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WHERE GREAT IDEAS BEGIN
Visualizing an idea or a dream is like taking a glimpse into a possible 
future. You've probably heard the quote from philosopher Lao Tzu, "a journey 
of a thousand miles begins with a single step." By taking that "single step," 
an idea or a dream can eventually become a reality, especially with the right 
support and resources. 

In July, I celebrated my 10th anniversary as the first woman dean of the 
College of Education (COE). I'm proud of that milestone, and I often think 



4    CO L L E G E  O F  E D U C AT I O N A N N UA L  R E P O R T  2018-2019    5

Kabao Lor grew up in a busy household with high 

expectations for academics. Five of her six siblings 

attended UNO, and she spent time on campus as a 

youth, so coming to UNO was a natural fit. A passion 

for language drew her to the field of speech-language 

pathology, as did the influence of one of Kabao's biggest 

cheerleaders—her sister, a nurse who has worked 

closely with many therapists and clinicians.  

DEDICATED  
TO SERVICE

In April, Kabao was honored with one of UNO's most 
prestigious student awards: the 2019 Outstanding 
Service Award. Over the last five years, Kabao has 
participated in six projects with the UNO Service 
Learning Academy (SLA). She is a member of the 
UNO chapter of the National Student Speech 
Language Hearing Association (UNO NSSLHA), and 
has volunteered with the Omaha Public Schools (OPS) 
Transition Program, helping high school graduates 
with disabilities practice their life skills.

"Service learning was an awesome way to get into 
the community to employ the skills we were taught in 
class. We had the opportunity to practice in real-life 
situations. Going to these places and having to think 
on your feet and move as fast as the environment 
around you moves, it's really good for sharpening your 
critical thinking skills and how fast you can problem 
solve," explained Kabao. "It was a great way to become 
a better student, and overall a better clinician.

Her most memorable service learning experience 
was at Blackburn Alternative High School, an OPS 
alternative education site serving 9-12 graders. 
Kabao was part of the Rad Women of Omaha project, 
which involved Blackburn students and resident artist  
Kim Darling, the UNO Writing Center, and UNO 
speech-language pathology students. Kabao and her 
fellow speech-language pathology students helped 
the Blackburn teens write and edit the narratives  
for the language-focused portion of the project 
through Dr. Mitzi Ritzman's Childhood Language 
Disorders course. 

According to Dr. Ritzman, "Service learning projects 
require integration and application of course content, 
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THE POWER  
OF ADVOCACY
The future is in excellent hands with College of Education student Brooklyn Larimore.  
Just starting her sophomore year at UNO, this Public Health major is already a nationally-
recognized tobacco prevention advocate. 

For the last seven years, Brooklyn Larimore has followed her passion. And that passion has taken her from community 
advocacy and outreach in Nebraska all the way to lobbying efforts in Washington D.C., leading to a measurable 
change in both local and national policy. 

"I got involved with tobacco prevention because the majority of my family used to smoke, and I personally saw the 
negative impacts that it had on people's health. I realized I could do something about that. I could get involved and 
really make my voice heard," said Brooklyn. "Policy change is key with making a difference with tobacco prevention 
because policy impacts how people behave."

She began tobacco prevention work in 7th grade. A teacher encouraged Brooklyn to join No Limits, Nebraska's first 
youth-led and youth-driven tobacco prevention movement. She joined their board, composed of teens from across the 
state who are dedicated to fighting Big Tobacco and served as president for three years. 

"It opened the door to the field of public health because 
I was exposed to the education and community 
outreach side and the policy side, so I was set on 
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Melany Spiehs, a '18 graduate of the Master of Science  
in Elementary Education, Early Childhood Education, 
returned to UNO and teaching in 2015 after a 10-



MEET THE  
DREAM TEAM
Many dynamic teams exist in the College of 
Education, and one visionary team is ready  
to accomplish a dream many years in the mak-
ing. Under the leadership of Founding Chair Dr. 
Nick Stergiou, an expansion of the  
Biomechanics Research Building 
(BRB) is almost complete. To learn 
about the research at the BRB, visit  
coe.unomaha.edu/brb-ar or scan the  
QR code to read the annual report.

DR. JORGE M. ZUNIGA

We examine the influence of upper limb 
prostheses in the brains of children.

DR. NATE HUNT

Discovering movement 
performance principles 
for improving mobility, 
stability, and agility.

DR. MUKUL MUKHERJEE

We study dynamics of sensorimotor 
interactions during gait and postural tasks.

DR. SARA MYERS

Using biomechanics to improve 
walking performance in patients 
with peripheral artery disease.

DR. NICK STERGIOU

Investigate human movement  
through biomechanics to help  
people with disabilities.

DR. BRIAN A. KNARR

Improving rehabilitation through the 
design and testing of assistive technology.

DR. CAROLIN CURTZE

We unwind the control of  
walking and turning.

DR. JENNA YENTES

Helping people with pulmonary 
disease feel better about moving.

DR. KOTA TAKAHASHI

We study human feet, 
from muscles, sweaty 
feet to prostheses.

Department of Biomechanics 
honored with the 
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Dr. Garnett helped establish the original model 
through her work with The Links' central organization. 
"We wanted to put this comprehensive support 
system around students--especially women and first-
generation students--so they had a way of navigating 
this landscape called college," explained Dr. Garnett, 
who works as the YWEI Community/Faculty Liaison.

In 2015, she worked with leadership in the Office of 
Multicultural Affairs to bring the concept to UNO.

According to Dr. Kay Keiser, chair of the Department of Educational Leadership 
(EDL), a commitment to equity and social justice have shaped the department 
and its alumni for over 30 years. The first doctoral program on UNO's campus, 
EDL has cultivated leaders from the field of education as well as the private 
and non-profit sectors. EDL programs look at a variety of different leadership 
beliefs and their role in society. 

Events such as the biennial DocTails gathering, and the annual Topics In 
Education Symposium (TIES) in partnership with Phi Delta Kappa (PDK), 
are important spaces for EDL students and alumni to have connection and 
conversation with other Omaha-area leaders. This year, DocTails was held at 
Joslyn Art Museum during the 30 Americans exhibition, showcasing works by 
the most important African American artists of the last three decades. 

The Young Women Empowerment Institute (YWEI) is 
designed for young women of color between 17-21 
years of age, who are first-generation UNO freshmen. 

Funded in part by the Omaha Chapter of The Links, 
Incorporated, the YWEI is based on a model that was 
first launched by The Links at Langston University, a 
historically black college (HBCU) in Oklahoma, and 
successfully rolled out to 71 chapters of The Links 
throughout the country.

COLLEGE SUCCESS IS 
A GROUP EFFORT
For Educational Leadership faculty member Dr. Janice Garnett, one question frequently 
drives her work: how can we mentor the next generation of women leaders? At UNO, a wrap-
around support system for college success is helping young women in the early stage of their 
leadership journey, and Dr. Garnett plays a key role.

[  Educ a t i ona l  L e ade r sh i p  ]
Through Multicultural Affairs' Sisterhood Program, 
young women meeting the criteria for YWEI are 
identified and provided an invitation to join the 
cohort. Ten to fifteen freshmen women are brought 
into the program each year and provided with a 
layered support system consisting of five components: 
professional development, mentoring, life planning, 
social awareness, and health and wellness. 

The young women write a Life Plan which must include 
their career goals and plans beyond college. They are 
also paired with a mentor: a successful woman from 
the community, and often a first-generation student 
herself. The year-long program concludes with an end-
of-the-year celebration where the participants present 
their Life Plans and celebrate with the program 
mentors, community partners, and donors. 

"The celebration is to acknowledge that we do not   
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GOING ABOVE AND BEYOND
COE Counseling Alumna and School Counselor at Westridge Middle School in Grand 
Island, Rachel Catlett, was recently honored as the 2019 Nebraska School Counselor 
of the Year by the Nebraska School Counselor Association. 

What was your experience like at UNO and in the 
School Counseling Program?
I thoroughly enjoyed my experience at UNO. I loved 
arriving to night classes and walking onto campus in 
the Fall. As a small-town Nebraskan, UNO's campus is a 
wonderful escape from the urban hustle and noise. All of 
my classes were enlightening, and I developed a strong 
passion for school counseling; dreaming of the program I 
would create and the students I could help. 

Graduate school is when I really came out of my shell. 
I had always done well in school, but had been shy and 
rarely spoke up in class. My graduate experience was 
much different. I was passionate about the topics and 
always wanting to learn more. The way we practiced 
our skills face to face is something you could never get 
online. Moving through the awkwardness can only be 
done in person. Overall, I found my classes challenging 
and inspiring.

How was UNO's School Counseling program 
significant to your professional development as a 
school leader and school counselor? 
The School Counseling program prepared me to be a 
strong advocate for school counselors, a comprehensive 
program, and students. We discussed the roadblocks 
school counselors face and how to advocate for 
ourselves, which in turn helps students. We discussed  
the major themes of the ASCA (American School 
Counselor Association) model, which includes leadership. 
This was a very important part of each class, and I feel 
UNO prepared me to be the leader I am at Grand Island 
Public Schools.
 
Did your perspective change as you went through 
the program?
I became more self-aware of my thinking process and 
how my strengths could help improve schools and 
student success. Throughout the program, I realized that 
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Biomechanics Research 
Building Expansion

TED faculty created a four-year Global Engagement 

Plan, increasing study abroad options for undergrads.

The Teacher Scholars Academy project funded by  

the NU Foundation and launched at the  

October 2018 Educator's Rising Conference.

Dr. Phil Nordness and colleagues awarded a $1.25M 

Personnel Prep grant from the Dept. of Education.

A SECD team joined an American Association of 

Colleges for Teacher Education (AACTE) network 

working to address the national shortage of special 

education teachers.

Launched the Leadership Summit, a  

5-part speaker series for students and  

the community.

A series of online current issues courses 

were developed for alumni seeking to add 

or renew administrative certificates. 

New Master of Science in Biomechanics  

and minor in Biomechanics approved.

Faculty and staff welcomed 120 middle 

schoolers for National Biomechanics Day.

Dr. Mukul Mukherjee received an AIREA 

award, and his doctoral student Zachary 

Motz received a Predoctoral Fellowship from 

the American Heart Association (AHA).

Graduated 61 students in 2018, a 

64.68% increase from 2016. 

Dr. Jason Coleman is the new director of the School of 

Health & Kinesiology.

Exercise Science alumnus Dr. R.J. Shute received the  

Helen Hansen Outstanding Graduate Student Award.

The Midlands Sexual Health Research Collaborative 

(MSHRC) received an Omaha Community Foundation 

Equality Fund grant for an LGBTQIA+ leadership institute.

TEACHER EDUCATION 

SPECIAL EDUCATION  
& COMMUNICATION 
DISORDERS

EDUCATIONAL 
LEADERSHIP 

BIOMECHANICS

COUNSELING

HEALTH & KINESIOLOGY

2018-2019

HIGHLIGHTS

National Biomechanics Day

Vascular Lab Opens

New Virtual Dissection Table�

Athletic Training at the  
Omaha Children's Museum
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