
Winthrop McNair Summer 2025 Research Presentations 

14 Winthrop McNair Scholars will present their research projects June 23, 2025 in Winthrop’s Richardson 
Ballroom. The high quality of their research is the result of the Scholars’ work and their Mentors’ support. 
Friday and Saturday of this week, they will present their work at the Southeastern Association of Educational 
Opportunity Program Personnel (SAEOPP) SSS/McNair Research Conference with McNair Scholars and 
TRiO Student Support Services (SSS) participants from all over the country. Below is our agenda for June 23.  
 

TIME PRESENTER TITLE MENTOR 
1:00 PM Dr. Cheryl Fortner, Director provides the Welcome  
1:10 PM Panel 1 Oral Presentations 

1:10 PM Morgan Baxter 
Understanding Child Outcomes in Black Families: The 
Influence of Parental ACEs, Racial Discrimination, and 
Parenting Stress and Behaviors 

Dr. Donna Nelson 

1:20 PM Angie Torres Mental Landscapes: How Imagined Environments 
Affect Emotional and Social Well-Being Dr. Donna Nelson 

1:30 PM Ne’Vaeh 
Walker 

Authentic or Performative? Diversity in Advertising and 
Its Effects on Brand Financial Performance and 
Consumer Perceptions 

Erin Patel & Dr. 
Cara Peters 

1:40 PM Panel 1 Q & A and Break 
2:00 PM Panel 2 Oral Presentations 

2:00 PM Cierra Ari 
Randolph 

Nucleic Acid Aptamer Gold/Silver Nanoparticle 
Conjugates as Trojan-Horse Drug Delivery Vehicles in 
the Fight Against Bacterial Infections 

Dr. Timea Gerczei 
Fernandez 

2:10 PM Morgan Dukes Synthesis of Zone 2 Modifications of Sphingosine 
Kinase Inhibitor 1 for Cancer Treatment Dr. Christian Grattan 

2:20 PM Israel Bellinger Investigating the Role of miRNAs in RYBP 
Downregulation in Glioblastoma Cells Dr. Daniel B. Stovall 

2:30 PM Payten 
Baldwin 

Expression and Purification of YopJ Novel Acetyl 
Transferases from Xanthomonas vesicatoria Dr. Jason Hurlbert 

2:40 PM Panel 2 Q & A and Break 
3:00 PM Poster Session  

3:00-3:30 
PM 

Be Kuehn CAIN55 mycobacteriophage gene allosteric modulation 
of transcription termination factor NusA Dr. Jason Hurlbert 

Evelyn Salinas Exploring Mental Health Preferences Among  
Latinx Immigrants 

Dr. Monique 
Constance-Huggins 

Kayla Dorsey Hope for Higher Education: Exploring Former Foster 
Youths' College Experiences Dr. Kori Bloomquist 

3:30 PM Break 
3:40 PM Panel 3 Oral Presentations 

3:40 PM Mercedez 
Hernandez 

From Marianismo to Mestiza Consciousness:  
A Genealogy of Chicana Feminism Dr. Jennifer Disney 

3:50 PM Ariel Moscat 
Women's Resistance, the Colonized Mind, and Bridging 
Multigenerational Experiences of  
Women in the Latin Caribbean 

Dr. Heather 
Listhartke 

4:00 PM Ywomie Mota 
Guided by Representation: The Impact of Mentorship 
on Latinx Students' Academic  
Self-Efficacy and College Persistence 

Dr. Samsara Soto 

4:10 PM Ja’Niyah 
Heyward 

Culturally Responsive Teaching and Student Outcomes 
in K-12 Classrooms:  
A Synthesis of Research-Based Practices 

Dr. Minnie Mize 

4:20 PM Panel 3 Q&A  

4:35 PM Closing Remarks from the Director 
For Scholars only, Special Remarks from McNair Alumna & PhD Student Lydia Rodriguez  
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Scholar: Payten Baldwin 
Mentor: Dr. Jason Hulbert 

Presentation Category: Life Science 
Type: Oral  

Expression and Purification of YopJ Novel Acetyl Transferases 
from Xanthomonas vesicatoria 

Abstract: Phytopathogenic bacteria produce many different proteins that attack host cells and accelerate 
infection. We have identified two genes, xopJ2a and xopJ2b, that are vital for infection of tomatoes and 
peppers by Xanthomonas vesicatoria. Initial bioinformatic analysis suggests that these genes encode 
acetyltransferases belonging to the YopJ family of effector proteins. We have cloned these genes into 
bacterial expression vectors and transformed Escherichia coli with the resulting constructs to allow 
production of large amounts of each. The work presented herein details the attempts to express and purify 
the recombinant proteins for structure/function studies. 
 

 

Scholar: Morgan Baxter 
Mentor: Dr. Donna Nelson 

Presentation Category: Social Science 
Type: Oral 

Understanding Child Outcomes in Black Families:  
The Influence of Parental ACEs, Racial Discrimination, and 

Parenting Stress and Behaviors 
Abstract: We examined relationships between adverse childhood experiences (ACEs), racial 
discrimination, parental stress, parenting behaviors, social support, and child outcomes by surveying 60 
Black mothers and 40 Black fathers. We found support for a mediational model in which parenting stress 
and behaviors explained the link between parental ACEs and child outcomes. We also found evidence 
supporting racism as a risk factor that increased parenting stress and negative parenting. In contrast, social 
support predicted reduced stress and more positive parenting. This research extends current literature by 
focusing on Black families, including fathers, examining risk and resilience factors, and testing a 
mediational model. 
 

 

Scholar: Israel Bellinger 
Mentor: Dr. Daniel B. Stovall 
Presentation Category: Life Science 

Type: Oral 
Investigating the Role of miRNAs in RYBP Downregulation in 

Glioblastoma Cells 
Abstract: Glioblastoma multiforme (GBM) is a malignant brain tumor with poor clinical outcomes. GBM, 
like many cancer types, decreases expression of RING-1 and YY1-binding protein (RYBP), a tumor 
suppressor that is inhibited by oncogenic microRNAs (miRNAs) in certain contexts. However, the 
miRNA-RYBP axis in GBM has not yet been investigated. We inhibited miRNAs in GBM cells and then 
measured RYBP expression using immunoblotting. However, RYBP levels were undetectable, suggesting 
these cells inhibit RYBP transcription, which would obscure any modulation of post-transcriptional 
regulation via miRNA inhibition. In future, we will expand our studies to GBM cell lines with higher 
endogenous RYBP levels. 
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Scholar: Kayla Dorsey 
Mentor: Dr. Kori Bloomquist 
Presentation Category: Social Science 

Type: Poster 
 Hope for Higher Education: Exploring Former Foster Youths' 

College Experiences 
Abstract: Greater than 70% of foster youth aspire to attend college. However, fewer than 10% enroll in 
college and only about 2% go on to earn a degree. Research about factors that affect former foster youths’ 
paths to and through college, from their perspective, is limited. This phenomenological study uses in-
depth, semi-structured interviews to explore lived experiences of former foster youth who attend or 
graduated college. Findings may support education and child welfare practices for foster youth and college 
students with foster care experience.   
 

 

Scholar: Morgan Dukes 
Mentor: Dr. Christian Grattan 
Presentation Category: Life Science 

Type: Oral 
Synthesis of Zone 2 Modifications of Sphingosine Kinase 

Inhibitor 1 for Cancer Treatment 
Abstract: Sphingosine kinase-1 (SK1), an enzyme in the sphingomyelin metabolic pathway, regulates 
whether the cell undergoes apoptosis or cell proliferation. Cancer prevents apoptosis from occurring by 
hyperactivating SK1 converting sphingosine to sphingosine-1-phosphate (S1P) signaling for proliferation. 
Inhibitors for SK1 are needed to stop S1P production. Using a known sphingosine kinase inhibitor (SKI-
1), three new derivatives were created to improve the oral bioavailability while improving or maintaining 
interactions with SK1. Modifications were made to the central pyrazole ring and terminal naphthalene ring 
of SKI-1. Through multiple syntheses, the final products of 24A, 24C, and 24D were successfully 
produced and verified by 1H-NMR. 
 

 

Scholar: Mercedez Hernandez 
Mentor: Dr. Jennifer Disney 
Presentation Category: Humanities 

Type: Oral 

From Marianismo to Mestiza Consciousness:  
A Genealogy of Chicana Feminism 

Abstract: The genealogical definition and understanding of the Chicana and her feminism have undeniably 
changed. However, there are fewer discussions including the current Chicana. Using the groundbreaking 
work of Fraser and Gordon (1994), we constructed a genealogy of Chicana Feminism from 1960 to the 
present, examining the extent to which Chicana Feminisms have changed over time. Our preliminary 
research finds that initially, Chicana Feminism was centered around the family and la raza (community) and 
upheld the ideal of the traditional Latina housewife. Today, there is an increased emphasis on mestiza 
consciousness and the intersectional development of the Chicana as an individual.  
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Scholar: Ja’Niyah Heyward 
Mentor: Dr. Minnie Mize 

Presentation Category: Education 
Type: Oral 

Culturally Responsive Teaching and Student Outcomes in  
K-12 Classrooms: A Synthesis of Research-Based Practices 

Abstract: This synthesis examined the impact of culturally responsive teaching (CRT) on student 
outcomes in K–12 classrooms. As school populations become increasingly diverse, CRT offers a 
structured approach to addressing students’ academic, cultural, and social needs. We conducted a mixed-
methods review of peer-reviewed studies published between 2010 and 2025, encompassing both qualitative 
and quantitative research. Findings consistently associated CRT practices with improved student 
engagement, academic achievement, and behavioral outcomes. While the heterogeneity of study designs 
limited formal statistical aggregation, the consistency of results across contexts supports the reliability of 
CRT’s positive effects. These findings underscore CRT’s potential as a promising framework for advancing 
equity and enhancing student success in diverse educational settings. 
 

 

Scholar: Be Kuehn 
Mentor: Dr. Jason Hulbert 

Presentation Category: Life Science 
Type: Poster 

 CAIN55 mycobacteriophage gene allosteric 
modulation of transcription termination factor NusA 

Abstract: The CAIN55 gene was identified as cytotoxic to Mycobacterium host cells. CAIN55 is a 308 
amino acid sequence protein from the bacteriophage CAIN. A two-hybrid assay conducted by our 
collaborator found that CAIN55 binds to transcription termination factor NusA. COBALT Multiple 
Alignment indicates a 10 amino acid fragment conserved across CAIN55 and λN protein, a bacteriophage 
protein that promotes termination pause in complex with NusA. Our goal is to express and purify E. coli 
NusA for ITC analysis with the CAIN55 fragment to confirm binding and determine kinetic and 
stoichiometric parameters. 
 

 

Scholar: Ariel Moscat 
Mentor: Dr. Heather Listhartke 

Presentation Category: Humanities      Type: Oral 

Women's Resistance, the Colonized Mind, and 
Bridging Multigenerational Experiences of  

Women in the Latin Caribbean 
Abstract: Women’s resistance literature offers a first-hand recount of the injustice experienced by Latin 
Caribbean women during historical times of corruption. While utilizing Gloria Anzaldúa’s Colonial 
Mindset’s framework, I analyzed the narratives of these women specifically in Puerto Rico, the Dominican 
Republic, and of Latin Caribbean descent in the United States to draw connections to the shared identity 
struggle that Latina women have inherited through colonial influences to understand how Latin culture has 
shifted through generations of resistance. This presentation offers implications to understanding the 
multifaceted identity of Latina women and how they navigate political and social constructs. 
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Scholar: Ywomie Mota 
Mentor: Dr. Samsara Soto 

Presentation Category: Social Science 
Presentation Type: Oral 

  Guided by Representation: The Impact of Mentorship on 
Latinx Students' Academic Self-Efficacy  

and College Persistence 
Abstract: The Community Cultural Wealth Framework describes how students of color use cultural 
knowledge and resources (capital) to persist through college (Yosso, 2005). This study examines how 
mentorship affects Latinx students’ capital; specifically, how the presence of a culturally/ethnically similar 
mentor builds students’ capital, which in turn, increases their academic confidence and motivation toward 
degree attainment. We expect such capital to mediate the relationship between mentorship and educational 
outcomes. This work presents preliminary results from a survey of 250 Latinx college students and the 
implications for mentorship practices and institutional support will be discussed. 
  

 

Scholar: Cierra Ari Randolph 
Mentor: Dr. Timea Gerczei Fernandez 

Presentation Category: Life Science 
Type: Oral 

Nucleic Acid Aptamer Gold/Silver Nanoparticle Conjugates 
as Trojan-Horse Drug Delivery Vehicles  
in the Fight Against Bacterial Infections 

Abstract: The alarming rise in antibiotic resistance is extensively documented, with studies indicating that 
the misuse and over-prescription of antibiotics contribute significantly to this crisis. Our research proposes 
the fabrication of modular nanodevices for the targeted delivery of antibiotics to bacterial strains using 
aptamers. We investigated the therapeutic potency of nucleic acid-gold/silver nanoparticle conjugates as 
carriers of tetracycline and ampicillin to treat infections caused by E. coli. Currently, we are investigating 
how the morphology, dimensions, and surface coatings of silver/gold nanoparticles can augment their 
antimicrobial activity in the context of targeted antibiotic treatments. 
 

 

Scholar: Evelyn Salinas 
Mentor: Dr. Monique Constance-Huggins 

Presentation Category: Social Science 
Type: Poster 

  Exploring Mental Health Preferences Among Latinx 
Immigrants 

Abstract: Mental illness is a growing concern among all racial and ethnic groups including Latinx.  
Accordingly, attention must be given to how individuals address their mental health. Despite being the 
largest minority group in the U.S., Latinx immigrants’ experiences are underrepresented in the literature. 
This study helps to fill the gap by using semi-structured interviews to get a deeper understanding of the 
mental health-care preferences of Latinx immigrants. Common themes will be identified across the 
responses through qualitative analysis.  The results from this study have implications for social workers 
practice with Latinx individuals as well as mental health research and education.  
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Scholar: Angie Torres 
Mentor: Dr. Donna Nelson 

Presentation Category: Social Science 
Type: Oral 

  Mental Landscapes: How Imagined Environments Affect 
Emotional and Social Well-Being 

Abstract: Few studies have explored how the presence of sunlight, indoor versus outdoor settings or 
imagined social connection influence the effects of mental imagery. Our experiment revealed that 
compared to a control condition, participants who completed positive mental imagery reported 
significantly reduced negative emotions, less social disconnect, and increased social trust. In addition, 
imagery involving a sunny environment significantly increased positive emotions compared to cloudy or 
indoor landscape. Our findings suggest that positive imagery can improve emotional and social well-being. 
This may be a valuable tool for mental health support, especially in circumstances where real exposure to 
nature is not possible. 
 
 

 

Scholar: Ne’Vaeh Walker 
Mentor: Erin Patel & Dr. Cara Peters 

Presentation Category: Business 
Type: Oral 

  Authentic or Performative? Diversity in Advertising and Its 
Effects on Brand Financial Performance and Consumer 

Perceptions 
Abstract: As global markets grow increasingly interconnected, brands using diverse, equitable, and 
inclusive (DEI) strategies are frequently evaluated based on their portrayals of diversity in advertising 
(DIA). This research examines how different portrayals of DIA affect both brand financial performance 
and consumer perceptions of authenticity, specifically, whether consumers view these portrayals as 
authentic or performative. This study incorporates mixed methodology. Methods feature a Qualtrics survey 
of consumer perceptions and an empirical financial analysis utilizing public financial databases. We expect 
respondents to exhibit positive purchase intentions toward brands perceived as historically consistent and 
representative in their use of DIA. 
 
 
The Winthrop McNair Scholars Program is a U.S. Department of Education TRiO program designed to 
help low-income individuals and first-generation college students complete high quality research and prepare 
for research doctorate programs. This year, there are 216 McNair programs nationally, and just two McNair 
projects in SC. Winthrop is SC’s second program and is 16 years old. Together, USC and Winthrop are 
funded to serve 58 SC college students each year.  
 
Winthrop's McNair program is in year two of its five-year funding cycle. $272,364 in federal funding is 
provided each year for programming and materials that serve 30 eligible students who show strong potential 
for graduate study. Federal funds comprise approximately 74% of program costs. Winthrop and the 
Foundation contribute the remainder of the total budget with cash and in-kind funds.  



Winthrop McNair Summer 2025 Research Presentations  7 of 7 
 

  

Recent Program Outcomes 
• Eight Winthrop McNair alumni completed their PhD requirements in 2024. 
• Our total number of alumni with doctorates is 38.  
• Last Tuesday, June 17, Dr. Destinee Johnson Cooper successfully defended her PhD dissertation. 
• Eight of our thirteen 2024-25 graduates received graduate program offers and are expected to 

matriculate this fall (62%, our objective is 50%).  
• 100% of alumni who were first-year graduate students in fall 2023 continued their graduate 

enrollment this year (our objective is 75%).  
• As of today, all 30 of our current year participants completed research or scholarly activities.  

 
To learn more about the Winthrop McNair Scholars Program, please visit www.Winthrop.edu/McNair.  
 

 

Thank you! 
Scholars, for seizing this opportunity and supporting each other. 
Mentors, for helping your Scholar develop and pursue fascinating research questions and supporting them 
through an intense, fast-paced research obstacle course this summer. Our Scholars succeed because of you. 
Dr. Matthew Hayes, our Stats and Methods Coach, who taught and supported the Scholars’ project 
design, statistical analyses, interpretation, and presentation preparation during the spring and summer. 
Stephanie Bartlett, our Writing Coach, for supporting the Scholars’ research and written works year round. 
The dedicated and tenacious McNair staff: Marian Moorer, MSW (Program Assistant), Sidney Morfin 
(Summer GA), and Elizabeth Talbert (Spring GA). 
To the many experts who helped the Scholars succeed as summer researchers, learn how to give award 
winning presentations, and prepare to succeed in graduate study: Dr. Jason Hurlbert, Dr. Gloria Jones, 
Cody Walters, Dr. Mike Sickels, Amanda Cavin, Logan Pender, and Marian Moorer. 
SURE faculty and students who supported the McNair summer researchers.  
The many folks who helped us get ready for this symposium: the Printing Services Gurus (Jill Stuckey, 
Angie Conner, and Richie Parrish), Phyllis Redden, Jerry Fussell, and the Sodexo team. 
The McNair Advisory Board that selects and supports outstanding eligible undergraduates with the 
potential to succeed in doctoral programs: Dr. Victoria Frost, Rose Gray, Dr. Heather Listhartke, Dr. 
Jason Hurlbert, Dr. Joanna Jackson, Dr. Willis Lewis, Dr. Nicholas Moellman, Dr. Tenisha Powell, 
Dr. Karen Stock, Dr. Janet Wojcik, and Carrie Vaughn. 
It takes a village to pull this off. Just a few of the many folks we owe a deep debt of gratitude for stepping 
up to support the McNair summer researchers are Asst. Provost Leigh Poole, Dacus Librarians, David 
Hensley and the Bookstore staff, Deborah Broome, Candace Bass, Jessica Peeples, Stephanie Mays 
Walker, Michelle Hare and the Financial Aid Team, Student Financial Services, Records & 
Registration, Admissions, Jarad Russell, Michele Smith, Kristin Smith, Dr. Jeremy Lopuch, 
Victoria Balberde, Krista Scherpf, Dean Takita Sumter, Facilities Management, Central Receiving, 
and IT (with special thanks to Michael Stroud and Brandon Braswell).  

http://www.winthrop.edu/McNair

