
 

The EX[L] Center’s Faculty Steering Committee is pleased to announce the 2019-2020 Experiential 

Learning Awards. 

 

Spirit of Experiential Learning Award & Experiential Learning Recognitions  

This category recognizes creative and effective deployment of community-engaged experiential learning 

as a core component of a credit-bearing course. 

 

The Spirit of Experiential Learning Award 

Dr. Martha Santos, Juan Contreras, and Lenin Guerrero Maldonado, along with the students from HIST 373: 

Special Topics and COMM 372: Video Production, worked together to win this award. They created a hands-on, 

community-focused learning experience last fall called SALSA: History in Motion. 

 

The students enrolled in the SALSA: History in Motion [Un]class represented a diverse range of academic majors, 

with many having little to no prior experience in dance. For most, the concept of dancing initially felt intimidating. However, 

through observing their dance instructor’s energy and movement, as well as engaging in practice and performance of a salsa 

routine, students developed a sense of community, enhanced their ability to connect with themselves and others, and 

experienced a sense of wonder and joy inspired by the artistry and expression inherent in body movement and dance.  

 

Throughout the course, students explored the rhythms associated with salsa, including Afro-Cuban sacred orichá 

dances, rumba, mambo, son, chachacha, Pachanga, and boogaloo. In addition to practical dance activities, they engaged in 

reading, discussions, and writing assignments, which facilitated their understanding of how peoples of African descent in 

Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the United States have used dance and music to navigate and respond to historical and cultural 

challenges such as enslavement, racism, migration, segregation, political activism, cultural commodification, and 

globalization. Through this integrative approach, students gained insights into the ways cultural expression serves as a means 

of resilience and transformation. 

 

Under the technical and artistic guidance of Juan Contreras, students enrolled in the COMM 372: Video 

Production course conducted interviews with salsa history students and instructors, gathered footage, researched the history 

of salsa, and produced four news packages, four short documentaries, and a feature-length documentary titled Salsa: History 

in Motion. These students explored how the personal histories of the salsa students and instructors have shaped their 

experiential learning. As a result, they created visual content that authentically captures the emotional, physical, and 

intellectual dimensions of these experiences—an approach that challenges traditional academic norms. The final works are 

original, informative, visually engaging, and often poignant, illustrating stories of personal and collective growth and 

highlighting the transformative power of dance in the context of salsa history. (Final Documentary “Salsa: History in 

Motion,” all students: https://youtu.be/h304CNrNg5w) 

 

 

Spirit of EX[L] Learning Recognitions 

It was extremely difficult for the committee to select a winner in this category because so many nominations were strong. 

Recognition for outstanding contributions to experiential learning at UA is extended to the following individuals and 

teams for their innovative and effective teaching, as well as their efforts in advancing community-engaged experiential 

education. 

• Dr. Lisa Beiswenger and Mr. Andrew Henry for their efforts this spring in the ANTH 472/572:002 Deep 

Dumpster Dive: The Value of Understanding the Waste-Scape [Un]class, as well as the OVA Initiatives groups 

Circular Economy and Food, Health, and Human Flourishing, for establishing the foundational context that enabled 

the development of this innovative course. The [Un]class addressed the challenge of characterizing and quantifying 

the waste stream at the busiest waste-generation site on campus, the Student Union, with the goal of applying the 

https://youtu.be/h304CNrNg5w


 

insights gained to enhance environmentally sustainable practices across campus. 

• Dr. Hillary Nunn for her ENGL 489/589 Artful Akron [Un]class and for her collaborations with the Summit 

County Historical Society and the Downtown Akron Partnership. Dr. Nunn and her students developed both 

virtual and physical walking tours that highlight and celebrate the history of the city of Akron. 

• Dr. Heather Braun, her students, and partners at Akron Public Schools for their collaboration on the ENGL 

489-003 Design Your Career [Un]class. This program involved undergraduate students from UA working alongside 

younger students to apply design-thinking methodologies. One UA student remarked, ““First, I need to start with 

“wow.” This class kept me sane throughout a very challenging semester. Not only did it help me to reframe how I 

look at life and career problems, but it was a touchstone class that continually kept me in a positive mind frame.” 

• Downtown Akron Partnership. Downtown Akron Partnership's mission is to foster a vibrant and thriving 

downtown area. In addition to their collaboration with Dr. Nunn’s [Un]class and two previous [Un]classes, they 

have demonstrated ongoing support for the Akron Community Internship Program by hosting six University of 

Akron students over the past three years. These students gain valuable professional skills to complement their 

academic pursuits while actively contributing to the promotion and support of local businesses in Akron.  

 

 

Faculty-Community Partnership Award 

This award recognizes collaboration between UA faculty and a community partner that strengthened UA/Community 

connections and enriched both education and the fabric of the Akron community. The award goes to both the faculty 

(individual or team) and partner (individual, team, or organization). 

Dr. Kathy Feltey, Dr. Rebecca Erickson, Dr. Susie Kushner-Benson, Dr. Gary Holliday, Dr. Elisa Gargarella, their 

class and [Un]class students, the teachers and students of the I Promise School, as well the UA student group Zips 

Precious Plastics (ZPP). 

 

Throughout this period—comprising an [Un]class, a regular course, and summer camps—this group has advanced 

recycling practices, promoted sustainability awareness, and engaged in innovative collaborations within the classroom, 

afterschool programs, and the wider community. UA students partnered with educators to develop a community-based 

service learning curriculum in the [Un]class (Erickson, Feltey, Holliday). During the Summer, children, educators, and 

ZPP initiated the first plastics recycling project within Akron Public Schools. This extracurricular initiative continued 

into the fall semester. Additionally, Dr. Gargarella worked with faculty colleagues to design a spring course that 

integrated art education with environmental activism, involving UA students and their student partners from I Promise 

School! 

 

 

Student-Community Partnership Award 

This award recognizes a collaboration, outside the framework of a course, between UA student(s) and a community 

partner that strengthened UA/Community connections and enriched both education and the fabric of the Akron 

community. It goes to both the student (individual or team) and partner (individual, team, or organization). 

 

We have two winners for the 2019-2020 year. 

 

▪ Engineering Service Design Team 

This team, under the leadership of President Jade Reese, has demonstrated significant initiative and creativity by 

collaborating with both community organizations and local residents to address practical challenges. For instance, 

leveraging their academic knowledge, they designed and constructed a bicycle stabilizer for a resident of North 

Canton with Parkinson’s disease, enabling him to practice riding safely. Additionally, in partnership with Summit 

Disability Domain, they assisted in retrofitting sleds for children with disabilities, allowing them to enjoy sled riding 

on downtown Akron’s hill during the winter season. 



 

 

▪ Student Athlete Advisory Committee (SAAC) 

SAAC collaborated with the 2nd & 7 Foundation and six local school districts to establish a reading program for 

second-grade classrooms. Despite their commitments to athletic and academic responsibilities, SAAC members 

contributed over 200 volunteer hours, distributing and reading more than 2,000 books to students across the Akron 

area during the past semester. In response to the COVID-19 pandemic, SAAC members extended their efforts by 

creating and sharing over 20 videos to engage and encourage students, helping to promote positivity during this 

challenging period.  

 

 

EX[L] Community Champion 

This award recognizes a community partner who has worked with UA to champion the values 

expressed in EX[L]’s mission. 

Nicole Mullet, Executive Director of ArtsNow, is this year's recipient in recognition of her consistent support 

in connecting UA students with the broader community of makers, artists, and arts organizations in our region. 

Notably, she facilitated internships for UA students with First Serve, ArtsNow, and the Summit Education Initiative. 

These interns contributed to the design and implementation of educational art installations in public spaces within 

under-resourced communities, providing families with young children opportunities for interaction as part of their 

daily routines. Through these internships, three UA students gained valuable experience in leadership, art design, and 

community engagement, with a particular focus on educational art in North Hill. The initiative was especially 

impactful due to the students' authentic engagement with residents and leaders of immigrant communities, fostering 

meaningful collaboration in this creative project. 

 

 

EX[L] Faculty Champion 

This award recognizes a faculty member who has worked to champion the values expressed in 

EX[L]’s mission. There are two winners this year. 

▪ Dr. Julie Cajigas 

In the heart-felt nomination letter, a student said, “Without professor Julie Cajigas, I would have left college as 

a much less confident and a much less qualified candidate for jobs. It is largely through her efforts and the 

opportunities she provided that I leave UA with a fantastic portfolio and enough hands-on classroom 

experience to enable me to give good answers to tough questions about my experience in interviews. Professor 

Cajigas is truly one of the professors who keeps UA great.” 

▪ Dr. Ruel McKenzie 

Noting that he is a renaissance man, Dr. McKenzie’s nomination letter notes that, in addition to his polymer science 

research, teaching, and work raising the level of conversation on campus around circular economy issues, he also 

“created the first ever Rethinking Race Film Festival, which was nothing short of amazing. This is not his field but 

his passion for film. The power of film to communicate complex ideas and stimulate important dialogues led him to 

step up and take leadership in this initiative. He organized students, faculty, community members and UA staff in 

this endeavor which gained thousands of film submissions. He created a film review process and organized the Film 

Festival scheduled in August. Although the Festival may not take place as originally planned, this work has already 

connected people from all parts of campus and linked us all to the UA community, and the much wider community of 

filmmakers.”  

 

 

EX[L] Student Champion 

This award recognizes a student who has worked to champion the values expressed in EX[L]’s mission. 



 

Geosciences student Gavin DeMali is this year's recipient. Gavin has demonstrated a strong commitment to civic 

engagement through community-based, problem-oriented learning throughout his degree program. In addition to academic 

achievement, Gavin completed an honors project in which he designed, tested, and deployed a methane sensor mounted on a 

drone, aiming to develop an affordable tool for community use. He also led an initiative to coordinate and support various 

sustainability efforts across the University of Akron campus. 

 

 

EX[L] Administrative Champion 

This award recognizes an administrator at UA who has championed the values expressed in EX[L]’s mission in their 

college or across the university. 

The EX[L] Administrative Champion award is presented to Dr. Linda Subich, Dean of the College of Arts and Sciences. Dr. 

Subich was nominated by the EX[L] Leadership team. In their nomination letter, they noted that “Dr. Subich has been a 

steady, smart, administrator who has asked us challenging questions that have helped us shape what we do in what that 

maximize the likelihood of success in the shifting landscape of the institution. Her dedication to supporting faculty is strong 

and her commitment to students is even stronger. She “got” what EXL was trying to do right from the start of our work with 

her. It is due in no small part to her guidance that EXL has succeeded so far.” 

 

 

EX[L] Staff Champion 

This award recognizes member of the UA staff who has lent significant support and thereby championed the values expressed 

in EX[L]’s mission. 

The EX[L] Staff Champion goes to Mr. Andrew Henry. In her nomination letter, Dr. Lisa Beiswenger said, “Andy was 

my co-instructor for the Deep Dumpster Dive [Un]class, and his contributions to the course are innumerable. He 

coordinated a visit to Tri-County Waste Management for the class, mobilized his facilities team to assist with the waste 

audit, and invited experts from Rubber City Reuse and Akron ReWorks to speak in the class. He even extended his 

workday multiple times to ensure that the waste audit was executed flawlessly. When rain threatened to derail the waste 

audit, he came to campus early, secured a second location for the sorting, and moved all of the waste to the new 

location. He is not only a champion for experiential learning; he is a role model. He was never hesitant to get his hands 

dirty during the waste audit, and I believe that made the task more palatable to the students. Through his effort, we were 

able to create a hands-on, team- based, problem-centered course that will precipitate change at the university.” 

 

 

EX[L] Award for Excellence in Learning-landscape Transformation 

Community-engaged, hands-on, problem-centered learning activities were dramatically challenged with the arrival of 

the coronavirus this Spring. All students, faculty, and community partners who had devised such learning experiences 

this Spring had to radically transform them to achieve their goals. This award is intended to highlight these efforts and 

recognized one especially effective adaptation. 

 

The inaugural Award for Excellence in Learning-Landscape Transformation is awarded to the Myers School of Art’s 2020 

graduating graphic design seniors and their art director, Kimberly Wengerd.   

 

COVID-19 disrupted their planned culmination—a portfolio exhibition in the Emily Davis Gallery, which attracts over 500 

visitors annually. Despite losing access to traditional classroom and gallery spaces, the students remained committed and saw 

this challenge as an opportunity for innovation. They adapted their vision, developing a comprehensive virtual platform titled 

“Augment,” which has become an entirely digital exhibition.  This virtual showcase features an innovative online gallery 

displaying student artwork, a professionally designed website highlighting individual talents and styles, a dedicated space for 

professional interviews and meetings, and a stream of social media content introducing each designer. As a result, their reach 

has expanded significantly, establishing a lasting digital presence that will benefit them long-term.   



 

 

Under Kimberly Wengerd’s art direction—responsible for designing the original exhibition look—the team of students 

collaborated to develop and implement this new virtual experience. Each student assumed specific roles, working together to 

refine solutions and maximize impact. They considered all aspects of visibility, ensuring they established a strong presence 

both within the professional community and the broader public.  The virtual gallery platform, developed in partnership with a 

German company, allows visitors to navigate and engage with the artwork interactively, simulating an in-person experience. 

Additionally, by leveraging existing platforms associated with the Myers School of Art and the Emily Davis Gallery, they 

successfully expanded their outreach, engaging over 20,000 additional audiences and increasing awareness of their work, 

talents, and the university program.   

 

This experience has provided the students with skills and insights that will serve them well beyond the current challenges 

posed by COVID-19. They are trailblazers in their field and are poised to bring innovative contributions to any team they 

join. 

 

They are innovators and will truly AUGMENT any team they enter. 
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