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CLASS OF 2023 - Graduating Seniors



Eleni Karelis- Minor

Eleni Karelis is graduating with a BA in English with the 
Creative Writing Option. Originally opting to minor in 
Appalachian Studies to feel closer to home in a new city, 
her big takeaway from her minor degree is that the 
experience of being Appalachian, though undeniably 
unique, is more applicable to the rest of the world than one 
may think. Following graduation, Eleni will be pursuing an 
MA in Creative Writing at the University of Westminster in 
London, England. 



Meggie Wilson- Minor

Meggie Wilson is from Irvine, Kentucky. She is 
graduating with a Bachelor of Arts degree in English 
with a minor in Appalachian Studies. Meggie's biggest 
takeaway from working in the Appalachian Studies 
program is a new appreciation for her community and 
an understanding of how special it is to be Appalachian. 
After graduation, Meggie will continue attending the 
University of Kentucky to obtain her master's degree in 
Library Science.



Josh Rister- Minor

Josh Rister is from Lewis County, Kentucky and is 
graduating with a bachelor’s degree in psychology and a 
minor in Appalachian studies.Throughout his time as an 
Appalachian Studies minor, Josh has learned much of the 
deep cultural heritage he hails from, learning how to better 
serve the region he loves in many ways. Whether it be 
through song, through his work, or simply through his 
person. Moving forward Josh is hoping to get married 
soon, continuing his work to help others in any way he can. 



Trey Coburn- Minor

Trey Coburn is a senior from Ashland, KY graduating with a 
dual degree in Agricultural and Medical Biotechnology and 
Biology. Trey’s favorite part about his involvement in the 
Appalachian Studies community is the further 
understanding of the region of which he calls home. Trey 
also appreciates the tight-knit community cultivated 
through the Appalachian Studies department and their 
combined passions for Appalachia in varying disciplines. 
Upon graduation Trey is attending UK’s college of 
medicine where upon graduation he plans to practice 
medicine in Appalachia.



Nelonna Branham- Minor

Kylie McCurdy- Minor

Ella Webster- Minor



Haley Mays- Certificate

Haley Mays is graduating with a degree in Communication 
Sciences and Disorders, with a minor in Health Advocacy 
and a certificate in Appalachian Studies. Haley’s biggest 
takeaway is an overall greater understanding of the area 
that I'm from and what it means to be Appalachian. After 
graduation, she will be attending graduate school at UK to 
obtain her master's degree in Speech-Language Pathology. 



Michael Buoncristiani- Certificate

Michael Buoncristiani is from Wayne County, KY. Michael will be 
graduating in Neuroscience, Biology, and Agricultural and Medical 
Biotechnology this Spring at UK. He is minoring in Microbiology 
and receiving a certificate in Appalachian Studies. In the fall, he 
will be attending Medical School at UK. He highly recommends the 
Appalachian Studies program for any student who wants to 
understand more about this great region. According to him, the 
opportunities from the department are vast and provide an 
incredible experience for any student at UK. 



Graduate Student Affiliate Graduates



Edward Lo, PhD

Geology

Dr. Edward Lo is graduating with a PhD in Geological 
Sciences with a Certificate in College Teaching and 
Learning. Edward served as a teaching assistant for APP 
200 and taught his own course on Geoscience and 
Environmental Justice in Appalachia in the spring 2022 
semester. Teaching at App Center has allowed him to work 
closely with rural Knox County and to appreciate how 
stories in Appalachia often reflect global trends. Upon 
graduation, he looks forward to being a LTJ postdoctoral 
fellow with the App Center integrating traditional 
ecological knowledge with geological studies.



Chris Leadingham, PhD

History

Dr. Chris Leadingham is graduating with a PhD in History. 
Chris served as a teaching assistant for APP 200 and 
taught his own APP 300 course. The Appalachian Center is 
one of his favorite places on campus. It is filled with so 
many wonderful people working on so many interesting 
and exciting projects. It is a fun and vibrant and supportive 
place that is so important to our campus community. 
Thanks to Dr. Engle and Dr. Kingsolver for working so hard 
to make this such a special place! Chris and his wife 
Kegan are expecting a baby this summer! He is looking 
forward to becoming a dad. He received a one-month 
research fellowship at the Gilder Lehrman Center for the 
Study of Slavery, Resistance, and Abolition at Yale 
University for May 2024. He plans to take care of his new 
baby and continue working on his research in the 
meantime.



Julia Miller, PhD

Sociology
Dr. Julia Miller completed her PhD in Sociology. Her 
dissertation titled “Let’s Not do Anything Drastic: 
Processes of Reproducing Rural Marginalization in 
Education Policy Decision Making” examined school 
consolidation in Appalachian Ohio. Dr. Miller served as a 
teaching assistant for APP 200 and was a James Brown 
Award recipient. She is an Assistant Professor at Fairmont 
State University in West Virginia where she teaches 
courses related to Appalachia.



Kevin Slovinsky, MA

History
Kevin Slovinsky is graduating with a Master's Degree in 
History. His time at the Appalachian Center has shown him 
what it means to be an activist scholar by connecting him 
with people who have modeled how to both do scholarly 
work and maintain deep connections to communities in 
Appalachia. Kevin is hoping to work with LiKen Knowledge 
in connecting community organizers in East Kentucky to 
scholars. 



Hannah Gibson, MA

History
Hannah is graduating with an MA in History. Working with 
the App Center taught her the importance of incorporating 
an increased emphasis on place in the classroom to create 
a more inclusive and engaging experience for every 
student. Beginning in the fall, she will be teaching rhetoric 
and composition at UK.



In Memoriam 



Why Study Appalachia?

Appalachia is a region and a place. Real and mythical, beautiful and devastated, geological and political, rich in 
resources and a poverty pocket, a place to exploit, a watershed for the eastern seaboard and destroyed and 
polluted headwaters.

Weekend cabins and homes in the holler. Yesterday’s and tomorrow’s people. Hillbillies and folks. Bluegrass 
and hip hop. Poets and politicians. Professors and protesters, preachers and prophets. A model and a warning 
signal for the nation.

So if you want to study Appalachia, here is what you do.

Start where you live: Interview your elders, map your community, write your local history. Who lives where 
and why? Who owns the land, minerals, resources? Who is rich and who is poor? Who has power and who is 
powerless? Who are the story tellers, the poets, the singers? Who is in jail, who is sick, who is angry and who 
is throwing the bodies in the river and who is pretending it is not happening?

Who is speaking truth to power, who is feeding the hungry, who is healing the sick? Who is writing the poetry, 
saving the stories, saving the land, singing the songs?

Find out who you are. What is your place in this place?

-Helen Lewis



In Memoriam 

Maureen Celia Mullinax



2022-2023 Awards & Recognitions



Dr. Shaunna Scott

Appalachian Studies Association 
Stephen F. Fisher Award for 
Excellence in Teaching

&

Retirement after 33 years of 
teaching at UK



Dr. Dwight Billings

UK College of Arts & Sciences Hall 
of Fame Inductee



Dr. Carol Mason

University Research Professorship

Upcoming four-year term as Otis A. 
Singletary Chair in the Humanities



Dr. Jennifer Cramer

Chellgren Endowed Professor



Dr. Kenton Sena

UK Alumni Association Great 
Teacher Award



Crystal Wilkinson

University Research Professor



Dr. Loka Ashwood

"Energy Ownership and Organizational Structures in 
the Just Transition: Reclamation, Remediation and 
Rejuvenation for Eastern Kentucky” funded through 
the UK Energy Research Priority Area



● Bradley Firchow, Rural Physician Leadership Program- “Emerging Health Trends in Accredited and Unaccredited Local 
Health Departments in Kentucky: Community Health Needs Assessments in Aggregate”

● Allen Fletcher, History- “Women and the Politics of Education in Twentieth Century Appalachia”
● Arshiya Jeelani, History- Mary Jane in the Mountains: “The Social, Political, and Environmental Effects of Marijuana 

Growth in Appalachia”
● Courtney Martin, Kinesiology and Health Promotion- “Identifying Changes in Support of ICU Survivors after Hospital 

Discharge based on Geographic Location”
● Ryley Butler Modaff, Social Work- “The Impact of Stigma in Community Implementation of Medication-Assisted Therapy 

(MAT)”
● London Orzolek, Anthropology- “Higher Education in Appalachia: Examining Engagement, Success, and Inclusion for 

First-Generation and Low-SES Students”
● Jimmy Robinson, Sociology- “Taking the Rural with You: Rural Artists in the City”
● Kopana Terry, Historic Preservation- “Place, Identity and Natural Disaster: The Storm That Changed A Town and Its 

People”



● Peyton Coburn, Biology, Agricultural and Medical Biotechnology- “Characterization of Chemotherapy-Induced Heart 
Disease Utilizing Human Induced Stem Cell-Derived Cardiomyocytes as a Model”

● Madeline Duff, Neuroscience- “Cardio-otolaryngology in Floyd County, Kentucky”
● Rachel Sneed, Plant Pathology- “Assessing Endophyte Frequency Distributions in Kentucky Appalachia and the 

Effect of Epichloë brachyelytri in the Chemotypic Diversity of Brachyelytrum erectum”



Fall 2022 Events





Spring 2023 Events





2023 Appalachian Research Symposium 
& Arts Showcase



Appalachian Studies Association  Conference 2023



November 30th, 2022 

● Allen Fletcher, Department of History, "Women and Progressive-Era Education Reform: 1900-1940" - 2022 James S. Brown 
Graduate Student Award for Research on Appalachia Award

● Jed DeBruin, Department of Geography, "Sifting Through the Past: Black Farming Archives in Appalachian Kentucky" - 2022 
James S. Brown Graduate Student Award for Research on Appalachia Award

February 1st, 2023

● Jennifer Cramer and Allison Burkette, Linguistics, "The Social Life of Appalachian Englishes - A Book Project"
● Mack Thompson, Anthropology, "Disabled in Kentucky Oral History Project”

February 21st, 2023 

● Kathryn Engle, Sociology, Kathryn Newfont, History, Zada Komara, Honors, Lindsay Shade, Community and Leadership 
Development, "Reflections from the Teaching Mountains Conference: Forging International Connections in the French Alps"



March 29th, 2023

● Sarah Tomke, Forestry and Natural Resources, 2022 Eller and Billings Student Research Award, "Assessing Occupancy 
and the Current Distribution of Eastern Hellbenders in Kentucky using Environmental DNA"

● Courtney Martin, Kinesiology and Health Promotion, 2022 Eller and Billings Student Research Award, "Assessing Cancer 
Literacy and Risk Behaviors among Appalachian Kentuckians through an Oral History Approach"

April 12th, 2023

● Bonnie Lewis, Curriculum and Instruction, James S. Brown Graduate Student Award for Research, "Doing the Work: Inquiry 
and Equity Based Social Studies in Charged Classrooms"

● Megan Buland, Forestry and Natural Resources, Eller and Billings Student Research Award, "Exploration of the Plant-
Fungal Symbiosis in White Fringeless Orchid - A Federally Threatened Species"
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