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Perseverance. 

Of all of the challenges we’ve endured this year – a pandemic, social unrest, political 
turmoil to name a few – I think one of the most important things for us to recognize is 
how we have worked together and persevered through what I’m sure we can all agree 
was one of the most difficult years we’ve ever experienced. The University of Tennessee 
at Martin has a history of resilience, and I am proud that we did not lose sight of our 
mission during these trying times.

Regardless of how impossible our circumstances have seemed since last March, we have 
persisted and moved forward. In the midst of uncertainty, our faculty developed new 
and creative ways to reach their students. Campus offices came up with innovative ideas 
to serve our faculty and students. Our student health, physical plant and campus safety 
offices brought forward new ways to keep our students, faculty and staff safe. 

Not only have our active university community members played an important role in our 
success over the past year, so have our alumni and donors. When in-person instruction 
was suspended last spring, many of our hardworking students were temporarily displaced 
from their campus and community jobs. Through numerous donations by our alumni and 
community members, we were able to raise over $25,000 to provide stipends for out-of-
work students struggling through the pandemic. 

Furthermore, during our 2021 Captain’s Challenge fundraiser, we not only met our goal, 
but exceeded it exponentially, raising over $430,000 in just 24 hours! While we know 
the pandemic has caused a strain for so many people, it is heartwarming to see so many 
donors feeling led to support the university as we strive to serve our students and the 
community. 
 
Our ability to persevere is evident in the impact our university has continued to make 
during the pandemic, and I could not be more excited to see the proof of our hard work 
once we have returned fully in-person to campus this fall. 

What a testament it is to the history and strength of UT Martin that after more than a 
year of virtual and hybrid learning, we will see Skyhawks back on campus in just a short 
amount of time.

It’s a great day to be a Skyhawk!
     

              
                                                                            
Dr. Keith S. Carver Jr.
                              

CHANCELLOR’S 
CORNER 
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 From Nainital, India, to Martin, the likelihood of Dr. Rachna Tewari calling rural Northwest 
Tennessee her home was slim to none. Yet, in 2013, Tewari found herself on the campus of UT 
Martin teaching agricultural business, unaware of the impact the university community would 
have on her life in the years to come. 
 Tewari first felt a pull toward agriculture when she would reminisce about her childhood 
family trips to the rural regions of India. She grew up in the city, which kept her from being 
exposed to agriculture firsthand; however, upon realizing her interest in the field of agriculture, 
she decided to pursue a degree in the area, followed by an MBA in agribusiness. Her 
fascination and desire to pursue agriculture-related research is what led her to West Texas 
A&M University for graduate school where she focused her research on Texas’s need for 
groundwater management. 
 “It’s a big, big focus area of research there just because they are dealing with a lot of 
water scarcity issues, so pretty much all of the major agricultural research there focuses on 
groundwater management there,” Tewari said. 
 Tewari’s first teaching experience came during her time studying at West Texas A&M, 
when her graduate adviser requested that she teach an upper-division agricultural marketing 
course. While Tewari was focused on research, she found teaching to be a greatly enjoyable 
experience that influenced her to accumulate more hours working with students in the 
classroom. As she went on to complete a doctorate in agricultural economics at Texas Tech 
University, Tewari was also able to incorporate the research she loved into teaching to find her 
true passion. 
 “... I enjoy being in the classroom; it’s a lot more lively,” Tewari said. “Just the whole 
interaction, being with the students and learning about what their interests are and really just 
trying to provide information to them to help them out with their career decision.” 
 Working with students to decide their future goals is a major source of fulfillment for Tewari. 
 “I think one of the most rewarding things in teaching is whenever there are students 
who come to you and they are able to say that ‘I was not sure what I wanted to do with 
my program or with my degree,’ but because of a certain class that they took or a certain 
interaction that they had with me or a professor who might have helped them, who helped 
them decide their career goals, and who helped them shape their idea of what they wanted to 
do in the future,” Tewari said. “That feels really, really good.” 
 Tewari continues to unite her love of research and working with students every day in the 
classroom, and as she helps train the next generation of agricultural professionals, she hopes 
they will have a great impact on the world.

FACULTY SPOTLIGHT Dr. Rachna Tewari
Department of Agriculture, Geosciences, and Natural Resources
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SOARING THROUGH THE DECADES – Members of the Skyhawk Elite Dance Team 
perform a dance called “Soaring Through the Decades” during the inaugural Northwest 
Tennessee Arts Festival, April 10. The Department of Music partnered with Weakley Arts 
Can and Weakley County Schools to host the festival. Several hundred safely gathered 
outdoors at the large music tent by Pacer Pond to enjoy three hours of vocal and 
instrumental music, dance, theatrical performances and visual arts exhibits. Ed Sargent 
(’82), a Grammy-nominated producer and the namesake for UT Martin’s guest artist series 
attended the event. “Despite the cool wind and morning rain, the Northwest Tennessee Arts 
Festival opened the first annual event with a huge ray of sunshine highlighting a variety of 
arts and artists from our communities,” Sargent said.
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LATIMER GROUNDBREAKING – The UT Martin 
community, along with numerous notable Tennessee officials, 
gathered in front of the future site of the Latimer Engineering and 
Science Building, Sept. 18, to honor Bill and Carol Latimer for their 
$6.5 million gift to the university in support of the building. The 
Latimers, Tennessee Gov. Bill Lee, Lt. Gov. Randy McNally and UT 
President Randy Boyd were all in attendance to help break ground 
on the first academic building to be constructed at UT Martin in 
more than 40 years. The $65 million, 120,000-square-foot, three-
story STEM building is scheduled to open fall 2022. 
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CLARK FAMILY DONATION BENEFITS CATTLE FACILITY – UT Martin received a $150,000 pledge by John Clark (‘75), 
interim director of the UT Martin Horace and Sara Dunagan Chair of Excellence in Banking, and his wife, Janie, to support the new Beef 
Cattle Research Facility. The state-of-the-art Beef Cattle Research Facility will be the first of its kind in Tennessee and will provide hands-on 
teaching experiences for students preparing for careers in agriculture, animal reproduction, nutrition, genetics and health. Located on 80 
acres of the UT Martin Teaching Farm Complex, the facility will house a classroom, laboratory, a large, covered barn with a complete cattle 
working system and a meats lab to provide enhanced teaching resources and research opportunities.

NSF GRANT WILL INCREASE 
NUMBER OF STEM EDUCATORS 
–  Help is on the way to increase the 
number of qualified science and math 
teachers in West Tennessee. UT Martin has 
received a National Science Foundation 
award totaling $1.2 million over five years 
to recruit 25 individuals who have science, 
math or engineering degrees to complete 
master’s degrees and teach STEM subjects. 
Lauderdale County Schools, Obion County 
Schools and the Gibson County Special 
School District are partners that will help 
select the new teachers and assist with 
their training as part of the Robert Noyce 
Teacher Scholarship Program.
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UT MARTIN HOLDS RIBBON-CUTTING CEREMONY FOR COON CREEK SCIENCE CENTER – UT Martin and the 
UT Martin McNairy County Center/Selmer hosted a ribbon-cutting ceremony for the newly acquired UT Martin Coon Creek Science Center, 
April 30. University of Tennessee and UT Martin officials, including President Randy Boyd and Chancellor Keith Carver, attended the event. 
A public opening is planned this summer. As one of the most important fossil sites in the U.S., the UT Martin Coon Creek Science Center is 
a 70-million-year-old exposed seafloor deposit that is home to almost 700 preserved marine species. The 240-acre property was acquired 
by lease in April 2020 by the university from the Pink Palace Family of Museums in Memphis after years of partnership for institutional field 
research, community outreach and instruction.

CORTEVA AGRISCIENCE 
DONATES DRONES – Corteva 
Agriscience, of Union City, donated 35 
retired drones, valued at approximately 
$35,000, to UT Martin to supplement three 
new courses premiering fall 2021 that 
will teach students the fundamentals of 
unmanned aerial systems and its emerging 
importance in the field of agriculture and 
natural resources management. Students 
will learn the fundamentals and operations 
of flying drones, how to maintain and 
repair the equipment, as well as prepare 
for the FAA pilot certification exam.
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McCLOUD NAMED CHIEF 
DIVERSITY AND INCLUSION 
OFFICER – Dr. Mark McCloud (’92) 
has been named UT Martin’s chief diversity 
and inclusion officer and is developing a 
comprehensive cultural competency plan 
for faculty, staff and students in order 
to promote institutional diversity and 
inclusion. McCloud is also responsible for 
providing oversight to the Chancellor’s 
Cabinet concerning campus issues 
related to diversity, inclusion, equity and 
belonging, as well as partnering with 
the university community to implement 
programs that foster diversity and increase 
minority retention rates. McCloud has 

helped implement the Skyhawk Creed and establish the Skyhawk Retention, Inclusion, 
Student-Success and Equity, or RISE, program to help serve underrepresented student 
populations.

NORDBERG NAMED DEAN OF 
PAUL MEEK LIBRARY – Dr. Erik 
Nordberg was named dean of the UT 
Martin Paul Meek Library. Nordberg joined 
UT Martin from Indiana University of 
Pennsylvania, where he served as dean 
of the libraries. “I feel very fortunate to 
be here,” Nordberg said. “There is such 
a sense of pride in what is happening 
on this campus and a sincere belief by 
everybody from top to bottom in the 
mission of engaging and transforming our 
students. I’m impressed by the high level of 
academic quality and the excitement about 
where UTM is heading.”

VANGUARD LITTLE THEATRE DEDICATED TO WILLIAM H. SNYDER – 
The UT Martin Department of Visual and Theatre Arts dedicated and renamed the Vanguard 
Little Theatre on Oct. 20, 2020, in memory of longtime faculty member and Vanguard 
Theatre director William H. Snyder. Snyder taught at UT Martin for 32 years and directed 
almost 200 plays during his tenure. “William H. Snyder was an incredibly influential teacher, 
artist and mentor here at UT Martin and was the leader of Vanguard Theatre for 32 years. 
Many of us remember him with the utmost love and respect, and I personally credit Bill 
with much of what I have achieved as an artist, but frankly as a human being,” said Doug 
Cook (‘77) (pictured top, left), retired chair of visual and theatre arts. Snyder died in 2008 
at the age of 78. The William H. Snyder Little Theatre will feature a memorial plaque above 
the entrance in honor of Snyder’s dedication to the performing arts at UT Martin.

UT Martin

DiscoverUTM

UT Martin

facebook.com/utmartin

ut.martin
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CHAPPELL NAMED UT BOARD OF TRUSTEES STUDENT TRUSTEE – 
Leighton Chappell, a UT Martin senior management major with a concentration in sport 
business, is the 2020-21 student trustee of the UT Board of Trustees. A native of Flushing, 
Michigan, Chappell is proudly advocating for the thousands of UT students amid the 
COVID-19 pandemic as he presents their needs to the board. Chappell was sworn in by 
Obion and Weakley counties Circuit Court Judge Jeff Parham (‘83) (above, right).

UT MARTIN INTRODUCES 
BSME – The UT Martin Department of 
Engineering has established a Bachelor of 
Science in Mechanical Engineering (BSME) 
degree that began accepting students in 
the fall 2020 semester. Previously, the 
department had a Bachelor of Science 
in Engineering (BSE) degree with a 
concentration in mechanical engineering. 
Dr. Shadow JQ Robinson, dean of the 
College of Engineering and Natural 
Sciences, said the new degree program 
is a result of the mechanical engineering 
industry-required qualifications students 
need to find careers in the field after 
graduating from UT Martin.

Want to see 
more of 

Campus Scene?

Visit us online at
utm.edu/campusscene

Take a look back at 
previous issues and share

your favorite stories!
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HILL DONATION SUPPORTS SKYHAWK RISE PROGRAM – UT Martin alumnus Reggie Hill (’77) made a donation to fund 
the Skyhawk Retention, Inclusion, Student-Success and Equity, or RISE, program on campus. The Skyhawk RISE Program was established 
to help create a strong foundation for incoming students from underrepresented communities through experiential learning, mentorship 
and continued support. The RISE program will begin fall 2021 and provide underrepresented students with connected classes, one-on-one 
mentoring, peer support and leadership opportunities as well as co-curricular activities to create a network of resources and community at 
UT Martin. Hill’s donation will help the pilot program as it begins in August and continue to support the students and mentors involved as 
the program grows. “We’re living in a diverse world, and I hope the program will prepare students to live, work and succeed in a diverse 
world,” Hill said. “Learning from people who are different from themselves will help all our students succeed.”

UT MARTIN EARNS TREE CAMPUS HIGHER 
EDUCATION DESIGNATION – The Arbor Day Foundation 
awarded UT Martin the 2020 Tree Campus Higher Education 
recognition for its dedication to effective forest management 
and promoting student engagement in conservation practices. 
In order to obtain the distinction, UT Martin met five required 
standards for sustainable campus forestry, including establishing 
a tree advisory committee and a campus tree care plan; allocating 
annual expenditures for the tree program; hosting an Arbor Day 
observance; and sponsoring student service-learning projects. 
UT Martin is also designated as a Level 1 Arboretum by the 
Tennessee Urban Forestry Council for having at least 30 trees 
planted and identified on campus. Through a partnership with the 
City of Martin, which is a designated Tree City, USA, the university 
continues to increase the number of trees and species planted on 
campus and supports their growth.
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MEN’S BASKETBALL – UT Martin’s new head men’s basketball coach Ryan Ridder holds 
up a number 12 jersey with Athletic Director Kurt McGuffin April 7 in the Champions Club. 
Ridder and his family were formally introduced to the public during a meet-and-greet 
reception that day. Ridder was named the 12th head coach in UT Martin men’s basketball 
history March 30. Read more on page 14.
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RYAN RIDDER NAMED 12TH HEAD COACH IN 
SKYHAWK MEN’S BASKETBALL HISTORY – Athletic 
director Kurt McGuffin announced the hiring of Ryan Ridder as the 
UT Martin head men’s basketball coach March 30. A formal meet-
and-greet event with Ridder, his wife, Jen, and daughters Brixton 
and Remi, was held on campus April 7. “I am beyond thrilled to 
welcome Ryan, Jen and their young family to Martin,” McGuffin 
said. “Ryan is the son of a highly successful coach and has grown 
up in the business. I am confident that he has the game plan to 
take our program to another level. He has shown to be a builder 
of programs and does this with the highest integrity – getting all 
he can out of his players in every situation his career has led him. 
I believe the Skyhawk fan base will enjoy his energy and passion 
– he is simply a winner.” Ridder joins the Skyhawks after four 
successful seasons as head coach at Bethune-Cookman University, 
a NCAA Division I member of the Mid-Eastern Athletic Conference. 
During his tenure in Daytona Beach, Fla., Ridder set numerous 
school records, posted a .646 winning percentage in league play 
and won the 2017-18 MEAC regular season championship. He was 
spotlighted by ESPN to its top “40 Under 40” list of the nation’s 
head and assistant coaches in May 2020.  
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CHELSEY PERRY BECOMES HIGHEST WNBA DRAFT 
PICK IN OVC HISTORY – History was made on April 15 as 
UT Martin basketball star Chelsey Perry heard her name called 
in the 2021 WNBA Draft. When the Indiana Fever selected the 
Middleton native with the 26th overall pick, Perry became the first 
Skyhawk to ever be chosen and the highest Ohio Valley Conference 
representative to be taken in the WNBA Draft. The 6-2 forward 
concluded her illustrious UT Martin career with a plethora of 
individual and team accolades, including being named a two-time 
OVC Player of the Year and 13-time OVC Player of the Week. Perry 
guided the Skyhawks to back-to-back league championships and 
capped off her career by helping UT Martin become the first OVC 
team to win multiple postseason contests in a single season as the 
Skyhawks notched a pair of wins in the 2021 WNIT. Perry leaves 
UT Martin as the program’s all-time leader with 228 career blocks 
while also ranking in the top 10 in school history in points (1,963, 
third), field goals made (733, fourth), rebounds (768, fourth), free 
throws made (368, fifth) and three-pointers made (129, eighth).

In
di

an
a 

Fe
ve

r P
ho

to



16 The University of Tennessee at Martin CAMPUS SCENE utm.edu

S
C

E
N

E
 &

 H
E

A
R

D
athletics

ANTHONY STEWART NAMED RECIPIENT OF 2021 GENE BARTOW AWARD – CollegeInsider.com announced in April 
that Anthony Stewart, the former UT Martin head men’s basketball coach who tragically passed away in November 2020, received the Gene 
Bartow Award for the 2020-21 season. The Gene Bartow Award is presented annually to a current or former coach for their contributions 
to the game. Named after the late coach who won 647 games over a 36-year collegiate career, the award measures a coach’s win-loss 
record but also the impact made on their players, school and community. On Nov. 15, 2020, the college basketball community was stunned 
at the unexpected passing of Stewart, who was entering his fifth season in charge of the Skyhawks. The Akron, Ohio native, who was just 
50 years old, was honored throughout the 2020-21 season with a suit jacket on the first seat on the UT Martin bench at home and away 
games. Arguably, Stewart’s greatest presence was off the court. His teams routinely gave back in the area – logging over 1,000 hours of 
community service during his tenure. Stewart improved the program’s NCAA Academic Progress Rate by 43 points in his tenure, reaching 
a perfect 1,000 score for the 2018-19 season. His team followed that with a school record 3.1 cumulative Grade Point Average for the 
2019-20 campaign. A total of nine men’s basketball student-athletes earned their degrees under Stewart with a 10th Skyhawk on track to 
graduate this spring. For those interested in donating to the Coach Anthony Stewart Memorial Fund, please visit this link: give.utm.edu/
coachstewart.
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A new era of the UT Martin golf program began March 1 as head coach Austin Swafford 
(‘17) and the Skyhawks ventured to the Gulf Coast Collegiate in Bay St. Louis, Mississippi.
 The tournament marked the head coaching debut for Swafford, who at age 26 is the 
second-youngest head coach in all of NCAA Division I golf (trailing only Wagner College’s 
Nick Drago by 59 days). He joined Jerry Carpenter (2002-20) and Grover Page (1961-75, 
1981-2002) as the only men to ever lead the UT Martin golf program.
 The Skyhawks were nine shots better than any of the other 11 teams in the first round of 
the season-opening tournament, eventually taking home the team championship.
 Two weeks later, UT Martin seized the team championship once again in its second 
tournament of the season – the Bobby Nichols Intercollegiate in Sevierville. The Skyhawks 
additionally boasted the individual winner, completing the sweep of the top hardware 
awarded for the event.
 Fast forward to the National Intercollegiate held in Lake Oconee, Georiga, March 29-30 
and there was UT Martin on top of the leaderboard once again, both in the team and 
individual standings. That included a record-setting individual round that had only been 
accomplished once before since the program joined the Division I ranks in 1992, as the 
Skyhawks took a remarkable 12-stroke lead into the final round.
 The regular season ended with a bang as UT Martin won yet another tournament – 
claiming top status at the TSU Big Blue Intercollegiate, April 12-13.
 History was made in the Skyhawks’ next tournament as UT Martin earned its second Ohio 
Valley Conference championship in school history, outlasting the 11-team field in the three-
day, 54-hole event in Muscle Shoals, Alabama. The Skyhawks not only claimed the top spot 
on the team leaderboard but on the individual side as well as UT Martin produced its fourth 
OVC medalist in the last seven years.
 A league championship, five team tournament victories and three individual winners in 
seven tries to start Swafford’s coaching career. It’s safe to say that Skyhawk athletic director 
Kurt McGuffin made the right choice in tabbing the UT Martin alum to lead the program for 
many years to come.

Story and photos by Ryne Rickman

Second youngest NCAA Division I Coach
makes history with debut season
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 “I truly believe that Austin is one of the top up-and-coming golf coaches in the country,” 
McGuffin said. “When Coach Carpenter approached me with his intent to retire in the 
fall of 2019, we both instantly agreed on Austin as his successor. I’ve been here for four 
years now and I’ve never heard anybody say one bad thing about Austin. Given his vast 
knowledge of our program and his recruiting ties throughout the state of Tennessee, it 
really was a no-brainer to trust Austin to lead our golf program.”
 Carpenter, who groomed Swafford as his coach-in-waiting during the 2019-20 season, 
echoed McGuffin’s sentiments about the former All-OVC honoree.
 “I had worried for many years about finding a replacement for our program who would 
be a fit,” said Carpenter, who is still a part of the Skyhawk program as a volunteer assistant. 
“I knew we didn’t need someone to come in and try to re-invent our program – it is on a 
solid foundation. Austin was a natural as our next coach – I am thankful every day that he 
is our head coach.”
 If you take a wide-range look into Swafford’s background, it may seem as if he was 
destined for the job. His father Larry is a golf pro and a retired member of the PGA of 
America while his mother, Cindy, is also an avid golfer. The two have been fixtures at 
Skyhawks golf tournaments since their son joined the program as a student-athlete in 
2013, traveling thousands of miles to show their support.
 “I have grown up around the game my whole life – I’ve had a golf club in my hand since 
I could walk,” Swafford said. “It’s something we did as a family growing up so that makes 
it special for me. There is no other sport like it – I find it fascinating how golf can be so 
different from one day to the next and how important the mental aspect can be for a player. 
I love that about the game and how it challenges you as a person.”
 Following a standout career at Gallatin High School, Swafford found immediate success 
at the collegiate level – becoming just the second player in school history to win OVC 
Freshman of the Year accolades. A four-year starter, he helped UT Martin claim its first-ever 
OVC golf championship in 2016 and followed that with an All-OVC campaign as a senior.
 After graduating with a degree in finance in 2017, Swafford stuck around to obtain his 
Master’s degree and start a dual graduate assistantship with the golf program and athletic 
marketing/Skyhawk Club offices.
 It was during that two-year stretch where Swafford found the desire to be a coach.
 “As I got older, I thought a career in collegiate athletics would be awesome but coaching 
never really crossed my mind until I was wrapping up my graduate assistant spot,” 
Swafford said. “This job has given me the opportunity to be around the game I love. I think 
about the people and coaches who have helped guide me to this point in my life and now I 
have a chance to impact the lives of younger players just as my coaches did for me.”
 That chance for Swafford to pass along knowledge and life lessons to his current roster 
leads back to his relationship with Carpenter, who spent the previous 18 seasons at the 
helm of the UT Martin golf program.
 “We have a great relationship,” Swafford said. “It was always a dream of mine to play 
golf in college and Coach Carpenter gave me that opportunity. He believed in me as a 
player, then as an assistant and now as a coach. He has done so much for our program and 
for myself – I would not be in this position today if it weren’t for him. I know that we both 
have the program’s best interest in mind and to me, that’s what coaching is all about – 
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developing your players and setting them up for success on and off 
the course.”
 Although Carpenter was already aware of Swafford’s abilities 
from his days as a student-athlete, he saw firsthand that Swafford 
had what it took to be a high-level coach.
 “Austin always had outstanding demeanor on the course and 
possessed remarkable character both on and off the course,” 
Carpenter said. “During his second year as a graduate assistant, I 
asked him to develop some of our practices and I let him run the 
team in tournament competition. He did a first-class job.”
 In addition to being the second-youngest Division I head golf 
coach in the country, Swafford was the second-youngest head 
coach in UT Martin history when he officially took over on July 
1, 2020. Last season’s shadowing of Carpenter in all facets of 
the program allowed him to get a head start before the 2020-21 
season got going. That paid off in a big way as Swafford was 
tabbed as the 2021 OVC Coach of the Year by his peers, becoming 
only the second man in league history to garner that award 
following an All-OVC mention as a student-athlete. He was also 
just the fourth first-year head coach (first since 1984) to earn that 
title in the 60-year history of the award.
 “Being so young means I have a lot to learn,” Swafford said. 
“Last year helped tremendously simply by being on the coaching 
side of things and talking with other coaches. If there is any 
advantage with my age, I would have to say it is the ability to 
relate to the young men on the team. It wasn’t long ago that I 
was in their shoes and dealing with all that comes with being a 
student-athlete. So being able to share my personal experiences 
with them helps us grow as a team and a family, which gives us 
faith and trust in one another.”
 Ross Redmont, a redshirt senior from Memphis, has a rare 
relationship with his head coach. He is one of three members 
of the Skyhawks’ active roster who spent time as Swafford’s 
teammate, playing alongside his coach from 2015-17. As a result 
of a medical redshirt and the NCAA granting an extra year of 
eligibility since last season was cut short because of the COVID-19 
global pandemic, Redmont has received the opportunity to play 
under Swafford.
 “You could always tell Austin was a leader,” Redmont said. 
“He was never the loudest person in the room, but you could tell 
everything he did was measured and deliberate. He is trustworthy 
and somebody you could go to for anything – he was going to 
tell you whatever you needed to hear whether you liked it or not. I 
think these qualities have helped make the transition from student-
athlete to coach pretty easy.”
 The conversion from player to graduate assistant to head coach 
has brought a new set of demands for Swafford. There are a lot of 
duties behind the scenes that go into each and every day.

 “There’s a lot more to being a head coach than meets the 
eye,” Swafford said. “Most of the time we will leave on a Sunday 
morning and get home late on a Tuesday for our tournament. On 
top of that, we have to find time to practice and qualify for each 
tournament so it’s definitely a process. Most importantly, we have a 
strong academic reputation to uphold so I’m always monitoring our 
guys to make sure they are on top of their schoolwork. Just figuring 
out the best schedule and plan for each week that sets the team up 
for success has been the most challenging thing so far.”
 Having been on both sides of it, Swafford offers a unique 
perspective in describing the nerves and raw emotions of playing in 
a collegiate golf tournament as opposed to coaching in one.
 “As a player, I wanted to do well and have my score count to 
help the team,” Swafford said. “As a coach, I’m nervous for them 
because I want them to do well and have their hard work pay off. 
The nerves are still there but they are for wanting our players to 
succeed. As a coach, I do my best to stay calm and even-keeled 
throughout the tournaments. I try to never get too high or too low 
so hopefully the team can do the same.”
 With that said, Swafford admits that his reaction to winning a 
tournament in his first try as a head coach may not have been so 
neutral. It was truly a moment he will never forget.
 “I was thrilled for the team,” Swafford said. “It had been almost 
one full year since our last tournament, so to come out and have 
that happen at our first event was so awesome. The guys have 
embraced all the challenges of having last year cut short and then 
being postponed this fall. They have continued to work hard and 
prepare, so to see them be successful right out of the gate was very 
rewarding. We enjoyed it for 24 hours and then got back to work 
and started preparing for the next event.”
 It’s that mentality to enjoy the moment but always keep your 
sights set on the future that has Swafford primed for success. Being 
his alma mater, holding the title of UT Martin head golf coach 
means a little extra to the Swafford. He’s made plenty of memories 
here, including meeting his fiancée Kristen Hutcherson (‘21) on 
campus. He and their golden retriever, Sadie, have adopted Martin 
as their new home for many years to come.
 “The Martin community makes the college experience so 
meaningful,” Swafford said. “That was evident during my campus 
visit back in 2012 as a recruit and still is to this day. They just have 
a way of welcoming you and showing an interest in who you are 
and why you came to UT Martin. I think we have the facilities, 
resources and results to recruit just about anyone we like to come 
play golf here.”
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Facing Covid-19

The collegiate athletics world was paused on March 12, 2020 as the COVID-19 pandemic forced the cancellation of the NCAA’s remaining 
winter and spring championship events. A full six months passed before any Skyhawk athletics team returned to action as the UT Martin 
rodeo and rifle teams officially opened the fall season. A limited number of fans attended their first game of the 2020-21 athletics season – 
socially distanced and with masks or face coverings – on Dec. 2 when the Skyhawk men’s basketball team defeated Evansville in a double 
overtime thriller at the Kathleen and Tom Elam Center. All UT Martin teams created a “bubble” atmosphere to limit exposure to outside 
entities.
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TUCKED AWAY inside of UT Martin’s Special Collections and Archives is a box containing a hoard of letters, 
scraps of paper and various other pieces of ephemera, all with signatures from well-known people. There are 
handwritten letters from historic figures like John Sevier, a founding father and the first governor of the state of 
Tennessee; a document from the 5th United States Congress dated May 24, 1797, with signatures from nearly all 
the members, including Tennessee Senator William Blount who was also a signer of the Constitution; and a hand-
drawn map of the state of Tennessee from 1825. But arguably the most interesting part of the autograph collection 
are the signatures from various U.S presidents. The following is a sample of the collection. For more information or 
to make a donation, contact Special Collections and Archives at 731-881-7094 or speccoll@utm.edu.

n (left) An undated 
colored steel engraving 
print of Andrew 
Jackson with a facsimile 
signature. Signatures 
from Jackson make 
up a large part of the 
collection.

ARCHIVES
FROM THE

PRESIDENTIAL SIGNATURES
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n (above) A letter dated 1830 
signed by President Andrew 
Jackson to then-Secretary 
of State, Martin Van Buren. 
Jackson served as the 7th 
U.S. president, and Van Buren 
served as the 8th. Signatures 
pulled from letters signed by 
(right, top to bottom) Andrew 
Johnson, 17th U.S. president; 
Gerald Ford, 38th U.S. 
president; Ronald Reagan, 40th 
U.S. president; and Bill Clinton, 
42nd U.S. president.

n (below) A slip of paper signed by the 
18th U.S. president and famed military 
leader, Ulysses S. Grant.

n (above) A letter to Tennessee 
congressman Ed Jones from May 
22, 1978, signed by President 
Jimmy Carter, 39th U.S. 
president. In the note, Carter 
thanks Jones for a pleasant trip 
with him on Air Force One.
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by Sarah Knapp

Photos by Kayla Madonna
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 Standing  to the side of the 

TV set preparing for her first scene, she 
can see dozens of her fellow wardrobe 
and production assistants standing 
behind the camera, watching as the 6’6” 
entertainment legend calls the cast to 
action. On this day, Crystal Hayslett (‘06) 
was not finalizing the actors’ costumes 
for which she had been previously 
responsible. As Tyler Perry motioned for the 
set of the BET hit show “Sistas” to be quiet 
and called out “Action, Fatima!”, Hayslett 
stepped into the spotlight, and her dreams 
of being a star were finally in her grasp. 
 “I took that first step, and I was like, 
‘girl, this is where you belong,’” Hayslett 
said. 
 As her coworkers, or work family as 
she considers them dearly, cheered her on 
after Perry called a wrap, Hayslett proudly 
realized the importance of what she had 
accomplished that day. Not only had all 
of her hard work and dedication been 
realized, but she also now represented 
every person who has a dream bigger 
than their circumstances. From growing 
up in Martin, interning with Senator Lamar 
Alexander, becoming a personal stylist and 
costume designer, to starring in a Tyler 
Perry Studios production, Hayslett is proof 
that big dreams are achievable regardless 
of where a person comes from. 
 “I want to leave a legacy behind where 
people see my story and believe that they 
can do anything no matter where they’re 
from,” Hayslett said. “I just want to give 
people that hope that you can do whatever 
you want to do. It doesn’t matter your 
circumstances.”
 While Hayslett planned to pursue her 
passion for the entertainment industry 
after graduating from UT Martin, an 
opportunity to work for Senator Alexander 
in Washington, D.C., arose during her 
junior year of college, and she knew she 
couldn’t pass on it. After finishing her 
degree online, Hayslett knew it was time to 
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take what she learned 
working at the capitol, follow her dreams and move to 

Atlanta to begin her career as an actress and musician.  
 Hayslett struggled to get her foot in the industry door, but 
eventually earned an entry-level production assistant position at 
Tyler Perry Studios in 2012 while working on her music career. 
Having an eye for fashion, a skill she learned working at Sugar & 
Spice, a local boutique in Martin, Hayslett was hired and began 
styling characters for the upcoming movies in production. Perry 
himself even noticed her taste in fashion and work ethic, leading to 
an offer of a lifetime: a chance for Hayslett to rebrand Tyler Perry’s 
wardrobe. 
 After a successful trial run, Perry began relying on Hayslett to 
style his look for every event, including a trip to New York City for 
The Tonight Show Starring Jimmy Fallon, which Hayslett will never 
forget.
 “We ended up in New York to (be on) Jimmy Fallon, and I knew 
I was helping revamp his wardrobe, but I didn’t know if I was his 
stylist. I never got a contract,” Hayslett explained. “I was putting 
on his shoes, and I asked, ‘So, what are we doing?’ And he said, 
‘You’re my stylist.’ It was kind of funny, that was kind of an iconic 
moment to be on Jimmy Fallon, and that’s when you find out 
you’re Tyler Perry’s stylist.
 “I’m just grateful that God chose me to be responsible because 
being someone’s stylist is a very super intimate job. You’re around 
that person a lot. You hear a lot of conversations, and it’s such a 
very safe space, sacred space. So the fact that I was chosen to be 
responsible for that meant a lot to me,” Hayslett continued. 
 Not only was Hayslett responsible for rebranding Perry’s entire 
look, but also for styling the characters in his productions, including 

“Madea” herself, 
drawing inspiration 
from fashion icons like 
Beyonce’s leotards and wide brim 
hats. On any given day, Hayslett would find herself styling over 100 
characters, ensuring each outfit is unique to their personality and 
did not clash with anyone else.  
 While she has an obvious skill for fashion, Hayslett’s heart still 
longed to be in front of the camera, not dressing cast members 
behind the scenes. For the five years she worked as Perry’s stylist, 
Hayslett did not audition for a single TV show or movie. Little did 
she know that as she and Perry grew closer, he found inspiration 
in her life story and decided to write a character in his new show 
“Sistas” based on her personality. As a consulting producer on the 
upcoming show, Hayslett quickly realized this was her chance. 
 “As the script started coming out, I was like, oh my goodness, 
these are the stories that I talked to him about dating and what my 
friends are going through. I’m seeing some of my personal things 
pop up and I (realize), this is it,” Hayslett said. “You know, all those 
years I had been auditioning and being a background for different 
movies and TV shows, I felt like something finally resonated within 
me. And he didn’t even know that I wanted to act! So, I said, 
we’ve got to do this. And he was like, ‘I think I got something for 
you,’ so he created the character for Fatima, and the rest is history.”
 Having spent the previous five years watching the productions 
of hit TV shows and movies, Hayslett had been studying and 
preparing herself for the exact moment Perry called “action, 
Fatima!”
 As a paralegal in the show, Hayslett originally planned on using 
her life experiences to influence her character, but Perry wanted to 

31Spring 2021alumni.utm.edu

During her time at UT Martin, Hayslett was crowned the 2003 Miss University of Tennessee at Martin (above, left). She reigned until 2004 (above, right).
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see the personality he had worked with for so many years shine 
through Fatima. 
 “So, season one, I was like, okay she’s working in a law office; 
I worked at the front office for Senator Alexander. We’ll just take 
that real-life experience and bring that into it. I remember I came in 
and I was talking so prim and proper, saying ‘Good morning, Ms. 
Barnes, may I get you some coffee?’ And he was like, ‘Wait, wait, 
wait, wait, wait, I need Crystal.’ And I was like, ‘Well, that’s a part 
of Crystal.’ And he said ‘No, I need Crystal that I talked to every 
day. I need this pizzazz that you have.’”
 With a little instruction from Perry as to how Fatima should be 
portrayed, Hayslett quickly found herself in the story and became a 
natural on set.
 “Once I found my rhythm, it was just like I’d been acting 
the whole time. He was actually shocked that I didn’t need 
too much direction, but I take from his work ethic,” Hayslett 
said. “It was all of those years of me working on set, being 
a costumer or watching other actors. I was studying the 
whole time I was watching. … I was really trying to be 
on set every single day with so many amazing actors and 
to be there firsthand to watch how he would direct them 
and how they would react and adjustments that they 
would make. I really learned so much just from being in 
that environment.
 “I always tell people, if you can find a job that’s in the 
arena of whatever you’re trying to do, that’s the best 
learning tool because you’re basically getting hands-on 
experience,” Hayslett said. “It paid off. It definitely paid 
off.”
 Hayslett has never let her humble beginnings in 
rural Northwest Tennessee deter her from chasing 
her dreams and is thankful for the confidence others 
have shown her from every production and wardrobe 
assistant she’s worked with to even Perry himself.
 “It’s funny, you never would think that a girl from 
Martin, Tennessee, would be friends with Tyler 
Perry.”
 As Fatima’s fanbase grew through season one 
of “Sistas,” she quickly found herself rewritten as a 
main character in season two and had to give up 
costume designing to focus on her new role. Now 
as Hayslett looks back on her acting career so far, 
she is thankful for the opportunities she’s had 
to grow in her skills and confidence as she has 
excelled on camera. 
 Even during difficult times, Hayslett continues 
to “practice excellence in everything,” which she 
says is a lesson she learned in her early years in 

Martin. While Hayslett says she is fortunate to be where she is now 
through dedication and faith, she remains humble as she knows 
how hard she had to work to earn her position. 
 “I don’t forget when I was down there putting on someone 
else’s shoes. Those are the things that are really important to 
remember that just as quick as they come, they can go,” Hayslett 
said. “I think the biggest thing is just always staying grateful and 
having a spirit of gratitude.” 

“Practice excellence in everything you do.”
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By Bud Grimes; Story editing by Lindsey Butler
Photos by Nathan Morgan
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Martin’s first Tennessee Soybean Festival in September 1994 
provided an early opportunity for Josh Breeden (’07) to display 
his artistic talent. Having recently broken his right arm, the right-
handed 10-year-old claimed first place in a poster contest with 
one arm tied behind his back, so to speak. Even from the start, 
overcoming obstacles has never kept Breeden from making his 
mark in the art world. Today, he spends his days working as an 
award-winning art director at the Memphis-based creative agency 
Loaded For Bear, and continues his own prolific side hustle as a 
fine artist and graphic designer under the pseudonym St. Francis 
Elevator Ride.

Early Years
 Josh Breeden lived his first 23 years in Martin, earning a BFA 
in the Department of Visual and Theatre Arts. His father, Charles, 
and mother, Dinah, don’t have college degrees, but his father is an 
electrician by trade who worked many years for the local telephone 
company. He is also an accomplished entrepreneur who owns 
businesses ranging from mini-storage facilities to rental houses. 
“He’s made a nice way for himself,” said Breeden of his recently 
retired father. “My dad is really good at turning ideas into smart 
business opportunities. He’s got a knack for staying busy with 
projects he can maintain on his own terms.” He credits his father 
with teaching him a work ethic that has served him well in the 
graphic-arts business. 

College and Beyond
 Breeden has many interests, including music and record-
collecting, but drawing has been with him from the beginning. 

However, it wasn’t until he met UT Martin art professor Lane 
Last during a college art day that he learned about graphic 

design and the related career possibilities. “I really got 
tuned into him when I started to see posters he was 

designing for a local band up around Martin, and 
they were quite good,” Last recalled. The long-

time faculty member planted the idea of bringing 
together that love for drawing and music, and 
Breeden began toying with the idea of what it 
would be like to design record packages.
    As an undergraduate art student, Breeden 
learned the importance of picking up practical 
design skills. “I always tell younger people, to 
become a really great designer, you need to 
know the fundamentals of print production. 
That sets the foundation of designing for real-
world needs,” he said. Breeden cut his teeth 
working two years for UTM’s in-house Printing 

and Duplicating Services, a job that saw him 
through graduation and provided invaluable early 
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experience. Adding to his portfolio of knowledge, 
Breeden and two friends started their own screen-
printing business in a small garage where the 
heavy ink fumes and late nights were a fun 
distraction from school. Though a shortly 
lived venture, it gave the young artist another 
opportunity to develop his burgeoning talents with a 
real-world application.
 Breeden’s initial full-time graphic-design jobs fall squarely into 
the “paying-your-dues” category. He first landed a production-artist 
position with Coca-Cola in Memphis, where he produced point-of-
sale display art commonly seen at grocery stores and gas stations. 
“I was like a one-man print shop cranking out massive cold vault 
murals,” he recalled. “Then I’m also the one answering the phones, 
dealing with sales reps and keeping up with print inventory.” The 
grind prompted a change about two years later to Bluff City Sports 
where he again pursued his passion for screen printing, designing 
T-shirts and apparel. 
 During these early years in Memphis, Breeden — always a lover 
of side projects — began working with bands and music venues. 
From flyers and albums for small local acts to touring posters for 
nationally known artists, his work soon began showing up on 
everything from stickers and shirts to albums and dive bar walls. 
 His professional life then took a fateful turn when he met 
Michael Carpenter, the principal and creative director at Loaded 
For Bear. They shared an interest in music, and both were creating 
content to support bands and musicians. For Breeden, the Memphis 
music scene provided opportunities to build a robust freelance 
portfolio, similar to Carpenter’s path. “We were kind of cut from 
the same cloth, and we had that common ground,” he said. “I 
think he (Carpenter) understood that immediately and saw that 
I was doing all these other things outside of what I was doing 
during the day. I think he could really see the work ethic and how 
much I was putting into my art practice.”

His Studio World
 Breeden maintains a studio space located on the second floor of 
the 1940s-era Greyhound Bus Terminal near downtown Memphis. 
The trolley tracks run south in front of the old bus bays toward 
downtown and, just to the southwest, the top of the Pyramid 
peaks over the horizon. It’s a classic Memphis locale that has 
been converted into art and maker spaces. At the top of 
the stairs, the original wood-framed ticket windows 
sit dark and silent, the perfect view to welcome 
historians, curiosity seekers and creative types 
alike.
 Filled with organized clutter that someone 
would expect to see from a working artist, 
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Breeden’s studio is a hodgepodge of tools, worktables, a computer 
workstation and two intersecting walls displaying complex 3D art 
creations, some finished and some in progress.
 “I don’t really know how it started. I’m not a musician,” he said. 
“In high school, we just got into punk rock and all kinds of weird 
music, and we loved just being able to get our hands on it and 
collect it.” He moves across the studio to a collection of LP sleeves, 
CD cases and cassette packaging he’s designed over the past 10 
years. One of his most frequent collaborators is musician Jake Vest, 
a former Memphian now living in New York City. “His (Vest’s) taste 
and visual aesthetic seem to always be in line with mine,” Breeden 
says. “He’s just always been my favorite to work with, and he’s 
such a brilliant musician and super talented.”
 Breeden’s cherished work with Vest and other musicians benefits 
both the artist and the client. For him, the work is “kind of freeing” 
in that these are his personal projects, while for the musicians, 
“I’ve developed the reputation now where people come to me 
because they like my style. I’ve worked hard to create a look that 
is recognizable as my own, and it makes me happy.” Holding up a 
torn-out page from a 1970s Sears catalog, Breeden points out just 
one piece of inspiration. “I mean, look how yellow this paper is,” 
he says. “It’s been around forever and no one’s seen it in so long. I 
love being able to repurpose artifacts like this with other ephemeral 
snippets to create something brand new that feels just as timeless.
 “That’s certainly the process for a lot of this stuff —collecting 
and finding old things, scanning and re-manipulating, cutting and 
re-coloring. Taking it as far as I can go is always what’s cool and 
kind of fun about it.”
 One of his signature projects materialized after Breeden was 
contacted by MTV and asked to create digital and print spots 
featuring the 2015 Video Music Awards host, Miley Cyrus.
 “It was a hectic production schedule with little turnaround 
time, but the next thing you know, it’s up in Times Square,” said 
Breeden. “It was definitely a thrill to see something that started 
so small become so huge. Friends visiting New York were sending 
me photos of my work on the side of buildings downtown and in 
subway platforms throughout the city.” 
 Even though Breeden is a successful freelance artist, he sees his 
long association with Loaded For Bear as vitally important to his 
career and his growth as an artist. While his music connections 
bring him great satisfaction, so does his involvement in agency 
projects such as the Crosstown Concourse. Originally opening as 
the Sears Crosstown building in 1927, the center closed in the early 
1990s and was vacant until the non-profit agency Crosstown Arts 
reimagined the space in 2010 as a “vertical urban village.” The 
facility reopened in August 2017 featuring education, retail, health 
care and more. The agency was challenged with the daunting task 
of creating all wayfinding in the 1.5 million-square-foot facility.

 “You think about map directories that are hanging on walls and 
you think about the ‘in’ and ‘out’ of the parking garage — there’s 
so much involved in every detail to help people find what they 
need and get where they want to go,” said Breeden. “What I 
love about working with Michael and (the agency) is every single 
piece is tied back into a single story that showcases the history of 
the building and what this space has meant to Memphis over the 
years.”

Always Inspired
 Breeden’s agency and freelance work have continued during 
the pandemic, but the lack of direct interaction has had a definite 
impact. Working remotely has made the creative process more 
challenging for Breeden. “It’s been a tough year because we’re 
very hands-on and very collaborative in our process,” he said. 
“Creativity doesn’t naturally come through us talking on screens. 
It’s just in the atmosphere when we’re together.” However, one 
thing that remains unchanged is Breeden’s drive to challenge 
himself personally and professionally while making work that 
satisfies him as an artist. 
 “I just really love it (the work). … I never get tired of it, even 
when I am burnt out on it,” he said. “I’m always thinking of my 
next project or chasing my next opportunity, no matter how big or 
small it is. Maybe that’s just something ingrained in people’s DNA. 
I don’t know if I have any special advice to motivate people to do 
this. It’s hard, it’s very hard, and you have to have a thick skin.”
 Toughness just might provide the magic for Josh Breeden’s 
success – the kind of toughness and determination that wins a 
poster contest even when the arm you learned to draw with is in a 
sling.  
 You can see Josh Breeden’s art at stfranciselevatorride.com or 
his Instagram handle @stfranciselevatorride. 
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SEE MORE ONLINE
For the most up-to-date 
information, news and event 
schedules, check out the 
alumni website at 
alumni.utm.edu. 

SPOTLIGHT 41
MEMORY 46

NOTES 46

A Note From Alumni Relations

Alumni
 In the words of the late Pat Head Summitt (‘74), “Teamwork is what makes common 
people capable of uncommon results.” During the past year, the UT Martin advancement team 
has been hard at work to come out of the pandemic stronger than when we entered it. We have 
taken this time to implement the UT Martin Telefund program, increase the reach of Captain’s 
Challenge with a goal-breaking $430,000+ total, and learn how we can better reach alumni 
who are located around the nation…and even the world!  
 While we are looking forward to seeing you in person, we will continue to provide virtual 
programming for alumni who live outside the Northwest Tennessee region. In May, the UT 
Martin Book Club launches and we will be hosting monthly lunch-and-learns this fall. We are 
currently looking for alumni presenters for those monthly virtual meetings! Email alumni@utm.
edu if interested. 
 Finally, we invite you to join us for Homecoming 2021on October 9. “There’s no place like 
HOMEcoming” and we hope to see as many of you as possible back on campus very soon. 

Jackie Johnson (‘08, ‘10)
Assistant Vice Chancellor for Alumni Relations and Annual Giving



41Spring 2021alumni.utm.edu

GET 
INVOLVED!
As a UT Martin alumnus, your continued 
engagement and involvement are critical to 
our success. Your personal commitment of 
time, talent and treasure will ensure our future 
growth. Visit our website to discover meaningful 
ways you can impact your university.

Volunteer Opportunities
Reunions
Alumni Council
Development Council
Mentoring Program
Young Alumni Council
Speak Out for UT
Alumni in the Classroom

ALUMNI.UTM.EDU

In addition to visiting the website, 
feel free to write, call or email 
the UT Martin Office of Alumni Relations
for more information.

Office of Alumni Relations
Dunagan Alumni Center
1900 Alumni Way
Martin, TN 38238 
(731) 881-7610
alumni@utm.edu

spotlight on alums

 UT College of Law student Kaleb Byars 
(‘18) has been selected as the outstanding 
graduate of the class of 2021.
 During a spring event at the college, 
Interim Dean Doug Blaze praised Byars for 
his accomplishments throughout his three 
years of law school.
 “Kaleb has distinguished himself not 
only through his exceptional academic 
performance, but also through his 
outstanding leadership and service,” Blaze 
said.
 Byars, a first-generation college student 
from Rives, attended UT Martin to earn 
his undergraduate degree in economics 
and finance in May 2018. At the College 
of Law, Byars earned the top GPA and 
received recognition for his exceptional 
academic work throughout his three years. 
 He also excelled during the College of 
Law Advocate’s Prize intramural moot 
court competition earning recognition as 
the best oralist and a member of the best 
team. Byars served as editor-in-chief of the 
Tennessee Law Review and as a staff editor 
for Transactions: The Tennessee Journal of 
Business Law.
 Byars said the experiences he’s had as 
a law student have been remarkable and 
have exposed him to new and diverse 
points of view.
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Stan Bell (’85) was named the senior communications advisor for Shelby County Schools. 
A native Memphian, he has spent 30+ years as a radio personality in the Mid-South area. 
Bell is a past recipient of the Distinguished Role Model of the Year Award for the Memphis 
Alliance of Black School Educators (MABSE). 

Andy Holt (‘07) is a former state 
representative who was appointed to the 
Business Development Division of the 
Tennessee Department of Agriculture. 
He serves as the director of business 
development in support of economic 
development initiatives, as well as 
agriculture and forestry industry expansion. 
Holt earned a bachelor’s degree in 
agricultural economics and business with a 
minor in animal science from the University 
of Tennessee, Knoxville and a Master of 
Business Administration from UT Martin. 
He and his wife, Ellie, also own and 
operate Holt Family Farms in Dresden.

Brandon Rowland (‘04) is a 2021 
inductee to the Tennessee Sports Hall of 
Fame. Rowland is a double amputee, 
having both legs removed below the knee 
due to a condition called disseminated 
intravascular coagulation. While playing 
for the Jackson Generals, a wheelchair 
basketball team, he won two National 
Wheelchair Basketball Association titles 
and tournament MVP in 2002.
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that, he was a member of UT Martin’s 1988 Gulf South Conference 
Championship football team.
 “John’s career has been a credit to UT Martin and this 
department.  It’s also a testament to hard work, to taking the 
initiative and to the old saying that ‘If you do what you love, you’ll 
never work a day in your life,’ Ogg said. “I have had individuals do 
as well as John in class, but I have never had a better student—a 
more eager learner—than John. He richly deserves this honor, and 
I hope our current students are inspired by his path.”  
 During his talk with the students who stayed after the 
presentation program, Denton told stories about his career and 
showed pictures taken at games in places like San Diego and 
Shanghai. He gave students advice about how to handle hectic 
interviews and the ever-changing state of the industry and 
emphasized the importance of hard work and learning deep 
background on the key players and their teams. 
 Finally, he expressed his gratitude for the support and 
opportunities he received during his time at UT Martin, and he 
encouraged students to take advantage of these opportunities 
while they can.
 “UT Martin is an ultimate launching pad for you to reach all of 
your dreams,” Denton said. “You have incredible resources at UT 
Martin, and you have everything that you need at your disposal, 
and you have to take that and use it to your advantage. Value the 
people that you have around you because that’s where the real 
luck comes in.”
 Denton joins a group of distinguished Department of 
Communications alumni award-winners that includes CNN 
broadcast personality Van Jones, former Nashville television 
meteorologist Charlie Neese, Big River Broadcasting general 
manager Nick Martin and longtime “Oprah” senior producer Terry 
Goulder.

The UT Martin 
Department of 
Communications 
presented Milan 
native John Denton 
(’92) with its 2021 
Distinguished 
Alumni Award 
during the annual 
Communications 
Awards Ceremony 
on April 15. The 
virtual program 
included recognition 
of outstanding 
UT Martin 
communications 
students.

 Denton currently covers the NBA and college football in Orlando 
for the Associated Press. He previously worked for the Jackson Sun, 
Florida Today, and from 2009-2021, he traveled across the globe 
providing game coverage for the NBA’s Orlando Magic. 
 “John Denton represents the best of our department, then and 
now. He has accomplished many great things, covering huge 
sporting events all over the country and abroad,” said Dr. Robert 
Nanney, professor and department chair. “But what really sets John 
apart is his incredible work ethic and his humility, no matter the 
story or location.” 
 Denton was introduced to the virtual audience by Dr. Jerald 
Ogg, professor of communications and his faculty adviser from 
Denton’s days writing for The Pacer student newspaper. Denton 
served as the paper’s sports editor from 1990-1992, and before 

James Timothy White (‘60), writing as J.T. WHITE, released 
his debut novel, Riley & Ben: Life Offers Second Chances (Deeds 
Publishing, April 2021.) Inspired by his life growing up in the 
South, the novel is about the power of self-determination. White 
completed his pre-law studies at UT Martin Branch in 1960, 
received his J.D. from Vanderbilt University in 1964 and an LL.M. 
from Emory University in 1972. After retiring as a partner in the 
Atlanta firm of Stites & Harbison, White completed the Creative 
Writing Program at Georgia State University in 2009. “It may be 
the only story I have to tell,” said White. “So much of it comes from 
personal experience.” A portion of the book’s proceeds will benefit 
the Atlanta Eritrean community, where White also provides pro 
bono services.
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 Most mentors influence lives, and then there are some mentors 
who actually change them. Dr. Paul Crapo, professor emeritus of 
French, had a life-changing impact on Amadou Sar (’02) when 
he was a young international student at UT Martin. In appreciation, 
Sar and his wife, Yaye-Mah Sar, made a five-year financial 
commitment to establish the Dr. Paul Crapo Legacy Scholarship to 
benefit future students. 
 The scholarship is awarded annually to one recipient who is 
Black or of African American descent. The student must show 
financial need and have a minimum 3.0 grade-point average. 
Neither U.S. citizenship nor permanent residence in this country is 
required for eligibility. 
 Sar lived about half of his life in Senegal, West Africa, but UT 
Martin introduced him to American life. A travel-study consultant 
recommended the university, and soon after his arrival in 1997, 
Sar was introduced to Crapo by another Senegalese student. The 
friendship grew from there. 
 “Being from a French-speaking country, we had the French 
language as a bond, and Dr. Crapo adopted, of course, many 
students as mentees,” said Sar. “I recall that he regularly organized 
cultural events for students who took foreign-language courses 
or majored in foreign languages. He also was sought after as a 
mentor by several international students.”
 Crapo was known as “a big advocate for global citizenship 
and international business,” Sar said. However, Crapo’s personal 
interest in students connected him at a deeper level. “So, you end 
up having a lot of questions about life, culture and whatnot, and 
Dr. Crapo was always a resource to help us to think through things 
and figure it out,” he said. “At times, when things were tough and 
you kind of were beginning to lose direction or lose guidance a 
little bit, he was certainly a rock of sorts for me and helped me put 
the train back on the track, if you will, in many different regards.” 
Sar’s involvement in the university beyond the classroom and his 
outgoing personality stood out to Crapo. 
 “I remember Amadou as a very engaging, perceptive young man 
who had a positive outlook on life, a lively sense of humor and 
a strong will to succeed,” Crapo said. “As a work-study student, 
he served (UTM’s modern foreign languages department) ably by 
tutoring students in French and by assisting in the language lab. 
He joined the fledgling Center for Global Studies as its first staff 
member and helped plan its initial year of activities and welcome 
speakers from the business and government communities to 
campus.”
 After graduation, Sar used his experiences, relationships and UT 
Martin economics degree to build a successful business career. He 

and his family live in 
Manassas, Virginia, 
where he is vice 
president for sales 
and marketing with 
Wausau Windows 
and Wall Systems. 
Then in 2020, with 
the killing of George 
Floyd refocusing 
attention on racism 
in America, Sar and 
his wife reexamined 
their own lives and 
experiences in this 
country. 
 “My wife and 
I being African 
Americans, our children being African Americans, we really got into 
a point of pain, but we also realize how lucky and fortunate we 
were not to have gone through what now we all know as systemic 
racism or anything of the sort,” said Sar. “So, one of the conclusions 
that we inevitably came to was the fact that our education really 
has a lot of impact on our luck.” The idea emerged for a scholarship 
to support students of limited means and to establish it in honor of 
Crapo. To the couple’s surprise, support for the scholarship grew as 
they shared the idea with family and friends.  
 Crapo retired in 2009 as professor of French and director of the 
UT Martin Center for Global Studies and International Education. 
He and his wife, Katy, a long-time director in the Office of Extended 
Campus and Online Studies, live in Athens, Georgia. 
 “I was flattered and honored by Amadou’s wish to create this 
scholarship in my name,” Crapo said. “Faculty look to the success 
of their students as a primary measure of their own success as 
educators. … The scholarship program he has created to support 
deserving African American students is the hallmark of a graduate 
who has a genuine concern for society as a whole and the desire to 
turn his success to the benefit of others.”      
 Today, Sar is a seasoned professional in the business world, but 
he still engages mentors to improve different aspects of his life. 
However, only one of Sar’s mentors has his name on a UT Martin 
scholarship. “For me, that was a story that deserves to be told,” 
said Sar. “Despite everything that we see and know in the world 
that we live in today, we were lucky to have a gentleman like Dr. 
Crapo in our lives.”  
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Maj. Gen. Tommy Baker (‘95) 
was appointed commissioner for the 
Department of Veterans Services by Gov. 
Bill Lee. He remains the Deputy Adjunct 
General of the Tennessee National Guard 
where he is responsible for the training 
and supervision of over 13,000 soldiers 
and airmen. Baker has a master’s degree 
in strategic studies from the United States 
Army War College. 

Dr. Julie Basler (’95) was named the 
president of Platt College in Aurora, 
Colorado, in 2019. She earned her 
bachelor’s degree in English from UT 
Martin, a master’s degree in English with 
a creative writing emphasis from Murray 
State University and a doctorate in English 
with a focus on English composition 
and rhetoric from Middle Tennessee 
State University. Basler was awarded the 
President of the United States’ Volunteer 
Service Award in 2016, 2017 and 2018 for 
her efforts in accreditation. 

Ashley Shores (‘18) was named the community relations/PR coordinator for the Nashville 
Superspeedway. She is a former staff member at WUTM 90.3 FM “The Hawk” and was a 
member of the Ned Ray McWherter Institute while completing her undergraduate degree at 
UT Martin.  

Carolyn Sleet (‘76) has had a long, 
successful career as an educator and 
author, and she attributes that to her 
bachelor’s degree in education. She has 
authored two children’s books, as well as 
taught third grade and served as principal 
at Harris Elementary School in Indiana. 
Since retirement, she volunteers as a court 
appointed special advocate. 

SAVE THE DATE!

HOMECOMING

OCTOBER 4-9
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1970
Betty Mayo (‘70) and her husband Ron 
live in Fort Worth, Texas near their two 
children and three grandchildren. They 
own Hydronics, Inc. and have sold major 
water/wastewater process equipment to 
municipalities in the immediate four-
state area since 1986. She has been an 
enthusiastic supporter of the national 
Water Environment Federation and the 
Water Environment Association of Texas 
and is a recipient of WEF’s Arthur Sidney 
Bedell Award and numerous Texas 
Association service awards.

1971
George McKelvy (‘71) recently retired 
after 49 years of teaching. In the course 
of his career, he taught math, chemistry, 
physics and forensic science in three 
states at seven different high schools and 
three universities. He currently lives in 
Fayetteville, Georgia.

1972
Sue Hudson Hunt (‘72) practices 
medicine at her clinic, Tidewater Integrative 
Health, in Virginia Beach. She has two 
grown sons, one living in Virginia and the 
other in Denver.

Dr. Mickey McAdoo (‘72) recently 
retired after 37 years of medical practice 
as founder and senior partner at Milan 
Medical Center. In 2020 he began serving 
the Milan community as an alderman 
on the city council. He also serves on 
the Milan General Hospital Board. He 
continues to be active in the medical 
profession by serving on the State 
Volunteer Mutual Insurance Company 
Board of Directors and the Tennessee 
Medical Association Independent Medical 
Political Action Committee. He and His 
wife, Dixie Criswell (‘72), are also 
involved with many activities involving 
their seven grandchildren.

Names, graduation years, hometowns 
and dates of death are noted. Other 
names listed are UT Martin faculty, staff 
and university supporters. Names were 
submitted or identified by the Office of 
Alumni Relations or the Office of University 
Relations. Graduation dates are noted in 
parentheses for UT Martin graduates.

• Dr. Tahira Arshed, passed away in 
2019 (retired UT Martin faculty).

• Paula Boucher (‘97), of Dresden, 
passed away Dec. 3, 2020 (retired UT 
Martin staff).

• Vanessa Bright (M.S. ’77), of 
Miramar, Florida, passed away Jan. 17, 
2021.

• Charles Callis (certificate ’58), of 
Union City, passed away Nov. 29, 2021 
(retired UT Martin faculty).

• Will King Dickerson Jr. (UT Martin 
Branch ’52; UTK ‘56), of Union City, 
passed away Nov. 11, 2020 (retired UT 
Martin staff).

• Carolyn Coats Doyle (‘55), of Union 
City, passed away March 6, 2021. 

• Warren L. Ector, (‘77), of Arlington, 
Virginia, passed away Oct. 4, 2020.

• Bobby E. Fowler (‘67), of Lakeland, 
passed away Nov. 26, 2020. 

• Glenn Headden (‘57), of Union City, 
passed away Nov. 15, 2020. 

• Cpt. Steve Jahr (‘73), of Martin, 
passed away Dec. 5, 2020 (retired UT 
Martin public safety officer).

• Dr. Mahendra Kumar Jain, of 
Brentwood, passed away Jan. 9, 2021 
(retired UT Martin faculty).

• Dr. Daryl Kreiling, of Scottsbluff, 
Nebraska, passed away March 19, 
2021 (retired UT Martin faculty).

• Todd Hampton Latta (‘96), of Paris, 
passed away Oct. 11, 2020.

• Calvin Charles “Cal” Luther, of 
Martin, passed away May 8, 2021 
(retired UT Martin men’s basketball 
coach).

• Cecelia Dawn “Molly” Mack 
(posthumous degree ’21), of Martin, 
passed away Feb. 12, 2021 (current UT 
Martin student).

• Billy Maxey, of Palmersville, passed 
away Feb. 22, 2021 (retired UT Martin 
staff).

• Dr. Steven Welch Mays (‘79), of 
Hendersonville, passed away Dec. 8, 
2020. 

• Elizabeth “Betsy” (Boden) 
McGehee, of Covington, Georgia, 
passed away Dec. 6, 2020 (wife of 
the late Dr. Larry McGehee, former UT 
Martin chancellor). 

• Robert Dean (R.D.) Robinson (‘61), 
of Sharon, passed away April 27, 
2021.

• Richard Strickland (Rick) Regen Jr. 
(‘76), of Nashville, passed away Nov. 
5, 2020.

• Dr. David Alan Shepard (’69), of 
Dickson, passed away Feb. 4, 2021. 

• Steven Wayne Steele (‘70), of 
Jacksonville, Florida, passed away Dec. 
16, 2020. 

• Anthony W. Stewart, of Martin, 
passed away Nov. 15, 2020 (UT Martin 
men’s basketball coach).

• Sondra Lou Medlin Todd, of Martin, 
passed away April 5, 2021 (retired UT 
Martin staff).

• Terry Lynn Turnbow (‘75), of 
Columbia, passed away Oct. 4, 2020.

• David Vowell (‘74), of Martin, passed 
away Jan. 30, 2021. 

• Mason Warren (‘18), of Union City, 
passed away May 3, 2021.

in memory
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2005
Samantha (‘05, ‘06) and Stephen 
Yeargin (‘06) welcomed their daughter 
Leah in May of 2020. The family lives in 
Nashville.

2008
Corey Perry (’08, ’10) performed a 
comedy show at the 2021 Spring Fest. He 
lives and performs in Nashville.

2016
Beth Bodwell (‘16) was named Design 
Coordinator for the UT Martin Office of 
University Relations in December 2020.

2019
Melanie Hayden (‘19) recently completed 
her licensure requirements to become a 
licensed alcohol and drug abuse counselor 
(LADAC II ) and was promoted to clinical 
director over all substance use programs 
including veterans therapeutic community, 
opioid therapeutic community and 
withdrawal management services at West 
Tennessee State Penitentiary.

Ramona Weeks (‘19) serves as a sales 
specialist at Johnston RV Center in Cullman, 
Alabama. She recently earned the All-Star 
Award from her company and was top 
salesperson of the year across the company, 
becoming the first female to win this honor.

world. Mim served as both an enlisted 
sailor and mustang officer. Among his 
numerous military decorations, he was 
awarded an Army Commendation, two 
Joint Service Commendations, three Navy 
Commendations, two Navy Achievement 
Medals and an Army Achievement Medal.

1998
Glyn Whitworth (‘98) recently retired 
from the Tennessee Bureau of Investigation 
(TBI) and accepted the position of special 
agent in charge of the West Tennessee 
Drug Task Force.

2004
Antonio Gardner (‘04) was the first 
African American male to graduate with a 
nursing degree at UT Martin. He has been 
a registered nurse for 17 years working 
in multiple departments. Inspired by his 
grandmother who worked as a nurse, 
Antonio now works at the same hospital 
she worked in for many years, Regional 
One Health Medical Center in Memphis.

Laura Suiter (‘04) joined the UT 
Foundation in August 2016 in the 
position of Assistant Athletic Director of 
Development. Laura previously served 
for 10 years in the pharmaceutical and 
medical industry. During that time she held 
many positions including product training 
manager and director of marketing. Laura 
has strong connections to West Tennessee 
and was born and raised in Union City.

Jay Yeargin (’04) was elected as the 
president of the Tennessee Cattlemen’s 
Association. Yeargin has been involved 
in multiple leadership roles and has won 
several awards for his work in agriculture, 
including the Tennessee Farm Bureau 
Federation Young Farmer & Rancher 
Achievement Award in 2017. He operates 
a 4,000-acre farm with his wife, Alice Ann, 
and son, Patrick, near Martin.

1989
Sundra Dolberry (‘89) presently teaches 
STEM at John P. Freeman Optional School 
with the Shelby County School system. 
She was awarded National Recognition: 
The 2020 Shell Urban Science Educators 
Development Award through the (NSTA) 
National Science Teaching Association and 
Shell Oil Company.

1994
Dominique Pryor-Anderson (‘94) serves 
as executive director of the Tennessee 
Affordable Housing Coalition. She 
oversees all aspects of the organization, 
including developing opportunities for 
the membership body to present a unified 
voice surrounding key issues in affordable 
housing to legislative bodies and key 
financial partners. Most recently, Pryor-
Anderson has been the Founding Principal 
at her namesake consultancy guiding social 
impact strategy for regional municipalities 
and local community organizations, 
including Wedgewood-Houston’s South 
Nashville Action People (SNAP). Her 
plan is to strengthen cross collaborative 
opportunities across the organizations’ 
membership bodies. Outside of work she 
enjoys reading, cooking, and baking, as 
well as spending time with her husband 
and daughter, friends, and her sorority 
sisters of Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority, Inc.

1996
Charley Deal (‘96) was selected after 
a national search for the position of Vice 
Chancellor of Alumni and Development 
at UT Martin. In this role, he oversees 
all alumni and fundraising activities and 
serves on the Chancellor’s Cabinet.

1997
Mim Warlick (‘97) retired after twenty 
years as a US Navy SEAL deploying 
overseas six times to Iraq, Afghanistan 
and numerous other regions of the 

Share your story with us! 
Submit a Skyhawk Note at 

alumni.utm.edu.
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utm.edu/degreeprograms

MASTER OF SCIENCE IN AGRICULTURE 
AND NATURAL RESOURCES
• Agribusiness and Risk Management
• Natural Resources Systems Management
• Systems Science in Agriculture
MASTER OF BUSINESS 
ADMINISTRATION
• Agricultural Option
• General Business Option
• Human Resource Management Option
MASTER OF SCIENCE IN EDUCATION
• Counseling

Addictions Counseling
Clinical Mental Health Counseling
School Counseling
Student Affairs and College Counseling

• Educational Leadership
Higher Education Leadership 
Instructional Leadership

• Teaching
Curriculum and Instruction 
Initial Licensure (Elementary)
Initial Licensure (Secondary)
Initial Licensure K-8 (Special Education 
   Interventionist)
Interdisciplinary
K-12 Library Service
Literacy 
Special Education

MASTER OF SCIENCE IN FAMILY AND 
CONSUMER SCIENCES
• Dietetic
• General Family and Consumer Sciences
MASTER OF ARTS IN STRATEGIC 
COMMUNICATION
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Justin Foulks at his family’s farm in Rondo, Arkansas.

 “Good things come from the dark as 
long as you can have faith, as long as you 
persevere.”
 When Justin Foulks (‘20) received the 
news during his junior year of college that 
his cousin had been killed in an accident, 
he knew the responsibilities of his family 
farm in Rondo, Arkansas, would now 
increase. As an agribusiness major, Foulks 
was preparing himself with the education 
he needed to help his great-uncle and 
cousin make the 3,200-acre farm as 
successful as possible.
 Now, the UT Martin fall 2020 graduate 
has completed his first successful harvest 
while finishing his agriculture degree 
online.
 “I’ll be the first generation to go to 

school for farming. My family’s been 
farming since the early 1930s. The same 
land we’re running over now, my family 
was raised on it,” Foulks said. “My cousin 
ended up sending me off to school. I told 
him I had an interest in farming, and he 
(had been) teaching me the roles since 
I was eight. I still remember the day he 
said, ‘Well, if you’re going to do it, do it 
the right way and go to school, get your 
degree and come back. The farmland will 
be here forever.’
 “(My cousin) ended up passing away 
last year… and somebody had to help my 
family with the leadership responsibilities 
on the farm, or we’d have ended up 
selling. So, I switched to completely online 
and started doing school full-time and 

farming full-time, and here I am at the 
finish line. It’s been a journey, but I’m 
here.”
 He says the many challenges he’s 
overcome since moving his degree online 
couldn’t have been achieved without the 
help and understanding of the Department 
of Agriculture, Geosciences and Natural 
Resources. From having to do schoolwork 
in his truck and tractor to staying up late 
to turn in assignments because planting 
took longer than expected, Foulks has 
experienced the grace of faculty members 
who understand the difficulties of running 
a farm while also finishing school.
 “They don’t realize how good of a 
blessing they were to me,” Foulks said.

one last thought
STUDENT SPOTLIGHT Justin Foulks, Rondo, Arkansas
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