
Illinois State University Illinois State University 

ISU ReD: Research and eData ISU ReD: Research and eData 

Redbird Impact Center for Community Engagement and Service 
Learning 

Spring 2021 

Redbird Impact, Volume 4, Number 1 Redbird Impact, Volume 4, Number 1 

Center for Community Engagement and Service Learning 
Illinois State University 

Follow this and additional works at: https://ir.library.illinoisstate.edu/ri 

Recommended Citation Recommended Citation 
Center for Community Engagement and Service Learning, "Redbird Impact, Volume 4, Number 1" (2021). 
Redbird Impact. 7. 
https://ir.library.illinoisstate.edu/ri/7 

This Book is brought to you for free and open access by the Center for Community Engagement and Service 
Learning at ISU ReD: Research and eData. It has been accepted for inclusion in Redbird Impact by an authorized 
administrator of ISU ReD: Research and eData. For more information, please contact ISUReD@ilstu.edu. 

https://ir.library.illinoisstate.edu/
https://ir.library.illinoisstate.edu/ri
https://ir.library.illinoisstate.edu/cesl
https://ir.library.illinoisstate.edu/cesl
https://ir.library.illinoisstate.edu/ri?utm_source=ir.library.illinoisstate.edu%2Fri%2F7&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://ir.library.illinoisstate.edu/ri/7?utm_source=ir.library.illinoisstate.edu%2Fri%2F7&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:ISUReD@ilstu.edu


V
O

L
U

M
E

 4
 |

 N
U

M
B

E
R

 1
 |

 S
P

R
IN

G
 2

0
2

1

BRIGHT IDEA
ISU outreach programs are 
finding fun and innovative 
ways to deliver STEM lessons 
to children across Illinois.
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at Illinois State by using the hashtag #RedbirdImpact.
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Another important outcome from CCE’s strategic planning process 
is the creation of the new Civic Engagement Advisory Board. The 
creation of the board was also a recommendation from the Carnegie 
Foundation in response to the University’s application for and receipt 
of the Foundation’s Elective Community Engagement Classification.

“The board works to develop cross-departmental and interdisciplinary 
collaborations that will help to elevate curricular and cocurricular 
civic and community engagement initiatives at Illinois State. The 
board will recommend policies, procedures, and practices that 
support the center and the campus. Board members will also work  
to nurture partnerships with the local community with the primary 
goal of facilitating reciprocal and mutually beneficial opportunities  
for students, faculty, staff, and the community.” said Strzepek.

Here are the Advisory Board members:

• Dr. James Applegate, visiting professor, Center for the Study of 
Education Policy

• Dr. Becky Beucher, assistant professor, School of Teaching
and Learning,

• Beverley Beyer, senior associate director, Stevenson Center
for Community and Economic Development

• Dr. Kirsten Clerkin, instructional assistant professor, Mennonite 
College of Nursing

• Dr. Yojanna Cuenca-Carlino, assistant vice president for 
Academic Administration, Division of Academic Affairs

• Joshua Crockett, senior, political science

• Dr. Rebekka Darner, director, Center for Mathematics, Science, 
and Technology

• Cheryl Fogler, assistant director of Planning, Research, and 
Policy Analysis

• Dr. Jennifer Friberg, interim director, Center for Teaching, 
Learning, and Technology

• Liz German, CEO/president, YWCA of McLean County

• Dr. Joseph Goodman, associate professor, Department of 
Management and Quantitative Methods

• Dr. Doris Houston, interim assistant to the president for Diversity 
and Inclusion, Office of the President

• Dr. Elahe Javadi, associate professor, School of Information 
Technology

• Chad Kahl, associate dean for Public Services and Technology, 
Milner Library

• Dr. Lance Lippert, professor, School of Communication

• Dr. Danielle Miller-Schuster, assistant vice president, Division of 
Student Affairs

• Dr. Christa Platt, director, Multicultural Center

• Elisabeth Reed, director, Office of Sustainability

• Dr. Ryan Smith, director, University Assessment Services

• Janet Tulley, assistant dean, Wonsook Kim College of Fine Arts

• Dr. Maria Luisa Zamudio, executive director, National Center for 
Urban Education

NEW STRATEGIC PLAN LEADS 
TO NAME CHANGE  
AND ADVISORY BOARD 
By Emily Nafziger

Based on recommendations from its new strategic plan, the 
Center for Community Engagement and Service Learning began 
the 2021 calendar year with a new name—the Center for Civic 
Engagement (CCE).

“We are excited to move forward with our name change,” said 
center Director Dr. Katy Strzepek, Ph.D. ’18. “We believe that our 
new name is a better fit for the work and purpose of the center.”

The center was formally established in 2017 to support 
the University’s core value of civic engagement. Community 
engagement and service learning, as referenced in the center’s 
original name, are only two of the many forms of civic engagement.

“Our new name will reflect the broader range of civic 
engagement activities we support and encourage across the 
University,” said Strzepek. “Not only was our original name 
difficult for many individuals to remember, but it also excluded 
other important aspects of civic engagement such as philanthropy, 
advocacy, and political engagement. Simply put, our new name ties 
directly to the University’s core value we support and encompasses 
the broader range of civic engagement efforts we encourage.”

Harriett Steinbach, M.S. ’05, assistant director at CCE, led 
staff members through the creation of a draft of the center’s new 
strategic plan prior to Strzepek joining the team in early February 
2020. “It is important for all organizations and departments 
to have a strategic plan to guide in decision-making, annual 
planning, and resource allocation,” Steinbach said. “It was 
especially important for CCE because we are tasked with supporting 
and advancing the University’s core value of civic engagement, which 
extends far beyond the direct work of our staff.”

In creating the draft plan, CCE staff reviewed a wide variety 
of university documents, including the University’s strategic 
plan, each college’s strategic plan, the Division of Student Affairs’ 
strategic plan, university civic engagement documents, and reports 
prepared between 2014 and 2017. CCE staff also reviewed several 
documents from external organizations to note best practices and 
trends in civic engagement within higher education.

Literature and data review took place in the summer and fall of 
2019. Key stakeholders, including community partners, provided 
input through an online, open-ended survey in September. CCE  
staff then took all of that information into consideration when 
drafting the strategic plan in late fall and winter.

Staff gathered universitywide feedback on the draft plan  
early in 2020. The draft was revised as appropriate, and the 
new strategic plan officially went into effect with the new  
fiscal year on July 1, 2020.
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CIVIC ENGAGEMENT 

NEWS

REDBIRDS ASSIST MCLEAN COUNTY HEALTH DEPARTMENT 
WITH CONTACT TRACING
Last fall the Mennonite College of Nursing (MCN) and the 
Department of Health Sciences teamed up with the McLean County 
Health Department (MCHD) to facilitate contact tracing to help slow 
the spread of the coronavirus (COVID-19).

“We currently have nursing students and health promotion and 
education students doing contact tracing as part of their clinical 
experience or professional practice experiences,” said MCN Assistant 
Professor Dr. Melissa Jarvill, who was leading this effort on Illinois 
State’s campus. “The pandemic has caused challenges for our 
students and our community—so many people have been affected. 
As a health care professional, I am grateful that we were able to rise 
to this challenge, and that our students will have this real-life work 
experience to complement their studies.”

MCN seniors Shea Boston and Guido Calcagno began contact 
tracing in August. A majority of the tracers’ time was spent on the 
phone, calling students who have tested positive or may have been 
exposed to COVID-19 and tracking down those with whom they have 
been in close contact. 

“If they have been in contact with other people, I write those 
people down and contact them for being a close contact,” said 
Boston. “I explain that (positive cases) need to isolate for 10 days. I 
let them know all the signs and symptoms that would be considered 
an emergency. I go through to make sure that they don’t need any 
outside resources.”

Teresa Wang, a community health promotion and education 
major, volunteered to be a contact tracer. “Lots of people are willing 
to help as much as they can. I’ve learned to keep the phone calls 
brief, educational, and casual because you get a better response rate 
that way, and people tend to be less hostile,” said Wang, a senior 
from Mahomet. “I am learning so much about how to teach people to 
be safe and healthy.”

STUDENT WELLNESS AMBASSADOR TEAM LAUNCHES 
INITIATIVE TO COMBAT COVID-19
The Student Wellness Ambassador Team (SWAT), a Health Promotion 
and Wellness-sponsored student organization, has advocated for the 
health of Illinois State students for over 25 years.

Teresa Wang, president of SWAT, knew the group would need to 
take an active role in encouraging safe behavior among and offering 
resources for Redbirds returning to campus during the coronavirus 
(COVID-19) pandemic. Wang worked with Associate Professor Dr. 
Jacqueline Lanier to train SWAT ambassadors to focus on trying to 
prevent the spread of COVID-19 around campus. 

While the Redbirds Together wellness ambassadors emphasized the 
importance of healthy habits such as physical distancing and wearing 
face coverings, mental health was another focal point of their efforts.

“Since students might not be able to see their friends and family, 
their mental health might not be in the best shape,” said Wang. “If they 
need someone to talk to or need meditations to be more mindful about 
their situation, we want to provide that for them.”

ISU PRIDE CELEBRATES COMING OUT DAY
National Coming Out Day is October 11 providing LGBTQ+ 
individuals an avenue to openly express their identity in a 
supportive environment. 

Illinois State University’s registered student organization 
Pride celebrated the day with video messages and care 
packages for students who choose to come out as LGBTQ+.  

“Coming out is something that all LGBTQ+ folks have to 
deal with at some point because we live in a heteronormative 
society where the default expectation is that you are a 
straight, cisgender person, unless you voice otherwise,” said 
Emily Patterson, a senior English major with a queer studies 
concentration and president of Pride. 

The video was shared on Pride’s social media channels.

NEW SYSTEMIC RACISM 
RESOURCE AVAILABLE  
AT MILNER
Milner Library now offers the 
first-of-its-kind topical library 
guide on systemic racism. 
Milner now hosts a topical guide 
centering systemic racism in a 
general sense of the definition 
and expands to include 
resources in varying subjects, 
as well as ways to encourage 
discussion, engagement, and 
learning in the classroom. 

The guide is open for 
viewing, but some resources 
will be accessible only to Illinois 
State-credentialed patrons/users. 
The systemic racism guide is 
organized by material type and 
subtopic and includes resources 
and formats of variable time 
commitments. 

This photograph was taken during ISU 
Pride's recognition of National Coming  
Out Day in 2019.
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GAME DEVELOPMENT STUDENTS FIND UNIQUE WAY TO REACH PEOPLE WITH EPILEPSY
Last year a group of School of Information Technology students created a video game tailored to people with epilepsy for Streator Unlimited,  
a nonprofit organization serving adults with intellectual and developmental disabilities.

The students—Michael Reyes, Chance Cook, Anthony Wilczynski, Lizzy Parvin, Jacob Tolonen, and Nate Phillips—were members of the  
Game Development Club.

“I looked at it as an opportunity to exercise the abilities that we already had,” 
said Cook, the group’s lead designer. “I recognized the challenge.  
We couldn’t have constant scene changes. We would have to do everything  
kind of slowly with muted colors.”

Streator Unlimited eventually settled on a point-and-click, first-person story 
adventure where the user simulates various tasks throughout the day. The game  
is called Epilepsy Self Care.

“The ability to make an actual impact on people’s lives and help people who 
don’t necessarily learn in the same way other people do and improve their quality 
of life is amazing,” Cook said. “That was the biggest thing with this project.”

REDBIRD MAKES MCLEAN COUNTY ELECTORAL HISTORY
In March 2020, Hannah Beer ’20, who was a student at the time, stunned Normal by defeating longtime McLean County Board member George 
Gordon in the Democratic primary election. Gordon served on the County Board for six terms and spent decades teaching in the Department of 
Politics and Government at Illinois State. In November, Beer went on to defeat Libertarian candidate David Scarpelli in the general election.

In District 6, which includes the Illinois State campus and most student apartments, Beer was the first Illinois State student to win a County 
Board primary and general election. 

“I feel like (students) have an important voice that needs to be heard,” said Beer, who majored in political science and minored in civic 
engagement and history. “I felt like they weren’t being represented and I feel like I could do a really good job connecting with students and being 
an advocate for them as much as I can.”

Beer worked on other election campaigns throughout her time at Illinois State, including Illinois State alumna Nikita Richards’ 2018 campaign 
for McLean County clerk. After discovering her passion for politics, she became involved on campus with the College Democrats and eventually 
became the College Democrats of Illinois’ legislative director. She also spent two years with the Student Government Association and became a 
senator, spearheading an initiative to increase voter registration on campus.

WASTE STATIONS AID 
ON-CAMPUS RECYCLING 
EFFORTS
Units under Facilities Services, 
which the Office of Sustainability 
is a part, have been working on 
a project to install standardized 
waste stations in select on-
campus buildings. 

These stations feature 
graphics showing which 
waste the University’s recycler, 
Midwest Fiber, can accept 
and which is meant for the 
landfill. In January 2019, Lee 
Fox, assistant superintendent 
of Building Services, and 
Gig Supanichrattana, M.S. 
‘15, project development 
and data analyst of Facilities 
Management, replaced 40 
recycling bins and 67 trash cans 
in Schroeder Hall with 22 new 
standardized waste stations.

Before deciding to create 
the waste stations, Fox and 
Supanichrattana researched 
best practices and conducted a 
waste audit. Administrators are 
hoping to create a consistent 
waste collection system with the 
new stations and to place them 
in every building on campus. 
Fox and Supanichrattana are 
currently working to place waste 
stations in McCormick Hall and 
the Student Fitness Center.

CRCC 2020 WENT ONLINE
The Culturally Responsive Campus Community (CRCC) Conference was held via Zoom October 29-30. Under the theme Equity in a Mirror, 
CRCC 2020 aimed to speak to the goal of facing personal, institutional, and societal barriers to overcoming anti-Blackness.

“We should all be proudly anti-racist and vehemently oppose anti-Blackness that exists in our systems, policies, beliefs, and actions,”  
said Director of the Multicultural Center Dr. Christa Platt (in the photo to the left). “Without an intentional focus on anti-Blackness, we 
compromise our commitment to humanity and justice.”

The conference featured Tamika Mallory, a nationally recognized activist and staunch advocate of justice for Breonna Taylor, as the 
keynote speaker. Participants also chose between concurrent sessions exploring anti-Blackness. 

The conference aims to enlighten, educate, and ignite conversations around diversity, equity, and inclusion. For information on the 
history of the CRCC, go to CRCC.IllinoisState.edu. 
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Rose Mabwa went online one day looking for help for the community she serves. What happened next had 
the potential to change the future for thousands of young people and their families.

For the past eight years, Mabwa, a native of Kenya, has 
worked for a nonprofit real estate developer called The 
Community Builders. The organization, established in 
Boston in 1964, specializes in revitalizing urban and suburban 
communities and manages or owns more than 11,000 
apartments in more than 90 neighborhoods across 20 states. 

Mabwa works in the community life department as a senior 
manager of The Community Builders’ Chicago office. She is 
the reason there is a connection between her employer and 
Illinois State University. 

“A couple of years ago I was looking for a STEM (science, 
technology, engineering, and math) partner,” Mabwa said. “I 
was looking on the internet and found Dr. Brad.” 

Enter Dr. Brad Christensen, a STEM specialist with Illinois 
State’s Center for Mathematics, Science, and Technology 
(CeMaST). Mabwa was working on a project on Chicago’s 
West Side for low-income residents. 

“The schools there lack a lot of resources, and the kids are 
usually a year or two behind,” Mabwa said. “We sent  
a survey to see what they were lacking.” 

What she found out put her on the search that began a 
partnership with Illinois State that is still going strong. It’s been 
six years since those keystrokes led her to Christensen. 

“Rose is always looking for opportunities for her residents, 
especially to do STEM-related projects that can be tied to 
higher education,” Christensen said. “She’s very concerned 
about opportunities for the teenagers.” 

On his first visit to The Community Builders, Christensen 
introduced CeMaST’s Smart Grid for Schools program in order 
to teach the students about electricity. He rolled several large 
boxes into Mabwa’s community room, and students opened 
them to find a full-sized kitchen inside. Once everything was 
hooked up and turned on, students used the attached smart 
meters to see how much electricity was being used.

These days, Christensen annually ships Mabwa dollhouse-
size smart-home simulations, and models of power plants, 
high-voltage towers, substations, houses, and stores. They are 
all set up on a table like a little town that lights up. 

“They get it all working, then use smart meters to see 
how best to efficiently use electricity,” Christensen said. “The 
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“ We build muscle karts, a play on the muscle 
car from the ’70s—muscle because you have 
to use your muscles to get them moving.”

— Dr. Brad Christensen

With the help of Dr. Brad Christensen, a STEM specialist with Illinois State University’s Center for Mathematics, Science, and Technology, Rose Mabwa, a senior manager 
with The Community Builders in Chicago, introduces underrepresented students to opportunities that might spark their interest in higher education. Christensen has 
taught Mabwa’s students about building push karts and understanding the basics of electricity. (Photographs courtesy of Rose Mabwa)

dollhouses are full of $1,700 worth of smart house technology, 
and each has its own Wi-Fi.

“We’re teaching kids about the electrical grid by using 
dollhouses. And, they get exposure to energy-related careers, 
and that really appeals to Rose.”

Christensen has also taught sessions for the students on 
how to build one of his push karts. These are well-known in 
Bloomington-Normal where they are used by several schools, 
the Western Avenue Community Center, and the Children's 
Discovery Museum.

“We build muscle karts, a play on the muscle car from the 
’70s—muscle because you have to use your muscles to get 
them moving,” he said. “We have 17 chassis that are 3 feet 
wide and 6 feet long each. They have steering, brakes, and  
a push bar on the back. One kid drives and two push.” 

The children form teams and make cardboard bodies for the 
cars and then race them by pushing them around 

the parking lot. When it’s all done the 
cardboard bodies are removed, the 
chassis is loaded back on the trailer, and 

Christensen heads to the next school. 
Illinois State students have been 

heavily involved in this partnership 
between CeMaST and The 

Community Builders.

As an undergraduate Mennonite College of Nursing 
student, Christine Voelker ’19 worked for CeMaST and with 
Christensen on the muscle kart and smart grid programs.  
Her duties included transportation and scheduling, making 
sure equipment was delivered and later picked up on time. 
Voelker, who is now a nurse in Chicago, appreciated what  
she was doing. 

“I felt I was working for a purpose, for a really good cause, 
as I do now as a nurse,” she said. “We were helping provide 
kids with programs where they learned a lot, and it was fun  
for them. It was so fun to watch them having fun.” 

Voelker said the kids learned life lessons they might not 
otherwise have received. 

“Because we didn’t give them the answers right away, they 
had to work for it and think about how to solve a problem,” 
she said. “They learned critical-thinking skills and built 
resiliency that will help them throughout life.”

Last summer, Mabwa and her team arranged for a series of 
Zoom sessions organized by Illinois State faculty and graduate 
students. Professor of Environmental Health Dr. Guang Jin 
and Health Sciences Instructor Christy Bazan prepared a food 
safety session where food thermometers were shipped to the 
students who then performed a health inspection of their own 
kitchens inside their apartments. The session was modeled after 
the inspections that Bazan conducts on industrial kitchens. 
Ph.D. student Jaclyn Everly conducted a Zoom class on 
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mosquitoes and taught students how to make mosquito traps. 
Graduate student Sadia Sultana led a hand-washing experiment 
with gloves and germs. 

Graduate student Eva Gunawan held a session on DNA. 
The participants received a DNA strip, which they color-
coded, and then told Gunawan what the genetic code was. She 
then typed the code into her computer program and was able 
to tell students the Latin name of the species for their DNA 
strip. Students typed that scientific name into Google to find 
out what it was. There was a flower, a fish, clams, snakes, birds, 
and a frog in the group.

Gunawan became involved with CeMaST after seeing a 
help wanted email from a professor seeking volunteers to teach 
elementary and high school students.

“I volunteered for the high school students,” said Gunawan, 
who is finishing a master’s degree in biotechnology while 
working in Assistant Professor of Cellular Immunology  
Dr. Nathan Mortimer’s laboratory. “When I taught BIO 101 
my first semester at ISU, I was really nervous, but I liked it.  
I wanted to teach again, so I volunteered.”

Gunawan said the lessons enable the students to engage in 
scientific thinking by completing some of the same exercises 
and using the same tools that she and her colleagues use.

“This was a really good opportunity to foster scientific 
thought patterns,” Gunawan said. 

Dr. Rebekka Darner, director of CeMaST and a science 
education researcher herself, said Christensen’s work meets 
two of CeMaST’s goals: supporting the integration of STEM 

experiences throughout the lives of children, and reaching 
out to those marginalized groups who are underrepresented 
in STEM education and careers, most notably women, Black, 
Native American, and Latinx students. 

“As STEM educators, we have to ask ourselves why some  
of these groups are underrepresented,” Darner said. “What  
has our instruction of STEM done to make them feel they  
are not included? We have to give them a sense of belonging: 
‘You belong, and your ideas matter.’”

Darner said that CeMaST is able to serve communities  
due to Christensen building relationships throughout the state. 

For Mabwa, it’s about exposing families to new possibilities.
“I love seeing people thrive and fulfill their dreams, which 

ties back to the mission of Community Builders of building 
and sustaining strong communities where all people can 
thrive,” she said. “We do this using a community-based 
approach and partnerships with others. We seek to understand, 
respect, and support the communities we serve.”

Mabwa called this partnership with higher education a great 
way to close the gap for folks who need a little help. 

“A lot of our residents have a lot of talent and respond very 
well and are ready to collaborate,” she said. “They have desire, 
but they don’t have the resources. Once they are connected 
they can succeed. To hear a kid say he wants to be a brain 
surgeon or a veterinarian or a biologist, that touches my heart 
in so many ways.”

“As STEM educators, we have to ask ourselves why some of these groups are underrepresented.  
We have to give them a sense of belonging: ‘You belong, and your ideas matter.’”— Dr. Rebekka Darner

Rose Mabwa Dr. Brad Christensen
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THE QUESTION WAS STRAIGHT-
FORWARD, THOUGH ATYPICAL 
FOR THE BEGINNING OF A  
SCIENCE WORKSHOP: “WHAT 
IS YOUR FAVORITE CANDY?” 
THE INSTRUCTOR ASKED. 

Two of the children gave 
specific answers, but the third, 
not so much.

“I don’t really have a favorite 
candy,” the 11-year-old boy 
said. “I like all of the candies.”

What did this have to do 
with science? Nothing and 
everything. The instructors, 
two Illinois State juniors, had 
offered up the question to the 
three youthful participants 
as a way to break the ice. 
Then the instructors dove 
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into a 90-minute lesson on gravity, forces, launch angles, and 
parabolas disguised as a step-by-step instructional on how to 
create a catapult using popsicle sticks, rubber bands, and other 
household supplies.

“If it's not fun for them, (the children) don't want to do it,” 
said workshop instructor Hannah Alperstein, who majors in 
physics education and minors in dance and psychology. “And 
they're also not going to be motivated to continue to explore 
and have this curiosity for science. So if you have a workshop 
that's just tedious and all mathematical and not fun at all, it's 
going to do the opposite and actually discourage them from 
wanting to go into STEM (science, technology, engineering, 
and mathematics) because STEM, while it can be hard and it's 
a lot of work and dedication, it’s also super fun and fulfilling.”

The catapult workshop was one of four free sessions 
held over Zoom last summer for middle school-age children 
in Central Illinois. Illinois State University’s Center for 
Mathematics, Science, and Technology (CeMaST) co-organized 
the series with the University of Illinois Extension Office. 

The sessions were delivered by Illinois State University 
teacher education majors who are participating in the Noyce 
Scholarship program. About 15 4-H club members attended 
the workshops, which also covered chromatography, artificial 
intelligence and sustainable farming, and web coding.

The online workshops replaced CeMaST’s Discovery 
Academy. The weeklong science camp, normally held 
each summer at the extension’s Unity Community Center 
in Normal, had been canceled due to the coronavirus 
(COVID-19) pandemic. 

The virtual science lessons did break up a tedious summer 
for children during the pandemic lockdown and offered them 
a look ahead at mathematics and science they may learn about 
in school. The sessions also provided the Illinois State students 
some of their first teaching opportunities.

“That was really fun and a nice opportunity to have,” 
Alperstein said. “And I thought it went pretty well. We 
definitely practiced beforehand. And I think that helped the 
flow of it.” 

Hannah AlpersteinLeslie Reyes-HernandezDr. Rebekka Darner

“I think it is inspiring to have that  
female teacher to show you that you can  

do it regardless of your gender.”
— Hannah Alperstein
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Alperstein co-led the catapult workshop with Leslie Reyes-
Hernandez, a math education major and double minor in 
Spanish and Latin American and Latino/a studies, as part of 
their introductory internship as Noyce Scholars. The National 
Science Foundation program funds the training of secondary 
teachers in the STEM disciplines. Illinois State is coming to 
the end of a five-year grant that has supported 40 students. 
The scholarship recipients receive a $20,000 scholarship over 
their junior and senior years in return for committing to teach 
in an under-resourced community for at least four years after 
graduation. 

The internship enables the students to dip their toes into 
teaching. They also apply theories they learn in a course taught 
by CeMaST Director Dr. Rebekka Darner.

Alperstein and Reyes-Hernandez patiently guided the 
three children through the process of creating catapults, 
encouraging them and answering questions along the way. A 
detailed explanation of the actual science behind this ancient 
technology didn’t come until the final 15 minutes of the 
workshop, and well after the students had fun propelling 
marshmallows through the air.

Darner, who observed the workshops, said it’s important 
for the lessons to be question driven and a journey for the 
participants. “What I try to get (the instructors) to do is think 
about teaching math and science and technology through 
inquiry, which means having some degree of exploration before 
there's any explanation of broad principles or theories, so that 
when that explanation does come, the students have practical 
experience to reflect back on.”

Darner was impressed with how the aspiring teachers 
adapted to the online environment. “The pandemic has  
kind of forced us to rethink online learning and really take  
it seriously and give it our all you know because that's really 
our only option right now,” Darner said. 

Reyes-Hernandez thought the online teaching experience 
was valuable. “I really appreciate the fact that it was online, 
because of everything going on with classes going online.  
Since we are studying to be teachers, I think that really helps 
us. It's preparing us in the correct path.”

Reyes-Hernandez and Alperstein are preparing to become 
high school teachers in math and physics, respectively. Once 
they are in the classroom, they are hoping to inspire their 
youthful female counterparts to enter STEM someday.

“I decided to go into the STEM fields because there aren't 
that many women in the field. I like mathematics. So I just 
wanted to prove that we could all be mathematicians. It just 
takes patience and perseverance,” Reyes-Hernandez said.

Alperstein agreed: “I think there's a sense that it’s self-
fulfilling prophecy for females who just may feel like they're 
not going to do as well in those STEM areas. So I think it is 
inspiring to have that female teacher to show you that you can 
do it regardless of your gender.”

The key for these future teachers will be to remember to 
show their students that science is an exploration—and fun.

The key for these future teachers will be 
to remember to show their students that 

science is an exploration—and fun.
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“I have to prepare them for the real world,” Lin said. 
“Reality is not always easy. Most of my students are from the 
suburbs, and they have no idea what some kids go through in 
their lives even here on the west side of Bloomington.”

TCH 110 is formally known as Cross Cultural Teaching 
and Learning. The official handbook description reads that 
the course “reviews the many societal cultural factors that 
affect learning and teaching and the application of cultural 
understanding to curriculum development.”

“The whole course is about diversity, how we talk about 
differences, and how we respect differences,” Lin said. “It’s the 
first course in the bilingual or ESOL (English to Speakers of 
Other Languages) endorsement sequence.”

Last fall Lin’s TCH 110 students, who are mostly 
sophomores, worked with the local YWCA to help create 
lesson plans for the preschool and after-school teachers 
program. It’s known as a service learning project, of which Lin 
is a big proponent.

“Any opportunity to place a student in a community is a 
good thing,” Lin said. “I want them to feel they are a part of 
the community, and they have to go into the community and 
meet the people.”

Lin gets them started with what she calls the community 
walk. That’s where students literally walk around the 
community and take photos so they’ll know who they are 
serving. They report back to Lin with 10 things they learned 
on their community walk, complete with photos.

Melissa Breeden ’09 is senior director of the YWCA’s Young 
Wonders program. Her job is to oversee all the YWCA’s child 
care programs.

“Miranda’s students are helping us expand our anti-bias 
curriculum, so that we make sure our kids’ peer-to-peer 
relationships are strong since we are in e-learning right now,” 
Breeden said.

The partnership between Breeden and 
Lin’s students came about, Breeden said, 
in response to a negative situation that 
she wanted to resolve.

“It started it with a light bulb moment 
that I had,” Breeden said. “We had some 
students make a racist remark to another 
student, and I do what I usually do: I 
gave them a behavior strike and sent 
them home.

DR. MIRANDA LIN’S SPECIALTY IS TEACHING FUTURE TEACHERS. A PROFESSOR OF EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION AT  

ILLINOIS STATE UNIVERSITY, STUDENTS WHO TAKE HER TEACHING AND LEARNING (TCH) 110 CLASS KNOW THAT IT  

WILL BE DEMANDING, BUT THEY LEAVE READY FOR THEIR FIRST CLASSROOMS AS PROFESSIONAL EDUCATORS.

PREPARING TEACHERS

REAL, DIVERSE WORLD
CLASSROOM

FOR THE

OF THE

By John Moody
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“But, there was no opportunity to regroup afterwards. 
I didn’t know if I was sending them home to a racist 
environment.”

Breeden decided that a program was needed where there 
could be discussions about racial issues and religious differences 
with the children in her care. She was aware of the sensitive 
nature of such an endeavor. The role of the Illinois State 
students is to design lesson plans that have an anti-bias, anti-
racism, anti-xenophobia focus.

“A lot of adults avoid these difficult topics, and kids 
are sponges who don’t really have a forum where they can 
learn about these issues,” Breeden said. “I wanted a holistic 
approach, where there would be dialogue, and kids would 
not be lectured at, where they have the opportunity to ask 
questions and talk about differences, where we celebrate 
differences.”

Sophomores Grace Costello and Sara Vazquez, both 
elementary education majors, are two of Lin’s current students. 
Lin’s class gave them the opportunity to help Breeden while 
also gaining practical experience. Costello, who wants to teach 
second or third grade, understood that the class will be tough, 
given that the topic involves race and cultural differences.

“It is challenging, and I’d say I’m a very educated person 
on those topics,” she said. “But, it is a large feat to take on, 
especially when it’s presented to impressionable young minds.”

Breeden spoke to the students via Zoom so they would 
know more about the YWCA and the demographics of the 
children, many of whom are from minority families where 
English is a second language.

“I think I come from a place of privilege 
where I haven’t had a lot of encounters with kids 
with varying degrees of understanding English,” 
Costello said. “I think anywhere that someone 
teaches you will be faced with kids just like that. 
Getting to serve and work firsthand so early  
on in my education will be very helpful in  
my career.”

Vazquez first sought to learn as much as she could about the 
YWCA by doing research and making a list of questions for 
Breeden. Vazquez’s major has a bilingual concentration, so she 

was looking forward to working with young children who may 
not be comfortable with their English language skills yet.

“My dad is from Spain so I started in middle school really 
learning Spanish,” Vazquez said. “I’d say I’m almost fluent, and 
I know that we’re going to get so much experience.”

Vazquez appreciates that designing anti-bias lesson plans is 
similar to what she and her classmates will do in their careers. 
She worked in an after-school program where she had kids 
who are Spanish speakers and bilingual inclusive, meaning they 
speak Spanish, English, or both.

“I’ve always included racial bias lessons in my classroom 
at work, but it can be a little scary when it comes to teaching 
kids,” Vazquez said. “Especially when we are introducing 
societal topics, and there are social constructs.”

Vazquez and Costello respect their professor’s passion for 
her subject and for her students.

“Professor Lin cares so much about this,” Costello said. “I 
like that she’s throwing us in the deep end of service learning 
right at the beginning.”

Lin is appreciative that students these days are more open-
minded about taking on a service learning project than her 
students were from a few years ago. She wants them to know 
the importance of being partners with their future students.

“I don’t want our students to feel superior,” Lin said. “They 
are not here to save anyone, but we want them to be leaders 
and change agents. They have to be able to relate to all people 
and not just those who look like them.”

“I wanted a holistic approach, where there would be 
dialogue, and kids would not be lectured at, where they 

have the opportunity to ask questions and talk about 
differences, where we celebrate differences.” 

—Melissa Breeden

Dr. Miranda Lin
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DR. SHAMAINE BERTRAND
CAMPUS HERO

IN EACH ISSUE, REDBIRD IMPACT HIGHLIGHTS AN 

ILLINOIS STATE FACULTY OR STAFF MEMBER WHO 

EXEMPLIFIES THE UNIVERSITY’S CORE VALUE OF 

CIVIC ENGAGEMENT. THE SPRING 2021 CAMPUS 

HERO IS DR. SHAMAINE BERTRAND, AN ASSISTANT 

PROFESSOR OF ELEMENTARY EDUCATION.

Since arriving at Illinois State three years ago, Bertrand has become 
a nationally recognized advocate for diversity and equity in 
education. Bertrand has received the University’s Teaching Initiative 
Award; been named a Fellow of the Institute for Teachers of Color 
Committed to Racial Justice at the University of California, Riverside; 
and been chosen as a Clinical Practice Fellow for the Association of 
Teacher Educators.

In 2018 Bertrand and Assistant Professor Dr. Erin Quast formed 
the Equity and Diversity Cohort in the School of Teaching and 
Learning. Each semester, the professors partner with the Decatur 
Public Schools, and now District 87 public schools in Bloomington, 
to prepare 30 education majors to become culturally responsive 
teachers at racially and economically diverse urban schools.

It was at such an elementary school in Northern Virginia where 
Bertrand started teaching and decided to make an impact on future 
educators. “I just fell in love with teaching. It changed my life.”

Bertrand’s work extends beyond her professorship at Illinois State. She 
co-hosts the Black Gaze podcast with Dr. Kisha Porcher, an assistant 
professor at the University of Delaware, in which they examine higher 
education from a Black point of view. Bertrand also consults for school 
districts across the country about what it means to center Blackness, 
equity, and cultural responsiveness in the classroom.

The following Q&A with Bertrand was conducted last August.  
The interview has been edited for brevity and clarity.

HOW DID YOU END UP AT ILLINOIS STATE, AND WHY DID YOU LEAVE ELEMENTARY SCHOOL 
TEACHING TO BECOME A PROFESSOR?
I was just happy to have a job and be a teacher. We were just 
thriving at that time. But what I realized was as teacher turnover 
began to happen, we started to get teachers who came in and were 
like, “I don't know what to do with these kids.” And I was like, I can 
sit here and be pissed off because of the way that they're talking 
about our students or I can figure out a way to make change. I'm 
teaching sometimes 30 or 35 elementary students in my classroom. 
What if I were able to teach preservice teachers? If I saw 30 
preservice teachers and then those 30 preservice teachers had 30 
students that they taught—bigger impact. 

And so I decided to go into the multilingual-multicultural education 
Ph.D. program (at George Mason University). I had a specialization 
in ed policy. I also wanted to look at how policies could be 
systemically racist and how they perpetuate in different areas. And 
so I did all of that, I got on the job market, and then I came here.
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DR. SHAMAINE BERTRAND
NOW, YOU'RE AT A PREDOMINANTLY WHITE INSTITUTION. AND I'M GUESSING YOU ARE TEACHING 
PREDOMINANTLY WHITE PRESERVICE TEACHERS, BUT THEY'RE GOING INTO CLASSROOMS IN 
DECATUR OR CHICAGO WHERE THEY MAY BE IN THE MINORITY. SO HOW DO YOU APPROACH 
EQUITY IN EDUCATION WHEN TEACHING THESE EDUCATION MAJORS?
I ask my students at the beginning of the semester how many 
people have had a Black teacher before. Usually, less than 10 
percent of my students will raise their hand. So I am their first Black 
teacher, educator, professor they've had in their whole lifetime. 
What I've grown to realize is that I need to not worry so much about 
how I present myself but help my students to understand that there 
are systemic factors that impact why I have to do what I do and how 
I have to think about how I show up. 

We start the semester on building community. I tell them from day 
one, you are going to feel really uncomfortable. And this is why Dr. 
Quast and I named it the Equity and Diversity Cohort, because we 
want students who are well prepared to come into this space and 
feel very uncomfortable, who are ready for a transformation, who may 
actually have to sit with how they possibly perpetuate racism or white 
supremacy in spaces. We really do a great job of thinking about how 
do we show up in this world and how do we show up in our classroom.

And then with that, what we begin to do is we challenge stereotypes. 
It's not that you're going to know how to teach all Black children, 
because you're not. I don't know how to relate to all white children; 
I don't know how to relate to all Black children. But what you can do 
is make sure that your mindset is open and you do what (author and 
Georgia State University Associate Professor) Dr. Gholdy Muhammad 
does, and elevate the genius of students. You begin to look at them 
as assets. If you're going to a predominantly Black school, how are 
you going to use your privilege to make sure that you are opening 
a safe space where these students feel like they're accepted and 
you're cultivating them into becoming who they need to be?

WHY DID YOU START THE DIVERSITY AND EQUITY COHORT IN DECATUR?
When I ended up going to Decatur for the first time for a clinical 
in fall 2017, I was shocked because I was at a predominantly Black 
elementary school. So I was like, “Oh my god, where were these 
people coming from?” Because I was so shocked living here in 
Normal (with its relative lack of racial and ethnic diversity). Spring 
2018, I go back to Decatur for that same clinical. And one of the 
things that I struggled with is that a lot of teachers my first time 
there thought I was a parent. And I couldn't get them to buy into 
having conversations with me. 

So I said to Dr. Quast (who is white), “I really need you to come 
because this is a very unique space. Decatur is like a city in a rural 
context.” And so she came, and it was crazy because the way that 
students and the teachers interacted with her, it was like I was like 
her assistant. So I told her, “I think that we should create a cohort 
where we bring our students down here, so they can tap into that 
urban kind of setting.” And it helps prepare them because many 
of our students come from the suburbs or from Chicago, and we'll 
prepare them to go back into those spaces. I said, “We should have 
a cohort that we bring in this year. We will talk about these topics of 
equity and racism and white supremacy. And we really dig into what 
this looks like.” And so the planning of the cohort started in spring 
2018. Fall 2018 was our first time actually implementing it.

And what we were thinking is, if we are creating this cohort, let it 
become a reciprocal mentoring or teaching relationship with the 
teachers that are in the classroom. (The classroom teachers) are 
not necessarily looking at (the Illinois State students) as preservice 
teachers who are just starting out, but also at what can the 
preservice teachers give you as far as things that you can think 
about in your classroom regarding equity and social justice. Like 
getting them to think about, who do you call on a lot? If you're 
seeing yourself calling on a particular student demographic, why  
is that? So we started to push that envelope. 

Also, we created this project called “Teachers as Change Agents.“ 
And with this project, the preservice teachers were to talk to the 
principals and teachers and get an idea of what are the needs for 
your school, and how can we help with that. So our students have 
to create a project that they leave with that school. For example, 
they worked on ways for parents to help with their students with 
math and reading. There were several different things that they 
implemented down there for the schools..

OBVIOUSLY, POLICE VIOLENCE AGAINST BLACK PEOPLE DID NOT BEGIN IN JUNE WITH THE 
DEATH OF GEORGE FLOYD, BUT IT'S COME TO THE FOREFRONT SINCE THEN. HOW HAS THAT 
AFFECTED THE WORK YOU'RE DOING AND THE WORK THAT THESE PRESERVICE STUDENTS  
ARE ENGAGING IN, IN THE COMMUNITY AND IN THESE SCHOOLS?
We have to create a space where we can just have conversations, 
because these are things that are traumatic. On Monday in our 
discussion (with the cohort), we talked about how what has 
happened in our country recently has really become a traumatic 
experience for students. Because if they're continuing to see Black 
people being shot or if they're continuing to hear this narrative 
that the police doesn't care about them, how do you begin as a 
teacher to bring those conversations into the forefront? You're not 
necessarily giving your opinion, but you're providing the space. 

WHY DID YOU START THE BLACK GAZE PODCAST?
We just want to create a space where there's healing and liberation 
and a lesson on what it means to be Black, especially right now, 
but also in the past. And so that's what the Black Gaze is about. It's 
about centering Blackness; it’s about creating a space. And while it's 
centering Blackness, we have a lot of white listeners and listeners of 
other races that also gain insight from our conversations and dialogue.

IS THERE ANYTHING ELSE YOU WOULD LIKE TO ADD?
One of the things that we want to add to the cohort is a community 
piece, where we're actually helping our students to get into the 
communities and neighborhoods and start doing projects so that 
we can tie in school, university, and community partnerships. The 
partnerships that I am referring to are designed to be reciprocal 
relationships not just relationships where universities come in and 
take, do their research, and leave. But relationships where the 
schools and community are leading and teaching alongside the 
work that Erin and I are doing. 

I'm just trying to help out as much as I can to provide spaces where 
we can have dialogues, so we can think about how we can best serve 
our students and make sure we are doing it in an equitable way.
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WellnessWellness
PlanPlan

Illinois State Associate Professor Dr. Emily Jones spoke 
with Dr. Diane Wolf ’89, ’92, M.S. ’95, Ed.D. ’15, then with 
the Regional Office of Education, a few years ago at an event 
hosted by the Center for Civic Engagement. 

“We started chatting about wellness policies and fitness,” 
said Jones, director of the physical education teacher education 
(PETE) program in the School of Kinesiology and Recreation 

(KNR). “I told her I would love to connect with local school 
districts. I wanted to see how we could start building a more 
two-way partnership, strengthening our community schools 
from the perspective of wellness and physical activity.”

When Jones followed up with an email to Wolf, an 
automated reply bounced back that she had accepted a position 
as assistant superintendent of District 87 in Bloomington. 

Researching how to keep kids healthyResearching how to keep kids healthy

School principals believe in wellness. Bloomington’s District 87 has a 
wellness plan, wellness teams, even wellness champions, for its 5,400 
students. But finding time in the school day to get students moving more, 
eating better, and focusing on their mental health is a tough assignment. 

By Kate Arthur
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Jones contacted Wolf in her new role and learned that she and 
Caroline Bubulka ’13, M.S. ’15, head of the district’s nutrition 
program, were preparing for an evaluation by the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture, which provides funding for food 
services. Jones said Illinois State could help with that project too. 

“That’s a task that takes a lot of time and energy. We  
had the expertise so we could come alongside them in  
the evaluation.”

And that’s how the D87 Strengthening School Wellness 
Environment Project began in fall 2019. Joining Jones  
were Drs. Andrew Eberline and Tyler Kybartas, assistant 
professors in KNR; Megan Weemer, assistant professor in  
the Department of Health Sciences; and Dr. Joseph Lee,  
an assistant professor at the University of Colorado.

The research team sought to gain firsthand, in-depth 
information on physical activity, nutrition, and wellness in 
each of the district’s nine schools. Site visits provided data, 
and focus groups and interviews were held with school staff, 
after-school program staff, parents, and the community. The 
coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic foiled the researchers’ 
plans last spring to return to the schools to collect student data 
on physical activity, fitness, nutrition, and social/emotional 
needs and well-being. Nevertheless, the team delivered a report 
to the school district last summer over Zoom.

“Before the call was finished, they were building some 
strategic goals,” Jones said. 

Each school received an individualized profile, as well as 
a district assessment. Jones was surprised by what principals 
listed as their top priority. “They said physical activity and 
nutrition are great, but what my students need are resilience, 
strategies to manage their anxiety, and their ability to persist.” 

Based on that feedback, the research has been expanded  
to include social and emotional wellness. Eberline emphasized 
the partnership aspect. 

“It feels like a true partnership. They would say, ‘This is 
lacking,’ and we would ask how we could respond to that.”

During the interviews, school staff identified possible 
resources near their neighborhood schools, including parks, 
businesses and nonprofits. One example was Green Top 

Grocery, a local food cooperative, 
which has provided snacks to children 
on their way to and from school. 

Jones pulled in Illinois State 
Geography Professor Dr. John 
Kostelnick, who created an interactive 
color-coded District 87 Wellness 
Assets Map, along with KNR graduate 

student Tammy Stauffer. She moved to Bloomington-Normal 
from Kansas, and as director of operations for a local youth 
soccer club, found the mapping experience helpful.

“It was quite interesting inputting that data and seeing 
the maps and what was deemed an asset,” she said. “Being 
new to the area, it also allowed me to learn more about the 
community. Some of my kids could benefit from this.”

Part of asset mapping is looking for ways organizations, 
such as health care and fitness facilities, could be partners  
in programming. The map also illustrated which schools  
have access to fewer resources.

“This is another interesting layer,” Jones said. “It helped 
us visualize and showcase areas where resources are not as 
accessible for students and families.”

One of those resources that was lacking is food. 

“It’s important to know we have families 
who struggle with food insecurity in our 
community.”— Dr. Emily Jones

“(Principals) said physical activity and nutrition are great, 
but what my students need are resilience, strategies to 
manage their anxiety, and their ability to persist.”

— Dr. Emily Jones
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“It’s important to know we have families who struggle 
with food insecurity in our community,” Jones said. “Schools 
provide so much—breakfast, lunch, and snacks. Making sure 
that it’s healthy and presented in a way that’s appealing and 
attractive is an outstanding testament to the commitment that 
District 87 has to the wellness of kids. That really jumped out. 
The traditional school lunch lady persona is not what you 
see in these professionals in our schools. They are very tuned 
into providing access to fresh fruits and vegetables and well-
prepared meals.” 

On a site visit, Eberline noticed staff wheeling a cart around 
with snacks, so if a student was hungry, that wouldn’t be a 
barrier to learning. 

“Little things like that are big things,” he said.
Teachers were identified as the most important assets for 

students. Eberline was impressed by their involvement beyond 
the school day. Time and again the researchers saw how 
teachers were stepping up and doing what’s best for students 

across the district. However, 
the demands of keeping up 
with students’ needs sometimes 
came at the expense of their 
own well-being. 

“They’re so good at what 
they do that they overwork 
themselves and they don’t step 
away,” Jones said. “Sometimes 
the trauma that happens in 
kids’ lives comes into the 
classroom, and the secondary 
trauma is the emotional 
baggage the teacher takes on. 

You start to love and invest in the people you work with and 
their trauma becomes our trauma.”

In the past, the district has reached out to Illinois State for 
mental health support for teachers. A principal worked with 
Jim Almeda ’93, M.S. ’02, coordinator of assessment and 
well-being initiatives in the University’s Health Promotion and 
Wellness office, to teach an after-school mindfulness course. 
He also presented on how teachers could use mindfulness in 
their classrooms.

Another area that jumped out was the need to support 
students’ mental and emotional health and well-being. That’s 
when the team pulled in Weemer, who helped broaden the 
concept of wellness to include social and emotional learning. 

“That appealed in a big way to a lot of the schools,” Jones said. 
Each school is in the process of turning the reports into 

actionable plans. The latter could lead to opportunities for 
Illinois State students to help the school districts by offering 
health and wellness seminars or volunteering to staff school 
health fairs and carnivals, freeing teachers to interact with 
families. Jones will wait for the schools to initiate the next steps.

“We didn’t jump in and tell them what they needed to do,” 
she said. “We’re interested in walking alongside them when 
they say they are interested in moving forward. Our hope is 
that we can serve as links to people and programs on campus 
or in the community.”

Wolf said the research has helped the district expand its 
Wellness Task Force, identify wellness champions in the schools, 
and hold conversations about health and PE curriculum.

“Dr. Jones' work has been extremely helpful to District 
87,” she said. “She has been able to take our vision of wellness 
for our families, students, and staff and really analyze what is 
needed for our diverse community. Bloomington Public Schools 
is fortunate to have ISU as a research partner, and this is one 
example of the good work of academics in McLean County.”

“(Teachers are) so good at what they do 
that they overwork themselves and they 
don’t step away."— Dr. Emily Jones

Dr. Emily Jones
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ISU makes major effort to get students  
engaged in 2020 election and beyond

B Y  N I C K  E R I C K S O N
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On February 14, 2018, grief overshadowed a day 
annually set aside to celebrate love when Nikolas 
Cruz shot and killed 17 students at Marjory 
Stoneman Douglas High School in Parkland, 

Florida. Illinois State junior Dylan Toth watched in horror as 
images from the carnage began flashing on television screens 
nationwide. A senior in high school at the time, he couldn’t 
help but see himself in each of the faces of the innocent teens 
who thought they were attending a normal day of class on 
Valentine’s Day. 

Hundreds of students have been killed in school shootings 
across the United States since the Columbine High School 
massacre in 1998. After seeing yet another unfold on that fateful 
February afternoon, Toth promised himself he’d participate in 
every election and vote for representatives who promised change.

“It’s not so much about laying the future for yourself,  
but also laying it for the future behind,” said Toth, a family 
consumer science major. 

Civic engagement is a core value at Illinois State. The  
University has made a concerted effort to ensure Toth and  
his peers are more represented at polls, in policymaking,  
and in community building. 

Illinois State has had a long history of answering the call to 
engage students in democratic participation. Since the 2016 
presidential election, however, the University has focused  
campuswide efforts on amplifying more student voices with  
a specific infrastructure in place to establish short-term,  
long-term, and year-round civic engagement. 

“There's research out there about how you build voting as a 
habit, and you have to start younger,” said Harriett Steinbach, 
assistant director of the Center for Civic Engagement (CCE). 
“It’s crucial to engage with and support the future of our 
democracy.” 

In November 2019, Illinois State’s Voter Engagement Coali-
tion developed the All-In Voter Engagement Plan to create 
a coordinated campus effort for the 2020 elections (see sidebar 
on Page 20). The University sought to build momentum after 
monumental student turnout in the 2018 election compared with 
previous midterms.

Despite barriers presented by the coronavirus (COVID-19) 
pandemic, the University preregistered 1,102 students during 

the fall for the 2020 election and helped contribute to the sig-
nificant uptick in younger voters. These statistics don’t take into 
account students who were already registered or the ones who 
registered on election day. The McLean County Clerk’s Office 
showed that 1,988 of 2,698 (74 percent) of those registered in 
Illinois State’s three precincts—which are mostly populated by 
students—voted. That was about seven points higher than the 
projected national average, according to The Washington Post.

Nationally, the 18-29 age demographic had an 8 percent 
turnout surge compared with 2016, according to a study from 
Tufts University in Boston.

STUDENT-DRIVEN APPROACH
While the Voter Engagement Coalition used many research-
based approaches to encourage students to participate in the 
2020 election, it was clear that they were most likely to listen  
to their peers. 

Months before the November’s election, CCE selected Josh 
Crockett, a senior political science major, and Nakiya Simpson, 
junior elementary education major, as election fellows. They 
were responsible for connecting with students to provide helpful 
information and raise enthusiasm for participation. They flooded 
group chats, presented in Zoom classes, made sure students 
were pointed toward the right resources, and recruited plenty  
of other civically engaged students to help spread the word. 

“I think students are more aware of how things happening in 
the world are really impacting their life and their campus,” said 
Crockett. He led the Student Government Association voter 
registration turnouts and gathered Census data. “So, I think 
we're really trying to tap into that and to get students fired up 
about those issues that they're passionate about.”

Simpson knows the policies shaped now will affect the 
young people she will be teaching someday. She felt like it was 
her job to encourage people to vote—no matter whom they 
supported—to have their views represented. She also believed 
an early investment in the process will lead to more involve-
ment later in life.

“I think students are more aware 
of  how things happening in the 
world are really impacting their 
life.”—Josh Crockett

Students participated in early, in-person voting for the 2020 presidential election  
October 26-30 at the Bone Student Center and Watterson Towers.
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“As a future teacher, my goal is always to leave my students 
knowing that they have a voice,” Simpson said. “Because when 
a person has a voice, it motivates them 10 times harder to do 
what they want to do and what they should do.”

Students went to the polls for many reasons. 
Illinois State’s student body president, Lauren Harris, knows 

the historical significance of voter suppression in the Black  
community and just how much work of others it took for 
people who looked like her to vote. 

“I know that many people before me—Black Americans  
specifically—fought for me to have this right to vote, so it 
would be a disservice to not be using this right,” said Harris,  
a senior political science major.

As it turned out, cities in swing states with a high Black 
population—Atlanta, Detroit, Milwaukee, and Philadelphia—
had a significant effect on the outcome of the presidential 
race won by Democratic candidate Joe Biden over incumbent 
Donald Trump. 

While some students’ current views were shaped by their 
previous experiences, others might have needed a little more 
guidance in finding nonpartisan resources so they could easily 
identify and side with issues that were meaningful to them. 

The Redbird Voter Guide, which was launched before the 
2020 election season on CCE’s website, included an educational 
tool kit. Voters could read about candidates of every race from 
presidential to county board. It offered a nonpartisan political 
ideology quiz. 

The Redbird Voter Guide broke down the routes to voter 
registration, mail-in voting, early voting, in-person voting, 
and how to sift through information. That information helped 

provide people with all of the different voting options, which 
were especially important during a pandemic. In the three 
McLean County precincts containing most of the Illinois State 
student population, 823 voted early, while 252 voted by mail. 
In the 2018 midterms, only 520 students voted early or by 
mail combined. 

“We are really proud of our website as a comprehensive 
resource for students,” Steinbach said.

Between student outreach and the website, student voters 
were encouraged to be well informed, talk to the right people, 
and find credible news sources—whether they’d be online, TV, 
print, or social media.

“The danger is that there's misinformation that's put out 
there with social media, so we wanted to use our student leaders 
to put out the right information,” said Dr. Jacqueline Lanier, 
associate professor in the Department of Health Sciences and 
co-faculty leader of the American Democracy Project. 

Faculty members were also encouraged to engage with  
students in dialogue and discussion in the classroom. In fact, 
Dr. Nathan Carpenter, director of convergent media in the  
School of Communication, taught an eight-week Honors  
Seminar on the elections.

IN 2020, the Center for Center 
for Civic Engagement (CCE) 

incorporated the American 
Democracy Project (ADP) as an 
initiative coordinated by the center 
and collaborated closely with the 
Student Government Association 
(SGA) to order to develop a hyper-
focused, campuswide approach 
to increase civic participation and 
interest. The center’s broad scope 
involves supporting all forms of 
nonpartisan engagement through 
in-class and out-of-class learning 
experiences, along with building 
community partnerships.

ADP, founded on campus in 2003, 
advanced civic engagement as a core 
value at the University even after 

the center formed in 2017. SGA, 
specifically the civic engagement 
committee, has been the key student 
voice to encourage student electoral 
involvement, including partnering 
with ADP to purchase TurboVote, a 
nonpartisan online service helping 
students register to vote. 

“We felt like we needed to take 
it to the next level,” ADP faculty 
co-leader Dr. Jacqueline Lanier said 
about merging with CCE. “We're 
excited about where it's going and 
how it’s going to continue to evolve 
going forward.” 

Illinois State has shown steady 
progress in voter turnout in the 
last couple of national, state, and 
local elections. There was a 17.1 

percent increase from students in 
2018 compared with 2014. The 2016 
presidential election also had a 15.6 
percent voter increase from the 2012 
election. The short-term goal for 2020 
was to increase voter registration and 
turnout by 10 percent from 2016. 
Numbers from the 2020 fall election 
will be available this spring. 

A lot goes into building a 
sustainable approach to get the 
campus community invested in 
elections. Illinois State sought 
feedback from Institute for Democracy 
and Higher Education at Tufts 
University in Boston, which collected 
data at Illinois State from 2017-2019. 

“We're tapped into every national 
network,” CCE Assistant Director 

“Our democratic process works 
when everybody is engaged.”

—Dr. Jacqueline Lanier

VOTER ENGAGEMENT PL AN
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LOOKING AHEAD
The hope is that Illinois State students engage in civic life long 
past the 2020 presidential election. 

“Our democratic process works when everybody is engaged. 
It’s founded on that,” Lanier said. “We're so focused on the 
presidential election, but we also want to show how important 
our local elections are. It’s about referendums, other processes, 
and important issues that represent their views, their values, 
and the things that are important to them.”

The University wants students to know their voice counts 
in both their hometowns and the Bloomington-Normal area. 
While they encourage students to vote where they want to make 
the most difference, they can also involve themselves in their 
collegiate homes. 

“I had a professor once say that civic engagement is really 
doing anything beyond your 9-5 job,” Crockett said. “It doesn't 
just mean voting or following local news but volunteering, 

giving back, shopping local, using the Constitution Trail, or 
just saying hi to someone. It’s about you building community 
however you can.”

Illinois State students are doing just that, and it was on full 
display during the fall election season. Senior Tiffani Jackson 
moderated Bloomington Normal NAACP Political Candidate 
Forum event via Zoom in early October. Recent alum Hannah 
Beer ’20 won a seat for McLean County Board—running a 
primary campaign while she was a student. Sophomores Sarah 
Kraft and Yuridia Pineda served as election judges. 

Everyone has their own way of making the world a better 
place, and Illinois State University is proud to encourage that 
commitment, drive, and vision.

Harriett Steinbach said. “What I've 
learned is that planning matters. And 
that's why I think Illinois State is in a 
good place is because we have taken 
a lot of time to plan.” 

The coalition came up with a four-
pillar approach to reach both short- 
and long-term goals:

• Students and faculty/staff as 
advocates

• Voter registration
• Voter education
• Voter turnout
The Voter Engagement Coalition 

set forth high yet realistic goals to 
register as many students as possible. 
Redbird voters are at a bit more 
of a luxury since Illinois is a same-
day registration date, but students 

were encouraged to register online 
before the election to avoid any 
complications when casting the 
ballot. Illinois State was also involved 
in a voter registration competition 
between Illinois Wesleyan University 
and Heartland Community College.

While the 2020 election took up 
much of the initial focus, the All-In 
Voter Engagement Plan was created 
to set up a foundation for future civic 
participation at Illinois State. The 
coalition created another four-point 
plan for long-term goals following the 
November rush:

• Increase student registration, 
education, and participation 
in the spring 2021 municipal 
elections and subsequent 

municipal elections.
• Develop resources for 

faculty to incorporate political 
engagement into curriculum 
during any semester.

• Advocate for learning outcomes 
associated with democratic 
engagement for core courses in 
the general education curriculum 
as the general education update 
is occurring.

• Establish a long-term structure 
for the voter engagement 
coalition, term of service, and 
succession plan.

All of this attention to detail 
helped the University earn a spot in 
Washington Monthly’s best colleges 
for student voting list in October.

Left: Students wait to enter the early 
polling place on October 29 at the 
Bone Student Center. Right: Center 
for Civic Engagement Election  
Fellows Josh Crockett, left, and  
Nakiya Simpson take a selfie 
together after casting their votes. 
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Student Body President Lauren Harris drops off Holiday 
Helper gifts curbside to Center for Civic Engagement “elves“ 
Annie Weaver, Janae Brown, and Blair Canedy

ISU gift program  
serves local children  
amid the pandemic
By Emily Nafziger

For decades, Illinois State University students, 
faculty, and staff have provided holiday gifts 
for local children through the University’s 
Holiday Helper program. In the midst of the 

coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic and struggling 
economy, the program became more important than 
ever for families in Bloomington-Normal.

“So many individuals in the community have 
been impacted financially because of the pandemic,” 
said Blair Canedy ’19, graduate assistant for 
community service projects at the Center for Civic 
Engagement (CCE). Canedy coordinated the 2020 
Holiday Helper program. “For many children in the 
community, the only gifts they receive this holiday 
season will be the ones through our program.”

Each year, CCE partners with local organizations 
to identify children in need. In conjunction with each 
partnering agency, the children and their families 
identify personal wants and needs. CCE then asks 
Illinois State students, faculty, and staff to help 
sponsor each child by purchasing gifts for them 
valuing approximately $50.

Narry Kim ’93, M.S.’95, ’99, events coordinator 
in the Office of the President, sponsored several 
children this year on behalf of her office. “We’ve 
always been enthusiastic about supporting the 
Holiday Helper program, but I feel we especially 
didn’t want to miss out this year. I know that 
during the current COVID-19 pandemic with 
businesses closing, companies reducing staff, 

and more people facing unemployment and much 
tighter budgets, there would be a greater need to help 
families.”

Lauren Harris, student body president and 
a senior political science major, sponsored two 
children. “I sponsored a boy and girl last year, and I 
wanted to do the same again this year. Understanding 
the financial restraints I have (and I know many other 
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people have) I considered only sponsoring 
one child or doing the other alternatives 
offered this year. But, I really enjoy 
shopping for others and especially little 
kids, so I still decided to sponsor a boy  
and girl again this year.”

In 2020 CCE partnered with the 
Unity Community Center, Boys and Girls 
Club, the Center for Youth and Family 
Solutions, Marcfirst, and the Western 
Avenue Community Center After School 
Program at Eastview Christian Church. 

“We were thrilled to be able to work 
with a new agency this year, too” said 
Canedy. “In partnership with The Baby 
Fold, we offered an Amazon wish list of items that 
people could purchase and ship to us at CCE. It was 
a great option for those who weren’t able to commit 
to the full $50 of sponsoring a child or for those who 
were not located near campus.”

The wish lists included a variety of health and 
safety necessities for small children as well as 
therapeutic toys and puzzles. “We were thrilled to 
partner with CCE,” said Sam Guillory ’10, director of 
development at The Baby Fold. “The Holiday Helper 
program provided so many essentials that will help 
us ensure the safety and well-being of The Baby 
Fold’s littlest clients. And the donated sensory toys 
will help children on the autism spectrum learn to 
calm and regulate themselves and to connect with 
others. The donations will definitely have a large 
impact on children within our programs.” 

In 2020, 256 children were sponsored and an 
additional 291 items were purchased from the virtual 
wish list. In total, approximately $16,874 was donated 
to local children by Illinois State University students, 
faculty, and staff.

While child sponsorship all took place virtually, 
the pandemic posed a number of challenges to the 
Holiday Helper program’s gift return process and 
wrapping event. 

“CCE is housed in a small building, and we knew 
we needed to keep the number of individuals inside 
the building to a minimum,” said Annie Weaver, 
Canedy’s supervisor and the assistant director of 
cocurricular programs at CCE. “So, we decided to 
offer curbside drop-off for sponsors this year.”

Sponsors parked in a designated spot in the 
parking lot behind the CCE building and then 
followed directions on yard signs to text CCE staff. 
The CCE “elves” wore masks when collecting the 
donated gifts. 

“The curbside drop-off was a great update for the 
program,” Weaver said. “A lot of the sponsors were 
thrilled with how easily and safely they could deliver 
their gifts.”

Traditionally CCE organizes several Wrap and 
Pack Parties to wrap the donated gifts. With fewer 
organizations requesting that the gifts be wrapped 
this year and with the need for safety measures and 
physical distancing, three rooms were reserved for a 
single day in the Student Services Building. A limited 
number of volunteers wrapped and organized gifts at 
tables that were set up to allow physical distancing. 
Wrapping tables were sanitized between volunteers.

The Holiday Helper program culminates typically 
in holiday parties with crafts and games at the 
partner organizations. While those in-person events 
were cancelled for 2020, some of the party cheer still 
went home with children. Redbirds participating in  
a CCE September Service Days project packed 
holiday craft bags for the children, and the bags  
were distributed with the Holiday Helper gifts.

“The pandemic has certainly forced us  
to be flexible with all of our cocurricular 
programs,” said Weaver, “and that was 
definitely true of Holiday Helper. I’m 
proud of the way that we were able 
to adapt as needed, however, keep 
everyone safe, and still impact  
the community in such an  
amazing way.”
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48
PARTNERSHIPS

108 
HOURS OF SERVICE 

COMPLETED BY 
STUDENTS

SEPTEMBER SERVICE HOURS

AT THE MIDWEST FOODBANK, SUNNYSIDE GARDEN, AND CREATING TAKE-HOME CRAFT KITS 
FOR KIDS FOR HOLIDAY HELPER PARTICIPANTS

by TOPIC

A HOUSE DIVIDED: WHAT WOULD WE HAVE 
TO GIVE UP TO GET THE POLITICAL SYSTEM WE WANT? 

70

COMING TO AMERICA: WHO SHOULD WE WELCOME,  
WHAT SHOULD WE DO? 60

INFECTIOUS DISEASE OUTBREAK: HOW SHOULD WE KEEP  
OUR COMMUNITIES SAFE? 70

MENTAL ILLNESS: HOW DO WE ADDRESS A GROWING 
PROBLEM? 170

SAFETY & JUSTICE: HOW SHOULD 
COMMUNITIES REDUCE VIOLENCE? 

120

REDBIRDS 
MAKING AN IMPACT

DELIBERATIVE 
DIALOGUES

Deliberative Dialogues are 
guided conversations with 

students on a variety of 
different topics.

PARTICIPATION 
DURING THE 

FALL SEMESTER

450 students  
in 25 classes

40 people in out  
of class settings
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POCKET  
CONSTITUTIONS  

GIVEN AWAY ON 
CONSTITUTION DAY

Estimate

25
and 95 ON 

INAUGURATION DAY 

HOLIDLAY
HELPERS 
2020 TOTALS 

256 KIDS 
were sponsored.

291 ADDITIONAL ITEMS 
were purchased from the 

Amazon wish list.

$16,874  in GIFTS
were made to local children.

VOTING STATS 
• 1,700 INDIVIDUALS VOTED EARLY AT THE  

BONE STUDENT CENTER. ON ELECTION DAY, 
150 STUDENTS VOTED IN WATTERSON TOWERS 
AND 200 IN THE BONE STUDENT CENTER.

• FROM AUGUST 1-OCTOBER 18 (LAST DAY 
OF ONLINE VOTER REGISTRATION), 1,102 
PEOPLE FROM THE ISU COMMUNITY SIGNED 
UP FOR TURBOVOTE. OF THOSE, 847 WENT 
ON TO USE TURBOVOTE TO BEGIN THE VOTER 
REGISTRATION PROCESS.

GET
INVOLVED 

THE CENTER FOR CIVIC ENGAGEMENT OFFERS 
OPPORTUNITIES TO BECOME INVOLVED IN 

COMMUNITY SERVICE THROUGHOUT THE YEAR. 
VISIT CIVICENGAGEMENT.ILLINOISSTATE.EDU/

STUDENTS FOR MORE INFORMATION.
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Center for Civic Engagement
Campus Box 3800 
Normal IL 61790-3800

Nonprofit Organization
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Eric Christian is a physical education teacher in Bloomington’s 
District 87, which is partnering with Illinois State University to 
strengthen school wellness programs (see Page 14). 
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