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D O R N S I F E  F A M I L Y

Conquering the Big Apple
A respected women’s rights advocate, Sri Lankan-born alumna Penny Abeywardena 
is New York City’s ambassador to the global community.

Appointed Commissioner for International Affairs by New York City Mayor Bill de Blasio 
in September 2014, Penny Abeywardena ’00 credits a lecture she attended as an under-
graduate for setting her on her career path.

Abeywardena was majoring in political science when she attended the campus lecture 
by renowned women’s rights activist Dorothy Thomas. “That lecture shifted my entire 
focus,” said Abeywardena, herself a survivor of domestic abuse. “I started interning at 
Human Rights Watch near USC. That opened my eyes to women’s human rights, which 
became my main career trajectory.”

A former director of Girls and Women Integration at the Clinton Global Initiative, 
Abeywardena now serves as the primary liaison between New York City and its diplo-
matic community — the world’s largest. Her goal is to facilitate partnerships and collab-
oration between New York’s international community and the city’s many agencies and 
local communities. She is building a platform from which New York City can exchange 
innovative ideas and practices with other cities around the world.

Her job also includes managing relationships with high-level representatives of foreign 
governments, the United Nations and the U.S. State Department.

“How I got here, nobody could have planned,” she said. “The only thing that makes 
sense is the consistency of my passion to make a difference.”  —S.B.

T R O J A N A L I T Y

Seattle Times and was previously 
an Emmy-winning reporter, pro-
ducer and host with Idaho Public 
Television. 

2010s
NICK BROWN (B.A., political 
science, ’12) was awarded a Ful-
bright Fellowship to teach English 
at EAN University in Bogota,  
Colombia. He was previously a 
member of Teach for America 
corps, instructing elementary 
reading and language arts in 
Mississippi.

LEWIS POWELL (Ph.D., phi-
losophy, ’11) was selected as lead 
editor of the American Philosophi-
cal Association blog. He is an as-
sistant professor in the philosophy 
department at the University at 
Buffalo, SUNY in New York. 
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Weddings and 
Births
OLYMPIA LETTRY-VAUBAN 
(B.A., political science, 
’04) married Brenton Gregory 
McDonald on April 11, 2015, at the 
Church of St. Ignatius Loyola in 
New York City, NY.

MOJDEH NAVID (B.A., philoso-
phy and communication, ’08) 

married Yonaton Rosenzweig at 
the Biltmore Hotel in Los Ange-
les, CA, on Feb. 15, 2015. 

ATHENEUS OCAMPO (B.A., 
social sciences, ’03) and 
TRINIDAD OCAMPO (B.A.,  
political science and sociol-
ogy, ’02) welcomed their second 
daughter, Diem Lores, on March 
9, 2015. 

LAUREN PEREZ (B.A., psychol-
ogy, ’11) married JONATHAN 
GILDE (B.A., interdisciplinary 
studies, ’11) on March 27, 2015, on 
the island of Oahu in Hawaii. The 
couple resides in San Diego, CA. 

JOSEPH RIOS (B.A., psychol-
ogy, ’97; Ed.D., ’14) married 
XIAORUI “RAY” XIONG 
(Ph.D., neuroscience, ’14) on 
May 22, 2015, in Boston, MA.

ORADY SOUKSAMLANE (B.A., 
mathematics, ’94) and MARK 
SNOW (B.A., psychobiology, 
’95; Ph.D., molecular biology, 
’00) welcomed twins, daughter 
Kaitlyn Allison and son Brayden 
Connor, on July 30, 2015.

FRONTLINE SCHOLARS
Inside front cover / page 1 
photo (left to right)  
Jake Roberts (B.A., econom-
ics and East Asian studies, ’15); 
students Pragya Goel (molecular 
biology) and Alfred Brown IV 
(literature and creative writing); 
David Kang (professor, interna-
tional relations and business); 
Jody Agius Vallejo (associate 
professor, sociology); Clifford 
Johnson (professor, physics and 
astronomy); student Keefe Ignat  
(economics); Naomi Levine 
(Gabilan Assistant Professor of 
Biological Sciences and Earth 
Sciences); Steve Kay (dean); 
Kate Flint (Provost Professor of 
English and Art History); Richard 
Brutchey (associate professor, 
chemistry). 
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The U.S. Department of Energy’s 
Office of Fossil Energy appointed 
SAMUEL JULIUS FRIEDMANN 
(Ph.D., geology, ’96) deputy 
assistant secretary for clean coal. 
He was previously chief energy 
technologist at the Lawrence 
Livermore National Laboratory.

The International Municipal Law-
yers Association honored Aleshire 
& Wynder partner TIFFANY J. 
ISRAEL (B.A., political science, 
and communication arts and 
sciences, ’93) with the Amicus 
Service Award for legal advocacy. 
The award recognized her for 
preparing and filing an amicus 
curiae brief in the U.S. Supreme 
Court for a case arising under the 
Americans with Disabilities Act 
and Fair Housing Act.

JENNIFER (NICHOLS) KEARNS 
(B.A., psychology, ’94) was 
appointed director of communi-
cations for San Diego City Council 
President Sherri Lightner. 

SUMMER MOORE (B.A., envi-
ronmental studies, ’98) wrote, 
produced and starred in a film 
called The Karma of Happiness, 
which was an official selection 
of the California Women’s Film 
Festival.

ANANYA MUKHERJEE-REED 
(Ph.D., political economy 
and public policy, ’95) was 
appointed dean of the Faculty 
of Liberal Arts and Professional 
Studies at York University in  
Toronto, Canada. 

Swimming World magazine 
named USC head swim coach 
DAVE SALO (Ph.D., exercise 
science, ’91) among the “30 Most 
Swimfluential” for his innova-
tive and successful approach to 
coaching elite swimmers.

LISA SMITTCAMP (B.A., English 
literature and creative writing, 
’91) was elected district attorney 
of Fresno County, CA, in January.

2000s
The Simons Foundation named 
JAKE BAILEY (Ph.D., geologi-
cal sciences, ’08) a 2015 Simons 
Early Career Investigator in 
Marine Microbial Ecology and 
Evolution. Currently assistant 
professor of geobiology at the 
University of Minnesota, Twin 
Cities, he is an Alfred P. Sloan 
Foundation Research Fellow 
in Ocean Sciences, University 
of Minnesota McKnight Land 
Grant Professor and recipient of 
a National Science Foundation 
CAREER grant.

NICHOLAS BUCCOLA (M.A., 
political science, ’04; Ph.D., 
political science, ’07) received 
the Samuel H. Graf Faculty 
Achievement Award from Linfield 
College in Oregon. The award rec-
ognizes a faculty member who has 
made an outstanding contribu-
tion to the life of the college that 
extends beyond regular duties.

DENNIS BULLOCK (B.A., polit-
ical science and communica-
tion, ’03) is running for the 43rd 
California State Assembly District 
in the 2016 election. He serves as 
dean of students at Providence 
High School in Burbank, CA.

Erma Bombeck: At Wit’s End, 
a play co-written by ALLISON 
ENGEL (MPW, ’09) and her sister 
Margaret Engel, premiered at the 
Arena Stage in Washington, D.C., 
in October as part of the Women’s 
Voices Theater Festival.

LUCY FLORES (B.A., political 
science, ’07) announced her 
candidacy to represent the 4th 
Congressional District of Nevada. 
She has served as a state assem-
blywoman for four years. 

The Northwest Asian Weekly 
Foundation named THANH TAN  
(B.A., broadcast journalism 
and international relations, 
’04) one of 12 “Rising Stars.” She 
is on the editorial board of The 

When Hurricane Katrina struck, premed student Morgan Hawkins 
was holed up at Xavier University of Louisiana in New Orleans. 
Marooned in a murky, debris-filled sea of alligator-infested floodwater, 
he saw human corpses float past.

Eventually he was rescued. But with his transcripts lost in the 
floods and the sudden death of his father — the family’s primary 
breadwinner — times were “more than tough,” he said.

Then USC Dornsife admitted Hawkins as a transfer student. 
Graduating in 2008 with a bachelor’s degree in biological sciences, 
he landed a research and laboratory technician position with Susan 

Forsburg, professor of biological sciences. 
Admitted to medical school at the University of Utah, he graduated in 2014, spent a 

year doing cardiology research and is now a resident in internal medicine at Loma Linda 
University Medical Center near Los Angeles. 

After completing basic training in 2012 in San Antonio, Texas, he is also a fully com-
missioned officer with the U.S. Army Medical Command. Promoted to captain in August, 
he leads 300 subordinates and, as a reserve officer, provides medical care at the site of 
natural disasters.

Although Hawkins no longer suffers from nightmares, his hurricane experience still 
affects him.

“The positive side is that challenges now seem smaller,” he said. “Katrina put every-
thing in perspective.”  —S.B.

Surviving the Storm
Ten years ago, Hurricane Katrina blew Morgan Hawkins off his path to medical school, 
but with USC Dornsife’s help, the alumnus got back on course to realizing his dream.


