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The Fall Symposium brought quite the gathering of bright and curious people 
to the first floor lobby of Miller Nichols Learning Center. Undergraduate 
researchers presented on the Veggie Meter, fear of sleep, Iberian plainchant 
codices, artificial intelligence, and other research topics. The symposium 
gave presenters and visitors opportunities to develop new connections. 

More than 225 students presented over 90 projects at the symposium, held over four sessions on 
Wednesday, December 3, and Thursday, December 4, 2025.  

Most participants participated as part of their EUReka! courses during the fall. These courses infuse 
research skills into the classroom in a variety of disciplines. Students from majors across UMKC 
learned how to form a research question, collect information, and report findings. These projects were 
done through general education critical thinking courses like “Nature’s Fury” with Dr. Alison Graettinger 
and “Contemporary World Problems” with Dr. Susanna Donaldson, in English courses like “Literary 
Monstrosities” with Dr. Spencer Keralis and “Intermediate Academic Prose” with Dr. Jane Greer, and in 
the History course “Introduction to African History” with Dr. K. Herman Adney. 

Students working on 20 mentored research projects also presented. Some participated to gain 
experience before graduation or applying to a national conference. Others wanted to have 
conversations to help inform their next research steps. This campus event provided an opportunity to 
gain experience communicating about one’s research to a wide audience. With mentors in Earth & 
Environmental Science, Psychology, Biology, Health Sciences, History, Biomedical & Health 
Informatics, and English, these students shared their commitment to research. 

Thank you to all the presenters, faculty mentors, and visitors for making the Fall Symposium a shining 
success! 

Anna Simms and Erica Ludy present to visitor Dr. Spencer Keralis’ “Literary Monstrosities” class 
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The Office of Undergraduate Research &  
Creative Scholarship (UR&CS) supports high-impact learning 
opportunities by funding the work of undergraduate researchers, 
scholars, and artists; linking students with research opportunities; 
providing opportunities for students to enhance intellectual and 
career-building skills; and supporting faculty mentorship. 

Staff 
Jane Greer, Ph.D., Director 

greerj@umkc.edu  
Alicen Lundberg, Assistant Director 

lundberga@umkc.edu  
Dasia Mendez, Administrative Assistant 
 dmvgr@umkc.edu 

Faculty Advisory Board 
Shuhao Cao, Mathematics 
Alison Graettinger, Earth & Environmental Science 
Jane Greer, English 
Amanda Grimes, Health Sciences 
Kimberly Johnson, Multicultural Student Affairs 

School of Education, Social Work, & Psychological Sciences  
Spencer Keralis, University Libraries 
Debra Leiter, Political Science 
Jesse Lowe, Computer Science 
Hillary McGraw, Biological Sciences 

Zahra Niroobakhsh, Mechanical Engineering 
Paul Rulis, Physics 
Maria Spletter, Biological Sciences 

Matthew Vangjel, Trumpet 
Westley Youngren, Psychology 

Student Ambassadors 
Nevaeh Carrell, Chemistry and Biology, 2027 
Ian Hilderbrand, Sociology: Cultural Anthropology and Film & Media Arts, 2027 
David Keltner, Physics and Mathematics & Statistics, 2026 

Key’Rra Moore, Psychology, 2026 

Wylie Putnam, Physics, Chemistry, and Biology, 2026 

Bianca Alessandra Smith, Biology: Clinical Laboratory Science, 2026 

Meet the newest team member, 
Dasia Mendez! 
I’m excited to join the Office of 
Undergraduate Research & Creative 
Scholarship as the new Administrative 
Assistant. I am a military brat but have 
always considered Kansas City to be home. 
My background is working with 
experimental marketing and community 
engagement. Much of my career has 
centered around creating meaningful 
experiences, supporting teams, and helping 
bring projects and events to life. 

I’ve also spent time volunteering in the arts, 
nonprofits, and tech education 
communities throughout Kansas City, which 
has strengthened my passion for helping 
others grow and feel supported. 

I’m looking forward to getting to know our 
students and contributing to a welcoming, 
encouraging space. I love being in 
environments where learning and creativity 
thrive. 
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Stowers Summer Scholars Program 
 
 
 

 
 

Sienna Ficken (Biology, 2027) 
“During my time in the Stowers Summer Scholar Program, I worked side by side with Kamena Kostova, an 
assistant investigator researching ribosome composition and ribosome damage. Ribosomes are responsible for 
production of all proteins in the body, and mutated ribosomes can disrupt these processes leading to disease. 
Throughout the summer I was able to immerse myself in the research behind a particular mutation in the 
ribosome. I had the opportunity to learn new techniques in my field and be a part of a community at Stowers with 
open arms. The Summer Research Program also had many international students, which allowed me to become 
friends with people all over the world. Overall, this experience gave me a unique insight into research in a 
different field and the amazing community that can come with it.“ 

Sam Herman (Biology, 2027) 
“This summer, I worked on a project investigating the genes that guide neuron specification during the temporal 
cascade in Drosophila. Although the fly central nervous system contains thousands of neuron types, the genetic 
mechanisms that generate this diversity remain incompletely understood. My project focused on neurons born 
within a specific temporal window defined by a sequence of transcription factors that activate and repress one 
another in a domino-like progression. My group included students from Bosnia, Spain, India, Taiwan, and many 
other places across the world and the United States, making it a vibrant and memorable experience.“ 

Testimonials about Summer Experiences 
Opportunities for undergraduate research extend beyond the UMKC campus and enrich students’ 
experiences.  

Nuclear Physics Research Experience for 
Undergraduates (REU) at  
Texas A&M University 
David Keltner (Physics and Mathematics & Statistics, 2026) 
“This past summer, I worked within the Cyclotron Institute on novel 
heavy ion detector development. My project focused on Monte 
Carlo simulations of particle interactions within SONOS transistor 
structures, with the goal of understanding heavy-ion charge 
deposition and improving next-generation semiconductor detector 
designs. I collaborated closely with graduate students and faculty, attended weekly seminars, contributed to 
group research meetings, and gained hands-on exposure to high-performance computing, data analysis, and 
experimental detector physics. The REU allowed me to explore nuclear physics research, work with peers from 
around the nation, and present my work at a national nuclear physics conference. The experience strengthened 
my interest in pursuing nuclear and condensed matter research at the graduate level and provided valuable 
mentorship, technical training, and professional networking.” 
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SEARCH Grants Awarded to 24 Projects 
Students Engaged in the Arts and Research (SEARCH) grants were awarded to 24 student-led, 
faculty-mentored research projects. Students receive up to $1,500 for research expenses. 

Johnny Diep 
Physics, Computer Science, and 
Mathematics & Statistics, 2026 

David Keltner 
Physics and Mathematics & Statistics, 
2026 

“Development of Machine-Learned 
Interatomic Potentials for Modelling 
Amorphization of SiO2 Surfaces Via 
Argon Bombardment” 

Mentor: Paul Rulis 

Thomas Drosos 
Health Sciences, 2026 

“A Multi-level Analysis of Bike Share 
Programs to Identify Areas of 
Improvement” 

Mentor: Amanda Grimes 

Sahar Faizan  
Political Science, 2027 

Sarah Johnson 
Political Science, 2027 

“Evaluating Alternative Ballot Initiative 
Standards” 

Mentor: Greg Vonnahme 

Sienna Ficken 
Biology, 2027 

“Deciphering the Role of Expression 
Level on Bruno1 Subcellular 
Localization and Stability in Muscle” 

Mentor: Maria Spletter 

Sam Herman 
Biology, 2027 

“Exploration of Robo3 Expression and 
Function during Postembryonic 
Neurogenesis” 

Mentor: Haluk Lacin 

 
 

Erica Anderson 
Environmental Science, 2026 

“Effects of Heavy Metal 
Contaminants on Fresh Water 
Mussels” 

Mentor: Yihang Fang 

Megan Barber 
Media, Art & Design, 2025 

“W.A.E. Box” 

Mentor: Zach Frazier 

Xingyu Chen 
Biology / Chemistry, 2026 

“Evaluating the Alpha-Hairpinin 
Peptide Class for Novel Antibiotics 
Using SLAY” 

Mentor: Justin Randall 

Liv Courtney 
Environmental Science, 2026 

“The Impact of Urban Heat Island 
Effect on Public Transport Stops at 
UMKC” 

Mentor: Alison Graettinger 

Adelina Curiel 
Biology and Spanish Language & 
Literature, 2026 

“Characterization of Candida species 
Isolates From the Oral Cavity of HIV-
Infected Macaques” 

Mentor: Theodore White 

Riley DeWitt 
Health Sciences, 2026 

“UMKC Student Physical Activity 
Levels and Factors on Student 
Recreation Center Usage” 

Mentor: Theresa Brown 
 
 

 

 

Clement Horlander 
Biomedical Engineering, 2027 

“Cell Attachment and Differentiation 
on PEDOT:PSS Polymer” 

Mentor: Nicolas Muzzio 

Abram Inman 
Electrical & Computer Engineering, 
2026 

“Vapor Phase Covalent Organic 
Frameworks for Thermally 
Conductive Low-k Dielectrics” 

Mentor: Michelle Paquette 

Mohammad Jarrad 
Chemistry and Biology: Biomedical 
Sciences, 2027 

“Role of wif1 in Zebrafish Lateral Line 
Development and Regeneration” 

Mentor: Hillary McGraw 

Deming Lei 
Computer Science, 2026 

“Cross-Continental Validation of a 
Deep Learning Segmentation Model 
for Oral Cancer Pathology Images” 

Mentor: Rose Wang 

Leher Malhotra 
Mathematics & Statistics and Physics, 
2027 

Lexi Gonzales 
Physics: Astronomy, 2027 

“Creating and Testing Precursor 
Molecules for Amorphous Network 
Formation” 

Mentor: Paul Rulis 

Mayzie Mangos 
Film & Media Arts, 2026 

“Muscle Memory: For Screen and 
Stage” 

Mentor: Lyn Elliot 

Continued on pg. 5 > 
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Maria VanBockern 
Environmental Science, Mathematics 
& Statistics, and Biology, 2026 

“Experiments to Explore How 
Sediments Change Color with Time 
and Temperature to Support Volcano 
Hazard Studies” 

Mentor: Alison Graettinger 

Aurelia Voltairine 
Economics and Sociology, 2025 

“The Neocolonial Implications of the 
United Nation’s Reducing Emissions 
from Deforestation and Forest 
Degradation Program” 

Mentor: Sirisha Naidu 

 
 
 
 

Wylie Putnam 
Physics, Biology, and Chemistry, 
2026 

“Genetic Analysis of Antifungal 
Susceptibility in Malassezia 
pachydermatis” 

Mentor: Brooke Esquivel 

Preston Santo 
Biology and Chemistry, 2026 

“Continued Development of a Rapid, 
Non-Toxic Antimicrobial Screening 
Technology” 

Mentor: Justin Randall 

Miriya Stiles 
Business Administration: Marketing 
and Nonprofit Management, 2026 

“Financial Literacy as a Path to Long-
Term Stability for Foster Youth Aging 
Out of the System” 

Mentor: Jocelyn Evans 

Olivia Walker 
Physics and Electrical & Computer 
Engineering, 2028 

“Thermal Characterizations of 
Potential Vapor Phase Covalent 
Organic Framework Precursors” 

Mentor: Michelle Paquette 

Alexandria Woerth 
History and English: Classical, 
Medieval, & Early Modern Literature, 
2026 

“Cantorales in the Americas and 
Beyond 

Mentor: Virginia Blanton 

 

 

 

SEARCH Grantees will present their work at the Annual Symposium  
on Thursday, Apr. 23, 2026. 

Adelina Curiel Clement Horlander (right) with mentor  
Nicolas Muzzio 

Alexandria Woerth 

Prepare for the 2026 SUROP Grants 
Undergraduate students who wish to conduct scholarly, research, or creative projects under the direction of 

a faculty mentor may apply for a competitive Summer Undergraduate Research Opportunities (SUROP) 

Grant. SUROP provides students with a $2,250 tuition grant and up to $1,500 in reimbursable research 

expenses for projects undertaken during the summer.  

For the summer 2026 term, the application portal opens the first week of spring semester. Applications are 

due by 5:00 pm on Friday, Mar. 6, 2026. 

Learn more on the URCS website > 

https://www.umkc.edu/undergraduate-research/student-grants/
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Plan Ahead for Spring Opportunities 

Follow Us on  

Social Media 

Join the Contact List  

Stay Updated 

For Students 

For Faculty & Staff 

Lightning Talks! 
Wednesday, Feb. 25, 2026, 10:00 am-1:00 pm 

This presentation opportunity allows for immediate 
feedback about in-progress research. Students can 
share research questions, plans, methodologies, and 
preliminary data. Lightning Talks! are ideal for students 
who would benefit from presenting to a smaller 
audience and would like to build confidence before a 
conference or symposium presentation. 

Registration Deadline: Friday, Feb. 13, 2026 
 

Undergraduate Research Fellows 
Students who have been deeply engaged in the process 
of research, scholarly, and artistic production from the 
point of inquiry to publication, presentation, or 
performance may apply to be recognized with this 
transcript designation. This is the last deadline for May 
and August 2026 graduation candidates. 

Applications Due: Sunday, Mar. 1, 2026 
 

SUROP Grant Funding 
Students who wish to conduct scholarly, research, or 
creative projects under the direction of a faculty 
mentor in summer may apply for a competitive grant to 
fund a maximum of $1,500 in research/creative 
expenses. Students who are awarded a SUROP grant 
also receive a $2,250 tuition grant for the summer 
semester. 

Applications Due: Friday, Mar. 6, 2026, 5:00 pm 
 

Annual Symposium of Undergraduate 
Research & Creative Scholarship 

Thursday, Apr. 23, 2026 
Undergraduate students are invited to share their 
research, scholarly, and creative projects at this 
symposium. 

Priority Registration: Friday, Mar. 13, 2026  
Final Abstract Deadline: Friday, Apr. 3, 2026  

Know an Exceptional Faculty Research Mentor? 

Start preparing the nomination packet for the Undergraduate Research Award for Excellence in Mentoring, due 
Sunday, Mar. 1, 2026! The strongest nominations tend to include letters of support from colleagues as well as 
students. 

Learn more on the URCS website > 

https://www.instagram.com/umkc.ur/
https://www.facebook.com/UMKC.UR/
https://roogroups.umkc.edu/OURCS/club_signup
mailto:lundberga@umkc.edu?subject=Please%20add%20to%20Friends%20of%20UR%20email%20list
https://www.umkc.edu/undergraduate-research/faculty/mentoring-award.html
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Nicholas de Raad (‘26) 
Biology and Chemistry 

Shicagolyn Hams Scroggins (‘25) 
Communication: Strategic Communication and  

Media, Art & Design 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
On Thursday, Sept. 4, 2025, 16 students presented their work at the SUROP Poster Symposium. The SUROP 
awardees presented on the role of electrochemistry in developing cancer treatments; ambient noise as a tool 
to detect faults in Antigua, Guatemala; a gun violence deterrence initiative; new etudes on saxophone; and 
more.  

The visitors asked insightful questions and prompted in-depth conversations. Each conversation continued the 
growth and expansion that comes from being involved in undergraduate research and creative scholarship. 

Undergraduate Research Fellows 
Students who have been deeply involved in research or creative scholarship may be recognized as 

Undergraduate Research Fellows, a designation that appears on their official transcripts. To be recognized, 

students must demonstrate that they have developed a research question, identified appropriate methods to 

pursue that question, carried out the project, and circulated the work to a wide audience. The following 

students were awarded the Undergraduate Research Fellow transcript designation in Fall 2025. 

SUROP Poster Symposium 

David Keltner (‘26) 
Physics and Mathematics & Statistics 

Lyba Khawar (‘26) 
Psychology 

Ainsley Pickering (‘26) 
Psychology and Criminal Justice & Criminology 

Robert Songer (‘26) 
History and Political Science 

Aurelia Voltairine (‘25) 
Economics and Sociology 

John Zhu (‘26) 
Music Composition: Piano 

Savy Nistala Elizabeth Moore (center) with her family Wylie Putnam 

See page 5 for details on the 2026 SUROP grants > 


