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Introduction

UW-Superior’s Summer Undergraduate Research Fellowship (SURF) program provides
opportunities for students to pursue a research, scholarly, or creative interest during the summer while
working closely with a faculty or staff mentor. Students and mentors work together on a project, from
proposal development to project design, carrying out the project, and presenting the results. Both the
students and mentors receive a stipend for the summer, which allows them to be fully immersed in their
project. Since in 2012, 76 students and 58 different faculty/staff mentors have participated in the SURF
program, with participation from every department on campus.
The 2017 program included a robust cohort of 19 students working with 16 different mentors, over
half of them first-time SURF mentors. Student participation was diverse, and included one student
f r o m t h e distance learning program, a number of international students, one study abroad project, and
the first SURF projects from students in the education program. There were nine 200-hour fellowships in
2017, and eight smaller developmental awards, which provide students early in their academic careers
with an opportunity to develop research skills while working on an appropriately sized project. A new
component in 2017 was a collaboration with the University of Colorado-Denver that provides an
opportunity for a UW-Superior student to conduct research with a team at the University of Colorado
Cancer Center. This collaboration, in combination with the undergraduate research support provided by the
National Institutes of Health grant recently awarded to Dr. Jenean O’Brien for her cancer research, will
provide excellent research opportunities for students in the health sciences.
The scope of student projects continues to reflect both the broad spectrum of academic disciplines
at UW-Superior and the creativity and diversity of our students, which is apparent first and foremost in
their proposals. Many thanks to the proposal review team of Karl Bahm, Sergei Bezrukov, Julie Gard,
Vanessa Hettinger, Susan Maguire, Daniela Mansbach, Mark McCoon, Jenean O’Brien, Eleni Pinnow,
Prao Pratoomchat, Raychel Reiff, Monica Roth Day and Dean Yohnk, who spent hours reviewing
proposals and providing constructive feedback to help refine and improve student projects.
Students continually tell me how valuable the SURF program has been to them, both academically
and personally, and this is illustrated by their comments in this report. UW-Superior is fortunate to be able
to provide a program of this quality, which benefits both students and faculty, and it truly takes a campus
to support it. The SURF program is possible not only through the generous support of the UW-Superior
Foundation and its donors, but also because of faculty and staff across campus who help students develop
ideas, access data, provide space and supplies, and make sure everyone gets paid. To all of my colleagues
who continue to support, encourage, and champion undergraduate research, scholarship, and creative
activity in all its many forms during these challenging times, my sincerest thanks and appreciation.
Julie O’Leary
Director
Center for Undergraduate Research, Scholarship, and Creative Activity
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Determining the Effects of eya on Embryonal Rhabdomyosarcoma
Initiation Using a Zebrafish Model
Student: Aaron Clark
Mentors: Dr. Kristin Artinger (UC-Denver) and Dr. Jenean O’Brien (UW-Superior)

Aaron Clark is the first student to participate in a new collaborative program with the University of
Colorado-Denver that allows UW-Superior students to conduct research at the University of Colorado
Cancer Center. Aaron worked on a long term study of the role of a family of genes in the development of
rhabdomyosarcoma (RMS), a childhood skeletal muscle cancer. He hypothesized that the gene eya1, when
misexpressed in skeletal muscle progenitors, cooperates with muscle stem cell maintenance genes which
promote the initiation and development of RMS. To test this hypothesis, plasmid DNA with a rag2 and
KRAS (a cancer causing gene) was injected into zebrafish embryos at the single cell stage to generate
zebrafish embryonal RMS tumors. Skeletal muscle or tumor tissue was then harvested from either KRASinjected zebrafish or wildtype zebrafish (control) to test the level of expression for each of the following
genes: desmin, 18S, myog, myod, eya1, eya2, and eya3. Quantitative polymerase chain reaction (qPCR)
was performed to measure specific values for the expression of each gene. Aaron’s project also attempted
to isolate skeletal muscle progenitor cells from wildtype zebrafish for use as an additional biological
control in qPCR.
Aaron is from Woodbury, Minnesota. He visited UW-Superior to look at the soccer program and stayed
to pursue his education. Following his interest in the sciences, Aaron took Dr. Jenean O’Brien’s genetics
class and became aware of the possibilities for manipulating certain genes or injecting certain solutions to
create a model of disease for research purposes. Aaron’s project opened his eyes to the many possibilities
for scientific research and allowed him to be part of a research team, experiencing both the successes and
failures involved. He also learned to perform a variety of laboratory techniques – skills he hopes will be
helpful in his upcoming classes.
2

Academic Disparities at the University of Wisconsin-Superior
Student: Gabriela Vo
Mentor: Dr. Shevaun Stocker

Gabriela Vo’s project looked at disparities in education with a specific focus on whether or not racial and
ethnic disparities exist at UW-Superior. Her idea stemmed from a report conducted by the American
Psychology Association which highlighted many educational disparities in the K-12 system. Gabriela’s
research led her to more materials on existing disparities in various educational systems, as well as
methods used to conduct similar research. She worked with the UW-Superior Office of Institutional
Effectiveness to access existing data, which she analyzed using a statistical software program to draw
some conclusions about disparities on campus. Through her SURF experience, Gabriela learned how to
conduct a literature review, find resources, formulate a research hypothesis from phenomenon, and analyze
data using a statistical program. Gabriela would like to do further research on academic disparities and is
interested in looking at the factors that cause disparities as well as possible solutions to reduce the
academic achievement gap.
Gabriela Vo, whose legal name is Hai Dang Vo, flew out of her hometown of Hue, Vietnam two years ago
to follow her dream of studying abroad in the United States. Gabriela is majoring in psychology and her
initial research interest was the topic of academic success. Once she began to look at materials, the issue
of disparities sparked her interest. The SURF program gave her a wonderful opportunity to do something
she has always wanted to do - tackle a research project. Gabriela’s SURF experience allowed her to grow
both as an individual and a researcher. She plans to continue doing academic research and further study
of the topic of academic disparities.
“This project gave me a wonderful opportunity to do what I always wanted: researching. After three
months of committing to this experience, I have definitely grown both as an individual and a researcher.”
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Mustang Diaries: An Experiment in Mixed Media Writing and Photography
Student: Marcia Hage
Mentor: Yvonne Rutford

Marcia Hage’s project was a multi-media creative nonfiction narrative blending research with personal
experience. It celebrates the beauty of wild horses in their natural environment, while also exploring the
controversies that shadow them. Marcia travelled to the western U.S. for two weeks to photograph wild
horses and her personal journey to find them in the vast wilds of Wyoming and Montana is woven
throughout the story of the horses; her images provide an additional perspective to her writings. Marcia’s
project combines the types of work Marcia aspires to do, and also reflects who she is as a person and the
writer she wants to become. The use of different media allowed her to discover new sources of creativity
within herself. Marcia was selected to share this work at the Western Literature Association Conference
in Minneapolis, where she hopes to make new connections - both personal and professional - with
experienced writers and publishers.
Marcia lives in northern Minnesota on a hobby farm. Coming to UW-Superior as a non-traditional student
after being laid off, she opted to return to school to pursue a second degree in Writing and Communication.
As a creative person, Marcia is happiest when writing or taking photographs, and horses have always been
her greatest passion and inspiration. SURF funding allowed her to make her first trip out west, and she
plans to continue to visit wild places while there are still mustangs, writing about her experiences and
discoveries and eventually publishing her work.
“Without this funding, I wouldn’t have been able to make the trip out west - a truly amazing opportunity
that has changed my life. While there I kept a journal, and it is my hope my work will provide a voice for
those who have none: the last remaining wild horses of our American West.”
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Non-fiction, Narratives, and Negotiation: A Study and Creative
Exercise in Post-Conflict Narratives in Northern Ireland
Student: Sydney Kloster
Mentor: Yvonne Rutford

Sydney Kloster’s project was a combination of research and creative exercise. She began by researching
post-conflict societies and how their narrative creation affects the peace process. While participating in
UW-Superior’s War and Peace in Northern Ireland Study Abroad, she conducted research through
personal interviews and collected a variety of stories of how the people of Northern Ireland were affected
by the Troubles. Looking at the correlation between the creation of narratives and the process of peace
and reconciliation, she found that many people interviewed believed that narratives were the key to
successful peace building. The final part of her project was writing her own narrative detailing how
storytelling is used in Northern Ireland and the effect that it has had on the ongoing peace process.
Sydney is from Saint Paul, Minnesota and came to UW-Superior because she wanted a college that offered
small class sizes, a liberal arts education, and help finding a discipline that she was passionate about. She
became interested in peace and reconciliation after taking a first-year seminar on genocide and received a
SURF developmental grant in 2016 to study the relationship between peace and reconciliation and history
education during a study abroad in Bosnia and Herzegovina. Her 2017 fellowship allowed her to expand
upon that experience while she studied abroad in Northern Ireland.
“This project has allowed me to gain experience in academic research that will be invaluable in my future
academic pursuits. I hope to continue my research on post-conflict societies in the future at a graduate
school level and find a way to put my knowledge into practice to make a real difference in the world.”
5

Sustainable Business Practices in the Duluth/Superior Area
Students: Adrian Leal and Fernando Bicalho
Mentor: Dr. Rubana Mahjabeen

Adrian Leal and Fernando Bicalho’s project looked at the strategies businesses in Duluth/Superior
are adopting to become economically and environmentally sustainable. Their research sought to answer
the question: What are the best practices when it comes to business sustainability? To answer this
question, they collected data from industry and trade sources. They also interviewed local businesses to
find out what sustainability means for the companies and to identify the steps they are taking towards
becoming more sustainable. Through this project, Adrian and Fernando learned how to elaborate a
research study and all the steps that it takes: gathering information, contrasting sources, interviews with
experts, and compiling all the data. This project provided an amazing learning experience in which they
had the opportunity to apply some of the concepts learned in their classes.
Adrian Leal is a senior from Alicante, Spain, and is double majoring in International Business &
Business Management. He transferred to UW-Superior in 2015 to play soccer and continue his
education. He chose UW-Superior because of the business program and the affordable tuition that
the university offers.
Fernando Bicalho is a junior double majoring in International Business and Transportation & Logistics
Management. Originally from Belo Horizonte, Brazil, he came to UW-Superior because of its
affordable tuition and the opportunity to pursue his dream of getting a business degree.
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Contemporary Stop-Motion Animation: Resurrecting a
Handmade Form in a Digital Era
Student: Megan McGarvey
Mentor: Dr. Alison Wielgus

Megan McGarvey studied how stop-motion animation has adapted in the face of computer animation.
Megan based her research on recent work from three stop-motion animation studios: Aardman
Animations, Melodrama Pictures, and Laika Studios. By examining the production process within each
studio, Megan was able to identify the connecting thread of industrial innovation that gave the stopmotion industry a new way to navigate the digital age. With 3D printing, editing software, and digital
cameras, the industry has incorporated older techniques while also developing new technology and
collaborating with the advances of computer animation, thus changing the model of stop-motion
animated productions. Megan hopes to publish findings from her research paper and will use her
knowledge to produce a stop-motion short for her capstone film as a gateway to finding work in
animation after graduation.
Megan is from Oconomowoc, Wisconsin and began filming stop-motion animations while still in
high school. She chose UW-Superior for her undergraduate study after learning about its Digital
Cinema program. During her time here she has produced three ambitious films, including a live action
musical. Although Megan has had her hand in many different genres of filmmaking, her one true love
has always been stop-motion animation.
“I love stop-motion for the fact that in order to produce something so difficult a person would have to
be extremely passionate about their work, and that’s what I aspire to be! Thanks to the funding I received
I was able to dedicate enough time to something that I am truly passionate about.”
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Framing an Orientation: Kink to Queer
Student: Britney Mae Newman-Lockhart
Mentor: Dr. Sarah LaChance Adams

Britney Newman-Lockhart developed the idea for her SURF project after attending the Midwest Bisexual,
Lesbian, Gay, Transgender College Conference in Chicago, Illinois during the spring of 2017. At the
conference, she became aware of a disparity in the Queer community when speaking about Kink culture.
At one end of the spectrum, there were multiple workshops and speakers positing Kink as a queer space
for queer identifying people; on the other end, multiple attendees showed an outright prejudice and distaste
against Kink as a queer sexuality. Britney found the argument confusing and disorienting and in her work
she sought to create a philosophical framework that either supported or rejected the placement of Kink
into queer space. Britney’s results were startling to her and caused her to reevaluate what it means to have
a Queer identity.
Britney is a second year, nontraditional, transgender woman and enthusiastic college student. She has
found both her place and her passion in the fields of philosophy and sociology, as well as gender and
sexuality studies. Britney is pursuing an individually designed major in Gender and Sexuality, Philosophy
and Sociology. After completing her undergraduate degree, she plans to attend graduate school in
Philosophy. Her ideal career is in the field of teaching and research.

8

A Psychological Reading of Archetypes in Lewis Carroll’s
Through the Looking-Glass
Student: Jennifer Reiten
Mentor: Dr. Hilary Fezzey

Jennifer Reiten researched what insight could be gained about the archetypes (images, color, characters)
represented in Lewis Carroll’s Through the Looking-Glass (1871) by analyzing these archetypes from the
perspective of Carl Jung. Jung, (1875-1961), was an important figure in the field of psychoanalysis and
an understudied theorist in the psychological scholarship written about Carroll’s works. To further her
findings and increase her understanding of Carroll, Jung, and their works, Jennifer read Through the
Looking-Glass, a biography on Lewis Carroll, research about Victorian England, multiple books written
by Jung regarding his theories of the collective unconscious, and a lot of the scholarship written about
Through the Looking-Glass.
Jennifer is from Lakeville, Minnesota and came to UW-Superior to pursue a degree in English and
Writing. SURF funding provided her with the opportunity to pursue her life-long desire to learn more about
Lewis Carroll and his creative process, which lead to many whimsical, timeless masterpieces. In
completing her SURF project, Jennifer discovered that she would like to continue her research on this topic
and Carroll’s other works through psychological and New Historicist lenses while at UW-Superior, and
perhaps even in graduate school.
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Full Circle Violin Pedagogy: Building a Strong Foundation of Pedagogy Knowledge
to Develop a Unique Teaching Philosophy and Improve Self-Instruction Abilities
Student: Kailyn Spencer
Mentor: Dr. Erin Aldridge

Kailyn Spencer’s research question was “How do the most successful private instructors teach their
students to play the violin?” To study violin pedagogy, she traveled to the Jacobs School of Music at
Indiana University – Bloomington to attend the Retreat for Violin and Viola Teachers. This ten-day
workshop was directed by Mimi Zweig, one of the best known and most successful violin pedagogues in
the country, and featured 60+ hours of classroom instruction and observation focused specifically on how
to teach the violin. After the retreat, she developed a detailed teaching sequence for the first eight private
violin lessons based on her experience implementing select pedagogical methods, strategies and materials
uncovered through her research. The library of pedagogical resources she acquired through the process of
completing this project will serve her and her students well as she continues teaching in the years to come.
Kailyn, a lifelong violinist, decided to pursue a degree in music at UW-Superior after relocating to the
Twin Ports from Minneapolis. A conversation with her mentor, Erin Aldridge, about how to best serve her
first private lesson students led to her interest in violin pedagogy. Her SURF project afforded her the
opportunity to learn from pedagogical experts and obtain the best pedagogical resources and materials.
“The results of implementing my research in the real world have led me to craft a pedagogy all my own,
and I look forward to a fulfilling and rewarding career built on the foundation this project has provided.”
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Cost Analysis of Half-ton Pickup Truck Ownership
Students: Robert Anderson and Mitchell Blomberg
Mentor: Dr. Daniel Rust

At what point in a pick-up truck’s life does the consumer get the most value? This was the question that
Robert Anderson and Mitchell Blomberg set out answer with their project. They had observed that the
market for half-ton ton trucks in the Duluth/Superior area was different from other areas, largely due to
their popularity. They set out to identify when in the lifespan of a half-ton ton truck, from brand new to
200,000 miles, it is most cost effective to be an owner. They started with extensive online research to
build a literature review, and then conducted interviews with local service managers. The interviews were
not always easy to schedule, but taught the team the importance of persistence, and also how to convey a
point quickly when speaking with professionals with busy schedule. The interviews provided numerical
data, as well as very helpful purchasing information that is included in in their report.
Robert and Mitchell share a lifelong interest in cars, including a fascination with pick-up trucks. They
developed the idea for their project while driving to look at a pick-up truck Mitchell was interested in
purchasing. Mitchell is from Silver Bay, Minnesota. He followed the lead of two older sisters to attend
UW-Superior, where he enjoys the small class sizes and being close to home. SURF funding allowed
Mitchell to take on a research project in lieu of a second summer job to help pay for school expenses. He
looks forward to taking on more research opportunities in the future. Robert grew up in Edina, Minnesota
and was attracted to UW-Superior in part because of the opportunities for outdoor recreation. UW-Superior
has given him many opportunities to explore his interests through research and discovery, including the
SURF program. Robert appreciated the opportunity to earn money while working on this research project.
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Determining Grit Levels in Pre-Service Educators
Student: Madison Briesacher
Mentor: Dr. Matthew Ridenour

Madison Briesacher’s developmental research project focused on the concept of Grit (defined as
perseverance and passion for long-term goals) in education, while looking at the specific subset of
preservice educators in the UW- Superior teacher education program. Students from a select number of
teacher education courses completed a 12-point grit scale, created by psychologist Angela Duckworth,
which was used to compile their grit scores. Madison used the scale data to identify trends and investigate
correlations between grit, grade point average, SAT/ACT scores and likely program completion, in regards
to a variety of programs. Her project determined that students enrolled as preservice teachers within the
UW-Superior Teacher Education program have an above average grit score, (defined by Duckworth as
scoring higher than a ‘3’ in the 12-item self-reporting scale).
Madison, a senior, is from Lakeville, Minnesota and will graduate in the spring as an Elementary
Education major with a Language Arts minor. She came to UW-Superior as a transfer student for the
academic and athletic opportunities. Madison was introduced to the concept of grit during a teacher
education methods course, and became interested in learning more about it and doing research on the
topic. With immense help from her mentor, Dr. Matt Ridenour, she refined a project that could be
continued in the future. Madison plans to pursue a doctorate degree, and hopes to apply what she has
learned through her SURF project towards that end.
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Foreign Direct Investment in Northwestern Wisconsin and Northeastern Minnesota
Student: Lukas Denk
Mentor: Kay Biga

Lukas Denk’s interest in why international companies choose foreign direct investment (FDI) led him to
take on a project exploring FDI in Northwestern Wisconsin and Northeastern Minnesota. He collected
data through interviews and from secondary data sources to determine the drivers of FDI for the area.
After analyzing the data, Lukas learned that there are many different considerations, and that each of the
international companies operating in the area have their own specific drivers. Among them are the
availability of infrastructure, incentives from local government, the workforce, and availability o f
natural resources. Lukas’s research showed him that the region is attractive to international companies
and can expect to continue to attract foreign investment in the future. His project increased his interest
in the topic of globalization and FDI and he hopes to continue look into questions such as what types of
companies might be attracted to the area in the future and what may attract them.
Lukas, a junior majoring in Business Finance and Management, is an international student from the Czech
Republic. He developed the idea for his research project after learning about foreign investment in an
International Business class, taught by his mentor, Kay Biga. He hopes that his career will provide the
opportunity to work in the area of foreign direct investment.
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Social Cognition as it Applies to Issues of Gender and Sexual Orientation
Student: Emma Holst
Mentor: Dr. Vanessa Hettinger

Emma Holst’s project was to conduct a literature review on the topic of social cognition as it applies to
gender and sexual orientation with the goal of developing her own research proposal. The extensive
literature review entailed locating, reading and comprehending previously published scientific articles.
Emma then formed her own research ideas and, with help from her mentor, started developing a plan for
an individual study. In addition to learning how to interpret and fully understand empirical articles, she
also learned how to develop a research question and a research plan to explore that question. These skills
will be extremely valuable in her career in psychology. Her final research question was: How do priming,
backlash, and social and economic penalties affect women’s implicit and explicit self-perceptions, and
how does the priming affect women’s career aspirations in high-status leadership positions? Designing a
research question was the first step of a longer process - the study Emma designed was conducted during
fall semester as an independent study project.
Emma is from Uppsala, Sweden. She came to UW-Superior to study psychology because of the program’s
strong reputation. Emma believes that feminism is one of the most important social issues today, and wants
to be a part of the change to give all individuals the same rights and possibilities. Examining how sexism
subtly shapes the work force provided a way for Emma to get a first look into a subject that is really
important to her.
“This summer project has created an amazing opportunity for me to learn the process of conducting my
own individual research in preparation for applying to graduate school. The funding made it possible for
me to set aside my old summer job to focus my attention on something that will contribute to my future
academic and career development.”
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Exploring the Safety Regulations for Automated Truck Operators in Wisconsin
Student: Muqing Li
Mentor: Dr. Mei Cao

Muqing Li is interested in the automated transportation industry and wanted to conduct research on what
she views as a beneficial new technology at a time when there are many questions to be answered.
Automated vehicles are capable of sensing their environment and navigating without human inputs, but
that operation might only be legal if a licensed human driver is in the driver’s seat. While the technology
offers promise for saving energy, lives, and money, there are also many safety concerns about automated
trucks. Wisconsin currently has no safety regulations in place to govern the operation of automated trucks.
Muqing conducted a survey of the public and trucking company employee to explore people’s opinions
on automated trucks in the state of Wisconsin. In addition to developing her knowledge in the field of
transportation and logistics, Muqing’s project gave her the opportunity to network with professionals in
the transportation industry.
Muqing was born and raised in Shanghai, China and has studied in four different countries! She came to
UW-Superior for the Transportation & Logistics program and is pursuing a double major in Transportation
& Logistics Management and International Business. Muqing is a first year experience peer leader and
active member of the Transportation and Logistics Club.
“This project not only helped develop my knowledge in the field of transportation and logistics, but also
helped me think critically and greatly increased my interest in conducting research. It is a valuable learning
experience outside the classroom.”
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An Exploration of Walmart’s Efforts to Reduce Carbon Emissions
Student: Undral Naran
Mentor: Dr. Mei Cao

Undral Naran was interested in studying the contribution of retail businesses to carbon emissions. She
began with a literature review to educate herself about carbon emissions and the transportation industry’s
responsibility for them, and then focused on Walmart’s efforts to reduce their carbon emissions. Undral
visited the Superior Walmart store and interviewed the manager to collect information. She then analyzed
the amount of carbon emissions one Walmart store produces through transportation use. Undral found that
about one thousand trees need to work continuously for a whole year to remove the carbon emission from
that one Walmart store! Undral plans to continue her research on this topic and look at other retail activities
that produce carbon dioxide, including waste management, electricity usage, and refrigeration to fully
understand the industry’s contribution to carbon emissions.
Undral is an international student from Mongolia and is triple majoring in Finance, Transportation &
Logistics Management, and Supply Chain Management. She came to UW-Superior for the academic
programs and other opportunities the campus provides for students. Undral became interested in the
contribution of retail chains to carbon emissions after working on a class project about current supply
chain trends and learning that transportation is the biggest producer of carbon dioxide, the main contributor
to global climate change. She hopes that making the causes of problems like climate change visible to the
public will result in more efforts to solve them and protect the environment.
“This summer project and funding gave me an amazing opportunity to explore my desired subject and
helped me to extend my knowledge about environmental issues that everybody should be aware of these
days especially as a future leader and to be a better citizen of the world.”
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Assessing the Importance of the Range Regional Airport on the Hibbing Region
Student: Dakota Rice
Mentor: Dr. Sakib Mahmud

Dakota Rice worked with Dr. Sakib Mahmud to assess the importance of the Range Regional Airport on
Hibbing and the Mesabi Iron Range. The Range Regional Airport (RRA) is one of six regional airports in
Minnesota and primarily serves the cities of Hibbing/Chisholm and Grand Rapids. To find out the
importance the RRA has to its surrounding community, Dakota broke his study down into three categories:
economic impact, social impact, and environmental impact. He estimated the RRA’s economic impact by
finding its economic multiplier. He also investigated some of the social impacts through interviews
conducted in Hibbing with people who were representative of the community. A literature review
combined with in-person interviews and a short survey led Dakota to conclude that the RRA contributes
significantly to the Mesabi Iron Range by means of job creation, tourism development, community
connection, business attraction and much more. His conclusion was developed by mean of both a
qualitative and quantitative approach.
Dakota is from Upson, Wisconsin and is pursuing a degree in Economics and International Business with
a Russian minor. He is on the UW-Superior track team and works as a Resident Assistant on campus. He
plans to explore education abroad and graduate school. Dakota hope that his research can bring to light
the importance of regional airports and the vital role they play in the development of small communities.
He also hopes it will aid the RRA in its decision-making process for the future.
“Through my SURF experience I learned a lot about how to become an effective researcher. I greatly
appreciated the time my mentor, Dr. Sakib Mahmud, took to guide me through my first research project.
The SURF experience allowed me to apply my passion in a meaningful way that will hopefully contribute
to the betterment of the Mesabi Iron Range.”
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Using Illustration and Bookmaking to Raise Awareness about
Drugs in the Philippines
Student: Rebecca Deborah Yam
Mentor: Susan Maguire, MFA

Rebecca Deborah “Deb” Yam set out to learn how to create a story that visually documents the life of a
young boy, Rommel, in the Philippines. The story follows Rommel into adulthood through numerous
encounters that continually shape and change his point of view about himself, his community, his
government, his country, and humanity. Deb began by reading articles, watching documentaries and
interviewing family members and friends about the Philippines culture and their feelings about the recent
presidential election. After drafting the main plot points, she developed the characters - reading graphic
novels and comics to get ideas for the illustration style and panel composition. Facial features and
characteristics of characters were based on pictures of her cousins and other familiar faces, and included
the different angles at which the characters are viewed, as well as the eight stages in age that the reader
will witness. The design of the background and environment in which the characters are set was
referenced from places in the capital city of the Philippines. Deb created numerous drafts to aid in
choosing the illustration style. This ambitious project was completed up to the introduction of the
characters and the first major conflict, and Deb continued her work on the book as an independent study
in the fall semester.
Deb came to UW-Superior for the undergraduate Art Therapy program. She was interested in exploring
story writing and illustrating important causes that are difficult to comprehend and talk about, but did not
know where to start since this is not something that is covered in any class. The SURF program provided
the opportunity for Deb to pursue this interest and to gain experience as both a writer and an illustrator
of original material.
“My SURF project was a great opportunity to learn and make mistakes, as I am now supposed to do
as a graduating senior.”
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