
 
 

2019-20 Student Officer Application 
Joseph Ballard - Chairperson 

 
Describe your past involvement with the Blackburn Institute. 
 
As a member of the 2018 Blackburn Class, I have been incredibly involved, both as an engaged 
student on our travel experience, as well in addition to other on-campus events. As a member, I 
have made it a priority to emphasize the core pillars of the Institute, most specifically in my goal 
to network through the generations and to serve as a positive agent for change within the state of 
Alabama. In doing so, I have been incredibly fortunate to come into contact with a variety of 
incredible individuals from throughout the state of Alabama, and I have been incredibly grateful 
for these opportunities. 
 
 
  



Describe the impact you foresee having as a student officer. 
 
It is my goal, if selected for this position, to utilize my position to do two things; increase 
awareness about the Blackburn Institute as an organization on campus as well as to highlight the 
important work being done by members of the Blackburn Institute with the general community. 
In doing so, I hope to be able to utilize connections that I have made during my time here in 
Alabama to serve as an advocate for the Institute, prioritizing the expansion of the work being 
done through annual DCS projects in addition to assisting the lifelong commitment made to the 
Institute through assisting in the expansion of the Blackburn network.



 
 

2019-20 Student Officer Application 
Kendall Kruchten - Chairperson 

 
Describe your past involvement with the Blackburn Institute. 
 
This year I was a student with the Blackburn Institute. As such, I attended required events like 
the Protective Life Montgomery Experience, Burt Jones Fall Travel Experience, and Annual 
Symposium. These events all added to my knowledge of the state of Alabama, my desire to 
pursue a PhD in epidemiology, and the importance of Blackburn values. I also attended many of 
the highly suggested events for new students so as to fully immerse myself within the Institute. 
Before becoming a member of the institute, I had attended the Annual Symposium and was part 
of a small group of students who were able to meet with Paul Loeb before his presentation. Sadly, 
I did not have his book for the book signing and he gave me one of his personal copies with a 
note inside to keep pushing against boundaries I see before me. Here, I had my first glimpse into 
what the Blackburn Institute was about engaging and meaningful dialogue, committing to a 
higher purpose, and actively seeking means to work through the generations. Practice in leading 
others and ensuring their involvement has been enhanced through my work with freshmen 
through Bama Year One.  
 
However, my involvement with the Institute goes beyond just the required events - it also 
includes brunches with fellow students, late nights in Rodgers Library studying for our upcoming 
exam, 2 a.m. phone calls when you need someone to call. The Blackburn Institute truly has 
become a second home to me, with my fellow students and the professional staff becoming a 
second family to me. 
 
 
  



Describe the impact you foresee having as a student officer. 
 
When I imagine myself as a student officer, I see myself as fostering within the new student class 
a deep level of bonding and camaraderie. I hope to add to their experience by being someone 
they feel comfortable bringing questions, comments, and concerns to; by being someone who 
constantly upholds the values of the Institute;  by being someone who can help energize everyone 
during our longer events; and finally, by being someone who they put their trust into and will 
provide for them an easy sense of belonging within the Institute.  
 
If you so honor me by electing me as Chairman of the Institute, I pledge to continue the 
increasing dialogue between advisory board members, fellows, returning students, and current 
students. I see my experience in respectful language, public speaking skills, dialogue, and 
organization as being key to the fulfillment of my duties. At events, I will create a warm and 
welcoming environment in which I help more timid students, such as myself, feel confident in 
striking up conversation with other members of the Institute at Annual Symposium and 
networking events.  
 
Working as a Team Leader within the Center for Service and Leadership this past year has 
instilled in me the importance of community, understanding of differing viewpoints, 
communication, and listening, and I hope to bring all of this to the Blackburn Institute not just 
upholding the values, but instilling them in all of my interactions with others.



 
 

2019-20 Student Officer Application 
Emma Mansberg - Chairperson 

 
Describe your past involvement with the Blackburn Institute. 
 
The people of Blackburn, each student, fellow, advisory board member, and faculty member has 
made Blackburn what it is to me, fully shaping my personal experience in the Institute. For that, I 
am so thankful. Not only the content of the events but the people that these events brought 
together encouraged me to imagine a world in which creating change in Alabama roots itself in 
people with new and diverse perspectives.  Coming into Blackburn as a freshman, I was still 
intimidated by the vastness of UA's campus, but Blackburn has allowed me to find a place within 
a community dedicated to the improvement of both the university and the state. When our 
Blackburn class put up with my spastic basketball skills and eventual toe injury at our spring 
retreat, I knew this would be the community for me. And when I walked up the huge hill to the 
Birmingham, summer networking event and felt instantly welcomed, I knew this was the 
community for me. The Blackburn community has accepted me for my constant energy, silly 
quirks, and loud voice.  I want to play a role in future and current members of Blackburn feeling 
as comfortable  and welcome as I have felt this past year. By creating more space for students to 
grow, develop, and be heard, the Institute itself will grow stronger. Gathering new people and 
creating a cohesive group that understands one another is something that I am so passionate 
about. For this reason, I would be honored to serve our community as our Chairperson. Through 
this position, I hope to strengthen our Blackburn network by helping guide these new students 
and ensuring that returning students still feel that they are a part of this community. I love 
Blackburn. I love our mission. I love our people. It would be a great honor to serve each of you in 
our community's growth and development. 
 
 
  



Describe the impact you foresee having as a student officer. 
 
Blackburn's potential resides in our people. We gather from all corners of campus, different 
hometowns and states, different races, religions, ethnicities, passions, and walks of life. With 
diversity of opinion being a key tenet, we should be creating space and time for these diverse 
experiences to be heard. My hope is to build upon the Blackburn E.A.T. S. model and utilize it as 
an optional opportunity for new and returning students to share their experiences. These 
conversations could be about a fellow student's experience growing up in rural Alabama or 
another student's passion and research in higher education development within the state. My 
goal is that, by creating events like these that allow us to more deeply understand each other and 
the issues that Alabama faces, we will not only start the conversation but keep the discussion 
going. Each student contributes something important and necessary to the Blackburn 
community. If we seek to understand each of these diverse experiences, we will hopefully build a 
stronger community with a more empathetic approach to making change in Alabama.  In 
addition to creating space to highlight the diversity that Blackburn houses, I hope to plan social 
events that are open to and encouraged for new and returning students. Oftentimes, the only 
interactions a new student may have with a returning student is the spring networking dinner or 
the Symposium. These social events can vary from making volunteer experiences available or 
planning a group hike near Tuscaloosa. In any way that I can, I want to create avenues of 
connection and community for all involved with the Institute. Casual gathering spaces will 
impact the ways in which we approach important discussions that spring from Blackburn 
programming. Serving as the liaison between students and the Advisory Board, I want to hear 
what the students want to see happen and help to amplify those voices within the work of the 
Institute. With these goals in mind, I will be fully committed to serving the Institute and each 
student it comes into contact with.



 
 

2019-20 Student Officer Application 
Caitlyn McTier - Chairperson 

 
Describe your past involvement with the Blackburn Institute. 
 
The Blackburn Institute is an organization that can absolutely shake your whole world if you let 
it. When I was selected for Blackburn nothing could have prepared me for the journey that it 
would take me on. Aside from the opportunity to go on cool travel experiences and listen to 
outstanding panels, Blackburn also taught me so much about valuing the people around me 
through serving as a student assistant in the office. Initially I applied not knowing what being in 
the office would entail, but I knew it would be hard work and the occasional cleaning of ice 
cream scoopers after events. Over these last few months, the staff and students have become a 
second family to me. Yes, learning how the institute works from an administrative standpoint has 
definitely made me grow in appreciation for what all this organization has to offer, but what I 
really gained is so much more. Each and every person that walks into our office has a narrative 
with a walk of life attached to it. I see people at their highs after they just got the job offer of their 
dreams and the lows when life seems too difficult to bear. I serve as the biggest cheerleader or the 
word of encouragement on a rough day. Through it all, walking into the Blackburn Institute each 
to work has become my whole heart, and my position has taught me what it means to love people 
and truly have empathy. 
 
 
  



Describe the impact you foresee having as a student officer. 
 
To serve as the chair for the Blackburn Institute is to lead the future leaders of the state of 
Alabama and our nation. Theodore Roosevelt once said, â€œDo what you can, with what you 
have, where you are.â€� In the troubling times we live in today, we must focus on developing the 
next generation of leaders to make a change regardless of where life takes them. As chair, my 
main focus is to empower our students to discover their purpose by finding solutions to our 
state's problems. One issue I have found from speaking with current students is a disconnect 
between our institute's fellows and advisory board members. Networking throughout the 
generations is vital for each of us to gain more empathy and knowledge of the world around us. 
Therefore, I believe exploring different ways to integrate Fellows and Advisory Board members 
into our yearly curriculum could help bridge that gap. Overall, I want Blackburn to be an 
experience where no student leaves the same that they came and a place where individuality is 
celebrated while equity is valued far above just basic equality. Let's make the Blackburn Institute 
known for leaving this state a little better than we found it and doing something worth 
remembering.



 
 

2019-20 Student Officer Application 
Hani Razavi - Vice Chairperson 

 
Describe your past involvement with the Blackburn Institute. 
 
Over my two year tenure with the Institute, I have been able to enjoy both being a student and 
being a student officer. As a student, I was able to engage my peers in intellectual and challenging 
topics. As a team member, I was able to help my DCS group coordinate with a local non-profit in 
order to plan out an afterschool program for a lower income neighborhood. As Vice-chair I had 
the honor to work with the Blackburn Staff and fellow student officers in performing tasks for the 
new student class and coordinating events for the Institute. Knowing that the role did not have 
too many demands, I was able to spend my time making meaningful connections with the new 
student class and able to relate to them and the topics that were impactful to them at a personal 
level. 
 
 
  



Describe the impact you foresee having as a student officer. 
 
I do believe the importance of the role of Vice-Chair is understated. The time they have not being 
tasked with the duties of the Chair and the DoC, they have to spend with the new student class. I 
find great importance in understanding the ideals and where these ideals stem from. It's easy to 
disagree with someone's opinion if it's not the same as yours. It is hard to hear the opinion of 
someone that has a differing of opinion and try to understand their rationale. This is a problem I 
find in the Institute. Far too often one opinion with resonate with a majority of the group. If 
someone states an opinion that differs from the group, they are either patronized by the group or 
ostracized by the group. This contradicts the value that the Institute holds of fostering a diversity 
of opinion. I have during my year as Vice-Chair made it a mission of mine to interact with any 
student who I felt did not feel comfortable stating their opinions. I believe the Institute to be a 
great organization. I also believe there is some work to be done to improve the Institute. I know I 
can do it because I did it last year.



 
 

2019-20 Student Officer Application 
Jacob Dennis - Director of Communications 

 
Describe your past involvement with the Blackburn Institute. 
 
I have been involved with the Blackburn Institute for about a year now as a member of the most 
recent class, and throughout my time in the Institute, I have had the opportunity to fall in love 
with the state of Alabama. Being born and raised in Alabama, I had often dreamed of going far 
away and â€œescapingâ€� the problems I saw in my home state; however, my involvement with 
the Institute has transformed my perspective on the state and truly inspired within me the values 
of being called to action and instilling a lifetime commitment.  One of my favorite parts of the 
curriculum was the Daniel Community Scholars Project. I saw so much growth in the class as we 
began with little to no idea on how to tackle a community project at the New Student Retreat. 
Over the next seven months, I saw my fellow class members each become intensely passionate 
about their DCS proposals. We all were called to action to help solve an issue we found in the 
community. This growth and enthusiasm to improve our community is just one example of the 
larger growth and transformation I have personally had while being involved in the Institute.   
Being able to hear from the diverse speakers at events or on the travel experiences were 
invaluable opportunities. The beliefs of those speakers as well as the conversations with my small 
group tested, expanded, and sometimes altered my beliefs. Being able to work on and plan my 
group's DCS project that gained the entire support of the class showed me that my actions and 
ideas could have a tangible impact. Every part of the Institute's curriculum helped create this 
change within me, and I feel blessed that I have been able to be a part of this fan club for the state 
of Alabama.   Overall, during my involvement with the Institute, I have learned many lessons. I 
learned that rural is cool. I also learned that there are thousands of people dedicated to working 
to change the state, even beyond party lines. The Institute showed me that there is a lot of work 
to be done and gave me the resources and the self-transformation necessary to begin making 
those changes. The Institute showed me that not only is it okay that I love my state, but that I 
should be proud of it. Most importantly, the Institute gave me hope for my state when I used to 
see little, showing me that I have no need to â€œescapeâ€� and allowing me to envision a future 
serving Alabama. As much as I have come to love Alabama and the Blackburn Institute, both 
have proved to love me more. 
 
 
  



Describe the impact you foresee having as a student officer. 
 
One of the ways I would like to continue my commitment to the Institute is by serving as the 
Communications Director. While I have many ideas on specific ways I can help improve the 
Institute through the position of Communications Director, I also would like to recognize the 
impact I would have as a student officer.   This past year, I have served as the Communications 
Officer for the Alabama District of Circle K International, and in this position, I have learned a 
lot that I would like to use to help improve the Blackburn Institute. I have envisioned a revamp of 
the Institute's social media, using design tools while following University graphic standards to 
spread relevant and engaging information and updates to followers. I also would like to 
experiment with various data-based strategies regarding email and social media publications. I 
would also like to maintain the large participation of community members and students at our 
various public events by coordinating with local media and press.  The ideas I have to maintain 
and improve the communications of the Blackburn Institute are important; however, I believe 
that my personal impact as a student officer is equally as transformative. As a student officer, I 
want to share my love for Alabama with the new class. I want students to have a transformative 
experience like I had. I also want to improve the relationship of the new class. While members of 
the class meet each other, students do not always truly get to know every other student. I want to 
make it a priority among the work of the student officers to accomplish this task. The Institute 
does a good job at getting the new class to get to know each other, but I would like to improve on 
that work to accomplish this goal earlier in the year.  As a dynamic and relatable student officer 
with a passion for the Institute and the state of Alabama, I believe that I would have a positive 
impact as a resource and friend to the new students. Our four overarching values are powerful 
and transformative, and I want each student of the new class to understand and experience them. 
Most importantly, I want students to find a home within the Blackburn Institute and within the 
state of Alabama. I believe my goals of improving the communications of the Institute while 
working to fulfill my role as a student officer distinguish me as a candidate for this position, and I 
hope I am fortunate enough to continue serving this phenomenal organization as 
Communications Director.



 
 

2019-20 Student Officer Application 
Isabella Rose DeSheplo - Director of Communications 

 
Describe your past involvement with the Blackburn Institute. 
 
I cannot exactly pinpoint where I first heard about Blackburn. As an underclassman who was 
trying to figure out my literal and figurative direction, I remember constantly walking by the 
John L. Blackburn sign outside our office and always wondering what the name "Blackburn" 
meant. During the fall of my sophomore year, I sat down with to two Blackburn students, Omer 
Bensaadon and Phuong Nguyen, who began to answer that question as to what Blackburn really 
meant.   I came to Alabama for a plethora of reasons. One of the main reasons, though, was the 
opportunity to study American politics in arguably America's most misunderstood and 
politically important arenas, the American South. However, I soon realized that just reading 
about Alabama's issues was not enough. When I learned about the Blackburn Institute's 
dedication to bettering the state of Alabama through real, tangible change, I knew I wanted this 
Institute to be a part of my education and my life.  I joined Blackburn as a member of the Class of 
2018. From the moment I received my acceptance, I knew I wanted to experience everything. 
While our travel experiences have drastically improved my understanding of Alabama's current 
climate ranging from initiatives in the Blackbelt to the politics of Montgomery, the moments that 
I think define my experience have been the smaller ones. I bettered my knowledge regarding key 
issues such as education through attending Blackburn Eats and speaker panels. I had my 
opinions respectfully challenged during small group discussions and random carpool 
conversations. I was inspired by attending the opening of the Equal Justice Initiative and 
listening to speakers such as Jesse Jackson, Al Gore, and Mayor Dexter. Most importantly, I 
befriended so many incredible people who have truly left me a better person and a better 
(adopted) Alabamian.   This past week, I was able to speak at a prospective students event for UA 
on behalf of Blackburn. While discussing the curriculum for the upcoming year, I was so excited 
to share how this experience played an integral role in my life. When I now discuss issues like 
prison reform and economic development in the state of Alabama, I feel so much more 
confident, inspired, and optimistic because of Blackburn's real-world curriculum. I wish every 
student could have that. I hope to continue this journey next year as your Director of 
Communications and to continue sharing what Blackburn really means to our next generation. 
 
 
  



Describe the impact you foresee having as a student officer. 
 
As this year's curriculum comes to close, I can honestly say that Blackburn's staff and student 
leaders have created an extremely high standard for any officer to live up to. If elected Director of 
Communications, I hope to continue this legacy by improving our overall presence and 
accessibility on campus. I hope to accomplish this goal by using a three-point initiative.  First, in 
regards to improving our presence, I hope to develop a social media strategy which reaches 
across multiple platforms and successfully informs campus of Blackburn's past, current, and 
future workings. I believe that well-produced content will increase our organization's student 
interest and eventual partnerships. Similar to other organizations, I plan on creating personal, 
sharable graphics and videos which showcase our members, projects, and open events.   Second, 
while social media is a fantastic tool, relationships and personal interaction are what make our 
Institute strong. As we develop our relationships inside Blackburn's community, we can also 
develop our mission outside of it as well. During my time serving as an interfaith chair in both 
my fraternity and Church, I learned how amazing it is to challenge your beliefs by opening 
yourself up to different communities. I will never forget the conversations and friendships I was 
able to make in different Tuscaloosa churches, temples, and secular organizations. In regards to 
Blackburn, I would love to see our members voluntarily experience different campus 
communities and represent Blackburn in an almost diplomatic way. If we truly want to foster 
diversity of opinion, we need to understand what makes our state's political, religious, academic, 
social, and charitable groups unique.  Finally, as we prepare for life after college, I think it's 
important to reconsider our lifelong commitment to Alabama. While most of our current 
speakers live in Alabama, many of us at some point may have to leave for a year, twenty, or for 
the rest of our lives. Life is unpredictable. However, distance should only make our dedication 
stronger. I hope to bring in and teleconference with speakers and Blackburn members who can 
teach us how to better Alabama from any location. Whether it's partnering with Alabama 
businesses or preparing to answer hard questions about Alabama's past, we can always better 
ourselves for that commitment.  Regardless of the outcome, thank y'all for everything. I know we 
are making Dr. Blackburn proud.
 


