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Preface

wise individual once said, “It is our history which defines us.”
Who this individual was, I’m not sure — and frankly, this
may just be a fragmented quote I heard once in a lecture —
but my ignorance of this detail does not detract from the sentiment I
am posing.
Those who come before us blaze the trail, clearing brush and
acting as guides while we move along on our journeys. Eventually, all
paths diverge, but those who began together will forever share some
commonality.
For those of you who are new to this Alumni Issue experience,
I digress. This is a collection of stories based on interviews with
individuals that graduated (at least once) from Edinboro University. The
pieces were all written by The Spectator staff or students in the current
“Feature Writing” class of the Communication, Journalism and Media
department. This is the sixth special issue produced, and the third
focused on EU alumni. While the theme stays constant for each fall
special issue, the stories are all new.
From college to sports arenas, to plains and mountains, and in some
cases, back to college, Edinboro alumni forge their path and we —
young journalists — are here to make record of it. What you have in
your hands is a record of just some of the paths that began at Edinboro
and the stories of where they led alumni to, today.
In addition to this issue, this week we have released a regular issue
of The Spectator, which is currently available online and in print. To
find this issue (if you don’t see a physical copy in one of our many
distribution locations across town and campus), you can visit our
website, EdinboroNow.com.
We appreciate your time, interest and support in both the Alumni
Issue and our regular news and community coverage. We hope to see
you next year.
Sincerely,
Hannah McDonald
Executive Editor

As a lifelong fan of the Cleveland Cavaliers, Sean Peebles
holds season tickets in Level 200 of the Quicken Loans Arena.
The seat he takes today, though, is much different.
“When I’m walking down the center stairs toward the chair
that’s sitting at midcourt, and my name is on that placard,
right in front of the microphone, I still get tears...I get chills.
I’m not ashamed to admit it, because I’m such a passionate
fan of that organization; it’s my other family over there.” The
Edinboro alumnus is the public address announcer for the
Cavs and Erie Bayhawks.
Peebles, a native of New Castle, began his college career
at Edinboro University in 1992 and graduated with a degree
in communications in 1996. While a student, he was on the
university’s track team, participated in intramural sports and
was a member of student government. His most treasured
location, though, was the WFSE Radio studio, in Compton
Hall 102.
“This was my main focus here,” he stated, while sitting in
that same Compton studio. “I practically lived here.”
After graduating, Peebles worked at Rocket 101 (an Erie
radio station) on weekends and did graduate work with WFSE.
“I always just wanted to be in radio. That was kind of my
thing, just being on air, being a personality, and I had my
fun with it a little bit,” he said. “The sports thing didn’t really
come along until about 10 years ago when I was in Erie with
the Bayhawks basketball team.”
He has been working with the Erie Bayhawks as their public
address (PA) announcer for 10 years.
“They gave me an opportunity one day in the second season
when the regular guy was sick,” he explained. “I did the game
that night. I did well enough because when the third season
started a couple months later, I was brought on as the full time
PA guy for the Bayhawks...now entering season 11 and I’m still
doing it.”
Last year Peebles applied for the PA position with the
Cleveland Cavaliers.
He went on to explain all of the different qualifications he
had to meet and the different sound and video samples he had
to submit. After several auditions, Peebles received a call on
Oct. 10, a week before the 2017-18 season was to start, and was
offered the job.
“It was just that moment of like, ‘Did that really happen?’
Because that usually never happens to me. But when it finally
happens and you realize, ‘Wow, all that stuff I did leading up
to this, it ultimately did pay off in a very big way and I get a
chance to enjoy this.’”

He continued: “I remember that we would go over there [to
Cleveland] and I would be like: ‘Man, I just want to announce
one game here. Just let me do one, like if the guy ever got sick
or if they needed somebody.’ And…now I do them all and it’s
still surreal.”
He said he was welcomed with open arms from day one.
“When I first came last October, everyone was like, ‘Welcome
to the family.’ It wasn’t like, ‘Hey, welcome aboard.’”
He also gave credit to every person that he works with
at “The Q,” explaining how hard everybody works and the
countless hours each of them puts in to prepare for each game.
Peebles went on to explain that calling for his two different
teams is not really that different. He still puts in hard work,
day in and day out, preparing for each game and doing his
homework.
“The only difference is the size of the building that you’re
in, the size of the audience, for sure. The rules are the same.
The court is the same. The hoop is the same height. Obviously
you’re surrounded by the best in the world, so the names get
a little bigger, but for me the job was still the same,” Peebles
stated.
He went on to say that he records every Cavs game so that
when he gets home he can review what he did well and what
he could do better for the next contest.
“I’m my biggest critic,” he said.
Peebles’ visit to the WFSE station was the first time in
roughly 20 years he had been there. He looked back on how
the station had evolved.
“When I first started here in 1992, literally where we’re
sitting right now was turntables,” he said. “The first time I sat
in this room and cracked the mic for the first time, [it] was
obviously a little nerve-wracking.”
He looked back on his time in the studio. “My first shift
here was a 10 p.m. to 2 a.m. called ‘Strictly for the Streets.’”
He continued: “I was on Wednesday nights and there were
turntables right here,” Peebles stated as he gestured to a table
near him. “Now, a lot of the music that we played was on vinyl,
or CD, or cassette even. Even carts — this was a big cart wall
with tapes — and so that’s how we did it.”
Peebles went on to say that he still keeps up to date with the
happenings in Edinboro, expressing that he follows the sports
teams and still tunes in to WFSE.
“A couple times a year I’ll just drive through [Edinboro] to
kind of see what’s new because a lot of the things that have
been built and the improvements weren’t here,” he said. “So
it’s nice to see what they have done over the years, and I’m

always interested to see what’s new and exciting.”
Peebles explained that he enjoyed any class in the
communications department.
“It gave me development opportunities, knowing that they
(his communication classes) were going to work for me in the
future.”
He expressed how much of an impact his professors at
Edinboro had on him, some of whom are still teaching in the
department today, such as Dr. Tony Peyronel, Dr. Timothy
Thompson and Dr. Kathleen Golden.
“They were all parts of my development and growth to get
me through here and obviously into things that I’m doing now
in my adult life,” he said. “Everything and everybody that I
was with here within these walls shaped [me] and was a big
influence on me.”
He connected his experiences today to his time back at
Edinboro. “One of my first classes here was public speaking
with Dr. Peyronel, and I remember getting in front of the
class, like, ‘Oh my God, what am I going to do,’ and you’ve got
sweaty palms and shaky papers.”
He continued: “Then I get to Erie and it’s like I’m doing a
Bayhawks game and it’s a couple thousand people...and okay
now I’m at ‘The Q’ and there’s 21,000. Then during the finals,
when the national anthem was playing, they kept flashing up
on the ‘Humongotron’ over there all of the troops watching
from around the world.”
Although it may still be a little nerve-wracking, Peebles is
very grateful and appreciative for the opportunities that he
has been given.
“It’s not a job thing, it’s not a money thing...it’s a dream
thing,” he said.
“If you have something that you really want and your
dream is to do something, I’m proof that it does come true,”
he said repeatedly. He couldn’t stress enough how important it
is to put yourself out there and go get what you want.
In the next few weeks, Peebles will be back at “The Q” for
the Cavs’ 2018-19 season, as well as continuing his work
with the Erie Bayhawks.
“I’m excited to be here,” he said. “A year ago I
never would have thought that I would be
getting asked to do interviews and the
chance to do things like this. It’s
extremely humbling,
and I’m grateful to be
able to do it.”

She could do everything.
Just about anything she tried, she excelled at.
It took an elbow injury and subsequent surgery to end her
gymnastics career while in high school.
With her first passion no longer an option, Tabitha Bemis
decided to further pursue collegiate diving. She knew that sport
just as well, finishing second in her senior year at the Western
Pennsylvania Interscholastic Athletic League championships, and
sixth at the state meet.
The University of Pittsburgh appealed to her, but a large
university would prove difficult to pay for without an athletic
scholarship.
Still, “I was hung up on the [Division I] mentality,” Bemis
explained.
Then, she won the long jump and 100-meter hurdles event at the
PIAA state track and field meet in her senior year. A family friend
contacted Doug Watts, Edinboro University’s former director of
track and field for 44 years, to tell him there was a high school
senior that might be swayed to run on a Division II team if she
could get help paying for school.
The track program had just received some extra funding for an
athletic scholarship, Bemis said, so Watts invited her to the campus.
Bemis, who is now an assistant coach and career counselor at
Susquehanna University, said the Mike S. Zafirovski Sports and
Recreation Dome was a motivating factor in choosing Edinboro.
“The indoor track and field facilities really floored me,” she said
of the dome, which had been opened just one year prior to her visit.
She wrestled with the decision until after her high school
graduation. During this time, she was reminded of the ageold question relating the size of fish to their pond. She wanted
something in the middle.
“I wanted a school small enough that I could get to go to [the
track and field national championship meet], but still get to know
all of my professors,” she recalled.
In her four years at Edinboro, she would continue her high
performance, dominating track and field events. All told, she
racked up six All-American finishes in her career while becoming
the PSAC outdoor triple jump champion three years in a row, long
jump champion twice, and the 100-meter hurdles champion twice.
She was also a PSAC champion in the indoor long jump, triple
jump and 60-meter hurdles events.
Bemis received PSAC Field Athlete and Overall Athlete of the
Meet honors after the indoor competition, as well as Most Valuable
Athlete and Field Athlete of the Meet at the outdoor championships
in 2014, her final year of competition. She was also honored with
Edinboro’s Nancy Acker Award, given to the outstanding senior
athlete of the year.
Nationally, she was recognized as the United States Track and
Field Division II Outdoor Atlantic Region Women’s Field Athlete
of the Year in 2012, when she broke Edinboro’s school record in the
long jump event, and in 2014, when she broke the school’s triple
jump record. Both records remain to this day.
Edinboro’s Associate Athletic Director Todd Jay said there is no
doubt Bemis will be elected to Edinboro’s hall of fame once she’s
eligible.
“She’s the most decorated female athlete we’ve ever had — on
and off the field…there’s just never been a more decorated female

athlete, maybe male or female, to be honest with you,” he said.
Despite the external recognition and accolades, Bemis’ fondest
memories of her time as a student-athlete came from personal
accomplishments. She remembers her final meet, the 2014 NCAA
Division II Outdoor Track and Field National Championships,
for her All-American finishes in the triple jump and long jump,
but also for shattering her personal records in every event she
competed in.
“To have that closure and satisfaction, knowing I had done
everything I could, was really special,” she said.
Bemis also made her education a priority, earning PSAC Top
Ten honors six times, a conference record. The award is handed out
to an athlete that succeeds both athletically and academically. She
was once again recognized nationally as a member of the Capital
One Academic All-America NCAA Division II Women’s Track and
Field/Cross Country Team three times, once on the second team
and twice earning first team honors.
Initially believing coaching was the direction she wanted her life
to take, she earned her bachelor’s degree in sports and recreation
administration with a 3.92 GPA.
Her direction changed, though, after one fateful day in
Watts’ office. He handed her an application for the PASSHE
Undergraduate Women’s Leadership Institute retreat and told her
to apply, she remembered. The retreat is a week-long event attended
by two female students selected by each university in the state
system.
She applied and attended later that year, returning full of
knowledge and energy, as she looked to help her fellow women and
athletes at Edinboro. She began working as a student representative
for EU’s women’s commission, which aims: “To create an equitable,
just, and supportive campus environment” for women at the
university. Here, she got to work with former Edinboro President
Julie Wollman.
Wollman knew Bemis wanted to work hands-on with students,
and knew she would make a strong asset in an administrative role.
She suggested Bemis pursue a postgraduate degree in student
affairs, which she explained would enable Bemis to positively
impact students’ and student-athletes’ daily lives while at a
university.
Because she graduated in the fall, after her final year of NCAA
eligibility, and her graduate assistant position at Slippery Rock
wouldn’t begin until the following fall, Bemis took up coaching jobs
surrounding Edinboro at the high school and club level, in track as
well as gymnastics. She then learned in May of 2015 that she was
the recipient of an NCAA postgraduate scholarship. The $7,500
scholarship awards athletic and academic achievement and is given
to 29 men and 29 women across all three NCAA levels in the fall,
winter and spring.
Jay said her work with the women’s commission and with young
local athletes was a deciding factor in her earning the scholarship,
which has been awarded to just nine Edinboro student-athletes to
date.
“Even outside of the classroom and outside of athletics, she
was giving back to the [women’s] movement, for lack of a better
term, and that’s what gets you postgraduate awards,” Jay said. “Not
that they’re a dime a dozen, but you’ve got athletes and you’ve got
scholar-athletes, and then there’s that third phase. It’s that volunteer

service. It’s your involvement in the community. That’s what gets
you that award.”
Without graduate school, Bemis may have continued coaching,
which would not have satisfied her fully. Working out the finances
to attend graduate school was tough until she learned she had won
the award.
“I probably could have gotten a job [coaching track and field]
otherwise, but I knew that I wanted more,” Bemis said of her
decision to pursue a postgraduate degree. “I was going to figure out
a way to pay for it regardless, but the scholarship was a life-saver.”
She still coached at Slippery Rock while earning her master’s
degree in student affairs in higher education, in order to see which
job she would like best. After she graduated in 2017, the decision
still wasn’t clear. She continued as a volunteer coach for SRU until
January, when she began working at Susquehanna University as a
career counselor.
In her current position, she is tasked with helping students find
their course in life, just as Bemis’ course was guided by several
influential figures along the way. She said she’s constantly looking
for potential in students that they cannot see. It’s a way to pay it
forward after Watts and Wollman took an interest in her future, she
explained.
Though her job originally did not involve working with studentathletes directly, her supervisor saw the interest Bemis still had in
athletics — she had begun volunteering as an assistant track and
field coach — and gave Bemis the freedom to develop services
tailored to the student-athlete experience. She said that experience
differs slightly from Edinboro or other universities because
Susquehanna competes at the Division III level.
“Students here are realistic,” she said. “They’re here to compete,
but know they’re here for an education and career.”
As the fall semester begins, Bemis is now an assistant track and
field coach – a promotion from her previous volunteer status – and
working to develop a student-athlete career development program.
She wants to introduce student-athlete advancement workshops
and help teach Susquehanna’s student-athletes how to leverage their
unique collegiate experience.
Jay said he knew Bemis had the potential to inspire positive
change in whatever role she took on, and advocated for Edinboro’s
administration to find a job for her either in athletics or student
affairs, but was told budget constraints made that impossible.
“She loves it [at Susquehanna] and I’m really happy that she does
love it, but it pains me every day that she’s still not a Fighting Scot,”
Jay said.
As Edinboro continues to try and improve its image after a rocky
few years, they have embarked on a new campaign proclaiming
Edinboro University the choice for “those who strive.” Bemis
watched the new television commercial for the university’s
campaign and said the sound of bagpipes playing — as related to
the university as an alma mater— still brings tears to her eyes every
time she hears them.
“I love Edinboro,” she said. “I look back on my experiences there
with fondness.”

It was America’s favorite pastime that led James Troha to
Edinboro University as an undergraduate student.
But he quickly realized something.
“I soon discovered that I had probably reached my talent limit for
baseball,” Troha said, laughing. With the extra time on his hands,
he buckled down, focusing on academia and getting involved on
campus.
As a senior, he joined the peer advisors program at Edinboro that
is still offered today. “This was a really eye-opening period of time,”
Troha explained. He enjoyed helping students be successful and
giving them the assistance they needed to flourish.
That on-campus job Troha held in his last semesters at Edinboro
would serve as a shift in gears, ultimately changing his career path
forever: one that currently has him at a college presidency.
After graduating in the spring of 1981 with his bachelor’s degree
in criminal justice, Troha returned that fall to begin graduate work,
this time in counseling.
“I share this story a lot, but it’s true,” Troha began. “How I
arrived at a college presidency started as an undergraduate student
because I got involved in student government; I got involved in my
fraternity. I met different college administrators. They’re the ones
who really steered me to think about a career in higher education.”
A series of educational experiences — some that he received

while earning his master’s and doctoral degrees, and others he
provided during his multiple professional positions in college
administration — led him to the place he is today: 12th President of
Juniata College, a liberal arts school in Huntingdon, Pennsylvania.
He’s also father to a daughter who is in her second year at Juniata,
along with two high school students (of course thanks to his wife,
Jennifer, an Edinboro alumna whom Troha met his first year of
graduate school).
“I feel blessed to come to work every day and truly love what I
do...I truly feel like I’ve found a vocation that both serves me well
and, hopefully, serves those around me,” he said.
If Troha were to give any advice to students today working to
navigate their own trajectory, it would be to find good counsel in
trusted people.
“I certainly didn’t get here just by blind ambition,” he began. “I
got here through, yes, some hard work and getting degrees I needed
to get, but you get here through being around other talent...good
mentors are invaluable. You have to find somebody who you can
respect and that you want to learn from.”
It is with the knowledge he’s garnered over the years from his
mentors — some being fondly-remembered Edinboro faculty and
staff members — that he looks upon the decisions of recent ‘Boro
administration and his own at Juniata.

“When you are put into this position (as a higher education
institution president), any leadership position, you have to realize
you’re not going to make everybody happy...You just have to believe
in your gut that you’re doing the right things. Stick through to who
you are and be authentic in who you are and how you do things.”
He continued: “If you do that, people may disagree with you,
with some of your decisions, but hopefully they know that you’re
making those decisions because you know that’s the right thing to
do.”
It’s these qualities and an effort to understand students that Troha
believes have allowed him to serve in the position he has.
“Good presidents and good administrators understand the
importance of the folks that you are leading. It takes time to do that,
but there is nothing more important than building relationships on
your campus.”
“Hearing and seeing some of the struggles Edinboro has gone
through has been hard to read and see,” Troha said. He keeps up
with the news from his two-time alma mater closely — with a
unique insight gained from years in educational administration
himself — and he can honestly say: “I know Edinboro will emerge.
It’s just going to take a little bit of time.”

Metalsmith, art director, communication designer, interaction
designer. MacKenzie Cherban has just about done it all when
it comes to the creative fields. Since graduating from Edinboro
University in 2012 with a dual major in applied media arts/graphic
design, as well as studio arts and jewelry/metal making, she has
added quite a few new entries to her resume.
This includes her current job in user experience design at
Microsoft.
Edinboro acted as a mold for Cherban, and if it were not for that
mold, she explained, she wouldn’t be the finished product she is
today.
“There isn’t a thing I would change about my majors or my career
choices. Each major and degree (jewelry/metals, graphic design,
master’s) taught me valuable skills and brought me in contact with
phenomenal professors and great friends.”
On top of finishing with a 3.92 GPA, Cherban made Dean’s List
every semester at Edinboro, along with having three pieces of her
work published, being awarded four different scholarships due to

art, and receiving the art department’s outstanding senior award.
After finishing her time at EU, Cherban worked a couple jobs,
including as a freelance designer, and then furthered her education
at Carnegie Mellon University (CMU).
Cherban had several influences that helped her get to where she
is now. “The professors in graphic design, particularly Shelle Barron
and Brigette Davitt, prepared me for those first few years out of
school. While at Edinboro, they were supportive in shaping my path
and pushing me to do better,” she said.
The support from Edinboro’s graphic design professors led
Cherban to land a job at an advertising agency in Pittsburgh as an
intern. This past year, she submitted one of her inclusive design
projects to the Cooper Hewitt Smithsonian Design Museum in
New York City. This year the museum focused on “Access + Ability”
which is right up Cherban’s alley, and lucky enough for her, the
museum holds a student showcase every year.
“My project was accepted and my work hung in the museum for
a few months. The showcase weekend allowed me to present my

work to a panel of experts, and I was able to meet other students
and professionals working in the inclusive design space,” she said.
Cherban also loves her job working in user experience design
at Microsoft in Seattle. She enjoys that what she does can make an
impact on Microsoft users worldwide.
“A lot of what we interact with these days was in some way or
another, designed. It’s my job to make sure those interactions make
sense and bring joy to people — not frustration,” she explained.
Working for a company doing what you love is typically one’s
dream, and in the case of Cherban, she is living it.
“I’m quite happy with where I am professionally. I am working at
a company whose values and mission I believe in. The leadership is
amazing, and I get to do what I love,” she said.
And at the end of the day it all comes back to the people you
work with. “I’ve worked with some truly amazing teams and people,
and that makes all the difference. At the end of the day, I get to do
what I love.”

Since the age of four, graphic designer Danielle Shearer has
utilized her creative mind and her natural gravitation toward
the arts to carve out her own place in the industry. TGS Global
and The Green Solution, a cannabis company, may have been
an unexpected landing spot, but first, her history.
As a child, she drew pictures onto anything she could get
her hands on, many of which her father kept, and throughout
her adolescence, she continuously refined her artistic abilities
through painting, sewing and designing baked goods.
In eighth grade, a member of the Art Institute of Pittsburgh
came to speak at her junior high school about graphic design.
“Immediately after seeing designs (from the institute), I knew it
was exactly what I wanted to do,” Shearer said.
In high school, she continued to succeed artistically and
academically, and this success prepared her to take on higher
education. Before graduating high school, Shearer was
introduced to Edinboro University of Pennsylvania by a high
school friend; she then sat in on a graphic design course that
took place in Doucette Hall. After observing the course and
reading about Edinboro’s arts program, Shearer knew that
“Edinboro was the only school that I wanted to go to.”
Freshman year consisted of general electives and
prerequisites such as drawing, art history and 3D design. When
sophomore year rolled around, Shearer was able to finally get
her feet wet in the field of graphic design. “My favorite courses
were studio skills with Francis Demaske, where I learned
about the old school ways of graphic design and how it all
began, and also typography taught by Shelle Barron, who is
still a professor at Edinboro today.” Shearer was also inspired
by assistant professor Brigette Davitt, who is still at Edinboro.
“Brigette really pushed me to be the best that I could be.”
In her senior portfolio course, Shearer learned essential

skills such as building a portfolio and knowing which projects
of hers to bring forward. “If I did not have senior portfolio, I
probably wouldn’t be where I am today,” she stated, now eight
years into her design career.
With several 18-credit semesters, which entailed, at times,
11-hour days and countless hours of studio work, Shearer did
not have much time for activities outside of class. “I was a
part of a bowling league at one point, and I would usually just
unwind on the weekends over a drink with classmates.”
Shearer was a member of the graphic design club throughout
her years at Edinboro and was a part of the student-run art and
literary journal, Chimera, specifically in their design team. Her
group curated “everything from the concept of the book and
the theme, to what fonts would be used.” Shearer stated that it
was “great to build the book as a team.” Her involvement, along
with the rest of the arts team, helped volume 7 of the Chimera
journal be featured in the 2011 HOW Promotional Annual.
One of Shearer’s favorite memories of her time at Edinboro
was a trip to Chicago with Graphic Design Club, where she
had the privilege to sit in on lectures given by world renowned
graphic designers. Another memory she labeled as her favorite
was having the opportunity to work with Ben and Jerry’s Ice
cream. She and several other art students designed ice cream
cartons for Edinboro themed ice cream flavors such as “Boro
Blizzard” and “Fighting Butterscotts.” A commercial produced
by the student communications and media committee was also
filmed and shown on campus.
Shearer graduated in May of 2010 and now resides in Denver,
Colorado. “My favorite mediums to work in are web, digital
design, and branding/logo design; all aspects of graphic design
keep my mind engaged, but media is so innovative and fresh,”
she said.

After spending nearly six years as a designer in Pittsburgh,
at Blue Tomato Design, Shearer “felt stuck creatively.” She
continued, stating, “I felt like I had reached my full potential
of growth with the company, and I was ready to take on my
next adventure.” After her time with Blue Tomato, Shearer had
planned a trip to visit Colorado and had contacted Workhorse
45, a full service branding and design company, to see if
they were interested in meeting over coffee and discussing
employment.
Several weeks after her trip, Shearer was hired for the
job; within a month and a half, she packed her car and was
traveling across the country to start her new adventure. This
was Shearer’s first experience with package design, although
it did not last long. Eight months into the job, business was
poor and the team dwindled down to her and her boss. She was
given the opportunity to leave and she did. “I wanted to be a
part of a bigger team and the opportunity to grow, and that was
not happening,” she stated.
She then landed a job at TGS Global, where she is still
currently employed as the art director and creative services
manager, making her way through the ranks.
For two years now, Shearer has been working on packaging
and graphic design, where she creates new packaging and
advertising for The Green Solution, a cannabis company that
TGS Global is associated with. “I never saw myself working
with cannabis, but I am excited to be a part of the industry.”
“By the age of 45, I want to live in the mountains of
Colorado. I want to either run my own business or solely
freelance.” She continued: “I brand myself as a creative cat,
much like my cat Captain Jack. I love experiencing the great
outdoors of Colorado and merging my career of design with
my everyday life.”

The 1928 introduction of penicillin, in part, released
humanity from the shackles of servitude that bound it to
the whims of fate and luck. Medicine had finally triumphed
against those obscure higher powers — and Alexander
Flemming, discoverer of the antibiotic, was now a giant
amongst men. It’s a story of almost biblical significance in
the scientific community. And like many relics of ages gone
by, it seems so very removed from the practice of science in
2018.
Humanity is now not solely fighting for freedom from the
wars waged in the cells and atoms of bodies — but also from
the senseless acts of evil committed by its own.
Brandi Hobbs is one of the people developing protective
measures against new forms of biological terror.
“There are many potential pathogens capable of being
weaponized for the purposes of bioterrorism,” Hobbs said in
one of our earliest interviews.
The doctoral candidate in the molecular microbiology
and immunology program at the University of Maryland
has been working on developing vaccines for bacterial
pathogens for nearly two years.
Hobbs didn’t grow up in a hubbub of excitement, but it
was the correct setting for her future nonetheless. Until
three years ago, the countryside of Edinboro was where she
called home, two miles from the university campus.
“Growing up in the country and spending all of my time
outdoors catching tadpoles in the pond and hellbenders
(salamanders) from the creek, I got interested in biology,”
she explained.
“However, it wasn’t until I started traveling the world
and experiencing life in developing countries that I realized
exactly what part of science I wanted to be a part of —
vaccine development as well as in biodefense. Luckily, my
project allows my two interests to intersect.”
Bioterrorism, or the study of pathogenic bacteria that
might be used to harm humans or livestock, is quickly
becoming one of the hottest areas of scientific study. A

major concern among scientists is the potential for some of
the deadliest antibiotic-resistant bacteria being engineered
and transmitted into a large population. Organisms that
have a high chance of being used in a bioterror attack are
called “select agents.”
“To be considered a select agent, a pathogen must pose
a severe threat to human health. However, it is important
to note that there are also USDA select agents capable of
decimating livestock and plant populations, rather than
affecting human health, and a massive loss of agricultural
goods could cause devastating effects,” Hobbs said.
She studies a select agent called Francisella tularensis,
which causes Tularemia, an animal-born pathogen that can
be transmitted from animals — usually hares or rabbits.
“Francisella can be transmitted to humans via multiple
different routes and the resulting disease depends on the
route of infection; contact with an infected animal or
carcass, a bite from an infected arthropod, ingestion of
contaminated food and water, and inhalation of aerosolized
bacteria can all cause disease with varying levels of
intensity,” she explained.
“However, inhalation of the bacteria causes the worst
form of disease, pneumonic tularemia, which causes
coughing, chest pain, difficulty breathing, and eventually,
hemorrhagic inf lammation of the airways and death. This
has a fatality rate of up to 50 percent if left untreated.”
Hobbs graduated from Edinboro University in 2015,
summa cum laude, with a degree in biology and minors in
chemistry and environmental science. Her first research
lab experience while at Edinboro is one she says played an
important role in her deciding that research was the correct
field. “My first research project was under the guidance
of my undergrad research advisor, Dr. Matthew Foradori,
where I worked on zymogram profiles (enzyme detection
profiles) of select digestive f luid from several populations
of Argiope aurantia (the black and yellow garden spider).
I worked alongside him and a graduate student for several

hours a week in between other classes and such. We worked
in Doc’s lab, or the Genomics lab room, just the three of us.
I have many happy memories laughing and learning with
‘Doc.”
Research at the Center for Vaccine Development and
Global Health (CVD), though, takes place in a larger setting.
“Being a research university, we have science happening on
a large scale. The collaboration and cooperation among the
labs here is very inspiring.”
The schedule of research is also much different than in
undergrad. “My days vary from day to day. Sometimes I
have a big experiment going on that demands a lot of time
in the animal facility or in the biosafety lab, and thus I
spend less time at my desk. Other times, I spend more
time reading papers, writing, planning experiments, all
in between other smaller experiments. In short, there is
always something going on or something to read. I am in
[the] lab anywhere from 7 a.m. to 7 p.m., depending on
the experiment for the day, with occasional drop-ins for a
couple hours on weekends.”
Bioterror defense is not the only research that Hobbs
has interest in. During her undergrad, she participated in a
study abroad trip with the now retired Dr. Cynthia Rebar.
“My love for Africa began when I went on an EUP
study abroad trip with Dr. Rebar (African Conservation
Experience), and everything I do is working to get back to
Africa where I left my heart.”
Hobbs continued: “After I get my Ph.D., my goal is to
work for a vaccine organization, such as GAVI, the vaccine
alliance, where I would love a position traveling back and
forth to Africa in support of vaccine development and
delivery.”
For the girl that grew up amongst the creeks and rivers
of Edinboro, the great task of saving lives from senseless
tragedy and age old illness is “the coolest thing ever.”

