




Anew mentoring program at 

Mississippi State seeks to 

encourage more women and minority 

students to study natural resource- 

and agriculture-related STEM 

curricula in college.

“One of the concerns that we hear 

from high-school students when we 

are recruiting is that they feel alone 

if no one else is like them,” said Dr. 

Leslie Burger, an associate Extension 

professor in the Department of 

Wildlife, Fisheries, and Aquaculture. 

“It is a real concern,” she added.  

“I was the only girl at Murray State in most of my classes. That 

can be a real barrier for minorities when they are deciding what 

fi eld to study.”

Burger and her colleagues launched the Engaging Women and 

Minorities in Agriculture-Related STEM Disciplines Through 

Mentoring, Leadership, and Experiential Learning program in 

summer 2021. The three-tier program off ers high-school students 

hands-on research experiences and mentoring opportunities 

with current students and women and minority faculty working 

in food, agriculture, natural resources, and human sciences. 

The program kicked off  with an online class that provided 

students with an overview of various agricultural programs 

off ered at MSU, including drones, wildlife, dairy science, wood 

science, and biomedical engineering. 

Students then attended Science Saturday at MSU, an   

in-person fi eld day where they learned more about each  

program and participated in hands-on learning activities with 

current students. The last tier paired faculty with high-school 

students and allowed them to spend a few hours a week in a 

professor’s lab.

“In some programs, such as veterinary medicine, minority 

enrollment has increased in part because of the high profi le  

of the fi eld,” Burger said. “But in less familiar programs, such  

as wildlife science and wood science, minority numbers are  

still low.”

Mishael Wema Nyatta, a junior at Starkville High School 

who participated in the program, said he has never had any 

reservations about being a minority in a classroom or career 

but said the program opened his eyes 

to how many opportunities there are in 

agriculture-related STEM areas.

“My parents have always encouraged 

me to do anything I wanted,” said 

Nyatta, who plans to study biomedical 

engineering at MSU. “I’ve always 

gravitated toward health sciences and 

biology. But I never realized there were 

so many things I could do with that 

[interest].”

Xavier Person and Sophie Jones, both 

junior biomedical engineering students 

in Dr. Lauren Priddy’s lab who helped 

deliver Science Saturday, say raising awareness is important  

to them. 

“In high school, I wanted to be a teacher or nutritionist,” 

Jones said. “Engineering was never something I thought 

I would be interested in. When I pictured engineers, I 

envisioned hard hats and gears. I had no idea that biomedical 

engineering even existed.”

Person, who knew he wanted to be a doctor, chose 

biomedical engineering to diversify his educational 

background. He said he wants to encourage other minorities  

to follow their dreams.

“As a biracial college student, I think it’s important for 

younger minority groups to see others they can relate to  

doing the things that they want to do,” Person said. “I want  

my participation in this program to show that MSU is a place 

for all students to excel and grow.

“I never expected to make a huge impact, but when I 

heard a female, African American student say that she 

could see herself being a biomedical engineer, it was truly 

heartwarming,” he said.

The program is supported through a U.S. Department of 

Agriculture National Institute of Food and Agriculture grant.

BY SUSAN COLLINS-SMITH

In the photo above, Dr. Amelia Fox, assistant clinical professor in the 
MSU Department of Plant and Soil Sciences, teaches students about 
unmanned fl ight in agriculture and natural resources. Students are 
stationed at fl ight simulators, a tool used in fl ight classes at MSU. 
(Photo by Leslie Burger)

“ STEM Mentoring Program Seeks to Increase 

Minority Enrollment
“As a biracial college student, I think it’s important 
for younger minority groups to see others they can 

relate to doing the things that they want to do. I 
want my participation in this program to show that 
MSU is a place for all students to excel and grow.”

X A V I E R  P E R S O N

Dr. Leslie Burger (center) and other faculty members launched Engaging Women and Minorities in Agriculture-
Related STEM Disciplines Through Mentoring, Leadership, and Experiential Learning. Students Xavier Person (left) 

and Sophie Jones helped deliver the program’s Science Saturday. (Photo by Kevin Hudson)
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1/82: Pike County
MSU in Pike County:
1140 North Clark Avenue

Magnolia, MS 39652 

don.smith@msstate.edu 

“Pike County is one of the 
most beautiful places in 
Mississippi. The sunsets are 
astounding, and one is sure 
to fi nd some of the best 
qualities of life here.”

DON SMITH, 

MSU Extension County Coordinator

““Pike County is one of the ““Pike County is one of the 

 Editor’s note: 1/82 is a regular feature highlighting one of Mississippi’s 82 counties.

County seat: Magnolia  

Population: 40,324 

Municipalities: Magnolia, McComb, Osyka

Communities: Chatawa, Fernwood, Holmesville, Kirkville, Progress 

Industries:  healthcare, agriculture, paper, lumber, construction, manufacturing

Natural resources: minerals, water, forest  

Attractions: McComb Railroad Museum, Percy Quin State Park, Quail Hollow Golf Course, Bogue Chitto Water Park, 
Pike County Courthouse, Southwest Mississippi Community College, Fernwood Country Club, many 
murals and historic homes    

History notes: Established in 1815, Pike County is known as one of Mississippi’s original counties. It was formed from 
Marion County as an act of the Territorial General Assembly. Pike is named aft er explorer and U.S. 
Army offi  cer Zebulon Pike. A few years aft er the county was founded, Colonel Henry Simpson McComb, 
then president of the New Orleans, Jackson, and Great Northern Railroad, decided to build a railroad 
maintenance shop in McComb, which was the start of the railroad industry in the area. During the 1960s, 
Pike County played a big part in the Civil Rights Movement. The Student Nonviolent Coordinating 
Committee held its fi rst voter registration project in the county.   

Did you know? McComb is the birthplace of artists such as Bo Didley, Brandy Norwood, La’Porsha Renae, Britney Spears, 
and King Solomon Hill.

This 7-ton, black-granite 
monument in Magnolia was 
dedicated in 2019 to the 
memory of those who died 
and those who lived through 
the 1977 plane crash of the 
rock band Lynyrd Skynyrd. The 
band’s plane ran out of fuel and 
crashed into the woods near 
Gillsburg, Mississippi, killing 
six of the 26 people onboard. 
(Photo by Kevin Hudson)
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CALS
Creates Certifi ed Leaders 
in Competitive Job Markets

New certifi cate programs in the College of Agriculture 

and Life Sciences (CALS) are propelling students to the 

tops of their fi elds. These certifi cations equip students with 

the industry skills they need for careers in companion animal 

management, meat science, and retail. 

The companion animal management certifi cation provides 

in-depth knowledge for those interested in pursuing careers 

in veterinary clinics, 4-H animal and youth programs, mental-

health and physical-therapy programs, and other related areas. 

With an emphasis on animal science, certifi cation courses 

explore companion animal nutrition, behavior training, and 

the human-animal bond. 

Erica Carroll, an instructor in the Department of Animal 

and Dairy Sciences, said this certifi cation program attracts 

many veterinary-technology and preveterinary students, but 

it is open to any MSU students with a desire to learn about 

companion animals. 

“The companion animal need is so great on this campus,” 

Carroll said. “We’ve started a club on campus called Puppies 

with a Purpose, where students raise puppies and then send 

them to receive service-dog training.” 

Students interested in learning more about the meat-

processing industry can receive a meat-science certifi cate 

through a 24-credit-hour program. Dr. Thu Dinh and Dr. Derris 

Devost-Burnett, both associate professors in the Department of 

Animal and Dairy Sciences, partnered with Dr. Wes Schilling, 

a professor in the Department of Food Science, Nutrition, and 

Health Promotion, to create this certifi cation program. 

MSU’s Meat Science and Muscle Biology Laboratory, which 

is one of the only federally inspected processing facilities in 

the state, is the perfect home for this program. The state-of-

the-art facility allows for a hands-on learning experience with 

industry-level production. 

“I tell my students to treat this place not as a school, but as 

a job training site,” Dinh said. “Come here to gain skills and 

knowledge to get a job. The ultimate goal of this certifi cation is 

to make our students more marketable and employable.”

Using the standards set by the National Retail Federation, 

Dr. Caroline Kobia and Dr. JuYoung Lee, both assistant 

professors in the School of Human Sciences, created a retail-

certifi cation program that gives students invaluable training 

in the competitive fi eld of retail and merchandising. Serving 

as the advisor for the National Retail Federation’s Student 

Association at MSU, Kobia has in-depth knowledge on what 

skills students will need aft er graduation. 

“My success is when my students succeed,” 

Kobia said. “I’m excited that this certifi cation 

gives our students better employability skills 

and more confi dence to help them land jobs and 

get promoted in retail and beyond.”

This certifi cation program equips students 

with an industry-approved education that 

applies to all forms of retail. Fashion Design and 

Merchandising faculty Dr. Charles Freeman, Dr. 

Catherine Black, and Rachel Woodward support 

the 18-hour certifi cation program. 

Across a variety of majors and disciplines, 

the CALS certifi cates equip undergraduate and 

graduate students to gain superior professional-

level skills that expand job opportunities and 

better prepare them for careers. 

BY KATHLEEN FORMAN

Maya Harlow, animal and dairy sciences major, 
spends time with Heidi, a service dog in training. 
Harlow earned an online certifi cate in companion 
animal management through the MSU Center for 
Distance Education. (Photo by Megan Bean)
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Dr. Michael Mulvaney is the new 
Edgar E. and Winifred B. Hartwig 
Endowed Chair in Soybean Agronomy 
in the CALS Department of Plant and 
Soil Sciences. Mulvaney joins MSU 
after serving as a cropping systems 
specialist at the University of Florida. 

Dr. Rubin Shmulsky, Warren 
S. Thompson Professor of Wood 
Science and Technology and head of 
the CFR Department of Sustainable 
Bioproducts, has been named a fellow 
of the International Academy of Wood 
Science. 

Dr. Tâmara França, assistant 
professor in the CFR Department 
of Sustainable Bioproducts, was 
selected as a woman ambassador of 
wood science by the Society of Wood 
Science and Technology. The Women 
Ambassadors Creating the Future of 
Wood Science program encourages 
women to pursue careers in wood 
science and technology.

Dr. Jan Chambers, a William 
L. Giles Distinguished Professor 
and director of the CVM Center for 
Environmental Health Sciences, 
was named a fellow of the American 
Association for the Advancement of 
Science biological sciences section.

Will Staggers, director of 
development for CALS, Extension, 
and MAFES, was appointed to the 
National Agricultural Alumni and 
Development Association board of 
directors.

Dr. Lorin Harvey is the new MSU 
Extension sweetpotato specialist 
and MAFES scientist. Harvey earned 
a bachelor’s degree in agronomy 
from Iowa State University, as well 
as master’s and doctoral degrees in 
plant breeding and genetics from 
Texas A&M University. He completed 
postdoctoral work at the MAFES 
Pontotoc Ridge-Flatwoods Branch 
Experiment Station.

Dr. Ron McLaughlin, College of 
Veterinary Medicine (CVM) associate 
dean for administration, was named 
president-elect of the American 
College of Veterinary Surgeons. He 
served the college as chief of surgery, 
hospital director, and head of the 
Department of Clinical Sciences 
before being named associate dean in 
2015.

Dr. Raja Reddy, a William L. Giles 
Distinguished Professor in the CALS 
Department of Plant and Soil Sciences 
and MAFES scientist, was elected to 
serve a consecutive second term as 
president of the Mississippi Academy 
of Sciences—a first in the history of 
the organization.

Dr. LaShan Simpson, an associate 
professor in the CALS Department 
of Agricultural and Biological 
Engineering, won the Biomedical 
Engineering Society’s Diversity 
Lecture Award, which recognizes 
impactful contributions toward 
improving gender and racial diversity 
in the field.

Dr. Darrell Sparks, associate 
professor in the Department of 
Biochemistry, Molecular Biology, 
Entomology, and Plant Pathology, 
has been named CALS associate 
dean. Sparks also serves as the 
interim state chemist and director 
of the Mississippi State Chemical 
Laboratory. 

Dr. Angus Catchot, Extension 
professor in the Department of 
Biochemistry, Molecular Biology, 
Entomology, and Plant Pathology, has 
been named associate director for the 
Mississippi Agricultural and Forestry 
Experiment Station in charge of 
operations.

Dr. Steve Martin, former associate 
director for Extension’s agriculture 
and natural resources programs, is 
now associate director for county 
operations. He leads all programmatic 
efforts of Extension at the county level 
and oversees the regional Extension 
coordinators, Center for 4-H Youth 
Development, Office of Nutrition  
Education, Mississippi Homemaker 
Volunteers, MSU Horse Park, and Boll 
Weevil Program. 

Dr. Mark Woodrey, an assistant 
research professor and MAFES 
scientist at the Coastal Research 
and Extension Center, was selected 
for a U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
Regional Director’s Honor Award for 
his work with the Gulf of Mexico 
Avian Monitoring Network. 

Dr. Wes Burger was named dean of 
the College of Forest Resources (CFR) 
and director of the Forest and Wildlife 
Research Center (FWRC). Burger is a 
W. L. Giles Distinguished Professor of 
Wildlife Ecology in the Department of 
Wildlife, Fisheries, and Aquaculture. 
He also is a John Grisham Master 
Teacher and a 2016 recipient of 
the Ralph E. Powe Excellence in  
Research Award.

Dr. Scott Willard was named dean 
of the College of Agriculture and Life 
Sciences (CALS) and director of the 
Mississippi Agricultural and Forestry 
Experiment Station (MAFES). Willard 
served as head of the Department of 
Biochemistry and Molecular Biology 
and interim head of the Department 
of Entomology and Plant Pathology 
and later oversaw the merger of 
these departments. He became CALS 
associate dean in 2013.

Dr. Steve Bullard stepped out of 
retirement to become the new CFR 
associate dean and FWRC associate 
director. Before retiring from MSU 
in 2004, Bullard rose through the 
professorial ranks and then served 
as interim head of the Department 
of Forestry and Department of 
Sustainable Bioproducts. After his 
retirement, he served as chair of the 
University of Kentucky Department 
of Forestry and dean of the Stephen 
F. Austin State University Arthur 
Temple College of Forestry. Bullard 
was later provost and vice president of 
academic affairs at Stephen F. Austin.

NewsNotes
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DevelopmentCorner

J I M M Y  K I G H T

Director of Development

College of Veterinary Medicine
(662) 325-5893

jkight@foundation.msstate.edu

v e t m e d . m s s t a t e . e d u

J E F F  L I T T L E

Senior Director of Development

Bulldog Forest
College of Forest Resources

(662) 325-8151
jlittle@foundation.msstate.edu

c f r . m s s t a t e . e d u

W I L L  S T A G G E R S

Director of Development

College of Agriculture and 
Life Sciences 

MSU Extension Service
(662) 325-2837

wstaggers@foundation.msstate.edu

e x t e n s i o n . m s s t a t e . e d u

L A C E Y  G O R D O N

Assistant Director of Development

College of Agriculture and 
Life Sciences 

MSU Extension Service
(662) 325-3612

lgordon@foundation.msstate.edu

c a l s . m s s t a t e . e d u

MSU Extension Prepares

4-H HomeGrown 
Scholarship Campaign

For more information on giving in support of Mississippi State University, visit the MSU Foundation website.

msufoundation.com

Harry Martin helped create the blueprint for major 

industrial and economic development in Lee County, and 

now he is laying another foundation for something big—this 

time for a Mississippi 4-H statewide scholarship campaign.

Martin partnered with the MSU Extension Center for 4-H 

Youth Development to establish the Harry Martin 4-H Youth 

Leadership Endowed Scholarship for Lee County 4-H’ers. His 

support was recognized in September 2021, when he was 

presented a commemorative football during the game between 

MSU and North Carolina State University. 

Now, Extension is introducing the Mississippi 4-H 

HomeGrown Scholarship fundraising campaign to create a 

similar endowed scholarship for 4-H’ers in the remaining 81 

counties. A gradual rollout of the program will begin in 2022.

“The setup will be similar to a GoFundMe, and you can 

donate to whatever county you choose,” says Dr. Linda Mitchell, 

interim head of the 4-H center and Extension coordinator 

for the northeast region. “You can donate a dollar here or $10 

there; you won’t need large amounts of money to participate. 

We encourage past 4-H members, club leaders, and volunteer 

leaders to donate. It’s a great opportunity for everyone to 

participate and support 4-H.”

Mitchell said she was encouraged to hear of interest in the 

new scholarship program even before its offi  cial launch.

“I have spoken to a lot of people already, especially the 

4-H’ers, who want to give back and donate, so they can feel like 

they are helping younger 4-H’ers like people helped them,” 

she said. “I’ve already had several people tell me they want to 

donate because it’s something they can do now.”

While Martin committed more than the required $25,000 

minimum to endow the scholarship for Lee County, anyone 

will be able to donate online to endowments for other counties 

once the campaign is launched. 

Each year, Martin’s scholarship will be awarded to a 4-H 

member from Lee County or an adjacent county. The student 

must be enrolled in the MSU College of Agriculture and Life 

Sciences or College of Forest Resources.

Martin himself was the benefi ciary of a 4-H scholarship. He 

enrolled at what was then Mississippi State College in 1942 as 

a 16-year-old, but his service in World War II interrupted his 

studies. Martin graduated in 1948 with a degree in agricultural 

administration.

Aft er a stint as an assistant Extension agent in Lee County, 

Martin was named head of the Community Development 

Foundation, the economic development organization for 

Tupelo and Lee County, in 1956. During his 43 years at the helm 

of the foundation, 226 manufacturing plants located there, and 

the organization’s budget grew from $40,000 to $1 million upon 

his retirement in 2000.

Martin said his experiences in 4-H and as an MSU student 

were instrumental in his eventual success steering industry to 

northeast Mississippi.

“My pipeline to Mississippi State was through my 4-H 

activities. The people at the university that admitted me stayed 

with me and directed me down a course to a job where I helped 

Lee County become the No. 1 industrial county in the state,” he 

said. “I hope this scholarship will help another student with 

that kind of potential fi nish school the way my scholarship 

helped me.”

If you’re interested in contributing to your county’s 

scholarship fund, contact your MSU Extension county agent. 

You may also contact Will Staggers at (662) 325-2837 or 

wstaggers@foundation.msstate.edu or Lacey Gordon at (662) 

325-3612 or lgordon@foundation.msstate.edu.

BY NATHAN GREGORY

““You won’t need large amounts of 
money to participate, and it will be 

opened up for past 4-H members, 
club leaders, and volunteer leaders. 
It’s a great opportunity for everyone 

to participate and support 4-H.”

D R .  L I N D A  M I T C H E L L

Harry Martin (center) partnered with  
the MSU Extension Center for 4-H Youth 
Development to establish a 4-H youth 
leadership endowed scholarship bearing 
his name. His support was recognized 
in fall 2021 when he was presented 
a commemorative football during the 
football game between MSU and North 
Carolina State University. Also pictured 
are his daughter, Janet Martin (left),  
4-H State President Savana Ashley, past 
4-H State President Conner Hidalgo, and 
4-H center interim head Linda Mitchell. 
(Photo by Michaela Parker)
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Mississippi State, MS 39762
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Tupelo, MS 38801

Assistant dairy herder Colby Hardin checks on calves at the Mississippi Agricultural and 
Forestry Experiment Station’s Joe Bearden Dairy Research Center. (Photo by Kevin Hudson)


