis on her Minnesota State 
Mankato experience: “I had 
access to anything I needed.”

This summer, Jessica Davis was named 
Minnesota’s 2019 Teacher of the Year. A 
2001 University graduate, Davis teaches 
math and computer science at South St. 
Paul Secondary School, a public school 
attended by more than 1,700 students in 
grades 6-12. 

Here, she reflects on the influences and 
inspirations that taught the teacher.

Your major at Minnesota State 
Mankato was in biology with 
a minor in chemistry. What 
changed that led you to pursue 
teaching? 

Ms. Maria Baxter, liaison and advisor 
to the black and brown students of 
Minnesota State Mankato, encour-
aged me to meet with a rep from 
INROADS [an organization that 
prepares talented minority youth 
for futures in business, industry and 
corporate and 
community lead-
ership]. Because 
of that opportu-
nity and organi-
zation, I was able 
to secure intern-
ships during the 
summers of 1999 
and 2000. Having 

these internships 
helped me realize 

that medicine was 
not the right choice 
for me. I graduated 
without knowing what I wanted to do. 

Because I was also a University Presi-
dential Scholar, I was given the oppor-
tunity to speak at a fundraising event 
after graduation and was introduced to 
Minnesota State Mankato alum, Mary 
Marso—owner of Jeane Thorne Staff-
ing. Mary offered me a position within 
her company as a staff recruiter. Within 
the year I transitioned to a position at 
William Mitchell College of Law. It was 
there that I realized I continued to grav-
itate back towards education and started 

seeking out opportunities to return to 
graduate school. 

Hamline (along with many other uni-
versities) was just rolling out their MAT 
program and I choose Hamline’s because 
I could work full time while pursuing my 
license and master's, I chose math be-
cause though I loved all my experiences 
at Minnesota State Mankato and being 
part of the STEM programs (including 
sitting on Dr. John Frey’s Dean Advi-
sory Board), it was Dr. Bruce Mericle as 
my calc I and calc II teacher that really 
helped me discover my love for math. 

When you think of Minnesota 
State Mankato, what stands out? 
My four years in Mankato were some of 
my most influential and defining mo-
ments. I met wonderful friends in the 
Intercultural Student Center, represent-
ed the Multicultural Student Council at 
Homecoming as the 2000 Homecoming 

Queen (and I be-
lieve the first African 
American queen for 
the University). 

I started my singing 
career at Minneso-
ta State Mankato 
when Cheryl Regan 
allowed me to sing a 
national anthem at 
a volleyball game in 
2000 that expanded 
to football games, 
baseball games, Go-

phers, Twins, Timberwolves and Frozen 
Five tournaments in the Twin Cities. 

The thing that still sticks out for me 
when comparing all of my educational 
experiences since and including Minne-
sota State Mankato, is how very much 
supported I felt in Mankato. It seemed 
I had access to anything I needed and a 
team of people who were always available 
and willing to help. I am always excited 
when I learn that one of my students 
has chosen Minnesota State Mankato as 
their next academic adventure. 

"It seemed 
I had 

access to 
anything I 
needed.” 

From a path launched at Minnesota State Mankato, a Teacher of the Year emerges.
By Joe Tougas   Photos by Steve Woit
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Davis advises an after-school club, Black 
Pride Organization, in St. Paul.

Photo courtesy of South St. Paul Public Schools.

Whose teaching inspires (or inspired) you? 
First: my mom, also an alum (1971). She taught for 38 years 
in the Albany School District just north of St. Cloud. She 
is the one who set our academic expectations and showed 
all of my siblings and I how to navigate school. My oldest 
brother also followed in our footsteps and graduated from 
Minnesota State Mankato in 2005. 

In high school: David Vaerst. He is a math teacher who hy-
pothesized while I was still in high school that I would be-
come a math teacher one day. I held out as long as I could. 
But then found an email waiting in my inbox on the first 
day of teaching in 2006 that simply said, “I told you so.” 

At Mankato: Dr. Orville Ziebarth (Chemistry), Dr. Edward 
Williams (advisor, Anatomy), Dr. Michael Fagin (Cultur-
al Diversity), Dr. Bruce Mericle (Calculus)—and so many 
more. 

What kind of student were you, and do you 
see yourself in a certain type of student to-
day? And how did you-as-a-student affect 
you-as-a-teacher? 
I did well in school, but I didn’t always enjoy it. I think my 
experiences in high school and post-secondary informed 
my teaching in how I help students navigate what can 
sometimes be an overwhelming part of a person’s life. I 
do my best to continue conversations with students about 
what comes after high school and how their choices now 
can create opportunities and pathways for the future. Also, 
because I made a change in the direction of my career af-
ter college, I see myself as a role model on how to find the 
ways in which my students can best contribute to their 
communities while finding their own purposes in life. 

What kinds of obstacles are out there that you 
had to overcome in order to be effective and 
enthusiastic about the work you do? 
I think all of the work that our affinity groups are doing 
in the high school I teach (and serve as the advisor of the 
Black Pride Organization) demonstrate and articulate the 
obstacles encountered by and impacting the experiences 
of our black and brown students. It is through their shared 
vision and missions to support students of color in educa-
tion by providing leadership opportunities and space for 
all to have a voice that I have found my own purpose and 
place in the world. 

Life is funny in the way that it is constantly changing. I 
separated from my husband in 2016 after a 12-year re-
lationship. During that time my job was the anchor that 
kept life moving forward; thus, my effectiveness and en-
thusiasm for my work evolved over time. I was simply do-
ing what made me feel useful and needed. Students need 
representation. They need to be shown how to maneuver 
through life. They need the space to make mistakes and 
learn from them. When I can, I try to meet as many of 
those needs as possible. 

How does being named Teacher of the Year 
feel? And how do you think it will affect the job 
you do in the classroom going forward? 
This honor feels life altering. First, I am absolutely hum-
bled to represent the 86,000 amazing teachers in a state 
that is known to value educational programing. Moving 
forward is still a mystery to me—in the most exciting way 
possible. I had never imagined having this kind of platform 
to make this kind of impact in the world. I’m doing every-
thing I can to be in the moment and appreciate each op-
portunity that has presented itself. I’m looking forward to 
crafting a legacy of change, and I hope to continue making 
connections with others around the state (and country) 
who are doing similar work to advance equity in education 
by providing opportunities for all students to find their 
passion and fullest potential. 

From there, who knows? Not even the sky is the limit.

Davis at a favorite coffee shop.
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And the award for Best Father’s Day 
Gift of 2019 goes to Gena Johnson. On 

that day, her father received a phone-shot 
video of Gena and her sister wishing him a 

happy day, although doing the talking was a 
man in between the two siblings. The man was 

John Prine, a longtime favorite of their father’s 
and most fans of timeless, breathtaking American 

songwriting. 

This scene took place in Prine’s living room in Nashville 
during a recording session with fellow singer/songwriter 

Jason Isbell. Johnson was there to record them for the flipside 
to a single she had recorded earlier of Prine and Margo Price teaming up on 

Prine’s “Unwed Fathers.” 

If these names are a bit jaw-dropping—and there are more to come—welcome to 
the working world of Gena Johnson, the 2012 Minnesota State Mankato music grad 
living and working in Nashville as a recording engineer and producer. It’s great tim-
ing–there’s a resurgence of the strong singer-songwriter genre going on in Nash-
ville. And Johnson is not only immersed in it, but responsible for how a lot of it 
sounds. 

ROOTS ROCK 
Growing up in Mankato, Johnson connected with the University early when she was 
accepted at age 12 for vocal lessons from music professor Diana Moxness. 

In 2008, entering the University on a scholarship after high school, Johnson aimed 
her music major toward the music industry track, which ultimately spurred her in-
terest in the recording process. 

“I remember Gena as an exceptional student,” said Dale Haefner, Johnson’s instruc-
tor in music industry studies. “She was willing to do the hard work necessary to 
satisfy the rigor of my classes.” Johnson’s work also included performing in three 
choirs and waitressing at the local Red Lobster. 

In a joint program with the University and Hennepin Technical College, Johnson 
was soon splitting her time between the Mankato campus and Eden Prairie’s re-
cording facilities. 

All Over
the Board

Gena Johnson is dialing in a 
production career alongside 

some of America’s best 
songwriters.

By Joe Tougas 
Photos By Laura Partain
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"That whole experience of constantly moving all the 
time and barely having any spare time helped prepare 
me for the lifestyle I had when I moved to Nashville,” 
she said. 

MUSIC CITY NEWS 
After graduating, Johnson moved to Nashville in 2013 
to begin a three-month, unpaid internship with Chris 
Mara, an engineer whose specialty is restoring old 
MCI analog tape machines, on which any hit record 
in the pre-digital age was likely recorded. The name 
of his all-analog studio is Welcome to 1979. 

“I was there every single day,” she said. “I learned how 
to solder really, really well and refurbish old MCI 
consoles and tape machines … It was so fascinating 
to me. Understanding what each component did 
in the circuit. How to quickly fix something or cre-
ate a work-around is so valuable. Often there isn’t 
much time to solve issues in a recording session. I’m 
so thankful for the skill set I developed while I was 
there.” 

Proficient in the mechanical as well as the creative 
side of a recording studio, Johnson’s professional ca-
reer in Nashville began when her internship ended—
and Mara offered her a job as house assistant. 

“As an intern, it’s the trajectory that you hope for, that 
the employer will see you to be worthwhile and not 

want to lose you,” Johnson said. “I couldn’t wait to 
call my parents and celebrate.” 

In the years ahead, there would be much to celebrate. 

RIGHT PLACE, RIGHT TIME 
Johnson’s work engineering in Nashville has put her 
in the studio with some of the most acclaimed Amer-
ican music in recent years. John Prine, Chris Staple-
ton, Jason Isbell, Kacey Musgraves and Brandi Carlile 
are just a few of the singer/songwriters Johnson has 
recorded since moving to the city in 2013. Toss in 
Bradley Cooper and Lady Gaga as well for the “Star 
is Born” soundtrack, and you have an Elton John lyric 
come to life—the weird and wonderful. 

“It’s been weird and difficult at times, not always 
knowing what the next job is going to be but staying 
positive and trusting in the process, knowing there’s 
a beautiful, supportive community around me. It’s 
been wonderful,” she said. 

After her internship Johnson worked for one of the 
most well-known rock and metal producers, Michael 
Wagener (Ozzy Ozborne, Alice Cooper, Metalli-
ca.) Much of her engineering work took off in one 
of Nashville’s most beloved studios, RCA Studio A, 
where songs such as Dolly Parton’s “Jolene,” Waylon 
Jennings’ album “Honky Tonk Heroes” and Elvis Pres-
ley’s gospel music were recorded. From 2001 to 2015 
the studio was being leased by singer and composer 
Ben Folds (with whom Johnson worked frequently 
and calls “...a huge champion of mine, believing in my 
potential and expecting only the best”). 

In 2014 the historic building was targeted for demo-
lition, but an intervention took place—with millions 
donated to save it—and Folds handed the reins over 
to producer Dave Cobb, who during the transition 
had been in Studio A recording Chris Stapleton’s solo 
debut album “Traveller,” with Johnson assisting. 

Stapleton’s album contained the mega-hit “Tennes-
see Whiskey” and earned a number of Grammys and 
CMA awards for Stapleton as well as Cobb for Best 
Producer. 

Johnson with songwriter John 
Prine, whose work she’s recorded 

over the past several years.

“My theory is that wherever I’m working, whether it’s 
my home studio, whether it’s RCA, whether it’s John 

Prine’s living room, wherever, I absolutely have 
 to make this feel like it’s 

 their home.”

Continued on Page 22
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In 2018, The Last Revel were a Minnesota trio 
of barnstorming, high-energy bluegrass 

players touring the country and giving 
standing-room-only shows in their 

home state. 

Founding member Lee Henke 
knows full well that going from 
bar band to festival favorites in 
a few years would make most 
players feel elated. Instead, 
Henke’s depression and anxi-
ety seemed to always stay sev-

eral steps ahead of every upward 
move of the band’s. Despite ev-

erything, he was finding it impos-
sible to stay happy. 

“My mental health was crippling 
during my last two years with the 

band,” he said. “I was pretty well gone by the end.” Seven 
years after starting the group, he announced he was leav-
ing. And though he was hard-pressed to draw a direct line 
between the music and the pounding depression, he knew 
instantly when he made the right move. 

“The moment I left,” he said, “I felt better.” That’s when 
Henke officially went solo, taking a literal and metaphor-
ical road toward his goals of deeper connections with peo-
ple and with his own music. 

“I didn’t get into music to play to the biggest crowds,” said 
Henke, a 2012 University graduate. “I got into music be-
cause I wanted to connect with people in a genuine and 
honest way.” 

Henke is awaiting the release of his new album “Captain 
of the Ship.” It was produced in Nashville by his former 
classmate Gena Johnson. It’s a collection of songs that are 
informed by nothing less than a new life as he performs in 
venues across the country on his own terms and his own 
comfort level. 

“There are things about the band and having management 
booking that I absolutely miss,” he said. “But overall I’m 
much happier and healthier. I finally got to a place that 
feels very sustainable. I’m not burning myself out.” 

Many of his performances are accompanied by Nashville 
singer-songwriter Ira Wolf. He cites his relationship with 
Wolf, personally and professionally, as proof that he’s on 
the right track of living in a way that’s important to him. 
The two became engaged in early summer. 

Wolf sings and performs on the new album, and said she 
enjoys seeing and hearing the effects of Henke’s direction. 

“I think it’s kind of a special thing for him to be able to ex-
press himself when it’s just him,” Wolf said. “Not having 
anyone else to lean on or to impress. Kind of a different 
dynamic.” 

In the studio with Johnson, the back-and-forth between 
Henke and his former music industry classmate at Minne-
sota State Mankato was enlightening, he said. 

“We went through every song with a fine-tooth comb and 
worked on how to support what I was trying to say,” he 
said. “It was different for me than any recording process 
I’ve done in the past. With her, every take was a new thing. 
We’d get done and she’d say ‘Ooh—I think the chorus 
needs to be louder or longer. Or, ‘here’s the tag at the end, 
let’s try it that way.’ So none of the takes were the same. 

“We were both completely open to anything.” 

—J.T.

RECORDING AND 
REUNION 

Once fellow students, Lee Henke and Gena Johnson are now 
artist and producer
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When Folds handed over the studio to Cobb, Johnson first 
felt she’d be moving on, and felt ready to do so. But Cobb 
hired her to inventory his equipment, organize each piece 
and rewire the studio. Johnson did it with such speed and 
know-how that Cobb asked her to stay on and help engi-
neer some recordings. 

“Almost four years passed by, and I was still there,” John-
son recalled. Those years saw her working on more al-
bums by Stapleton (“From A Room, Volumes I and II); 
Jason Isbell and the 400 Unit (“The Nashville Sound”), 
Zac Brown, Kelly Clarkson, Brandi Carlile, The Oak Ridge 
Boys and Prine among others. (In later 2017, Stapleton’s 
“From A Room” albums as well as “Traveller” held three of 
Billboard’s top five country album positions. Only Garth 
Brooks had accomplished that.) 

“She jumped right into the fire,” Haefner said. “I’m not 
at all surprised with her success as an engineer given her 
drive and work ethic.” 

PERSONAL TOUCH 
As assistant engineer, engineer or producer, Johnson 
brings to every session an insistence on creating a relaxed 
vibe in the studio. 

“The biggest thing is comfort. The technical stuff is a giv-
en, that has to be done, and done efficiently, but the ex-
tra stuff people don’t do all the time...it’s like opening the 
door for someone.” 

To that end, she prepares for recording sessions by reach-
ing out to management to learn details such as Kacey 
Musgraves’ favorite gluten-free snacks or John Prine’s 
fondness for KFC—all of which makes a big difference in 
the studio. 

“Gena is so easy to work with,” Prine said from his home 
office at Oh Boy Records. “I love singing for her in the stu-
dio. [My wife] Fiona and I are so happy to have her as part 
of the Prine/Oh Boy family.” 

“It’s how you make people feel,” Johnson said. “My the-
ory is that wherever I’m working, whether it’s my home 
studio, whether it’s RCA, whether it’s John Prine’s living 
room, wherever, I absolutely have to make this feel like it’s 
their home.” 

Johnson recently finished up mixing the new album by 
Ashley Monroe, titled ROSEGOLD. The work was done in 
Johnson’s home studio, called Studio G. 

FULL CIRCLE PRODUCTION 
Despite—or perhaps because of—the experience with 
top-tier artists as engineer, Johnson is now producing 
more, and it’s bringing her full-circle with a friend and 
classmate from college days: singer songwriter Lee Hen-
ke. (See accompanying story on page 21.) 

“I started hearing all this music coming out of Nashville 
that I thought was revitalizing songwriting,” Henke said. 
“Even the country genre in general, and Jason Isbell, and 
Chris Stapleton. Then I saw Gena’s name on them and I’m 
like, you gotta be kidding me. This is amazing. 

“I said to Gena “Hey, I want to make a record and I want 
to do it right. And you’re making all the music I love the 
most.” 

The result is “Captain of the Ship,” produced, engineered 
and mixed by Johnson—who declared it “one of my most 
favorite things I’ve ever worked on.” The album is finished 
and the two are working on release plans, including find-
ing label support. “I’m super thrilled to see what comes of 
that,” Johnson said, “because it’s too good for something 
not to.” 

Henke’s studio time with Johnson as a producer was, he 
said, eye-opening. 

“Gena is a force of nature in the studio,” Henke said. “She’s 
incredible. I’ve never seen someone—and I’ve worked 
with a lot of people in studios and stuff—so thoroughly 
respected by everyone. All the musicians she brought in 
to work on the record are A-list musicians who will pretty 
much drop everything to come work for her.” 

Sure enough, Johnson also went to great lengths to se-
cure an atmosphere of home—Henke’s favorite coffee 
and snacks and other amenities all made the experience 
extremely comfortable, he said. 

“It’s incredible how detail-oriented she is but at the same 
time very open-minded and concept-based,” he said. “As 
far as a vibe in the studio, you couldn’t ask for better. I 
think that’s why she’s getting so many calls. She takes care 
of people.” 

Johnson in her home 
studio with singer Kelsey 
Waldon, recently signed 

to John Prine’s record 
label, Oh Boy Records. 

Continued from Page 20
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Margo Steck Graves was named for her grand-
mother—which may help explain why she’s such 
an impressive young woman. 

Graves was born Margaret Louise Steck, the namesake of 
Margaret Preska, who was president of Minnesota State 
Mankato when her granddaughter was born. Add to that 
legacy Margo’s mom, Ellen Steck, whose resume includes 
leadership roles with multinational companies as well 
as a term as president of the Minnesota State Mankato 
Foundation. 

“It does come with a little bit of pressure,” Graves said 
of being third in a line of remarkable women. “But it’s 
a healthy pressure. It’s pushed me to know that I can 
achieve anything I want to achieve, because the women 
who have gone before me have made that possible.” 

Graves graduated from Minnesota State Mankato in 2011 
with degrees in art history and mass media and spent one 
unfulfilling year working for an online art media compa-
ny in Arizona. She was thinking about starting graduate 
school but wasn’t sure what she wanted to study—or how 
she would pay for it. 

Then, when a family friend started talking to her about 
opportunities in the military, Graves—whose dad was in 
the Air National Guard—decided to enlist in the Navy, 
planning to become a mass communications specialist. “I 
was attracted to the travel,” she said. “Plus, I wanted to be 
part of a collaborative environment and to be challenged.” 

For the past seven years, Graves has accepted one chal-
lenge after another—starting with her assignment as an 
Information Systems Technician. “The only real experi-
ence I had with IT before that was a graphic design class,” 
she laughed. “I won’t say that it came naturally to me, but 
I ended up figuring it out.” 

Graves, who spent several years in Korea (where she mar-
ried her husband in 2014) and is now an officer based in 
Washington, said that although her career has veered 

down an unexpected path, her education at Minnesota 
State Mankato prepared her well. 

“Art history taught me to look at things with a different 
perspective and to understand the full story—and also, to 
write,” she said. “And mass media has also been import-
ant—that’s where I really learned about critical thinking 
and writing. Both degrees have been very relatable for me, 
even in a completely different field.” 

Graves credits her mom and grandmother for being great 
role models and for inspiring her love of history, art and 
travel. She had visited her “nanny,” as she calls her grand-
mother, in the United Arab Emirates as a fifth grader. 
Graves traveled to Italy in high school and went to Fin-
land with her mom and nanny to visit the home of Mar-
garet’s family. 

Graves is still planning to go to graduate school at some 
point in the future. The military, she said, has been a good 
stepping stone that has provided great experiences. “The 
success I’ve been able to achieve will assist with all of my 
future endeavors,” she adds. But eventually, she’d like to 
get back to art history. Beyond that, she’s not sure. 

“My vision for the future is still developing,” she said. 

And her grandmother, who was enjoying a cup of coffee 
and an hour together during a short vacation recently, 
was in full support of that outlook. 

“You are not afraid of trying,” she told Graves. “Which  
is good.” 

Editor’s note: On Oct. 5, Margo Graves gave birth to Elle 
Graves, marking the fourth generation of strong women 
in this remarkable family. We look forward to Elle enroll-
ing at Minnesota State Mankato for fall semester, 2037.

Legacy of 
Learning

Margo Steck Graves 
comes from a string 

of strong—and  
smart—women.

By Sara Gilbert Frederick 

From Left: Ellen Steck, Margaret 
Preska and Margo Steck Graves

                    TODAY.MNSU.EDU                          FALL 2019     TODAY            23



CLASS NOTES
1950s

JOAN ASCHEMAN THISIUS, ’50, Concord, CA, retired as 
the executive director of Chapman University. Her husband, 
ORVILLE THISIUS, ’51, is deceased.

RUSSELL LINDSAY, ’54, Mesa, AZ, retired from the United 
Methodist Church.

1960s
SHARON (STARR) HOLLALZ, ’61, Stillwater, MN, is a re-
tired commissioner in Redwood County who is serving on 
the Stillwater Library Board and on the Stillwater Rotary.

DONALD KAMPS, ’65, Mason City, IA, recently retired after 
spending 54 years in education—49 of them in higher ed. 

1970s
ROBERTA MISTRETTA, ’70, Austin, MN, retired and re-
turned to Minnesota after living 32 years in Atlanta where she 
was a registered nurse and a cellist in an Atlanta Symphony. 

DR. NANETTE JOHNSON-CURISKIS, ’70, ’74, Belle Paine, 
MN, recently received the Lifetime Achievement Award from 
the International Listening Association. She has received sev-
eral awards from this organization of which she is a founding 
member and current executive director. 

DR. JACK POLLARD, ’71, Chattanooga, TN, is a retired chi-
ropractic physician who enjoys golf and warm weather.

GLORIA (SCHULTZ) KERN, ’74, Garretson, SD, lives in 
South Dakota. 

MARILYN BATALDEN BULLARD, ’78, Colorado Springs, 
CO, is a retired federal agricultural chemist.

1980s
RANDAL MUNSEN, ’80, ’90, Tucson, AZ, was named history 
coordinator for the six campuses of Pima College in Tucson, 
AZ. 

KIMBERLY BUTSON, ’80, Duluth, MN, has been retired 
from her profession for 20 years, but has been the manager at 
B. Dalton Bookseller for 10 years.

MICHAEL QUARANTA, ’81, New Castle, DE, is president of 
the Delaware State Chamber of Commerce. In the past he 
has been a staff member to U.S. Senator David Durenberger 
(MN) and U.S. Representative Michael N. Castle (DE).

PATRICIA CAMPBELL, ’82, LaGrange Park, IL, is a chaplain 
with Grace Hospice in Chicago who just published her book, 
Pocket Inspiration 31 Days of Inspiration.

NATALIE TYRRELL, ’82, North Las Vegas, NV, has been re-
elected to a fourth term to the North Las Vegas Justice Court. 
She also was appointed as a professional boxing judge by the 
Nevada State Athletic Commission.

ROSANNE DUMMER, ’84, Arlington, VA, is an administra-
tive law judge with the social security administration in Falls 
Church, VA.

KENNETH OLAFSON, ’86, Belvidere, IL, is a sales account 
manager with Illini Precast in Chicago.

MARIAN BLUE, ’86, Clinton, WA, recently released her 
fourth book, Quantum Consequences, a science fiction novel 
from Sunbreak Press.

KATE BOYLE, ’87, Tacoma, WA, has been named provost 
and vice president of academic affairs at Saint Martin’s Uni-
versity in Lacey, WA. Prior to this she was the dean of the 
College of Education and Counseling.

1990s
TODD NICHOLS, ’90, Brownsville, TX, is an assistant ad-
ministrator for technology services with the Brownsville In-
dependent School District.

JOE KOLTES, ’90, Champlain, MN, has been promoted to 
regional manager of RE/MAX Results in Maple Grove, MN. 
As regional manager he will oversee several offices on the 
north end of the Twin Cities Metropolitan area.

TIMOTHY LEVITT, ’91, Sioux Falls, SD, is a technician who 
installs bank servers all over the United States. He has been 
doing this for 17 years. His oldest daughter is a freshman at 
Minnesota State Mankato.

COMFORT AKWAJI-ANDERSON, ’91, Iowa City, IA, re-
ceived her Ph.D. in education with a specialization in mathe-
matics education and leadership from Iowa State University. 
She is the director of K-12 curriculum & instruction with the 
Waterloo Community Schools District.

DR. TODD DAVIS, ’92, Spring, TX, was promoted to Chief 
Academic Officer in the Aldine Independent School District.

ERIC KLEHR, ’93, Pewee Valley, KY, is a pilot with Federal 
Express.

SHELDON SCHMITT, ’93, Sitka, AK, published his novel, 
Bush Blues, which is about village life in Alaska through the 
eyes of the local police chief. He is a retired police chief in his 
home town.

SUSIE (MILLER) MACMILLAN, ’94, Maple Grove, MN, 
made a career change in 2016 to business development in the 
energy space. She does facility consulting to help transition 
facilities to sustainable operations. Prior to this she was a 
recreation facility manager.

LINDA (SCHWEISTHAL) MOORE, ’94, ’03, Faribault, MN, 
is a professor with Crown College.

KARI DIERKS, ’95, Spring, TX, is a district finalist for 2019 
Elementary Teacher of the Year in the Aldine Independent 
School District. She is a fourth-grade math and science 
teacher at Smith Elementary School, where she was named 
campus Teacher of the Year. 
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ABDUL IDI, ’98, Bradenton, FL, was promoted to director of 
racquet sports at Riverstrand Golf & Country Club. Prior to 
this he was the head tennis professional.

JASON PICCOLO, ’99, Falls Church, VA, recently had his 
book, UNWAVERING: A Border Agent’s Journey from Hunt-
er to Hunted, published. He is a former special agent and 
supervisor with the Department of Homeland Security who 
blew the whistle on some unsavory events.

2000s
CAROL BOLLES, ’01, St. Louis Park, MN, has been named 
a partner at Baker Tilly Virchow Krause, LLP, an accounting 
and advisory firm in Minneapolis. 

DUNCAN LOUIE, ’04, Rosenberg, TX, is the director of sales 
with Gesiva Medical LLC in Eden Prairie, MN.

BAYARMAA TSERENDAVAA, ’04, Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia, 
went on to earn his master’s degree in international devel-
opment in 2006. He joined The Asia Foundation (US NGO) 
in the environmental program as an environmental policy 
officer responsible focusing on sustainable and responsible 
mining in Mongolia. He now is the managing director with 
Jump LLC.

TARAH (BJORKLUND) SACHDEV, ’05, ’07, Minneapolis, 
MN, is the dean of enrollment at Saint Paul College. She and 
her husband welcomed their first child Caleb, on May 5, 2019.

COLIN MUSTFUL, ’07, Roseville, MN, is a special education 
paraprofessional and food service employee who will publish 
his newest novel, Resisting Removal: The Sandy Lake Trage-
dy of 1850, an historical novel about the actions of U.S. gov-
ernment officials in Minnesota that led to the death of 400 
Ojibwe in 1850.

HONEY STEMPKA, ’07, Erie, PA, is the executive director of 
Environment Erie. Her husband, BRYAN STEMPKA, ‘07, is 
the general manager of Advanced Welding Technologies as 
well as co-owner of the company. They have two children.

DIANA AGUDELO CRUZ, ’09, Edmonton, Canada, is an 
academic coordinator in the Edmonton Catholic School Dis-
trict who celebrated 10 years of marriage, graduating with a 
master of arts degree and 10 years of living in Canada.

AMANDA WIRIG, ’03, ’15, Mankato, MN, is the executive 
director at the Emy Frentz Arts Guild in Mankato and a pro-
fessional visual artist who has exhibited in several states. She 
is a freelance grant writer for the America Eurasia Art Foun-
dation in Washington, D.C., and has won several awards.

2010s
LEAH (SCHMIDT) COCHRAN, ’11, Owatonna, MN, is a 
marketing and recruiting coordinator with CliftonLarsonAl-
len, LLP (CLA) who provides industry focused wealth adviso-
ry, outsourcing, audit, tax, and consulting services.

RAIHAM UDDIN, ’18, Miami Beach, FL, is a product special-
ist with Apple Inc.

ANNIE KRENIK, ’19, Cleveland, MN, is a local program pro-
ducer with KSMQ Public Television who will assist with the 
creation and distribution of a variety of local media content 
for the regional PBS TV station.
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1930s
Helen Elva (Mosher) Erickson ’34

Evelyn M. (Nolte) Pinckney ’34

Ruetta Lenora (Beck) Swenson ’36, ’63, 
’71

Ruth A. (Wheelock) Matheny ’38

1940s
Irene Lavonne (Sharp) Howard ’40

Eleanor Edna (Vollmer) Busse ’41

Dolores Lena May (Grunwald) Haug ’41

Kathryn Louise (Gosen) Cramer ’42, ’64

Lois Elizabeth (Fredrikson) Miest ’42

June Lenore (Wendelschafer) Rindelaub 
’42

Bernece Arlene (Lee) Sykora ’42, ’64

Bettyann Falls (Falls) Bradley ’43

Ruby Arlys (Knudson) Thompson ’43

Nora Marian (Gammelgaard) Kempfert 
’44

Vivian P. (Busse) Pinney ’44, ’67

Esther Tina (Penner) Fast ’45

Fern Marzine (Guthier) Nock ’46, ’72

Patricia Ann (O'Callaghan) Ochs ’47

Lois Dane (Dane) Krienke ’48, ’61, ’82

Louise Mae (Sladek) Workman ’48

Esther Ann (Mosby) Bingea ’49

Shirley Ione (Syverson) Lund ’49, ’69

Bruce Douglas Mattson ’49, ’56

1950s
Joyce Kathryn (Williams) Cassutt ’50

Anne Louise (Hellevik) Christianson ’50

Edward E. Erlandson ’50

Barbara Carol (Thomson) Harmer ’50, 
’68, ’72

Jean Emily (Blomsten) Rodriguez ’50

Russell Allen Stevens ’50

John A. Votca ’50, ’63

Allen Wayne Affolter ’51

Janice Mae (Moon) Eppard ’51

James Earl Frazier ’51, ’54

Ruth DuBois (Toland) Green ’51, ’67

Eugene Philip McGraw ’51

James Paul Nelson ’51

Phyllis L. (Barnard) Swanson ’51

Calvin Erwin Wolf ’51

Jean A. (Sweet) Yeager ’51, ’59, ’65

Loie Ralph Grandprey ’52

Beulah Wang ’52

Denneth C. Dvergsten ’53

Lois Jean (Bangerter) Meierding ’53

Ruth Irene (Burdick) Resch ’53

David Lee Shepherd ’53

Donald Lyle Frerichs ’54

John Glenn Hook ’54

Carol Jean (Danielson) Houdek ’54

Joyce Claire (Aaberg) Dewey ’55, ’66

Donald G. Grimstad ’55

Roland L. Leak ’55

Joan Dolores (Pixley) Marshall ’55

June Dittmar (Dittmar) Mueller ’55, ’57

Loretta Ann (Vancura) Oehler ’55

George Edwin Olson ’55

Ruth Maxine (Heuer) Pagel ’55

D'Arline Jean (Vye) Wood ’55

Roger L. Christopher ’56

Loren Dean Gates ’56

Shirley Ann (Kraemer) Hanson ’56

Joseph Anthony Schefter ’56

Rosemary Elizabeth (Tikalsky) Busch 
’57, ’58

Philip John Grauel ’57

Marion Helen (Beinke) Lichtenberg ’57

Donald Arthur Schreyer ’57

Maureen Lucille (Lunak) Wacker ’57

Thomas Michael Haas ’58

Gwenn Orale (Orton) Hoberg ’58

Marjorie J. (Everson) Lukecart ’58, ’71, 
’79

Gerald Thomas Mahoney ’58

JoAnn M. (Pederson) McDonald ’58

Orville Lloyd Bierman ’59

Raymond Douglas Colvin ’59, ’63

Larry K. Eckard ’59

Mary Kathleen (Cassen) Frederick ’59

Kathleen Josephine (Murphy) Garry ’59

Roger Paul Hiniker ’59

Kathryn Ann (Laughlin) Laughlin ’59

Carol Ann (Knudsen) Mathews ’59

Duane Edward Nemmers ’59

Alvin E. Simonson ’59

Mark Allan Swift ’59, ’71

1960s
Jeanette A. (Ioos) Brown ’60

Gene Otto Fossum ’60, ’71, ’79

Irene Marion (Davis) Hodgdon ’60

Judith Rose Maria (Keltgen) Mans ’60, 
’79

Dean Donald Schuenke ’60

Carlton Roger Smith ’60

Herbert J. Whitmore ’60

Earl H. Flatness ’61

Judith Jean (Schleier) Hanson ’61

Shirley Ilene (Stevens) Sharkey ’61

Richard F. Woodley ’61

Marie Grace (Gehrke) Carlson ’62

John Louis Dostal ’62

George Walter Mead ’62, ’65

Diane Margaret (Crumb) Wendland ’62, 
’68

Charles Leroy Frieden ’63

Bruce Allen Halverson ’63

Anthony Clifton Skjold ’63

Mary Therese (Traxler) Traxler-Orstad 
’63

David Owen Wenzel ’63

Dale Arlan Babcock ’64

Robert L. Fischer ’64

IN MEMORIAM
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Gloria Jean (Olson) Heckenliable ’64

Madeleine Margaret (Eischen) Houn-
slow ’64

Jerry Lee Kinney ’64

Dorothy Louise (Swang) Mc Coy ’64

Carmen Opal (Schroader) Meyer ’64

David Lawrence Myers ’64

Lois Ann (Haugebak) Osland’64

Robert F. Roble ’64

Jerry Anton Siebold ’64

Joyce Esther (Mikkalson) Theyson '64

Mary Esther (Carlson) Ballard ’65

Russell C. Beldin ’65

Marilyn Rose (Sulheim) Briggs ’65

Suzanne Janice (Nelson) Browne ’65, ’70

Gary LeRoy Dixon ’65

Michael Walter Johnson ’65

Douglas Elwin Lorig ’65

Donald C. Steinhauer ’65

William Boyd Thomas ’65, ’68, ’81

Sandra Lee (Schmidt) Wegner ’65

Rose Marie (Johannes) Zins ’65

Adeline G. (Borth) Borth ’66

Esther Leola (Lerud) Gilbertson ’66

David John Luhrs ’66

Ronald Anselm Luoma ’66, ’82

Elna I. (Hammond) Ponto ’66

Edward David Poser ’66

Martha Sue (Giffin) Struxness ’66

Richard Elton Sturgis ’66

Dorothy Carol (Rabenberg) Becker ’67

Alfred William Hoffman ’67

Patricia Kathleen (Cahill) Kahnke ’67

Lawrence Dennis Kleve ’67, ’70, ’75

Bruce Fredrick Krohn ’67

Mildred Olive (Dorsett) Mallery ’67, ’72

Patricia Elaine (Grande) Redning ’67

Michael David Tweed ’67, ’71

Rita Ann (Steckman) Lehmann ’68

M. Iria Miller ’68

Shirley M. (Mengshol) Ochsner ’68

James Clyde Stilwell ’68

Sandra Jean (Stotz) Clafton ’69

James A. Hertel ’69

Kay A. (Aanes) Hubbard ’69

Alan Douglas Larson ’69

Robert Rolland Larson ’69

Rebecca Merrill (Kamphoff) Lawson 
’69, ’78

Kenneth Duane Lorenz ’69

John Joseph Moriarty ’69

Edna Viola (Hughes) Owen ’69

Arlan Kenneth Ross ’69

Marlene E. (Tesch) Sower ’69

Gladys Ann (Hanson) Tressler ’69

1970s
John E. Bauer ’70

Jack Alan Brandrup ’70

John G. Ehrisman ’70

Gerald Dennis Gulden ’70, ’75

Marlene Faye (Wolff) Jensen ’70, ’74

Darwyn E. Kilian ’70

Judith Elise (Harapat) Mund ’70

Nancy Grace (Butterfield) Olson’70, ’78

Maureen Kay (Luther) Smith ’70

Kathleen Louise (Krusemark) Allen ’71

Aileen Virginia (Snell) Eick ’71

Wanda C. (Krohn) Espeset ’71

Linda Jean (Brower) Faber ’71

John Francis Gross ’71

Mary Bernice (Schnieder) Henkels ’71

Ronald Frederich Henricks ’71

Charles Grove Hoff ’71

Thomas Lynn Johnson ’71

Steven Leo Kilian ’71

Terry Wayne Layton ’71

Diann Kae (Miller) Miller ’71, ’77

Howard Gordon Newell ’71

Susan M. (Wynkoop) Ommen ’71

David Lee Schieffert ’71, ’83

Bonnie K. (Schreader) Schnobrich ’71

William Carol Stallkamp ’71

Bonnie G. (Jenkins) Suss ’71, ’73, ’76

Susan Jennie (Ames) Thoms ’71

Randall L. Wells ’71

Bryan Thomas Apelt ’72

Lloyd Ochs Grandprey ’72

Connie Lynn (Philhower) Holter ’72

Thomas Glenn Hoppe ’72

Allen John Jensen ’72

Gregory W. Jensen ’72

Merle Eugene Knutson ’72

Thomas Reed Nesburg ’72

Richard Peter Neumann ’72

Melvin Larry Norland ’72, ’81

Douglas J. Schultz ’72

Norman Andrew Shelsta ’72

Joanne Elaine (Eulberg) Boldthen ’73

James Bruce Colehour ’73

Dennis Edward Garin 72, ’73

James R. Hamilton ’73

Linda Susan (Zawacki) Loge ’73

Jon William Noreen ’73

Glenna M. (Schumacher) Schmidt ’73

Ann G. (Tryhus) Sovell ’73

Kathleen Ann (Roetzel) Strachan ’73

Kip Linden Baringer ’74

Marvin M. Bunish ’74

Robert J. Gordhamer ’74

Alan N. Hale ’74

Michael Paul Kruse ’74

Lyle Lloyd Mullins ’74

Clemens G. Brysky ’75

Patrick Joel Gentile ’75

James Gregory Holtz ’75

William Ervin Hudson ’75

Sylva Marie (Dahl) Kubicek ’75

Mark Wallace Leagjeld ’75

Karin Inger (Lekstrom) Merkert ’75, ’79

Gary Lee Molzen ’75
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Mark Edward Morrissey ’75

Ronald Dale Podratz ’75

Ann Marie (Green) Schaefer ’75

David Lowell Andreas ’76

Linda Marie Dummer ’76, ’85

Jerry Lee Freeberg ’76

Jeffery Peter Hansen ’76

Lawrence Leo Meskan ’76

Benjamin Eliott Walker ’76

Abraham William Wolf ’76

Randall Lee Butson ’77

Lori Lea (Litzenberg) Forsman ’77

Robert Paul Nordaas ’77

Harold Albert Berndt ’78

James Alfred Fritsche ’78

Gary L. Gabelhouse ’78

Grant Patrick Giddings ’78

Elizabeth Lee (Williams) Borchardt ’79, 
’85, ’90

Walter John Conway ’79

Gregory Donovan ’79

Susan Ann (Perry) George ’79

Eugene Joseph Sabaitis ’79

Michael Anthony Wolfe ’79

1980s
David Lloyd Harold Johnson ’80

Sharon Marie (Beaupre) Morgan ’80, ’82

Marilee Kaye Rickard ’80, ’91

John Daniel Kern ’81

Gary Wayne Otto ’81

Carl John Thurner ’81

Mary Cecilia (Campbell) Van Duyn-
hoven ’81

Patricia Jo (Jenkins) Baloun ’82

Marilyn Jane (Lussky) Lussky ’82, ’84, 
’85

Duane Allan Vogel ’82

Susan Ann (Reick) Brunner ’83

David John Ericson ’83

Susan Lynn (Kloeckner) Nelson ’83

Patrick Brian Sanders ’83

Barbara Ann (Wenzel) Sletten ’83

Angeline Bernice (Burke) Kalmer ’84

Lois Merrelin (Boettcher) Manthe ’84

Douglas Alan Amundson ’85

Rebecca Frances Egan ’85

Kent Alan Spotts ’85

Jayne Marie (Lane) Swearingin ’85

Kathleen Ann (Rutland) Glaubitz ’86

Kathryn Ann Cullen ’88, ’90

Walter Raymond Eisen ’89

Janet Kay (Klemmer) Hoberg ’89

Denise Rae Lentz ’89

Joyce Ann (Lundry) Ramsey ’89

1990s
Jeffrey James Kulow ’90

Paul Anthony Nelson ’90, ’95

Russell Robert Reed ’90

Mary Ann (McCauley) Andersen ’91

Jodi Lynn (Anderson) Brown ’92

Allan Benjamin Kirschner ’92

Renee Carol (Henricks) Menz ’92

Daniel Roger Ragan ’92, ’93

Jann Emily Deim ’93

Daniel Thomas Cashin ’94

James David Redmond ’95, ’99, ’09

Wayne Arthur Larson ’96

Margaret Ellen (Greene) Nicklin ’96

Judith Kaye (Nelsen) Raatz ’97

Jessica Renee Flatequal ’98, ’99

Timothy James Olson ’99, ’01

Todd Jeffrey Webeck ’99

2000s
Joseph Benjamin McCabe ’01

Mary Ellen Miska ’01

Kimberly Ann (Sawle) Ostlund ’01

Jeremy M. Pumper ’01

Rick Allen Johnson ’03

Aaron John Scharpe ’05

Marcus Scott Claye ’06

Joseph William Camplin ’08

Nicholas Adam Rice ’09

Linnea Marie Williamson ’09

David Marshall Pence ’11

Kiley Jo (Reich) Reich-Winberg ’11

Jun Dong ’13

Aaron Bradley Strootman ’15

Ekaterina Voytsekhovskaya ’18

FACULTY & STAFF
Arnold A. Becker

Elizabeth Lee (Williams) Borchardt

Raymond Douglas Colvin

Helen Anna (Schaub) Crase

John Edward DiMeglio

Aileen Virginia (Snell) Eick

Thomas Albert Engesser

Jessica Renee Flatequal

Stephen Reinhold Hilding

Fred Winston Inman

Thomas Gerard Jongbloedt

Judith Rose Maria (Keltgen) Mans

Gerald Gordon Mansergh

Bruce Douglas Mattson

James J. Mooney

Paul Anthony Nelson

Nancy Grace (Butterfield) Olson

Patricia Poluha

Marilee Kaye (Rickard) Rickard

H. Eulalie Smestad

C. Robert Utermohlen

Mary Cecilia (Campbell) Van 
Duynhoven

Merwin Charles Williams

Charles Francis Zwisler

IN MEMORIUM
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FRIENDS
Kenneth W. Case

Robert Merle Feist

Robert James Loe

Patricia Louise (Treinen) Norris

Paul Eugene Rozeboom
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THAT'S ALL FOR TODAY

When Tom Loucks lost his Minnesota State 
Mankato class ring while vacationing in Hawaii last 
year, he was certain he would never see it again.

Loucks had been wearing the ring since purchasing 
it in 1970, the year he received his urban studies de-
gree from Minnesota State Mankato. 

“I don’t ever recall having it off,” Loucks said.

On Nov. 18, Loucks was vacationing on Waikiki 
Beach when he realized he wasn’t wearing his ev-
er-present ring. He and his friends scoured the 
sand but came up with nothing. They continued 
onto the next leg of their Hawaiian cruise.

The following day, 11-year-old Camille Ficklin was 
playing on the same beach. She was part of a fam-
ily visit to Hawaii with 19 family members. Ficklin 
was playing in the surf when she ran her fingers 
through the sand and pulled up a ring. Engraved 
inside the ring were Loucks’ name and graduation date.

“Camille knew right off the bat that it was a special ring 
and that we needed to be able to find its owner,” said 
Monica Hudson, Ficklin’s aunt who was among the family 
members on the trip. “[Loucks] had had it for a long time, 
and it was obviously something very special.”

Hudson shared the story on Facebook, and her post was 
shared by friends and coworkers. Within hours, she said, 
one of Loucks’ former employees saw the post and con-
nected with Loucks. From there, Loucks and Hudson 
found a way to send the ring back to Arizona. About one 
month after losing it in on the shores of Waikiki, the ring 
was returned to him in Minnesota. 

“I was just surprised at how quickly we were able to find 
him through social media,” Hudson said. “I thought for 
sure I’d have this ring and look at it and go, ‘I wish I could 
have found this guy…’”

After returning the ring, Hudson stayed in contact with 
Loucks, with the two families exchanging Christmas 
cards in December.

“That ring went from Minnesota to Arizona to Hawaii, 
was found by a person from Grand Junction, Colorado, 
and then back to me,” Loucks said. “It’s just a kind of re-
markable story of the integrity of people, I think, to do 
something like that and make that kind of effort.” 

—Grace Brandt

Class 
Act
From Waikiki to Minnesota,
a lost ring is returned

The Missing Ring, 
lost on a beach 
at Waikiki

11-year-old Camille 
Ficklin found the 
ring; her aunt, 
Monica Hudson, 
found the owner.

The Ring 
Owner: 
Tom Loucks
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ALUMNI UPDATE

Name (including maiden)  _____________________________________

Spouse/partner ___________________________________________

Graduation year (if Minnesota State Mankato graduate)  ________________

Professional title or position  _________________________________

Employer  _______________________________________________

Employer’s address  ________________________________________

City _________________________  State _____  Zip ___________

Work phone ______________________________________________

Notes  __________________________________________________  

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________  

________________________________________________________

Please list any career changes, awards, honors, marriages, 
births or memorial information you’d like to see in TODAY 
in an email to today@mnsu.edu or msuupdates@mnsu.edu. 
Due to publication schedules, your news may not appear 
in the next issue. Class Notes may be edited for length 
and clarity.

A B O U T  Y O U  A B O U T  Y O U R  S P O U S E / P A R T N E R

Name (including maiden)  _____________________________________

Nickname _______________________________________________

Graduation year(s)  _________________________________________

Major(s)  ________________________________________________

Degree(s)  _______________________________________________

Mailing address  __________________________________________

City _________________________  State _____  Zip ___________

Home phone _____________________________________________

Preferred email ___________________________________________

Professional title or position _________________________________

Employer ________________________________________________

Work phone ______________________________________________

How may we share the information you’ve provided to us here (contact 

information will never be shared)? Check all that apply:

 Print version of TODAY   Online version of TODAY   On University social media sites

MAIL: Editor, TODAY  
 232 Alumni Foundation Center
 Mankato, MN 56001
FAX: 507-389-2069 E-MAIL: today@mnsu.edu
ONLINE: today.mnsu.edu
Update your contact information online: mnsu.edu/alumni/update

On Friday, Sept. 27, at the annual Purple and Gold Gala, the Minnesota State Mankato Foundation honored the Volunteer 
of the Year Tim Huebsch, Philanthropists of the Year Dennis and Helen Klenz and Corporate Philanthropic Partner of the 
Year Scheels. With pride and gratitude, we congratulate each of them.

THE VOLUNTEER

TIM HUEBSCH, ST. PAUL

Tim is the portrait of giving back. He was 
an active and involved student who cham-
pioned advancing IT on campus. His en-
thusiasm for the University continued as a 
member and past president of the Founda-
tion Board and a longtime member of the 
Alumni Association’s Board of Directors.

“In order to succeed you must reflect on the 
past, focus on today and, most importantly, 
dream of tomorrow. Volunteering for Minne-
sota State Mankato gives you a chance to see 
the incredible impact this institution has on so 
many lives that are turning big ideas into re-
ality. Helping with that, having a hand in the 
process, is incredibly rewarding.” 

THE PHILANTHROPISTS

DENNIS AND HELEN KLENZ,  
GEORGETOWN TEXAS

Dennis and Helen Klenz’s contributions 
to the University ensure that the same op-
portunities and education they received 
– which made all the difference for them – 
will be provided to students in the future.

“Both of us started out with basically nothing 
and have grown into a comfortable life. Educa-
tion is key, and we are happy to help provide it 
to somebody else. We want to give students in 
southern Minnesota the same chance for high-
er education.”

THE PARTNER

SCHEELS 

Scheels’ contribution toward the Maverick 
All-Sports Dome and Scheels Field reflects 
a pride and confidence in the University’s 
commitment to students, healthy recreation 
and the greater Mankato area. The align-
ment of similar goals and values makes this 
partnership a success for so many.

“We try to only partner with well-run, first-
class organizations that have strong leadership 
and a strong, positive community impact. 
Partners who we believe will make a difference 
in people's lives. That is what we see from Min-
nesota State Mankato and why we chose to 
associate with the University.”  

– Brandon Scheel, Store Leader/Partner.
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