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In a city known for its active and concerned 
civic leaders, Vira I. Heinz was in the fore-
front. Born Vira M. Ingham in what is now the 
Brighton Heights neighborhood of  Pittsburgh, 
in 1932 she married Clifford S. Heinz, son of  
Henry J. Heinz, founder of  the food process-
ing company. Clifford Heinz died in 1935. 

Over the next four decades, Mrs. Heinz ac-
tively engaged in philanthropic and civic work 
and did so much for so many. To mention a 
few of  her more prominent works: vice Pres-
ident of  the World Council of  Christian Ed-
ucation and an active supporter of  its work 
in Africa; she was a founder of  the Civic 
Light Opera; president and principal benefac-
tor of  the Pittsburgh Youth Symphony; and 
a member of  the boards of  the Pittsburgh 
Chamber Music Society, the Pittsburgh Op-
era and the Pittsburgh Symphony Society. 

Mrs. Heinz received the Chancellor’s Medal from 
the University of  Pittsburgh and honorary de-
grees from eleven colleges and universities. She 
was a trustee of  Chatham College and the first 
woman trustee of  Carnegie Mellon University. 
She served as a member of  the board of  Chil-
dren’s Hospital of  Pittsburgh and was an honor-
ary fellow of  the American College of  Hospital 
Administrators. As a member of  the Board of  
Directors of  the H. J. Heinz Company, she was 
the first woman board member of  a multina-
tional corporation headquartered in Pittsburgh. 
In the spirit of  generosity that characterized 
her life, Vira I. Heinz provided in her will for 
the establishment of  a charitable foundation.
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Dear VIH Network,

This past year at VIH has been a special one.  
2016 was a year of  deepening and expanding 
relationships.  The Heinz Endowments enthu-
siastically agreed to financially support the VIH 
Program for another three-year grant cycle 
(2017-2019).  To say the least, they were im-
pressed with the quality of  the Experience Re-
ports, CEE Reports, and testimonial videos that 
members of  different VIH cohorts have submit-
ted.   The thought, time, and effort that you put 
into these deliverables is more than appreciated.

Within the VIH network, we welcomed Robert 
Morris University (RMU) and their new Campus 
Coordinator, Saffiyah Scott, into our program 
this year. Saffiyah did an absolutely beautiful job 
of  mentoring the first three VIH awardees at 
RMU. Carlow University is concluding their sec-
ond year as a successful VIH institution thanks 
to the dedication, creativity, and leadership 
of  their Campus Coordinator, Gwen Stevens.

The number of  VIH awardees who returned 
to the VIH spring and the VIH fall retreats 
reached an all-time high in 2016.  Over fif-
ty past VIH awardees returned to share their 
experiences, skills, knowledge, and passions 
with the new cohorts.  This reciprocity is at 
the heart of  the VIH philosophy and mis-
sion and truly speaks to the buy-in of  all 
the VIH awardees.  Thank you to all of  you!
 

2016 is also a year of  congratulations and well 
wishes.  Graduate Student Assistant (GSA) 
Bethany Hallam began her VIH journey as 
an awardee at the University of  Pittsburgh at 
Greensburg who studied abroad in France.  
Two years ago, she began a master’s at the 
University of  Pittsburgh’s Graduate School 
of  Public Health as well as the GSA position.  
Bethany more than left her mark on the VIH 
network, and while she will be missed, we wish 
her all the best in the next stages of  her journey.
 
Finally, this past year also bore witness to many 
changes, politically, economically, and socially, 
both on a national as well as on an interna-
tional level.  For me personally, these changes 
illustrate why the work that we do at VIH is 
so very important.  I encourage all of  you to 
further tap into the VIH network and to sup-
port each other as we continue to work togeth-
er effect positive change on multiple levels.  It 
is a joy to support all of  you in these endeav-
ors and to assist as you support each other.

All the best, 
Sarah

MESSAGE FROM THE DIRECTOR

New Campus Coordinator: RMU
Safiyyah Scott: Living and working in Sau-
di Arabia in 2012 really instilled in me a pas-
sion for international education and glob-
al perspective.  Upon my return, I pursued a 
MEd in Social and Comparative Analysis at 
University of  Pittsburgh.  I began working in 
the field of  international higher education at 
Robert Morris University a few months be-
fore completing my degree in April 2015.  
Working with VIH has allowed me to step back 
and relish in working for a cause for the sake of  
the cause.  No doubt, working in higher educa-
tion is working for a cause in and of  itself.  That 
being said, there are always competing demands 
that must be balanced.  At VIH, the only com-
peting demands are how to make the program 
the most beneficial, instill the most competen-
cies, and induce the most impact in the effort to 
“Prepare women leaders for tomorrow’s global 
challenges”.  The VIH program not only works 
to prepare students as global leaders, but the 
program is committed to the professional de-
velopment of  the campus coordinators as well.  
We are drawn to the program in dedication of  
developing the student as an individual, yet are 
shown that the program is also invested in us.  
I have worked in various private and non-
profit educational institutions and I have to 
say that working with VIH has truly been a 
unique experience for all of  the reasons men-
tioned above.  I am glad to be part of  the sis-
terhood and look forward to an exciting year!  

Featured Campus Coordinator: 
University of  Pittsburgh-Greensburg
Pilar M. Herr, PhD, is an Assistant Profes-
sor of  History and the coordinator for the Vira 
I. Heinz Program in Women in Global Leader-
ship. She teaches Latin American History cours-
es, the history of  Spain and has taught several 
study abroad courses in both Spain and Cuba. 

As Vira I. Heinz coordinator, she oversees Vira 
I. Heinz recipients (up to 3 yearly) in their one-
year program. Dr. Herr considers that the Vira 
I. Heinz Program is one of  the highlights of  
her job because it provides her with the op-
portunity to mentor young women to develop 
their global perspectives and become leaders in 
their communities. Dr. Herr highly values the 
interpersonal relationships she has fostered 
with her students because they provide her with 
the opportunity to learn from her students’ di-
verse experiences in cultures all over the world. 

CAMPUS COORDINATOR’S PAGE



Emily Sterk
2015 Cohort
Washington & Jefferson College
Cuba

I am humbled and honored to announce that I 
have been selected for a Fulbright U.S. Student 
Award to Colombia. I will be teaching English 
through the Fulbright English Teaching Assis-
tantship (ETA) Program. During the 2017-18 
academic year, I will serve as an English teach-
ing assistant at the Universidad Nacional in Bo-
gotá. 

The Vira I. Heinz Program for Women in 
Global Leadership is a large part of  why I am 
going to Colombia in the first place. I am in-
debted to the directors and participants of  Vira 
Heinz and the many people who have entered 
my life in my study abroad experiences as a re-
sult of  my participation in the program. The 
experiences provided to me through the Vira 
Heinz Program served as a building block for 
me as a Spanish speaker, educator, and a glob-
al citizen. As a member of  the 2015 cohort, 
I was one of  the first groups of  students to 
travel to Cuba upon the lifting of  a 52-yearlong 

blockade between the island and the United 
States. During my month there, I was fortunate 
enough to have discussions with a number of  
local Cubans, including journalists, professors, 
and students. While I was engaging in conver-
sations with locals, it was clear that we had very 
different viewpoints on particular topics, as 
we were all shaped by our respective cultural 
norms. However, these dialogues undeniably 
developed my ability to interact with varying 
viewpoints, which is an essential quality to have 
as a teacher abroad. My experience in Cuba 
particularly emphasized to me the importance 
of  active listening and the inclusion of  a wide 
array of  diverse perspectives; these are both 
values that I will utilize in the classroom and 
that I will impart to my students in Colombia.  
 
While I was in Cuba, I investigated the ways 
in which censorship has affected the country’s 
media outlets from print journalism to social 
media. As an English Teaching Assistant in 
Colombia, I intend to continue my research 
interests in the field of  Digital Humanities. 
Outside of  the classroom, I will share my ex-
pertise of  digital media with my local com-
munity. As the country’s government creates 
obstacles to prohibit Colombians from free-
ly accessing the Internet, and with the over-
all limited digital literacy in the country, I will 
hold public workshops and utilize blogs and 
other social media platforms to promote En-
glish language proficiency in the modern era.                                                    

ALUMNI SPOTLIGHT

I hope to empower my community to become a 
part of  global conversations and to make the voic-
es of  Colombians accessible to the entire world.
Studying abroad in Cuba was one of  the most 
formative experiences of  my undergraduate 
career and has shaped my future plans and 
goals. Upon my return from Colombia, I will 
pursue my Ph.D. in Latin American Litera-
ture at the Pennsylvania State University. As 
a Vira Heinz scholar, I’ve learned how to ap-
proach new tasks in new environments, how 
to be more independent, and not shy away 
from things that I have not become familiar 
with yet. I am incredibly grateful for the op-
portunities provided to me through the Vira 
I. Heinz Program for Women in Global Lead-
ership and I will undoubtedly use the skills 
learned through my experience in the program 
in my future study abroad endeavors and for-
mation of  endless cross-cultural connections.

Bethany Hallam
2013 Cohort
University of  Pittsburgh-Greensburg
France

As I finish my time as the VIH GSA, I spend 
it reflecting on the impact that each awardee I 
have met has made on me personally and pro-
fessionally. Each one of  the VIH awardees I 
have come into contact with has been brilliant, 
kind, and inspiring. This position has been in-

credibly rewarding, and I am so grateful that I 
had the opportunity to learn from each one of  
you. 

I can still recall the day that I received a phone 
call informing me that I was selected for the 
GSA position. It’s hard to believe that phone 
call was two years ago, and I’m even more 
surprised by the growth that I’ve experienced 
throughout this position. Two years ago, I was 
in shock that I was going to serve as the VIH 
GSA, and I was a little unsure of  how I would 
live up to the expectations set for such a posi-
tion. Fortunately, with the VIH Program we are 
never alone in our development.
 
With help from Sarah Wagner, the Campus 
Coordinators, and our network of  VIH cohort 
members, I have been able to develop my inter-
personal and communication skills, making me 
a confident public speaker and savvy network-
er. I’ve come to better understand my strengths 
as well as my weaknesses. I’ve also  had the op-
portunity to develop new technological skills to 
build up our VIH website and other program 
aspects. 

The lessons I’ve learned are innumerable. 
While I’m sad to see my time as GSA come to 
an end, I know that the lessons and mission of  
the VIH Program are translatable to whatev-
er comes next. Thanks to all of  you who help 
make this program the success that it is and for 
continuing to build up one another!

GRADUATE INTERN



Fully submerged in the Dutch Caribbean, Eliz-
abeth Prager spent eight weeks scuba diving 
on the island of  Bonaire studying its marine 
ecosystem. Living at the housing sight of  her 
field station, Elizabeth spent countless hours 
underwater surveying, studying, and learning 
about all the organisms found in the Caribbe-
an and how they affect the economy around 
them. By living in an area with ten other in-
dividuals for this extended period of  time she 
learned how to better herself  and become 
more open and patient to many new cultures 
and people from all over the world, not just 
Bonaire. During her time there she conduct-
ed a research project with two other students, 
which they then presented to the community.

Elizabeth also learned about how much of  an 
impact diving and tourism has on the economy 
and environment of  Bonaire. During a camp-
ing trip that Elizabeth and her fellow research-
ers took, they camped at the national park. 
Here they climbed to the highest part of  the 
island, learned about its rich culture and his-
tory, met the governor of  the island and his 
family, and spent an evening hunting for flu-
orescence scorpions. One the most enjoyable 
moments of  Elizabeth’s experience was when 
herself  and fellow students volunteered to do 
ocean cleanups. During one particular clean 
up, at the main pier, Elizabeth and 121 other 
divers collected over 9,000 cubic feet of  trash 
under the pier. For her, this was one of  the 
most eye opening moments of  her trip. She 

saw so many people helping each other instead 
of  judging each other. She saw this as a time 
when there was no negativity only passion to 
work towards a common goal of  improving 
the environment. During her stay in Bonaire 
Elizabeth not only learned about how special 
it is to be a female diver, but also how unique 
it is to be a certified scientific diver in the ma-
rine community. In the free time that she had, 
Elizabeth spent learning about the native lan-
guage, Papiamentu, helping spread shark and 
sea turtle conservation awareness, and explor-
ing the rich culture and areas on the island.

Elizabeth Prager
University of  Pittsburgh-Bradford
From Bradford to Bonaire

I  had not publicly announced my acceptance 
into the Vira Heinz Program for Women in 
Global Leadership until St. Patricks Day. since I 
am studying in Dublin Ireland.  Which happened 
to be the first day of  the Spring Retreat. I post-
ed it on Facebook to share with my friends and 
family and later that day I received a comment 
and a phone call from my Great Aunt Colleen. 
 
My Aunt Colleen was good friends with Vira 
Heinz, they wrote back and forth to each for 
many years. My Uncle Bill was a musician and 
was invited to play at Heinz Hall. Vira Heinz 
flew my Aunt and Uncle into Pittsburgh, 
picked them up in chauffeured limo. My Aunt 
Colleen said she felt like a movie star! Vira 
Heinz and my Aunt Colleen hit it off  right 
away, my Aunt is the kind of  woman that wel-
comes you with a warm, loving hug and a kiss 
on the cheek even if  it is your first time meet-
ing. Vira Heinz loved this about Aunt Col-
leen and was very fond of  her loving nature. 

The day after they arrived they visited the Uni-
versity of  Pittsburgh and attended the perfor-
mance at Heinz Hall, after the performance 
Mrs. Heinz introduced them to the Mayor of  
Pittsburgh! The next day they were given a pri-
vate tour of  the Heinz factory and later had 
a formal dinner at the Duquesne Club with a 
number of  Vira Heinz personal friends. My 
Aunt joked that she had “never had dinner with 
a bunch of  millionaires before”. Vira Heinz 

and my aunt corresponded for years afterwards 
and Aunt Colleen speaks highly of  Mrs. Heinz. 
Whenever the two would write to each other 
the Heinz program and Vira’s “girls” would 
come up in the letters. Aunt Colleen said the 
Vira Heinz program for Women in Global 
leadership was something Vira Heinz believed 
in whole heartedly and hoped that it would im-
pact young women’s lives for years to come. 

Kelly O’Donnell
Chatham University
Connections to Vira



Thembisile was featured in an article written 
by Dessie Bey in SoulPitt Magazine, Western 
Pennsylvania’s number 1 urban magazine. Bey 
wrote about Thembisile’s journey to finding 
herself  through monologue and poetry. Bey 
included that Thembisile won a first place re-
gional award in the August Wilson Monologue 
competition in 2013. The article also highlishts-
Thembisile’s continued success throughout her 
time at Lincoln Unversity as she was awarded 
the Deans Award for Anthropology, the Out-
standing Anthropology Award, the Professors 
Award, and the Laurence Foster Prize for So-
ciology. Also included in the article is Thembi-
sile’s involvement in the VIH Program and her 
international experience in South Africa. Con-
gratulations on this feature article, Thembisile!

Visit: www.soulpittquarterly.com for  locations 
which distribute this magazine

The VIH program gave me confidence and sup-
port network that I needed for my trip abroad.  
It has benefitted me in ways I never could have 
predicted before participating, especially when 
it came to unpacking my experience during the 
fall retreat and presenting the lessons I learned 
to my campus community.  I am honored to 
have been a part of  my own VIH cohort and to 
be able to continue participating through men-
toring.  

Having gone to Chatham for a year while it was 
still a women’s college showed me how import-
ant and empowering it is to be surrounded by 
uplifting, brilliant women and to be discussing 
and practicing Women’s Leadership.  Being a 
part of  the VIH program made me realize that 
I can be a part of  these kinds of  communities 
outside of  just my campus, and that I will be 
able to find and create similar spaces through-
out my academic, professional, and personal 
journeys—at home and abroad.  I can and want 
to travel again, meet more incredible women, 
and share these experiences with my commu-
nity, and VIH taught me how.

Thembisile Gxuluwe
Lincoln University
SoulPitt Magazine Feature

Kaitlyn Shirey
Chatham University
Women Empowering 
Women

The cohort from the campus of  Waynesburg 
University proudly presented “Hard Conver-
sations: Addressing the –isms” on November 
9, 2016. This Community Engagement Expe-
rience allowed each of  the cohort members to 
address a topic that they had experienced while 
abroad and facilitate a hard conversation with 
the audience about that topic and how it affects 
people both globally and locally. The topics dis-
cussed were: tourism, racism, sexism, terrorism, 
poverty (-ism), and domestic violence (-ism).  

At this event, the audience of  92 individuals en-
joyed light refreshments from the destinations 
of  each of  the Wayesburg cohort members’ in-
ternational experiences. Then they were asked 
to take a seat to participate in an activity. The 
activity consisted of  18 yes or no questions cre-
ated by the Waynesburg cohort. Each question 
correlated to each of  the topics being present-
ed. The room was set up in six sections, and 
for forty-five minutes the audience rotated to 
each section to hear the cohort member pres-

ent their topic. The activity served to suggest 
which topics the audience members should ro-
tate to based on how they answered the ques-
tions. For example, one question was “if  given 
the chance would you ride an elephant?” and if  
the answer was yes, we suggested visiting the 
station discussing tourism in Thailand and the 
exploitation of  elephants. 
 
The audience had the opportunity to hear 
about three of  the six topics throughout the 
rotations. At the end, time was allotted for 
open discussion, comments, or questions. The 
Waynesburg cohort presented a variety and 
abundance of  information to the audience 
through the resources provided including in-
formational handouts, factsheets, references, 
and contact information for organizations in 
and around the community of  Waynesburg ad-
dressing these topics. The Waynesburg cohort 
hoped to create an intimate environment by 
sharing personal experiences about the topics 
making 

CEE Spotlight: 
Hard Conversations: Addressing the -Isms
Waynesburg University



No goal is loftier nor more prominent on 
Amanda Hulse’s bucket list than traveling the 
globe and with her summer in London, she be-
gan the process of  accomplishing that largest 
of  dreams. From visiting some of  the world’s 
best museums and touring centuries-old castles 
to witnessing iconic landmarks and strolling 
the streets of  a legendary city, Amanda tried to 
seize every moment of  her four-week journey. 

In addition to exploring the famed Trafalgar 
Square, Big Ben, and St. Paul’s Cathedral, she 
loved the opportunity to see London beyond 
the Westminster that adorns postcards, discov-
ering the lesser-known sites of  this city. For 
a self-professed “history nerd” there is argu-
ably no better place she could have visited, as 
London has been the site of  countless historic 
events over the past several centuries and the 
month she spent there was no exception. 

Within the first week of  her stay, Amanda found 
herself  in a city at the center of  international 
headlines when the UK voted to leave the Eu-
ropean Union and David Cameron resigned as 
Prime Minister; beyond her hope of  merely ex-
periencing another culture, she found herself  
in the midst of  a monumental time in British 
history. Much as the results of  the Brexit vote 
demonstrated, the culture of  the English coun-
tryside is very different from that of  city center 
of  London and Amanda wanted to explore this 
distinction for herself. The Roman-built city of  
Bath, royal Windsor Castle, and storied port of  

Dover are only a few examples of  the trips she 
took outside of  London to gain a more mul-
tidimensional perspective on life in the Unit-
ed Kingdom. However those adventures alone 
were not enough to sustain her wanderlust and 
she took advantage of  London’s central loca-
tion to travel to Prague and Edinburgh as well. 
While London and Edinburgh gave her a taste 
of  international travel within the confines of  
a familiar, Western culture, it was her trip to 
Prague that both pushed her most outside her 
comfort zone and confirmed her aspiration to 
explore more of  the large and unfamiliar world. 
The most difficult part of  this trip for Amanda 
was saying goodbye to London, but she knows 
it marks a beginning rather than an end, the be-
ginning of  her achieving that goal of  seeing the 
world and experiencing all that it has to offer. 

Amanda Hulse
Arcadia University
Lofty Goals in London

Mentorship is a multitude of  roles and re-
sponsibilities that enables the mentor to guide, 
teach, aid, and assist their mentee in preparing 
for their study abroad experience. As a mentor, 
you are provided with the opportunity to not 
only share your global experience, but to reflect 
on it as well. 

This becomes an enlightening experience for 
your mentee as she prepares to step into her 
own global experience in a new host country. 
A mentor does not only take on the leadership 
role in the mentor-mentee relationship, but 
takes on the backseat role as well. To be able 
to sit back and listen to the wants and needs of  
your mentee is important as well as being able 
to guide them with the information about your 
own experiences. 

 

As a mentor, you should be a comfort ground 
for your mentee as well as a source for all types 
of  questions and concerns. The relationship 
you form with your mentee as a mentor does 
not fade once mentorship is over. Your men-
torship can be a lifetime relationship if  you fos-
ter it. 

We serve as a role model, and a physical sym-
bol of  HOPE for the individual. We show 
them that we were once in their shoes, and that 
THEY can do it too! As a mentor, you become 
your mentees ultimate supporter and role mod-
el. Nurturing is our special trait in this type of  
relationship, for which we help them grow into 
their skin and break out of  their shell, helping 
them become the person they want to be. 

Moesha Godwin
Waynesburg University
Metamorphosis: Mentee to Mentor



This summer, I was able to travel to Stellen-
bosch, South Africa with the Vira I. Heinz 
Scholarship for Women in Global Leadership. 
While abroad, I learned about South Africa’s 
political struggles and how restorative justice 
was used as part of  the healing process. As a 
criminal justice and psychology double major, 
this program was a perfect fit. Studying abroad 
changed my career path and my future goals. 

Upon graduation, I plan to attend the Univer-
sity of  Pittsburgh School of  Social Work. My 
goal is to work in victim advocacy. Restorative 
justice gives victim’s a voice that they do not 
have with our current criminal justice system. 
While I want to work specifically with victims 
of  sexual violence, I believe restorative justice 
can help victims of  all crime. After working 
in the United States for a few years, I hope to 
work internationally with victims of  human 
trafficking. Helping these victims re-integrate 
into society after trauma is a very important, 

but often overwhelming, job. I believe my in-
ternational experience has help better prepare 
me for these goals. Without the Vira I. Heinz 
scholarship, I may not have realized my career 
goals or the change that I now know I am ca-
pable of  making in the world. 

When I was a prospective Pitt student, I attend-
ed an info session at the University of  Pitts-
burgh (Oakland campus) and the man leading 
it mentioned study abroad. My dad looked over 
to me, giving me a nudge, and whispered, “You 
think you’ll study abroad, Daria?” I confidently 
and assertively whispered back, “No, probably 
not.” Looking back at that moment, I think I 
said that because I was terrified of  leaving my 
own little section of  the world and because I 
simply couldn’t imagine how much that trip 
would cost. It would surely be an amount that, 
factoring in the already large sum of  money it 
costs to be a college student without studying 
abroad, I would not have. 

Now that I have received the Vira I. Heinz Pro-
gram scholarship, gone to Accra, Ghana to live 
and study for a month, and graduated from the 
program, I cannot imagine my undergraduate 
career without this beautiful abroad experience. 
VIH not only provided me with the funds to 
make this international experience happen; 
they also provided me with the tools necessary 
to embark on an international experience like 

Nichole Johnson
University of  Pittsburgh-Greensburg
From Stellenbosch to Social Work

this one for the first time. During the spring re-
treat I learned important lessons that I applied 
to various situations I found myself  in while 
in Ghana. One lesson I learned is how to rec-
ognize the root of  a miscommunication with 
someone who is of  a different cultural back-
ground than my own (perhaps we simply have 
different value systems as a result of  different 
upbringings). I was able to apply this to an in-
teraction I had with several Ghanaian security 
guards on campus once. They demonstrated 
that they spoke English when talking to me, 
but then began speaking in another language 
when talking about me (gesturing towards me 
while talking and also laughing). I immediate-
ly got frustrated and deemed them as rude for 
doing so. Then I remembered the various times 
we talked about different value systems during 
the VIH spring retreat. Between those mem-
ories and talking with my Ghanaian friend to 
digest the encounter, I realized that Americans 
and Ghanaians just have different values when 
it comes to interactions sometimes. It would 
have been harder and taken longer for me to 
come to that realization without being a part of  
the Vira I. Heinz Program.

Another way that the VIH program helped to 
facilitate my success while abroad was by pair-
ing me up with a mentor who had already stud-
ied abroad in Ghana. Before going to Ghana, I 
spent regular sessions with my mentor venting 
about my anxiety regarding this brand new in-
dependent trip and asking a plethora of  ques-

tions. My VIH mentor patiently answered all 
of  my questions and dispelled all of  my fears. 
Between having a mentor, attending the spring 
retreat, and having the support of  my campus 
coordinator as well as all other VIH graduates 
and current awardees, I had a smooth study 
abroad experience. I was so worried about not 
being prepared enough for my trip, but once I 
got there, I quickly realized that I was the most 
prepared out of  my entire USAC program co-
hort. This is all because of  the dedication the 
VIH Program has to supporting its awardees 
and facilitating our success. I am forever grate-
ful to this program and I am honored to be a 
part of  it. Thank you, VIH! 

Daria Sullivan
University of  Pittsburgh
Growing in Ghana



Lauryn Taylor Robinson spent 4 weeks travel-
ing the regions of  Ghana, Africa. While travel-
ing through the Ashanti, Brong-Ahafo, Accra, 
Northern and Central regions on weekends, 
Lauryn studied African Traditional Religion 
and Ghanaian music during the week. While 
learning local languages like Twi, Ewe and Ga 
Lauryn spent time with locals uncovering Gha-
naian music and it’s impact on local culture. 
Lauryn worked with professors at the Univer-
sity of  Cape Coast to discover the many tech-
niques and styles like highlife, reggae and hip-
life. 

While in Cape Coast, Ghana, Lauryn visited 
the Cape Coast and Elmina castles that served 
as key slave trading posts for the Portuguese 
and English for decades. Lauryn spent most 
of  her time in Cape Coast learning about the 
history of  the historic city while revealing a 
sense of  origin. Throughout her journey, Lau-
ryn learned about religious dynamics through 
attending several Christian, Traditional Af-
rican Religion and Muslim services and plac-
es of  worship. One of  Lauryn’s favorite visits 
was that to the Larabonga Mosque, which is 
the oldest Mosque in Ghana and possibly all of  
West Africa. 

In efforts to immerse herself  in every aspect of  
the culture, Lauryn volunteered at local schools 
and got to know several school teachers in the 
northern and central regions. While in Kumasi, 
Ghana Lauryn explored the depths of  Africa 

Traditional religion by attending a traditional 
service, and meeting a traditional African Priest 
and Chief. After learning about the complexi-
ties of  African Traditional Religion through her 
coursework, she witnessed a traditional proces-
sion of  a Priest and a 10 year old soon –to- be 
priest. 

Lauryn spent other weekends traveling to the 
northern region’s Mole National Park to see lo-
cal baboons wandering their streets and visiting 
the central region’s Kakum National Park for 
canopy walks over 160 feet in the air.  In her 
short time in Ghana, Africa Lauryn fell mad-
ly in love with the culture and the people. She 
hopes to travel back to Ghana within the next 
few years to work with an international organi-
zation that focuses on helping Ghanaians that 
are transitioning to America.

Lauryn Robinson 
Duquesne University
Music and Religion in Ghana

The VIH mentoring program allows previous 
and new cohorts to connect and share their in-
sight and experiences. As I have been in both 
positions as a mentee and a mentor, I can say 
I genuinely have enjoyed and gained from the 
VIH mentoring program.

It felt gre at to be able to use  my personal ex-
perienc e abroad to help my m entee, Courtney. 
I would consider Cour tney a friend, our re-
lationship is casual  and comfortable.  I still en-
courage he r to contact me whene ver she needs 
advice  or has questions, whether  it has to do 
with VIH , studying abroad, or  personal things. 

I found that the fina l few sessions were t he 
most enjoyable bec ause Courtney was sho wing 
how eager and ex cited she was, especi ally at our 
post-retr eat meeting. So, I en joyed her enthusi-
asm  and that I helped to  get her there. 
My favorite part of  t he mentoring program  is 
the fact that it is m ainly between the men tor 

and mentee to set  up meeting times, lo cations, 
and even add itional topics to dis cuss. I liked 
that the offered power points were just ther e as 
starting points  that we could build o ff  of.

Most importantly, I gained a valuable r elation-
ship with my m entee, which makes me  feel 
continuously connected to th e VIH program. 
I am e xcited to continue ta lking with Courtney 
a fter she returns from  Korea as well. More  than 
gaining from the  mentoring program, a gain, I 
loved that I  was able to give advi ce and to help 
someon e from my own knowled ge and experi-
ence abr oad.

Destiny Eames
Carlow University
The VIH Mentoring Program: Reflections



“Please Excuse My First Language,” the CEE 
at Thiel College was conducted in the form of  
round table discussions with select guest pan-
elists. The CEE was designed to discuss the 
existence of  language barriers globally, as well 
as locally—right on our own campus. At the 
start of  the CEE, Thiel cohort members intro-
duced the guest panelists: two Korean students, 
a Russian student, and another American stu-
dent who had studied abroad for a semester, all 
who helped facilitate roundtable discussions. 

The CEE began with a few rounds of  Simon 
Says in Spanish led by the Spanish Professor 
(Karlson) at Thiel. Many students were con-
fused, and only a few had eventually caught on. 
The idea of  this activity was to give students 
the experience of  being immersed in a new lan-
guage. Following the game there was a discus-
sion where many students responded that they 
were confused, lost, and that they just simply 
gave up. This is the response that the Thiel co-
hort members expected. 

The CEE team members then explained that 
the purpose of  the event was to discuss the 
language barrier further in round table discus-
sions, using one guest panelist at each table to 
facilitate discussions. There were four ques-
tions that addressed the language barrier, ways 
to overcome it, other forms of  communica-
tion, and how to limit the language barrier on 
our own campus. After each question, the floor 
was opened up to the whole group and  a few 

volunteers shared their thoughts, then rotated 
panelists to different tables. The three CEE 
team members also rotated around throughout 
the discussions to listen and facilitate, as well as 
give input of  their experiences. 

At the conclusion of  roundtable discussions, 
Thiel cohort members presentated a Power-
Point which reviewed steps to take in order to 
overcome the language barrier—patience and 
having an open mind about another culture—
being highlighted as the most important. After 
the presentation, the event concluded  and the 
Thiel cohort was welcomed with a round of  
applause and received many compliments from 
students and professors about how important 
this topic was and how impressed they were 
with the engagement of  students.

CEE Spotlight: 
Please Excuse My First Language
Thiel College

Olivia traveled to Copenhagen, Denmark 
through the Danish Institute for Study Abroad 
in mid-June this past summer. Her overseas 
flight, a red-eye, landed her in Europe two 
days before the program-assigned arrival. She 
pounced on the opportunity to explore Den-
mark alone before the rest of  the program’s 
students showed up. Live music, disorientation, 
and good food characterized Olivia’s adventures 
around the small but curious city. Throughout 
the program, she worked with a diverse group 
of  professors and faculty to surround herself  
with Danish culture and education. 

Along the way, Olivia found herself  peeking 
into the educational systems of  Turkey and 
Finland, each for a week, to contrast the ideol-
ogy in Denmark. She was shocked to discover 
not only the similarities between Turkey and 
the United States, but also her U.S. colleagues’ 
harsh criticism and negative reactions while she 
was traveling in Istanbul. With a rich, fulfilling 
trip around Europe in Olivia’s arsenal of  ex-

periences, she will be pursuing a large research 
study to further investigate educational systems 
in the U.S.      

Olivia Gusmano
Temple University
Investigating Education Systems Abroad



Self-Advocacy for Women in the Diverse 
Workplace was held as a roundtable discus-
sion with professional females as special guest 
speakers, all of  whom teach at the College as 
well.  Speakers included Dr. Polvani of  the 
Chemistry and Science department, Dr. Fifer 
of  the political science department and Dr. Gai 
of  the international relations and political sci-
ence department.  

The first half  of  the event focused on discrimi-
nation, gender biases, schemas and stereotypes, 
and multicultural workplace dynamics.  This 
was to help the audience understand the bias 
fully and to better know how to approach it in 
both action and speech.  Dr. Polvani’s speech 
included research into gender schemas and 
how they affect human perception.  Dr. Fifer 
discussed her experience in the bureaucracy 
as a young woman in a management position 
and ways she learned to advocate for herself  
through leadership.  Dr. Gai spoke about her 

academic journey towards achieving a Ph.D. as 
a Chinese immigrant.  

These real life accounts of  being a woman in 
today’s world provided a tangible substance to 
the conversation, and the speakers contributed 
to the discussion afterwards as well.  The dis-
cussion revolved around how to better empa-
thize with people in these different roles and 
how to bridge the gap of  communication.  Stu-
dents and audience members discussed their 
personal experiences with bias and workplace 
diversity.  With one another they reasoned how 
to use listening techniques to connect with oth-
ers in the workplace to build a more intercon-
nected community and type of  support system. 

CEE Spotlight: 
Self-Advocacy for Women in the Diverse Workplace
Washington & Jefferson College

Taylor Shea chose to spend her summer semes-
ter abroad, studying in the culturally rich area 
of  South Australia. She specifically selected the 
ISA Adelaide program to help her best pursue 
her studies at the University of  Adelaide. Here, 
she was enrolled in an Indigenous Culture and 
History course, as well as a Community En-
gagement course. She felt that these two cours-
es would supply her with the best possible un-
derstanding of  the local culture as well as its 
relationship with the local Aboriginal popula-
tion. 

The professor of  the Indigenous Cultures 
course was, in fact, part Aboriginal herself  
which fascinated Taylor and easily enabled her 
to gain knowledge of  her professor’s lifetime 
worth of  personal experiences as an Aborigi-
nal woman. Through the Community Engage-
ment course, Taylor was able to volunteer with 
a local, non-profit organization called Second 
Chances SA which is dedicated to supporting 
current prisoners who want to turn their lives 
around, as well as prisoners’ families. 
 

While working with Second Chances SA as a 
student intern, Taylor was able to obtain first-
hand knowledge of  the local population’s at-
titude towards prisoners as well as their view 
of  Aboriginals within the prison system. Tay-
lor gained many lifelong friends and memories 
through her unforgettable trip to Australia. She 
hopes to return to Australia one day to con-
tinue her studies of  Aboriginal culture in the 
Northern territory.

Taylor Shea
University of  Pittsburgh-Johnstown
Engaging with Aboriginal Communities



Congratulations 
2016 VIH Cohort!


