
 She’d dreamt of becoming an astrophysicist since the eighth grade. But when doctoral

 student and single mother India Jackson (B.S. ’11, M.S. ’13) won a prized internship

 at NASA, she couldn’t afford the move to Houston. Then, the world came to her aid.
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16 FAILURE IS NOT AN OPTION
When doctoral student India Jackson (B.S. ’11, M.S. ’13) couldn’t  
afford the move to Houston for a coveted internship at NASA, she  
found her way with a little help from her friends and strangers alike. 

28 IN THE GRID
Law professor Samuel Donaldson has published more than 120 
crosswords in publications such as The New York Times. See if  
you can fill out his latest — a special Georgia State–themed puzzle.  
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22 THE BOLD RETURN
Atlanta’s historic Summerhill neighborhood and its main artery, 
Georgia Avenue, are in the midst of a renaissance. And it all started 
when Georgia State bought a Major League Baseball stadium.  
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Helio Bernal (left) and Adi Komic (B.A. ’16) , owner and chef 
of D Boca N Boca Mexican restaurant and bodega, plan to 
open their doors in Summerhill this December. Bernal and his 
fiancée, Juanita Velez (M.I.B. ’13), are part of the first wave of 
new business owners on Georgia Avenue. Read more about 
Velez on p. 8 and Bernal’s venture on p. 22.



THIS SUMMER WAS A TIME OF  
TRANSITION, and we’ve had several 
changes in key leadership positions. 
We wish our departing colleagues well 
as they head on to the next chapters of 
their lives, and we’re excited to pursue 
Georgia State’s ambitious agenda with our 
outstanding new leaders.
 Now that Risa Palm has returned to 
the faculty after a distinguished tenure as 
provost and executive vice president for 
academic affairs, Wendy Hensel, former 
dean of the College of Law, has taken over 
as interim provost and executive vice 
president. I am supremely confident in her 
ability to make an enduring impact on our 
academic community.
 Allison Calhoun-Brown is another 
valuable new addition to our leadership 
team. Recently named to a new position 
as vice president for student engagement 
and programs, she had already made 
substantial contributions since taking over 
for Doug Covey, former vice president for 
student affairs, earlier this year.
 We said farewell to Tom Lewis, who 
retired after a long career as an invaluable 
counselor who helped build relationships 
with leaders under the Gold Dome and 
in our nation’s capital. Walter Massey, 
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“We are introducing new  
approaches and tools  

for teaching and learning  
and have one of the  

fastest-growing research  
enterprises in America.” 

our longtime vice president for develop-
ment who led the most successful capital 
campaign in university history, has also 
announced his intention to retire once we 
complete our search for his replacement.
 Jim Weyhenmeyer, vice president for 
research and economic development, has 
moved on to Auburn University, where 
he now holds a similar position. Michael 
Eriksen, former dean of the School of 
Public Health, is the interim vice presi-
dent, and he is exceptionally well prepared 
to push our research agenda even higher.
 Peter Lyons, inaugural dean of Perim-
eter College after its consolidation with 
Georgia State, has also returned to the 
faculty. Nancy Kropf, former dean of the 
Byrdine F. Lewis College of Nursing & 
Health Professions, has taken over and is 
building upon Peter’s good work.
 Our leadership may be changing, but our 
unwavering commitment to our vision for 
Georgia State is not. We are recognized as 
one of the nation’s most innovative univer-
sities, and we will continue to be. We’ve 
pioneered student success initiatives, such 
as chatbots and Panther Retention Grants, 
that have been admired and copied by 
other institutions around the country. We 
are introducing new approaches and tools 

for teaching and learning and have one of  
the fastest-growing research enterprises  
in America.
 The size of our graduating class and 
the number of applications we receive 
continue to set records each year. Firmly 
established as the major catalyst for the 
revitalization of downtown Atlanta, we 
transformed Turner Field into Georgia 
State Stadium, spurring new development 
and adaptive reuse along Georgia Avenue 
throughout Summerhill. Over the next few 
years, we’ll add a new convocation center 
nearby as well.
 This summer, in my conversations with 
colleagues at Georgia State as well as with 
leaders in Atlanta, throughout Georgia and 
at institutions of higher education around 
the country, I’ve heard a loud and clear 
message: Keep pushing on the accelerator 
and continue building on Georgia State’s 
momentum. That message drives us  
every day.  

Sincerely, 

Mark P. Becker 
President
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HIGH ABOVE
William Davis (B.A. ’11), a certified unmanned aircraft pilot and assistant 
director of video production and new media at Georgia State, filmed 
a drone flight over the streets of Summerhill. Visit magazine.gsu.edu  
to check out the footage.

As we welcome a new guard of senior leaders,  
Georgia State gains even more momentum.

ILLUSTRATION BY ANDY FRIEDMAN

Your classmates are a successful bunch. 
From mayors and authors to business 
owners and Georgians of the Year, there 
are Panthers out there doing fantastic 
things. Got a promotion? A new addition 
to the family? Go ahead, brag a little. Post 
your good news and read about your fellow 
alumni at news.gsu.edu/class-notes. You 
can share Class Notes through Facebook, 
Twitter and LinkedIn.

David Curry 
MBA ’17

David Curry (MBA ’17), the Henry County 
tax commissioner, has been appointed  
state revenue commissioner by Georgia 
Gov. Brian Kemp. Curry is the first tax 
commissioner ever appointed to the office 
of state revenue commissioner. 

If you need to update your address — or if 
this issue is addressed to someone else — 
just send a note to update@gsu.edu. If 
you’d like to stop receiving the print issue 
and read the magazine online only, send an 
email to magazine@gsu.edu, and we’ll 
take it from there.

CLASS NOTES

STAY UPDATED
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ON CAMPUS / CREATIVITY

THE ART  
OF SPORT
After a successful career in marketing, Steven Lester 
(B.V.A. ’75) rediscovered his passion for painting.  
He’s now one of the most celebrated sports artists in  
the country.  

BY JAC KUNTZ  |  PHOTO BY STEVEN THACKSTON

On the night of April 8, 1974, Steven Lester was painting  
in the Art & Design studio on campus when he tuned his 
radio to hear the Atlanta Braves take on the Los Angeles 
Dodgers. Lester knew Braves’ slugger Hank Aaron was just 
one home run away from breaking Babe Ruth’s record, so 
he put down his paints and made the short walk to Atlanta 
Stadium in hopes of witnessing baseball history. In the  
fourth inning, Aaron sent the ball soaring into the left field 
stands, and Lester took in the moment before heading back 
to paint through the night. Today, his painting of “Hammerin’ 
Hank” swatting his 715th career homer is on display in his 
personal studio. 
 The United States Sports Academy’s 2019 Sport Artist  
of the Year, Lester has earned accolades for how he captures 
athleticism — from baseball to fly fishing — on the canvas. 
He calls his style “representational expressionism,” and his 
paintings portray movement in bold colors and with 
expressive brushwork. 
 Lester spent most of his career in marketing. He was the 
creative director for Turner Broadcasting System and a vice 
president and a creative director for two international  
advertising agencies. 
 “I tell people I have been an art professional all of my life, 
but I’ve just recently become a professional artist,” Lester 
said. “I used to hire and work with artists and illustrators and 
think critically about the aesthetic choices. Now, I find myself 
among them, and I’ve brought all of that experience with me.” 
 Since re-emerging in the art world just two years ago, he’s 
produced more than 200 paintings, illustrated two children’s 
books and shown his work in four states. His painting of a 
packed Georgia State Stadium hangs in the President’s Suite 
at the stadium. 
 In addition, his watercolor painting titled “Upon Further 
Review” — which features five football referees conferring on 
the field — was recently added to the permanent collection at 
the American Sport Art Museum and Archives in Birmingham, 
Ala. — a dream come true, Lester says.
 He’s also been invited to the 2020 Summer Olympics in 
Tokyo, where he’ll capture the action as it happens as a  
live-event painter. 



DIGITAL DISCUSSIONS
Two new university podcasts spotlight  
innovations in higher education and research.

 After working for several years on  
international marketing strategy for UPS,  
Velez was tabbed by Delta to develop  
the company’s first international social 
media strategy. To date, Velez has led 
initiatives to use social media to build the 
company’s brand across the globe and in 
10 different languages.
 “At Delta, I get to work in an inter-
national, creative and entrepreneurial 
capacity for a company that is intentional 
about diversity, inclusion, global commer-
cialization and authenticity,” said Velez. 
“My job requires me to move quickly and 
adapt while giving me an opportunity to 
exercise my entrepreneurial muscles.” 
 Velez discovered a love for entrepre-
neurship when she co-founded a dental 
equipment exporting company shortly 
after graduating from college. Her expe-
rience as a Latina entrepreneur led her to 
pursue a career working with people in 
international markets. It also motivated 
her to apply for Georgia State’s master of 
international business degree program.
 In 2016, Velez founded a division of  
the Georgia Hispanic Chamber of 
Commerce called HYPE (Hispanic Young 
Professionals & Entrepreneurs), which 
focuses on empowering Georgia’s future  
business leaders.
 “At HYPE, we’re providing multi-
cultural, next-generation leaders with 
much-needed access to professional and 
community spaces, inviting them to tables 
they’ve never sat at before, and bringing 
our Atlanta and Georgia communities 
together for a common cause,” she said.  
 It’s been 23 years since Atlanta 
welcomed Velez and her family to their 
new home. Her accomplishments in 
that time — entrepreneur, industry star, 
community leader — earned her a place 
among the 2019 class of the Alumni Asso-
ciation’s 40 Under 40, which celebrates 
Georgia State’s most influential and inno-
vative alumni under 40 years of age. 
 Today, the Colombia native and her 
fiancé, Helio Bernal, are settling into 
their new home in Atlanta’s Mozley 
Park neighborhood and preparing to 
open Bernal’s new Mexican restaurant 
and bodega, D Boca N Boca, on Georgia 
Avenue in Summerhill.

A
s the plane descended for landing, 
6-year-old Juanita Velez (M.I.B. ’13) 
drank in Atlanta’s vast, illuminated 
night sky. It was so different from 

the one above Medellín, Colombia, the city  
she and her parents had left behind.
 Perhaps it had something to do with the 
flaming cauldron ablaze in the midst of 
Atlanta’s fluorescent and neon glow. It was 
July 19, 1996, the night of the opening cere-
mony for the Centennial Olympic Games. 
As the city welcomed thousands of athletes, 
millions of visitors and television viewers, it 
also welcomed Velez and her parents to a new 
life in the U.S. 
 “In Colombia, my parents were profes-
sionals, but as immigrants, they had to drop 
their professions at the airport,” said Velez. “I 
saw firsthand how difficult it can be to live in 
a new country without any family or social or 
professional networks, and their sacrifice has 
fueled my motivation to succeed.”
 Now the manager of international social 
media strategy for Delta Air Lines, she works 
with local teams across the globe to ensure 
the company effectively serves its customers 
through the social media channels they prefer 
and in the language they speak.
 It’s a career path driven by her personal 
passions for connecting people across cultures 
to enterprise, opportunity and community.
 “Social media is very different in every 
country,” said Velez. “For example, throughout 
Asia, people use social media to live every 
component of their lives — from paying rent 
to purchasing tickets to posting their pictures. 
One thing about it stays the same, though, 
no matter where you are: its power to bring 
people together, just like Delta does.”

MAKING THE  
CONNECTION
Delta Air Lines’ manager of international  
social media strategy, Colombia native  
Juanita Velez (M.I.B. ’13) has devoted  
herself to connecting people across  
cultures with opportunity and community. 

ON CAMPUS / ALUMNI ON CAMPUS / NEWS
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BY MATT NIXON  
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Thanks to Georgia State’s strides in sustainability, 
the university ranked among an elite group of 10 
organizations in the nation who have made the best 
improvements in waste prevention and diversion 
over the past year. This is the second year in a row 
Georgia State has been recognized. 
 The accolades come from the U.S. Environmen-
tal Protection Agency’s (EPA) WasteWise program, 
which encourages organizations and businesses to 
achieve sustainability in their practices. 
 “We're thrilled to be recognized by the EPA once 
again,” said Jenni Asman, sustainability program 
manager at Georgia State. “This university is on the 
cutting edge of innovative sustainability programs 
and initiatives because we recognize the impor-
tance of conservation and efficiency.”
 The work conducted by the 10 winning organiza-
tions collectively prevented and diverted more than 
356,000 tons of waste from entering landfills and 
saved the organizations more than $19.6 million in 
landfill fees.

KEEP IT CLEAN

With its second straight WasteWise award  
from the EPA, Georgia State leads sustainable  
practices among national universities.

Georgia State recently debuted two monthly pod-
casts, “Conversations With Mark Becker” and “The 
Research Podcast.” 
 In his podcast, President Mark Becker sits down 
with visionaries who are shaping the future of higher 
education. In the first episode, Becker spoke with 
Tim Renick, the driving force behind Georgia State’s 
success initiatives and an internationally recognized 
leader for introducing innovative programs that help 
students graduate. 
 Becker has also spoken with Bridget Burns, 
executive director of the University Innovation Alli-
ance, and with Arizona State University President 
Michael Crow, chair of the alliance. The goal of the 
University Innovation Alliance is to help more stu-
dents gain access to higher education and better 
educational outcomes. Becker is vice chair. 
 “The Research Podcast” highlights interesting 
and innovative research happening at Georgia 
State, in areas ranging from astronomy to his-
tory to biomedical sciences. The podcast features 
a different faculty member and a different topic 
each month. 
 The podcasts are available on iTunes, Google 
Play, Spotify and SoundCloud.

Freshmen enrolled at 
the Atlanta Campus 
and Perimeter 
College for the fall 
semester — the 
largest freshman 
class in Georgia 
State history

8,000+



ON CAMPUS / ALUMNI

FOR THE PEOPLE
As a Clarkston, Ga., city councilwoman, Yterenickia 
“YT” Bell is leading the charge to connect her town  
government with the residents of America’s most  
diverse square mile.

BY  MATT NIXON  PHOTO BY CAROLYN RICHARDSON

T here are no easy days for Yterenickia “YT” Bell 
(B.S. ’11, M.S.W. ’14, M.P.A. ’16), who works two 
full-time jobs to advocate for her neighbors and 
transform political systems.

 During business hours, Bell, an honoree of the Alumni 
Association’s 40 Under 40 class of 2019, runs the 
Progressive Governance Academy for Re:Power, the 
Minnesota-based issue advocacy organization.
 Then, every night from 4–10, she works for the city of 
Clarkston, Ga., where she serves on the city council and 
leads committee meetings, workshops, community assem-
blies and more. These are the building blocks for achieving 
Bell’s mission to transform Clarkston into a fully inclusive, 
engaged city with thriving and sustainable businesses.
 “I never aspired to be on the front lines of city policy-
making,” Bell said. “But I saw firsthand how certain policies 
and programs failed to address the community’s needs 
because certain populations simply couldn’t access them.”
 Clarkston faces some unique challenges for effectively 
connecting with its citizens. Known as “the most diverse 
square mile in the U.S.,” the city was designated a refugee 
resettlement program in the 1990s. By the next decade, 
its high school was enrolling students from more than 50 
different countries.
 Bell’s background in social work gave her special insight 
into these challenges. For example, when the city council 
wanted to deny an alcohol sales permit to a new gas 
station to curb alcohol-related incidents, she knew that 
strategy was not a solution. 
 “Many of our people here are immigrants and refugees,  
and they’ve suffered trauma in dislocation — leaving every-
thing behind, living in a foreign land, not speaking the 
language, she said. “To truly thrive, a city needs to engage 
all its citizens and connect them with the social, education 
and mental health services they need — not just take away 
a coping mechanism.”
 After declining previous requests to run for city council, 
Bell entered the race and was elected in 2017. She’s 
joined by three others from her generational cohort, making 
the Clarkston city council the first millennial-majority 
government in the U.S., according to mayor Ted Terry.
 “It’s my goal to get everyone to the table,” she said. 
“Education can take a long time and a lot of work, but 
if you’re not meeting people where they are, they’re not 
going to get the help they need.”
 Bell’s days are usually long and frequently demanding, 
and progress is often slow with incremental success. 
Nevertheless, her inexhaustible work ethic and passion for 
people fuel her during those days.
 “Who doesn’t want to educate their community and help 
people grow?” asked Bell. “That’s the reward.”

ON CAMPUS / NEWS
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MOVIE MENTOR

Three new research clusters join Georgia State’s 
Next Generation Program, which is dedicated to 
boosting the university’s research and scholarship.
 One cluster, “Artificial Intelligence Augmented 
Systems: Design and Application,” supports the 
design of artificial intelligence and scholarship that 
considers its ethical and societal implications.
 “Quantum Science, Quantum Materials and Quan-
tum Information” supports capabilities and advances 
in quantum science, including research in ultrafast 
optics.
 “Shared Vision: A Georgia State Imaging Innova-
tion Hub” brings together existing faculty to explore a 
range of digital imaging research. With its increasing 
role in society and research, digital imaging is driving 
significant advances in nearly every technical field, 
including astronomy, medicine and security.

TOM LUSE, VETERAN FILM 
PRODUCER known for his 
work as executive producer 
of “The Walking Dead” for 
the show’s first nine seasons, 
joined the Creative Media 
Industries Institute (CMII) as an 
artist-in-residence earlier this 
year. Working with students and 
faculty in digital media produc-
tion, Luse wants to make CMII 
Atlanta’s showpiece for show 
business.
 “Creative people need to be 
able to learn how to do things 
and have access to tools if we’re 
really going to have a critical 
mass of media and entertain-
ment production in Atlanta,” 
said Luse, who’s transitioned to 
a consultant for “The Walking 
Dead” so he can make time to 
pursue other ventures. “CMII  
can be that place.”
 Next fall, he’ll be teaching  
his own master class where  
students will be able to meet 
and work with top film and  
television professionals. 

NEXT GENERATION
New research clusters boost  
scientific advances in critical fields.

Dental hygiene graduates and physical therapy stu-
dents provided free medical and dental services to 
about 1,000 migrant laborers and their families at 
farms in Colquitt, Tift, Cook and Brooks counties 
this summer.
 Partnering with nursing students from Emory 
University and pharmacy students from the Univer-
sity of Georgia, the Panthers were volunteering for 
the Farm Worker Family Health Program, a service 
learning experience organized through the Ellenton 
Farmworker Clinic. 
 Comprising more than 100 students and clini-
cians, the group checked for oral cancer, treated 
muscle and foot injuries, measured blood pressure 
and glucose levels, and provided antibiotics and 
over-the-counter medication.

IN THE FIELDS
Students and graduates provide crucial health 
care to migrant farmers and their families in 
southwest Georgia.

ILLUSTRATION BY JACK MICHAEL (M.F.A. ’20)

5
Consecutive years 
research funding 
at Georgia State 
has topped  
$100 million
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THE BIG LEAGUER
Pitcher Hunter Gaddis became the high-
est draft pick in Georgia State’s baseball 
program history when he was taken in the 
fifth round by the Cleveland Indians during 
the 2019 Major League Baseball draft. 
 Gaddis is a two-time All–Sun Belt Con-
ference honoree and three-time Sun Belt 
Pitcher of the Week. His selection marks 
the sixth straight year Georgia State has 
had at least one baseball player drafted.

NEW HEAD COACHES
Brad Stromdahl returns to the baseball 
program as head coach, and Jessica 
Steward has been named head coach of 
the women’s golf team. 
 Stromdahl was an assistant coach for 
the Panthers for five seasons before be-
coming the head coach at Georgia Gwin-
nett College in 2013. He turned Georgia 
Gwinnett into a powerhouse in the NAIA 
and led the team to back-to-back NAIA 
World Series appearances over the past 
two seasons. Stromdahl compiled a re-
cord of 328-104 in his seven seasons with 
the Grizzlies. 
 Steward comes to Georgia State from 
Lamar University, where her team won the 
2016 Southland Conference Champion-
ship title in her first year as head coach.

ON CAMPUS  / ATHLETICS

BY WILLIAM INMAN (M.H.P. ’16)  |  PHOTO BY STEVEN THACKSTON

DUAL THREAT
After leading the Panthers in passing and rushing yards, quarterback 
Dan Ellington (B.Ed. ’20) aims to get the football team back to a bowl 
game while becoming the best player in the Sun Belt Conference. 

ON HIS FIRST DAY OF CLASS at Georgia 
State, Dan Ellington got lost. 
 “This place is big,” Ellington said, 
laughing. “I’d just gotten here from a small 
town in Mississippi. I was heading back to 
my dorm after class and ended up at the 
CNN Center.” 
 The senior transfer from Itawamba 
Community College in Fulton, Miss., 
(population 3,882) has found his way as the 
Panthers’ starting quarterback, however, 
earning an All–Sun Belt Conference nod in 
his first year with the team. 
 Ellington ranked third in the conference 
in passing yards and total offense and 
was the Panthers’ leading rusher during a 
disappointing 2-10 season that Ellington 
says the players have put behind them. 
 “We all remember the feeling after 
losing that Georgia Southern game to end 
the season,” he said. “But there are guys in 
our locker room who also remember what 
it was like to win the Cure Bowl, so we 
know what it feels like to win.
 “This time around, there is a different 
vibe. We’ve all bought in, and we’re all 
working harder. Our plan is to get back  
to a bowl game and win our first Sun  
Belt Championship.”

 Ellington has also set a lofty goal for 
himself going into his second campaign as 
the team’s signal caller. 
 “I want to be the Sun Belt Player of the 
Year,” he said. “My coaches think I can do 
it, and that was the first thing [head] coach 
[Shawn] Elliott and [offensive coordinator 
Brad] Glenn said after spring ball — that 
there’s no reason I can’t do it.” 
 Ellington was a three-star recruit 
coming out of high school and originally 
committed to play for conference foe 
Louisiana–Monroe. He never played a 
down for the Warhawks, instead opting for 
junior college where he ranked second in 
the country in passing yards per game and 
fifth in touchdown passes. He signed with 
Georgia State Dec. 16, 2017, the same day 
the Panthers won their first bowl game.  
 Elliott believes in his quarterback 
and says Ellington’s leadership is just as 
valuable to the team as his ability to get 
yards on the ground and through the air. 
 “To be a good quarterback, you have to 
be a good leader, and Dan is that for us,” 
Elliott said. “He really loves to play the 
game. He really works at it, and he’s always 
got a smile on his face. We’re thrilled to 
have him as a leader on our team.”
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BY JENNIFER RAINEY MARQUEZ  |  ILLUSTRATION BY REID SCHULZ (B.F.A. ’18)

MENTAL ILLNESS AFFECTS ABOUT ONE IN FIVE ADULTS 
in the U.S. Yet despite the best efforts of clinicians, research 
suggests these disorders are frequently misdiagnosed. 
 Ten years ago, The Lancet published a meta-analysis of more 
than 50,000 patients that found physicians correctly identified 
depression in their patients less than 50 percent of the time. In 
a study from the year before, researchers at the Alpert Medical 
School of Brown University found that 57 percent of adult partic-
ipants who said they had been diagnosed with bipolar disorder did 
not actually have the disorder. Part of the problem is there’s still 
so much about the brain that experts don’t know, including how 
it’s affected by mental health disorders.
 “Scientists have long thought of the brain as a locked black 
box because it’s so complex and dynamic,” says Vince Calhoun, 
Distinguished University Professor of Psychology and director  
of the Center for Translational Research in Neuroimaging and  
Data Science (TReNDS). “We’re working to remove some of  
the mystery.”
 Working at the intersection of engineering, computer science 
and neuroscience, Calhoun’s team uses machine learning to pull 
more and better data from brain imaging scans and create a new 
picture of what’s happening inside the mind. He has developed 
algorithms that have strengthened scientists’ understanding 
of brain function, structure and genomics — and how each is 
affected by mental or neurological disorders and various tasks.

 Earlier this year, Calhoun, who is also a Georgia Research 
Alliance Eminent Scholar in Brain Health & Image Analysis, 
received nearly $4 million from the National Institute of Mental 
Health to develop new models that use data to better predict 
mental illness.
 “Mood and psychosis disorders are incredibly complex and 
variable, and they’re influenced by a number of interrelated genetic 
and environmental factors,” Calhoun says. “Two people may 
have the same diagnosis without sharing symptoms, or they may 
have the same symptoms with different diagnoses. There is also 
a growing consensus that we should approach mental illness as a 
continuum rather than slot patients into all-or-nothing categories.”
 By combining brain imaging and genomic data, the researchers 
will compare the accuracy of two approaches to mental health 
diagnosis — the standard diagnostic category method, in which 
clinicians use a checklist of symptoms to assign a diagnosis, 
and a data-driven method, where experts analyze brain data to 
determine a diagnosis. They will also evaluate the accuracy of a 
dimensional approach to diagnosis, which places patients along 
a spectrum by measuring constructs such as working memory, 
cognition or emotional reactivity.
 “We’re trying to determine which diagnostic approach is best 
supported by the data as well as which data are most infor-
mative,” says Calhoun. “When we answer those questions, we’ll 
open the gateway to a lot of other insights, too.”
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THINKING BIG
Professor Vince Calhoun is using data to transform the way we think about mental illness.
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“On July 24, 1979, I saw KISS  
for the first time in Madison 
Square Garden on the Dynasty 
Tour. In August, I saw them  
for the 57th time.”

book that tells the stories of 17 Jewish 
former Major League Baseball players. 
 If you ask him, his passion for Panther 
sports is only matched by his fondness 
for a certain makeup-wearing rock ’n’ roll 
band. Cohen is a bona fide soldier in the 
Kiss Army and this summer notched his 
56th and 57th Kiss concerts. 
 Below, he shares some of his favorite 
moments over the years. 

You’ve been the Voice of the Panthers 
going on 37 years now. Were you 
calling games when you were a 
student here? 
I started doing basketball games in 1983, 
my first year in school here. I got involved 
at WRAS the moment I stepped onto 
campus. That’s a lot of basketball and 
baseball games — and now football, too. 
More than 1,000 games. 
 It’s mind-blowing to think we’re about 
to go into our 10th season of football. 
I remember thinking I’d never see a 
Georgia State football game. I’m thankful 
to have been a small part of and witness 
to the growth of this athletics program. 

What was your favorite call? 
Well, there are some obvious ones: R.J. 
Hunter’s shot to beat Baylor, Parris Lee’s 
touchdown — the first in Georgia State 
football history — or in baseball, the whole 
weekend at UNC [University of North 
Carolina] Wilmington in 2009 when we 
won the conference tournament to secure 
our NCAA bid. There have been a lot of 
them, but those stick out.
 I really enjoyed every touchdown in the 
win against Georgia Southern in 2015, 
knowing we were going to the bowl game 
and that we inflicted the worst loss in 
stadium history to Georgia Southern in 
Statesboro. Nobody expected that!
 The most recent one was Malik 
Benlevi’s 3-pointer to beat Alabama. We 
were down 21 points at halftime. That was 
a significant game because, in the history 
of men’s basketball at Georgia State, 
we’ve only beaten an SEC [Southeastern 
Conference] opponent six times.

Have you ever missed a game?
Until the birth of my oldest son, Sam, I 
hadn’t missed a basketball game since 
I was a student. He was born in April 

2000, and I missed a few games leading 
up to his birth. But now with the football 
and basketball seasons overlapping, I’ll 
miss a trip to California with the basket-
ball team this year because it’s the same 
weekend in November as our football 
game versus South Alabama. 

You probably know more about the 
history of Georgia State sports than 
anyone else. What are some of the 
best moments from way back when? 
Well, speaking of calls and the SEC, 
there’s one call I wish I still had recorded: 
Tony Graham’s jump shot in 1984 to beat 
Tennessee in Stokely Arena in Knoxville.
 Technology was a little different back 
then, and I would have needed to have a 
tape recorder rolling to catch it. But that 
was the program’s first signature win. 
 Going into Tennessee, we were 0-5 
and had just lost at Oklahoma and SMU 
[Southern Methodist University]. As you 
can imagine, we were not favored …  
at all. We had never before beaten a 
Power 5 or SEC team, and that was  
the first one. 
 Another big one was when we beat 
Arkansas-Little Rock in the [Trans 
America Athletic Conference] tournament 
at the Edmunds Center in DeLand, Fla., to 
secure our first-ever NCAA bid. We were 
0-16 against them before that game.

You’re also an author? 
Just once. I love baseball, and I really 
enjoy reading about baseball history and 
players in the ’50s, ’60s and ’70s — the 
Mickey Mantles, Joe DiMaggios and 
Ted Williamses. I’ve also always had an 
interest in the Jewish players because 
there have been so few of them and most 
fans can only name two: Sandy Koufax 
and Hank Greenberg. 
 I originally tracked down 17 Jewish 
former major leaguers and had them tell 
their stories. I started writing “Matzoh 
Balls and Baseballs” in 2003 — while 

working full time and calling games — and I 
finished and published it in 2010. 
 Since then, I’ve interviewed six more and 
am hoping to publish an updated edition. 
I couldn’t get Koufax — he just doesn’t 
do interviews at all — but I was able to 
convince one of Hank Greenberg’s sons to 
write the forward. 

Do you keep up with any former 
Georgia State players? 
Yes, with quite a few. Also, one of the 
perks of being here for 37 years is that 
when players come back to campus, I’m 
sometimes the only one still here they 
remember. I’ve gotten a call or two from 
former athletes who had gone to our 
website, where I was the only name  
they recognized. 

How do you prepare?
I make spot sheets with the names and 
numbers of players on the depth chart 
for each team. I’ll research the players for 
stats and news and write that next to the 
player. In football, the tough part is spot-
ting, or making sure you name the right 
person who made the play. We play at 
Tennessee on Aug. 31 to open the season, 
and at Neyland Stadium you’re closer to 
the clouds than the field, so I hope we get 
all the calls right. 

So, how many Kiss concerts have you 
been to? 
I grew up near Boston, and Kiss never 
played the old Boston Garden when I was 
a kid because of the fire code — the band 
uses a good bit of pyrotechnics. I was a 
huge fan from the first time I saw them 
on a record cover back in 1975, but my 
parents wouldn’t take me to see them.  
 So, I had an uncle who lived in New York, 
and in 1979, he bought me a ticket to see 
them. On July 24, 1979, I saw Kiss for the 
first time in Madison Square Garden on the 
Dynasty Tour. In August, I saw them for the 
57th time. 

DAVE COHEN CAN EASILY REMEMBER  
THE FIRST CALL he made for Georgia 
State — an exhibition game between the 
men’s basketball team and a Canadian 
national team at the Cobb County Civic 
Center in 1983.
 “I remember setting up on the concourse 
of the arena because we couldn’t broadcast 
from courtside,” Cohen said. “But honestly, I 
can’t remember who won.”
 Forgive the longtime radio announcer for 
forgetting that particular outcome. Cohen 
is going into his 37th year as the “Voice 
of the Panthers” and has called hundreds 
of basketball and baseball games and 
every down of Georgia State football. He’s 
provided the soundtrack for the biggest 
moments in Georgia State sports — the 
1991 win over Arkansas-Little Rock that 
sent the Panthers to their first NCAA Tour-
nament, Darryl Cooper’s late 4-point play 
against Wisconsin in the 2001 Big Dance 
and R.J. Hunter’s 3-pointer to beat Baylor in 
the first round of the 2015 NCAA Tourna-
ment, a moment now known as “The Shot.” 
“GOOOOD! R.J. hits a 3 … 2.6 seconds  
to go! Ron Hunter fell out of his chair!”
 With a place in the Georgia Radio Hall 
of Fame, Cohen is the longest tenured 
broadcaster for a Division I sports team in 
the state. Alongside his role in the booth, 
he’s also the university Alumni Association’s 
communications and website director. His 
wife Carol (M.S. ’91), a former women’s 
tennis coach and associate athletic director 
for the Panthers, is Georgia State’s assistant 
vice president for university advising. (They 
met at a conference on campus.)
 Cohen is also an author. In 2010, he 
published “Matzoh Balls and Baseballs,” a 

THE 
VOICE
Going into his fourth decade as the 
play-by-play man for the Panthers, 
Dave Cohen (B.A. ’94) reflects on his 
early days in the booth, recalls some  
of Georgia State’s biggest sports  
moments and talks about his status  
as a superfan of the rock band Kiss. 

INTERVIEW BY WILLIAM INMAN (M.H.P. ’16)
PHOTO BY MEG BUSCEMA



16 G E O R G I A  STATE  U N I V E R S IT Y  MAGAZ I N E Q3 . ’19 MAGAZ I N E .G S U .E D U 17

BY MAYA KROTH  |  PHOTOS BY BEN ROLLINS

She’d dreamt of becoming an astrophysicist since the  
eighth grade. But when doctoral student and single mother 
India Jackson (B.S. ’11, M.S. ’13) won a prized internship 

at NASA, she couldn’t afford the move to Houston.  
Then, the world came to her aid.
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 Inside was a letter  
informing the Georgia State 
doctoral student that she’d 
been awarded a highly  
coveted summer internship 
with the agency’s Space 
Radiation Analysis Group 
in Houston, where she’d research how 
to keep astronauts safe from the deadly 
radiation of solar flares. 
 But as she read on, her heart sank. 
There it was in bold letters: Travel  
and housing costs are the student’s  
responsibility. 
 It was a career-making offer for India, 
who loves science fiction and sports a 
tattoo of a mathematical equation on her 
chest. But as a 32-year-old single mom 
who’d already taken a huge pay cut to 
pursue her academic dream, she had no 
idea how she could afford to accept the 
internship. Paying rent in Atlanta was hard 
enough on her graduate student stipend. 
How would she manage to afford a 
second apartment in Houston, plus airfare, 
a car and 10 weeks of activities for her 
12-year-old daughter, Jewel?
 “Unfortunately, it was a feeling I’d felt 
several times before, where opportunities 
present themselves but require you to 
have money,” she says. “But this was 
different. This was NASA. I thought, ‘Let’s 
try to make the impossible possible.’”
 A cousin suggested raising the money 
on crowdfunding website GoFundMe.com, 
but India was skeptical anyone would 
want to give money to a stranger. Her 
cousin insisted: India was doing some-
thing exceptional, and people would see 
that. So, they posted a link to the fund-
raiser on social media. Then she went  
to bed. 
 When she woke up the next morning, 
the fundraiser had gone viral. 
 “It just went crazy,” India remembers. 
Her phone lit up with texts, emails and 
messages on social media from places 

    INDIA’S MOTHER KNEW THERE    
   WAS SOMETHING SPECIAL about 
her daughter from the time she was 2 
years old. 
 “She would talk in full, complete sen-
tences,” recalls Laquanda Jackson (A.A. 
’08, B.A. ’08, M.A. ’13). “She used to do 
my older son’s homework. At two, she 
was adding, doing ABCs. I just knew: This 
little girl is different.”
 When India was in third grade, teachers 
suggested she skip ahead, but Laquanda, 
a sociologist, thought it would be better for 
her daughter to stay among kids her own 
age. By middle school, though, there was 
no denying India’s talents. 
 “She was doing calculus in the eighth 
grade,” Laquanda remembers. 
 That same year, India was selected to 
participate in an exclusive STEM (science, 
technology, engineering and mathematics) 
program at Atlanta’s Fernbank Science 
Center. It was there, in the planetarium, 
where India became captivated with the 
stars, driving her to reach the highest 
echelons of academic science. However, 
her journey from Lithonia, Ga., to NASA 
wasn’t without tension. Frequently caught 
between her steadfast commitments to 
both her family and her calling, she has 
time and again relied on her intuition to 
make difficult decisions, despite the mis-
givings of her friends and family. 
 Her first controversial choice was going 
to Georgia State instead of Spelman after 
getting accepted to both schools. (“It just 
felt like home,” she says.) Then, after grad-
uation, came the decision to stay in school 
for a master’s degree in mathematics. 
Her family frowned on the notion of India 
remaining a “career student” when she 

as far away as Hawaii, Italy and Australia. 
She got encouraging letters from educa-
tors and students around the world who 
found her story inspiring.
 “One anonymous donor gave me 
$1,000,” she says, incredulous. “But 
others gave me $1 or $5, which is  
just as significant because that means 
people were giving me what they could, 
you know?”
 Within 24 hours, India had raised the 
$8,000 she needed to cover the costs 
of the internship, plus about $500 extra. 
The money was pouring in so fast she 
worried it could amount to $50,000 or 
even higher. 
 “I didn’t need all the extra money — for 
what? This is not a cash grab,” explains 
India, who radiates a disarming charm. 
 Having met her goal, she shut it down. 
Then the floodgates really opened. 
People wrote in begging her to reopen 
the fundraiser so they could send more 
money. “What if something unexpected 
happened?” they asked. “Wouldn’t it be 
helpful to have a little buffer?” Her answer 
was a hard no. Then came the interview 
requests from international media: BBC 
News, CNN, The New York Times. 
 “People were genuinely shocked that 
somebody would do that, but money 
doesn’t motivate me,” she says. “When 
you decide to be a scientist, you do it to 
make history, not to make money.”
 The attention was overwhelming, and 
not everybody was on board, including 
India’s own family. But now that her name, 
photo and story had been plastered 
everywhere from Univision to Essence 
magazine, there was no going back. India 
Jackson was on her way to NASA. 

“When you decide to be a
scientist, you do it to make

history, not to make money.”

 WHEN INDIA JACKSON 
TORE OPEN THE ENVELOPE FROM NASA ON A 

SPRING AFTERNOON, SHE KNEW SHE’D ARRIVED 

AT A DECISIVE MOMENT IN HER CAREER AS AN  

ASTROPHYSICIST. BUT SHE DIDN’T KNOW JUST  

HOW BITTERSWEET IT WOULD TURN OUT TO BE.  
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would you stop what you have going  
on now?’” 
 She tried to explain that everything in 
her — mind, body, heart and soul — was 
pulling her back to the stars. 

older, she’s had life experience, she’d 
already taught college, and she clearly has 
a passion for math. I thought it would be a 
great fit.”
 Martens works closely with NASA’s 
Space Radiation Analysis Group, and  
it was he who suggested India apply for  
the internship.
 “She dares to take risks, she has initia-
tive and she’s curious,” says Martens, who 
adds that Jackson’s background brings 
much-needed diversity to an organization 
that depends on researchers creatively 
solving problems together. “I’m very moti-
vated to make our field more diverse. It’s 
better for NASA if there’s more balance.”
 By the time the NASA letter arrived, 
though, India had been walking a lonely 
road. Friends and family members ques-
tioned her decision to swap a teaching 
salary for a graduate stipend one-third the 
size. Her car was repossessed, occa-
sionally forcing her to walk to class. An 
internship at NASA was a sign all these 
risks could finally pay off.
 Still, Laquanda discouraged her daugh-
ter from accepting. 
 “I’m old school,” Laquanda says. 
“You’re talking about a very traditional Afri-
can American Christian family, where your 
family comes first, and you yourself as a 
career woman come second. I told her, 
‘No, you need to focus on your daughter 
and family, and your career comes later.’”
 It wasn’t until India’s story went  
viral that Laquanda began to realize  
just how remarkable her daughter’s  
achievement was. 
 “Even my in-laws in Pittsburgh were 
calling me,” she remembers. “When I saw 
my daughter’s and granddaughter’s faces 
on TV, and then ‘Good Morning America’ 
just happened to mention it, that’s when 
it hit me: Wow, she’s famous! And doing 
things! This is amazing.”
 Laquanda came around, and she now 
displays framed printouts of news stories 
about her daughter around the house. 
She admires India for having the courage 
to pursue her goals in the face of adversity 
— the struggles that come not only with 

 This determination is partly what in-
trigued astronomy professor Piet Martens 
to sign on as India’s doctoral adviser. 
 “She’s totally different from your aver-
age graduate student,” he says. “She’s 

being a black woman in science, but also 
with having to convince her reluctant 
family of the wisdom of her decisions. 
 “She’s independent. She’s fierce. 
She’s fearless,” Laquanda says. “And 
she’s a really good mother.” 

    INDIA ARRIVED IN HOUSTON AT  
   THE BEGINNING of the summer, 
and she was absolutely terrified. Born 
and raised in Atlanta, she’d barely been 
west of Six Flags, let alone four states 
away from her entire family. Houston was 
uncharted territory, and she didn’t know 
a soul. 
 She got Jewel situated at the Boys & 
Girls Club and reported Monday morning 
for NASA orientation, where she was 
expected to hit the ground running. 
 She discovered that her reputation had 
preceded her when a fellow intern came 
up to congratulate her on her GoFundMe 
campaign. It was awkward, but thankfully, 
“scientists get over it real quick,” she says. 
 Assigned to NASA’s Space Medicine 
Operations Division, India conducted re-
search on solar flares and radiation belts, 
which will be critical in keeping astronauts 
safe on two important upcoming missions. 
NASA is gearing up to send astronauts to 
Mars and launch Project Artemis, which 
will mark the United States’ first crewed 
landing on the moon since 1972. Named 
for Apollo’s twin sister, the mission also 
aims to land a woman on the moon for the 
first time in history. 
 Since she started her internship, India’s 
had a chance to speak with astronauts, 
visit the buoyancy lab where they train 
for zero gravity and attend lectures about 
the latest findings from the field of space 
medicine. She hopes the experience 
might lead to a fellowship with NASA and 
possibly a permanent job. 
 As it turns out, that extra $500 India 
collected from her crowdfunding cam-
paign came in handy after all. About half-
way through her internship, she started to 
feel ill. She drove herself to the emergency 
room, where doctors diagnosed her with 

uterine fibroids. The bleeding was so bad 
that she had to undergo three blood trans-
fusions in Houston before traveling back to 
Atlanta to see her regular doctor. 
 Once again, her parents urged her to 
stay home to look after her health, but 
India was back at work within days. 
 “People believed in me. They gave me 
money that I had already spent. I worked 
my whole life for this opportunity,” she 
says. “Quitting was not an option.”

    IN SOME WAYS, INDIA’S  
  JOURNEY TO NASA is the epitome 
of a feel-good story: strangers coming 
together to make a deserving woman’s 
dreams come true. But focusing only on 
her individual experience obscures the 
systemic obstacles that keep fields like 
astrophysics so overwhelmingly white  
and male. 
 “Single moms — anyone who has 
financial obligations because of the 
reality of life — should have as much of an 
opportunity to do physics as anyone else,” 
Shannon Palus argued for Slate in an 
op-ed inspired by India’s story. “It’s hard 
to imagine a world in which GoFundMe’s 
are consistently filling in the gaps for all 
of the budding researchers who wouldn’t 
otherwise be able to float the bill.”
 India considers herself lucky to have 
built a large enough social media follow-
ing for her crowdfunding campaign to 
go viral, but she recognizes that’s not a 
solution for everyone. 
 “It’s tough for the poor to pull them-
selves out of poverty, and poverty-stricken 
students of color always have a tougher 
time,” she says. “For deserving students 
to take these opportunities, we need to 
have more community involvement.”
 Still, she encourages people like her to 
find the courage to take risks and follow 
their destiny — even all the way to NASA. 
 “As a scientist and mathematician, I 
work off logic most of the time, but for life 
decisions, I work off intuition,” she says. 
“Logic works sometimes, but your intuition 
works every time.” 
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had a young child to raise. 
(Jewel arrived during India’s 
junior year.)
 Still, she was determined 
to follow her gut. Fresh out 
of graduate school, she 
began teaching college 
math at age 26, earning a 
good salary. But she soon 
decided to go back to Georgia State for a 
Ph.D. in physics, her true passion. Again, 
everybody discouraged her. 
 “They thought that I was crazy. They’d 
say, ‘You’re making good money. Why 

“Quitting was  
not an option.”

INDIA JACKSON WITH HER DAUGHTER, JEWEL.
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IN THIRD GRADE, WALTER GRIMES MOVED WITH 
HIS FAMILY INTO AN APARTMENT COMPLEX 
IN SUMMERHILL, AN ENCLAVE JUST SOUTH OF 
DOWNTOWN ATLANTA. It was the 1960s, and like most 
kids in his primarily African American neighborhood, Grimes 
would roller skate up and around Georgia Avenue with 
friends. They’d pick out hot dogs and hamburgers from the 
glass case at Happy Jack’s grocery store, ice skate at Atlanta 
Stadium at Christmas and sneak into football games at 
Cheney Stadium. It was the kind of neighborhood where 
everyone knew everyone. 
 The Summerhill Grimes remembers so fondly was like its 
own little town within a city — self-supported and proud. But 
as forces changed Atlanta over the decades, the neighborhood 
grappled with new issues. A number of Georgia Avenue’s 
once-flourishing businesses closed, and the corridor struggled 
to attract new attention.
 Today, the area is the focus of a massive redevelopment 
venture that began when Georgia State set out to transform 
Turner Field into the university’s new football stadium and 
teamed up with private developers led by Carter USA to 
breathe new life into the surrounding parking lots and bereft 
buildings. At the heart of the mixed-use metamorphosis is the 
Georgia Avenue that anchored Grimes’ childhood. For him 
and other seasoned Summerhill residents, this main street is 
memory lane. 
 Just over two years into the dramatic adaptive-reuse 
project, the vision for Summerhill’s return to a vibrant, 
sustainable community is starting to take shape.
 A handful of the crumbling early 20th-century low-rises 
lining the main thoroughfare have been rehabilitated by 
Carter as retail units. The Little Tart Bakeshop has been 

pouring lattes and plating pastries since January. Next door, 
Big Softie is filling waffle cones with soft serve and frozen 
treats while its neighbor, Halfway Crooks Beer, slings cold 
suds. Across the street, droves of patrons are piling into 
Junior’s Pizza for savory pies and Wood’s Chapel BBQ — 
whose name pays homage to one of the neighborhood’s first 
churches — for the already-famous smoky brisket and down-
home sides.
 Nearly a dozen more eateries are on deck to open their 
doors in the coming months, including Hot Dog Pete’s, Hero 
Doughnuts, Little Bear (farm-to-table fare), Talat Market 
(Thai food), Concept (American menu) and D Boca N Boca 
(Mexican dishes). Joining them soon nearby are Redacted, a 
cocktail lounge, and a third location of Krystle Rodriguez’s 
(B.A. ’06) java haunt Hodgepodge Coffeehouse. 
 Just across from the stadium, Georgia State students have 
started moving into the apartments at Aspen Heights, whose 
220 units opened in time for the start of the fall semester.
 Under the Georgia State Stadium spotlight, historic 
Summerhill is beginning its next evolution.

THE OLD NEIGHBORHOOD 
For nearly a century, Summerhill thrived on the entrepre-
neurial spirit of a faithful immigrant and African American 
population. 
 Freedmen and freedwomen planted roots following the 
Civil War and created one of the city’s first African American 
communities. Faith and education were neighborhood 
fixtures. Wood’s Chapel and Clarke’s Chapel opened for 
worship services, and the Atlanta Board of Education estab-
lished the sole public school for Atlanta’s black children. The 

BY TORIE ROBINETTE 

SUMMERHILL’S 
NEXT ACT

Atlanta’s historic Summerhill neighborhood and its main artery,  
Georgia Avenue, are in the midst of a renaissance. And it all started  

when Georgia State bought a Major League Baseball stadium.  
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Clockwise from top left: At Wood’s Chapel BBQ, Walter Grimes 
reflects on his childhood days in Summerhill; A crowd waits 
patiently outside new soft serve go-to Big Softie; Jake Harvey 
of Halfway Crooks Beer prepares tasty bites to go alongside 
cold brews; Georgia State historian Marni Davis and  
documentarian Richard Laupus survey Georgia Avenue,  
the subject of their digital history “Streetscape Palimpsest:  
A History of Georgia Avenue.”

Summerhill School became E.P. Johnson Elementary School 
in 1923. 
 Soon, Jewish, Syrian and Greek immigrants discovered the 
neighborhood’s charm and opportunities. 
 By the 1920s and 1930s, as mom-and-pop delis, baker-
ies and grocers from national chains sprouted on Georgia 
Avenue and adjacent streets, Summerhill was designated a 
local retail district. With a theater, dry cleaners, barber shop 
and pharmacy, the neighborhood had nearly everything resi-
dents could want or need.
 Catherine Robinson (M.Ed. ’97) grew up in a home on the 
corner of Little and Fraser streets in the 1940s and ’50s. She’s 
shared her memories with Richard Laupus, a community-
photo documentarian and author of “There’s Something 
About Summerhill.” A longtime resident of neighboring 
Peoplestown, Laupus has degrees in English and international 
law and politics and recently returned to school at Georgia 
State to pursue photography. 
 Robinson says, “At that time, for my family and most of 
our neighbors, education was everything, except faith was 
first.” Her mother and father ran a beauty salon and church, 
respectively, out of the family home. Robinson attended 
all-black E.P. Johnson, but she went on to become one of the 
first educators to integrate Atlanta Public Schools in the ’70s. 
 Like Robinson, a number of Atlantans who would grow up 
to be famous entertainers and influential city leaders called 
Summerhill home. Former heavyweight champion boxer 
Evander Holyfield, singer Gladys Knight, and business mogul 
and philanthropist Herman Russell shared the ZIP code. The 
city’s first Jewish mayor, Sam Massell (B.C.S. ’51), was born at 
the original Piedmont Hospital, which opened in the neigh-
borhood in 1904. 

CHANGE ROLLS IN 
Once considered Atlanta’s most successful African American 
neighborhood, Summerhill wasn’t immune to the stresses 
communities face — development, suburbanization and 
economic inequity. 
 In the late 1950s, the area changed dramatically when the 
expressways were built. The North-South Expressway (today 
the Downtown Connector) and the East-West Expressway 
(Interstate 20) run through Summerhill, and the North-South 
Expressway crosses over Georgia Avenue. 
 Residents like Grimes and his family clung to the old neigh-
borhood’s intimate culture. They even created a Summerhill 
neighborhood association to contend with all of the changes. 
Though it started to dwindle, commercial retail remained on 
and around Georgia Avenue, the lifeblood of the community.
 But the currents of change were strong. In 1964, the city 
built Atlanta Stadium (renamed Atlanta–Fulton County 
Stadium in 1975) in Summerhill, clearing additional land for 

parking. It became the home of the city’s first Major League 
Baseball franchise, the Atlanta Braves. And while America’s 
favorite pastime lured fans on game days, the traffic did little 
to drive business or encourage new residents to move in. 
 Between 1960 and 1970, the number of businesses dropped 
from 58 to 25, says Marni Davis, an associate professor of 
history at Georgia State. In 1973, the Board of Education 
closed century-old E.P. Johnson Elementary School, which 
had once been the pride of the community. 
 As Summerhill found itself fragmented by expressways and 
estranged from downtown Atlanta’s opportunities, the popula-
tion dropped, amenities that once sustained it withered away, 
and drugs and crime moved in. 
 Emmanuel Dix, who is also featured in Laupus’ “There’s 
Something About Summerhill,” moved into low-income hous-
ing on South Avenue in 1985. He remembers that time well.
 “It was very volatile. You didn’t know if you could get out of 
your car without being robbed,” he says. Now, he and his wife, 
Justina, run the Summerhill Community Outreach ministry.
 After winning the bid for the 1996 Summer Olympic 
Games, Atlanta constructed Centennial Olympic Stadium just 
across the street from Atlanta–Fulton County Stadium. As 
Summerhill would now be in the national spotlight, prepara-
tions brought some bracing prospects. But while some build-
ings got cosmetic makeovers, promises for more widespread 
rejuvenation fell to the wayside as soon as the Olympics 
ended. Centennial was then converted into a new baseball 
stadium (Turner Field) for the Braves, and Atlanta–Fulton 
County Stadium was demolished for parking. Any outside 
interest in Summerhill continued to hinge on home games, 
and such would be the case until the Braves announced a 
move to the suburbs in 2013. 
 For Davis and Laupus, introducing this storied history into 
the public consciousness is critical to Summerhill’s rebirth. 
Together, they’ve developed an exhaustive digital history and 
an upcoming public exhibit that lend a voice to the 150-year-
old neighborhood, now knee-deep in its next incarnation.
 “We have to understand where we’ve come from to under-
stand where we’re going,” Davis says. 

A NEW ERA
In 2013, Summerhill saw the first signs of hope in more than 
a decade. Living Walls, a local nonprofit public arts organi-
zation, created a series of colorful murals to reawaken more 
than a dozen storefronts along Georgia Avenue. That same 
year, the Braves announced their move to Cobb County, 
leaving Turner Field open to new ownership.
 Georgia State and developer Carter USA, along with 
partners Oakwood Development and Healey Weatherholtz 
Properties, had a plan. They envisioned a rebirth of 
Summerhill, with the conversion of Turner Field to Georgia 

“At that time, for my family and most of our neighbors,  
education was everything, except faith was first.”

— Catherine Robinson (M.Ed. ’97)
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Clockwise from top left: A reimagined Georgia Avenue comes to 
life as new businesses open; Organized Neighbors of Summer-
hill Treasurer Wanda Rasheed shares stories from her front 
porch; Murals color Summmerhill’s streets; Georgia Avenue 
remains the neighborhood’s main artery; Atlanta United fans 
gather at an outdoor communal space between Wood’s Chapel 
BBQ and Junior’s Pizza.

Contributing Photographers: Meg Buscema, Noah Clement (B.I.S. ’20),  
William Davis (B.A. ’11), Carolyn Richardson and Steven Thackston

 Soon, they’ll have more neighbors. Carter plans to add 
a 311-unit apartment complex by 2021 and partnered with 
Hedgewood Homes to debut 100 multifamily townhomes  
in the shadows of the stadium by the end of 2019.
 The addition of a MARTA bus rapid transit line running 
from the southern extension of the Atlanta BeltLine up 
through Capitol Avenue in Summerhill to the North Avenue 
train station is in the works, too. It would provide a long-
missing point of connection to downtown and the Atlanta 
Campus. The first phase of service is projected for 2025. 
 Longtime residents like Gloria Woods, who has lived in 
the same house in Summerhill since 1988, are optimistic 
about the neighborhood’s reinvention. 
 “If you’ve got something to contribute to society, to make 
it better for everyone, come out and share,” says Woods, 
who opened up to Laupus in “There’s Something About 
Summerhill.” “Don’t be afraid of people who are coming. 
Welcome them. That’s how neighborhoods grow.” 
 Wanda Rasheed, treasurer of the Organized Neighbors of 
Summerhill, is pleased with the progress. 
 “I can see the development strengthening the community 
by bringing us [old and new residents] closer together as we 
show off the neighborhood and share our pride,” she says. 
 With neighbors attending football games and other  
stadium events, Rasheed believes the presence of Georgia 
State (where two of her children are enrolled) has helped 
rekindle a community spirit. 
 The statistics are encouraging, too. Neighborhood crime 
rates are down, and Georgia State’s applications, enrollment 
and employment rates are up among residents of Summerhill 
and other neighborhoods around the stadium. Parthasarathy 
chalks the results up to a collective effort from Summerhill 
residents, Georgia State, Carter, the Atlanta Police Depart-
ment, Atlanta Public Schools and more. 
 “Georgia State is just one of many players investing in 
efforts that have led to overall positive gains in and around 
the stadium and, specifically, for the families and residents  
in those neighborhoods,” he says.
 The profile of the university’s athletics program, headlined 
by football, has been elevated significantly. With the stadium 
creating an expansion of the downtown campus, Georgia 
State’s footprint and economic impact on Atlanta continues 
to grow.
 As Georgia State, Carter and partners wrap up each new 
phase of construction, Summerhill is evolving by the day. The 
resilient, historic community is on the cusp of something big, 
and its implications for Atlanta are even bigger.

State’s new football home as the centerpiece. The university 
would control the stadium acreage and certain parking lots, 
while Carter and the partners would take on the surrounding 
acres. Carter subsequently purchased the retail outlets on 
Georgia Avenue as an enhancement to the project.
 The transformation of Turner Field kicked off in February 
2017, and the Panthers played on their new turf that fall. 
But Georgia State’s docket remains full. The university is 
in the concept development phase for a new convocation 
center north of the stadium. According to Ramesh Vakamudi, 
Georgia State’s vice president for facilities management, the 
construction schedule will be determined following the next 
phase, which is schematic design. The university plans to 
tear up more of the old Braves’ parking lots to build a new 
baseball park for the Panthers, too.  
 Expansion of Glenn Street, which will border incoming 
housing complexes, is in phase one of two. In keeping with a 
promise Georgia State and Carter made initially, the build-
out of Glenn Street will help restore Summerhill’s original 
street grid, which was fractured by the Downtown Connector 
in the 1950s and further disrupted by the stadium in 1964. 
 Georgia State will also create a pedestrian crossing 
between Georgia Avenue and the stadium to enhance  
neighborhood safety.
 Although the university doesn’t have a direct hand in the 
development along Georgia Avenue, deputy general counsel 
Bharath Parthasarathy, who is responsible for many of the 
day-to-day aspects of Georgia State’s involvement in the 
project, says its interest isn’t limited.
 “We’re invested in a vibrant, inclusive Georgia Avenue for 
everyone’s benefit, from neighborhood residents to Panther 
fans ready for gamedays, guests and tourists, and our faculty, 
staff and students,” says Parthasarathy. 
 Meanwhile, Carter has made strides along Georgia Avenue 
in its large-scale plan to create a safe, friendly mixed-use 
community with retail, office space and housing — a nod to 
Summerhill in its heyday. 
 D Boca N Boca owner Helio Bernal can’t wait to start  
welcoming customers to his restaurant and bodega on the 
corner of Fraser Street and Georgia Avenue this December. 
Bernal and his best friend, Adi Komic (B.A. ’16), who is Boca’s 
chef, are from Mexico and Bosnia, respectively.
 “So many of the original businesses on this street were 
founded on immigrant entrepreneurial energy, and we’re 
proud to go back to those roots,” Bernal says.
 As a Georgia State graduate, Komic feels an added connec-
tion to the space. Looking down from D Boca N Boca’s front 
door, you can see the new football stadium in all its glory.
 The view is even better from Aspen Heights, where new 
residents — the majority of whom are Georgia State students 
— can essentially tailgate from their apartments. 

“I can see the development strengthening the community by 
bringing us [old and new residents] closer together as we 

show off the neighborhood and share our pride.”
— Wanda Rasheed
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The Cruciverbalist

BY TONY REHAGEN  |  PHOTOS BY STEVEN THACKSTON

A law professor for most of the day, Samuel Donaldson  
also turns a trade as a builder of puzzles and often finds  
ways to cross one with the other.
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STUDENTS IN SAMUEL DONALDSON’S 
TAX AND ESTATE LAW CLASSES  
know to look out for the professor’s puzzles. 
These brainteasers aren’t part of the weighty 
essay exams that pupils cram for all night. 
The answers aren’t checked, nor are the 
results factored into the semester’s final 
grades. In fact, these little tests aren’t even 
traditional pop quizzes at all. 
 They’re crosswords, laid out in a stan-
dard 15-by-15 grid by Donaldson himself. 
Some of the clues refer back to the curri-
culum, but others involve more extensive 
knowledge and trivia. It’s a game, after all. 
But that’s not to say these little down-and-
across exercises don’t serve a purpose. 
 “I give them as a diversion to keep that 
flexible part of their minds working,” says 
Donaldson. “In these puzzles, you can 
think you have an answer, but you have to 
be willing to erase and come up with other 
answers if the first doesn’t fit. Law is all 
about not being firmly convinced. You have 
to be willing to see that the answer could 
be something else. If you’re not willing to 
erase, you’ll never solve the problem.”
 Donaldson’s explanation is a great  
excuse for him to let his students have a 
fun little break from their grueling course 
load. It also neatly illustrates the intersec-
tion of Donaldson’s two careers: professor 
and builder of crossword puzzles.
 Another word for the latter (14 letters, 
starts with “C”) is cruciverbalist, a title 
Donaldson can include prominently on 
his resume after penning and publishing 
more than 120 puzzles in the likes of The 
New York Times, Wall Street Journal, 
Washington Post and his hometown 
Atlanta Journal-Constitution. Though 
Donaldson gets paid for his work — at 
least the submissions that are accepted — 
he sees himself as an amateur, a hobbyist 
who spends his few spare hours outside of 
teaching laboring over empty boxes and 
cryptic clues, trying to elicit in others the 
pure joy of solving a puzzle. 
 “You want to create something that 
people see and, at first, are like, ‘What the 
hell?’” he says. “Ideally, after two or three 
tries, they figure it out. They have that 
‘aha’ moment.”

Pencils Ready
Donaldson’s “aha” moment didn’t come 
until he was 40 years old. For the first four 
decades of his life, crosswords were a hob-

by that ebbed and flowed in intensity. As a 
child, he’d wait for his father to return to 
their Portland, Ore., house after a long day 
working as a trainmaster for Union Pacific 
Railroad. His dad would grab both the 
morning and evening newspapers, sit in his 
favorite easy chair and fill out the puzzles 
in pen. Donaldson would crawl up onto his 
father’s lap and offer suggestions.
 The senior Donaldson would simplify 
the clues for his son and occasionally even 
cram the boy’s errant answers into the grid 
just to hearten him until, distracted by the 
adjacent comics, he’d wander off to let his 
father finish in peace. Later as a preteen, 
Donaldson subscribed to a games maga-
zine, but the boxes inside would often go 
unfilled as the adolescent’s life took over. 
 But in 2006 — long after Donaldson 
had graduated from the University of 
Arizona College of Law, when he was 
directing the graduate tax program at the 
University of Washington — he saw a 
documentary called “Wordplay.” The film 
is a tribute to all things crossword, inclu-
ding a profile of Will Shortz, the so-called 
“puzzle master” and editor of the wildly 
popular New York Times crossword. 
There was also footage of the American 
Crossword Puzzle Tournament, held every 
year in Stamford, Conn., where box-fillers 
flocked to compete, indulge and connect. 
The movie awakened something dormant 
deep inside of Donaldson. 
 “It was a beacon that called out to me,” 
he says. “‘This is your tribe.’”
 The following year, Donaldson treated 
himself to a belated 40th birthday present 
— a trip to Connecticut and an entry fee 
for the tournament. He walked into the 
convention hall and instantly felt at home. 
 “Crosswords are such a solitary pur-
suit,” he says. “Some couples might work 
the Sunday New York Times puzzle over 
coffee. But most puzzles don’t give way to 
conversation with the people sitting next 
to you or across the table. Here were 500 
people who appreciate the magic that went 
into the building of a puzzle.”
 The tournament was like a rite of pas-
sage. The contestants sat at tables in a large 
ballroom as the proctors passed out sheets 
of paper face down in front of them. 
 “You have 15 minutes,” called the official 
standing at the front of the room beside a 
large digital timer. “Ready. Set. Go!”
 The command spurred a collective 
whoosh as hundreds of people simulta-
neously flipped over their pages. Then a 

“Law is all about 
not being firmly 
convinced. You 
have to be willing 
to see that the 
answer could be 
something else.  
If you’re not  
willing to erase, 
you’ll never solve 
the problem.”
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brief lull of complete silence as they read 
the clues, yielding quickly to the scrit-
scrit-scrit of graphite scratching paper and 
the inevitable rub-rub-sweep of erasers. 
After about two minutes, the first compe-
titors started to get up and turn in their 
answers. Donaldson was among the many 
more who took the entire time. Once the 
scores were tallied, Donaldson finished 
492nd out of 700.
 Infinitely more valuable than that 
humbling experience in the tournament 
was the immediate access to the cruci-
verbalists in attendance. Finally putting 
faces and handshakes to the names he 
had read below the clues in his newspa-
pers, Donaldson found almost all of these 
masters extremely approachable. When he 
mentioned he was thinking about creating 
his own crosswords, they all offered encou-
ragement, and many offered tips, recom-
mendations and even contact information 
for future advice.
 Donaldson came home emboldened and 
started building. In 2008, he took a sabba-
tical from the University of Washington. 
In addition to his law research projects, he 
began seriously digging into his puzzle con-
struction. His goal was to have a crossword 
published in The New York Times before 
his six-month leave was over.

Grids for Sale
As with any work of art, a crossword begins 
with a spark of inspiration. 
 Most puzzles are built around a central 
theme — either a topic (like “The Wizard 
of Oz” or 19th-century U.S. presidents) 
or a format of clues and answers (such as 
inverted phrases in the form of “BLANK 
IN THE BLANK,” where “GRASS IN THE 
SNAKE” might be the answer to “Diagnosis 
for a stoned viper.”) 
 “The goal is to come up with something 
no one has seen in the almost 110-year 
history of crossword puzzles,” says 
Donaldson. “And, of course, something 
that will work.”
 That might sound simple, but it’s 
actually the hardest part of the process. 
Generally, the theme of a puzzle is built 
on the longest answers across. And since 
the grids must have rotational symmetry 
— meaning, they must maintain the same 
layout of open and black boxes no matter 
which way the puzzle is spun — builders 
have to come up with thematic words 
of equal length. For instance, if there’s a 
15-letter thematic word three rows from the 

top, there needs to be a 15-letter thematic 
word three rows from the bottom. 
 “Even if I come up with a theme, it’s a 
no-go if I can’t come up with matching-
length answers,” says Donaldson. “A lot  
of it is really just luck.”
 But if the gods of down-and-across do 
smile upon Donaldson, then the real con-
struction begins. He builds the grid and lays 
out the theme words. Then he fills in the 
boxes around those long words with short 
terms and phrases, making sure the neces-
sary letters neatly intersect. Next, he sets to 
work on the clever, but not too clever, clues. 
 “If I have to use an obscure European 
river just to make a puzzle work out, even 
experienced solvers would raise an eye-
brow,” says Donaldson.
 The idea is to make the piece simple 
yet deceptively smart to the reader with a 
structure clean and elegant to the glancing 
eye — more of a realist painting than a 
Jackson Pollack.
 Donaldson’s early efforts were naturally 
more abstract — or, as he puts it, “hot 
garbage.” But gradually, after hours of trial 
and error, he got some grids to lock into 
place. His first published puzzle ran in USA 
Today during his 2008 sabbatical. Next 
was the New York Sun. Finally, he broke 
through and got a grid in The New York 
Times in October of the same year, months 
after he returned to work. It’s a feat he’s 
replicated 32 times since.
 When he arrived at Georgia State’s 
College of Law as a professor in 2012, he 
brought his side gig with him. Each puzzle 
takes anywhere between one hour and 
30, spread out over time. For each one he 
sells, he estimates about two to three times 
as many end up on the “Island of Misfit 
Puzzles.” Of the 200 or so cruciverbalists 
in the world, only a handful are talented 
and prolific enough to do it full time. 
 “For most of us, it’s an avocation, not a 
vocation,” Donaldson says.
 Donaldson is still a passionate con-
sumer of puzzles, which helps him and 
inspires him in his creation. He spends 
his 40-minute MARTA commute every 
morning and evening working crosswords, 
cranking out three or four finished puzzles 
each way. He still competes each year in 
the national tournament. He’s improved 
his ranking considerably, coming in 66th 
out of 741 participants last year. He still 
takes most of the allotted time to check 
over his work and make sure he’s confident 
in most of his answers. Like any true cru-
civerbalist, he’s not afraid to erase a guess 
and try again.

ACROSS
1.  Lab-maze runners
5.  Underneath
10.  Seize suddenly
14.  Canyon comeback
15.  Rice-___ (“the San Francisco  
 treat”) (Hyph.)
16.  When tripled, “one thing led   
   to another”
17.  Acting like a know-it-all  
 (2 wds.)
20.  Awaits a decision
21.  Old TV game systems
22.  Powerful threesome
24.  Cheerios, compared to Corn  
 Flakes
27.  People getting all the credit  
 on campus? (2 wds.)
31.  Young male, in hip-hop
32.  Sahara and Gobi, for two
33.  PBS or the Discovery  
 Channel (Abbr.)
34.  Village People song often   
 acted out when sung (Abbr.)
36.  Mediterranean ___
37.  Fitbit unit
38.  Those with 21 merit badges  
 (2 wds.)
43.  “When in Rome, ___ the   
 Romans...” (2 wds.)
44.  Award given to “Game of   
 Thrones” at least 38 times
45.  Getting louder, on a musical  
 score (Abbr.)
47.  Relative acquired at a  
 wedding (Hyph.)
50.  Old dramedy series about a  
 large family (3 wds.)
54.  Hockey legend Jaromir ___
55.  Calendar page period (2 wds.  
 Abbr.)
56.  Cole ___ (common BBQ side)
58.  Tennis legend and activist   
 Arthur
59.  Retired SeaWorld performer
60. Snake-like swimmers
61.  Parcel (out)
62.  Southern chef Lewis and   
 novelist Ferber
63. Brunswick ___ (common   
 BBQ side)

PANTHER PRIDE
by Samuel Donaldson

DOWN
1.  One crying foul?
2.  Best card to have in War
3.  “King of Pain” band (2 wds.)
4.  Cirque du ___ (group whose  
     “Volta” comes to Atlanta  
     this fall)
5.  First-aid kit item
6.  Units of energy
7.  ___ Angeles
8.  Heavy burden
9.  Former obstacle course  
 game show famous for its   
 “Big Balls”
10.  Move with a Hula-Hoop
11.  Chocolate-covered snack   
 popular in movie theaters
12.  “Much ___ About Nothing”

13.  Tavern
18.  Sporting tattoos
19.  “By Jove!”
22.  Fro-Yo chain (Abbr.)
23.  Hotel offering
25. Suffix for cigar and kitchen  
 (but not 11-Down!)
26.  Letters at the bottom of an  
 invite (Abbr.)
28.  What’s found at the end of  
 class?
29.  Catches sight of
30.  Minimal amount
35.  Award for a two-yr. program  
 (2 wds., Abbr.)
37.  Tools for some touchscreen  
 users
39.  “Golly gee!”

40.  ___ intolerance (condition  
 that discourages drinking   
 milk)
41.  Menacing
42.  “Lemme think about that for  
 a ... hard pass!” (2 wds.)
45.  Desist partner
46.  Correct way to turn?
48.  Shoelace tip
49.  Big gambler, in casino-speak
51.  How most games are
       broadcast (2 wds., Abbr.)
52.  Diddy’s first name
53.  “Easy A” star Stone
54.  Awesome song
57.  Direction opposite ENE   
 (Abbr.)

Samuel A. Donaldson

PANTHER PRIDE

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13

14 15 16

17 18 19

20 21

22 23 24 25 26

27 28 29 30

31 32 33

34 35 36 37

38 39 40 41 42

43 44

45 46 47 48 49

50 51 52 53

54 55 56 57

58 59 60

61 62 63

Donaldson created a special crossword puzzle for Georgia State University Magazine. 
Real Panthers will quickly figure out what goes in the circled squares. If you need a 
little help or want to check your answers, visit magazine.gsu.edu.

Clue Finder
Donaldson figures it takes 
him about two hours to 
create the grid for a daily 
puzzle, and another hour or 
two to write the clues. For 
a Sunday puzzle, however, 
it takes about twice as long. 
 “I spend much more time 
developing the theme,” he 
says. “I need to brainstorm 
all of the possible theme 
entries and then select the 
best ones, hoping they are 
of symmetrical lengths. 
Sometimes, it takes 10 
minutes, and sometimes it 
takes 10 hours, depending 
on the idea.” 
 As for his ability to solve 
a puzzle, that depends on 
the day of the week.
 “I usually solve Monday 
puzzles in about four 
minutes. Saturday puzzles 
take about 10 to 12 minutes. 
Sunday-sized puzzles are 
usually around 15 minutes,” 
he says.
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ASK THE ARCHIVIST

Q: Now that Library Plaza is coming down, I wondered what the place looked like before it was built.  
 What was there?
 Submitted by Amanda Beacham (M.Ed. ’01)

A: Parking lots. And lots of cars.
  In 1964, Joseph Perrin, head of the Art Department, proposed implementing a plaza concept for an  
 expanding campus that would provide parking for “thousands” of cars underneath while allowing  
 “convenient bridging of streets, pedestrian safety and open uncluttered vistas.”
  He must’ve been persuasive. In 1966, Georgia State built two buildings on Courtland Street and a new two- 
 story library, which displaced some of the parking. A staircase provided access to the library from ground-level  
 parking. By 1968, the Business Administration building (now Classroom South) across Decatur Street had   
 been completed, and three more stories were being added to the library. Completion of the Classroom Building  
 (now Langdale Hall) accompanied the construction of the first phase of the plaza, linking the new building with  
 the library in 1971. This plaza featured an upper entrance to Kell Hall and a bridge over Decatur Street. Phase  
 two completed the most recent configuration by extending the plaza to Sparks Hall and Courtland Street.
  With the upcoming demolition of the plaza, we will be going back to the future — but one that consists  
 of a greenway instead of parking lots.

Do you have a question about Georgia State history? Ask Laurel Bowen, the university 
archivist. Send an email to archives@gsu.edu or contact @gsu_archives on Twitter or 
Instagram. We’ll include the top question and answer here in our next issue. 

The view looking north toward Kell Hall (left) and Sparks Hall (right)  
across the old parking lot. Photo from the 1964 Rampway, the student yearbook.

To learn more about how you can help    
 students like Drashti succeed, visit 

GIVING.GSU.EDU.

SUPPORT STUDENT SUCCESS

“The Presidential Scholarship has 
enabled me to explore my different 
interests, conduct research and 
develop leadership skills without 
worrying about any financial burden. 
Additionally, the networking and  
other opportunities it has given me 
have been valuable for improving 
myself professionally and personally.”  
            — Drashti Zalavadia (Class of ’22)
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