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CELEBRATING SUCCESS AT STFX
StFX is a little town, really. All parts of 
life are experienced here – learning, 
love, challenge, achievement. I often 
arrive on campus early in the morning 
and take a photograph of the stillness, 
those moments before the paths are 
crowded with students walking to 
meal hall or Schwartz. Then, it’s easy 
to overlook the work that goes into 
operating our community – into ensur-
ing that our experiences can flourish. 
We might not stop to think of the two 
plumbers that keep things running, 
or Gwen, who takes such pride in our 
gardens, or Janice in the bookstore, or 
Charlie in procurement – who’ve both 
been here more than 30 years. These 
are the people of StFX, those who help 
run the town – and whose work makes 
all other work possible. 

Kent

If you don’t have a seat at the table, you don’t have a voice. 
Education students Nayo Upshaw, Katy Grosicki, and 
Rebecca Clancey – collectively, the Student Advocacy 
Committee for Equity for Racial Minorities (SACERM) – have 
found their voice this year. They’ve worked tirelessly on 
behalf of the marginalized and the disadvantaged, in the 
aim of institutionalizing equity. All three women had long 
been dissatisfied with inequity on campus, but it wasn’t 
until they took the advice of the President to “get it into the 
machine” that their focus became clear. 

Their goal was to create representation on the Students’ 
Union for indigenous and visible minority students. But the 
wheels of change tend to turn slowly. SACERM facing the 
end of their tenure at the university (they’ll graduate this 
year), had a sense of urgency. “We were persistent, because 
we had to be,” they note. They investigated practices at 
other universities, wrote countless documents, attended 
myriad meetings, and exercised inexhaustible creativity in 
their quest to create new positions in the Students’ Union. 
Mindful that the new Deveau Fund at StFX would mean 
more students of African descent and indigenous students 
on campus in coming years, the group wanted to ensure 
that those students would be adequately represented in 
student government. Upshaw, a StFX student for the past 
six years, says, “I’m doing it for the students coming after 
me. I want to give a voice to people that I didn’t have.” In 
February, the Students’ Union announced the approval of 
two new positions – a development that might have 
signaled the end of SACERM’s work. 

But these students already had other irons in the fire. There 
was no time for celebration, they claim, because “we can 
never stop fighting.” They felt compelled to continue their 
work on another project – promoting diversity on the 
O-Crew through a subcommittee called EBAE. Started in 
2016, this group ensures that from their first day on 
campus, incoming students recognize the integral diversity 
of our student body. EBAE places students of visible 
minority on the O-Crew, in the Frosh Kit, on the calendar, 
and provides education and cultural competency to the 
larger group. 

“I think the whole year has been about the power of 
tenacity,” Clancey says. Upshaw adds, “We’ve gotten 
everything we’ve asked for – and then some.”  There have 
been bumps along the way – moments when one group 
member felt disheartened or listless – but the others always 
insisted on pressing forward. Grosicki, who does not 
identify as a visible minority, reveals that she is often asked 
why she’s gotten involved in this cause. Simply, she says, 
“it’s important to use my privilege for good.”  The work of 
SACERM will make future students’ paths a bit smoother, 
and serves as a tangible example of the impact of passion. 
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“I’m doing it for the 
students coming after me.”

Nayo Upshaw

L-R: Rebecca Clancey, Nayo Upshaw, and Katy Grosicki



Iain Boyd has worked at StFX for almost 40 years, 
many of those in fundraising for the university. The 
Chief Campaign Officer’s work on the Xaverian Fund, 
though, has been some of the most rewarding in his 
career – and he ascribes that to the fund’s direct con-
nection to the students. “The idea that money makes a 
difference between a student attending university – or 
not – really resonates with people,” Boyd notes. That 
sentiment is echoed by Wendy Langley, Director of 
Development who understands that donors want to 
give prospective students the same experience they 
had while at StFX. “This really levels the playing field,” 
she remarks, while noting that much of the success of 
the Xaverian Fund is ascribable to donations of varying 
amounts (from $50 to a million) that add up to big 
impact.  Many of the aspects of the university that 
contribute to a student’s experience happen beyond 
the classroom – and the Xaverian Fund enables its re-
cipients to embrace the full spectrum of university life.

The direct impact of the fund on students has reso-
nated with our faculty, as well: more than 50 per cent 
of our full-time faculty has made a gift to the Xaverian 
Fund – over 110 members.  All of the members of the 
Board of Governors have contributed generously to 
the Fund, as have all members of the Alumni Board 
– and the university’s staff is making an increasing 
impact, too. This is “just something that people ‘get,’” 
Langley says. “Everybody can relate to the student 
who’s struggling to get through university.” Boyd re-
veals that his interactions with alumni are often emo-
tional, as he hears first-hand how StFX has impacted 
lives. Still, he was startled when one donor claimed 
that writing his cheque was “one of the happiest days 
of my life.” 

John and Adrienne Peacock’s gift to StFX – $3 million 
dollars to establish the Dr. John T. Sears Chair in Social 
and Corporate Responsibility – was made in honour 
of a professor that had a profound impact on the Pea-
cocks’ lives. Dr. Sears was renowned for the time and 
effort he spent on his students, but also for his work in 
the community, for the hospital, with downtown busi-
nesses, and with the Coady – all of which he brought 
back to the classroom. The Peacocks’ gift will help 
further cement StFX’s legacy of social responsibility. 

And, Langley notes, it’s “astounding” to think that 
one person – Brian Mulroney – has helped raise $60 
million for our institution. From his childhood, through 
high school, to StFX, to graduate school, to his pro-
fessional and political life – it is astonishing that Mr. 
Mulroney chose StFX to build an institute that bears 
his name and his legacy. But perhaps that is the key to 
the Xaverian Fund’s success, too (it’s raised almost $23 
million to date) – that our graduates feel compelled 
to provide the same opportunities that they once had. 
Many of the beneficiaries of the Xaverian Fund and 
countless students who’ll walk through the atrium of 
the Mulroney Institute of Government have not yet 
been born – and still we feel compelled to ensure that 
their experiences are as rich as ours have been. 

“Everybody can relate to 
the student who’s struggling 

to get through university.”
Wendy Langley
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The Brian Mulroney Institute of Government 
is quickly becoming a reality. With funding 
in place, the university has engaged in the 
lofty goal of reimagining the heart of the StFX 
campus. The prospect of the new building has 
prompted campus-wide discussions around 
the central questions: What should such a 
building look like? And more – what should 
it do? 

The design is strong: it emphasizes the 
notion that the acquisition and exchange of 
knowledge is not confined to the classroom. 
The so-called Forum can host small groups 
of students who can gather after class to 
continue their discussions, or it can welcome 
500 people to listen to a major speaker. Its 
glass walls will illuminate this hub, poised to 
contribute to students’ much-needed study 
space. 

Traveling the Scholars’  Walk will give stu-
dents, faculty, and staff the opportunity to 
look upon exhibits from Mulroney’s time in 
office, including Sir John A. MacDonald’s desk. 
The interior of the building, which is grand 
in scale, will house classrooms and offices – 
thus bringing together teaching and learning 
spaces, offering students and faculty easy 
access to one another. 

The Mulroney Institute illustrates StFX’s dedi-
cation to the academic mission of the univer-
sity, and will serve as the core of our campus 
for years to come. The Institute will not only 
change the face of the campus; it promises to 
reinvigorate the minds of our students and 
faculty, too. We look forward to sharing the 
final design in the weeks ahead. 

IF YOU HAVE AN EXTRAORDINARY STORY, LET US KNOW! EXTRAORDINARY@STFX.CA

“May the future of StFX, its 
gifted professors, promising 

students, dedicated staff, and 
immutable values continue to 

benefit and contribute to 
the soul of Canada.”

Rt. Hon. Brian Mulroney

The StFX X-Women curling team made history at 

the university, winning their first ever AUS curling 

championship title.

L-R : StFX Academic Vice-President & Provost Dr. Kevin Wamsley, 

StFX President Dr. Kent MacDonald, Schwartz School Dean Dr. Tim 

Hynes, Dr. John T. Sears, and Adrienne and John Peacock

Wendy Langley, Director of Development, and Iain Boyd, Chief Campaign Officer for the Xaverian Fund.



There’s something brewing in the Physical Sciences Building: young chemis-
try professors, guided by senior mentors, are conducting top-notch research 
that helps put StFX on the map. In her words, Geniece Hallett-Tapley “plays 
with light.” Shah Razul studies hops and lobster, trying to develop better 
ways to preserve them. Both are stewards of significant research funding 
that applies pure chemistry to industrial problems. And, both credit their 
burgeoning success to the leadership of senior science professors here at 
StFX. 

David Pink, a Senior Research Professor in the Department of Physics, 
showed Razul a croissant and asked him to consider its fat structure; Razul 
considers that his “lightbulb” moment, when he realized that his skillset 
could be applied in a new direction. Razul, a triple threat in chemistry, 
physics, and computer science, notes that Pink has “informed the way I 
approach science. Would I have had that experience at a bigger university? 
I don’t know.” Razul has been working with Big Spruce Brewing Company, 
in Cape Breton, to find better ways to cryopreserve hops and thus improve 
the brewing process. He explains that his knowledge of hops was restricted 
to chemical ideas, but that his existing work held strong applicability to the 
new research.  His impact on Big Spruce has garnered him a strong reputa-
tion in the Nova Scotian agrifood sector. Then, on a trip to Singapore and 
eager to share his love of lobster with his family, Razul discovered that frozen 
lobster tasted … like frozen lobster. He soon pledged to create a cryoprotec-
torant – a liquid that contains compounds that can better preserve frozen 
lobster. Now, he’s received several major federal and corporate grants that 
will ensure his work has real-world impact on the lobster industry in Nova 
Scotia and beyond. 

Hallett-Tapley, whose postdoctoral work in photochemistry at the Univer-
sity of Ottawa studied the modern applications of light, considers this her 
fundamental research tenet: “Can I use light to make a more environmentally 
benign way of doing something?” With both federal NSERC and industrial 
funding support, she studies how to use solid-state semi-conductors to pro-
mote reactions with light, which has real-world impact in diverse industrial 
and pharmaceutical processes. Hallett-Tapley credits the senior professors 
in the chemistry department for fostering a supportive and productive work 
environment, and is tacit in her intentions to provide the same environment 
for her students. Hallett-Tapley embraces a mentorship pedagogy that prior-
itizes students’ independence in the lab – a model that works well in a small 
university, where undergraduate students can participate in research much 
earlier. Allowing students to be (judiciously) autonomous, Hallett-Tapley 
notes, breeds success: graduates from StFX research labs are highly capable 
of doing quality research in masters and doctoral programs. “StFX is like a 
family,” says Hallett-Tapley, who is as excited by her students’ achievements 
as her own. 

“StFX is like a family.”
Dr. Geniece Hallett-Tapley

Here, not only have Gilham’s initial projects been green-lit, but new projects 
have also arisen as a result of collaborations within and beyond the faculty of 
education. “The culture here,” Gilham says, “is full of possibility.” Andrew Foran 
connected Gilham with Stan Kutcher, an expert in adolescent mental health at 
Dalhousie University. Together, they’re piloting a major study in the fall of 2017 
that aims to support high school students transitioning into university. They pre-
viously collaborated with other universities and teammentalhealth.org to build a 
mental health curriculum for pre-service teachers, as a means of equipping new 
teachers with the skills to properly recognize and support students with mental 
illness. And, Gilham is excited to be part of a new SSHRC grant that facilitates a 
three-year study (with NBCC) of how to empower adolescent girls to mitigate 
significant drops in self-esteem. 

In his own work in the classroom, Gilham strives to pay that forward, taking 
student feedback seriously and constantly seeking ways to improve. Gilham 
considers this a reflection of his environment: “This place,” he says, “has a culture 
of grit, mental toughness, and getting things done.” He credits Joanne Tompkins, 
StFX Faculty of Education M.Ed Program Chair, among others, for being “extraor-
dinary in every way” – the ultimate mentor. 

“The culture here is full of possibility.”
Dr. Chris Gilham

EXTRAORDINARYTH
E 3

“We have an unbelievable chemistry here, it’s an absolute sisterhood. It’s the most unselfish group 

I’ve probably ever coached, they just pull for each other, they never stop working, and never give 

up.” - Head Coach Graham Kennedy, commenting on the X-Women Soccer team after winning the 

2016 AUS Championship.

Professors Razul  and Hallett-Tapley herald the future of chemistry at StFX: practical 

uses of academic knowledge that ignite our students’ passion. 

Chris Gilham took a chance four years ago. 
He came to StFX for a short contract, taking 
a leave of absence from his job in Calgary 
and moving his young family to Antigonish. 
Previously a school board consultant work-
ing with children with identified mental 
illness, Gilham felt compelled to undertake 
preventative, educational research. His work 
chiefly focuses on how to increase mental 
health literacy – in children and youth, but 
also  in preservice teachers, teachers, and 
school administrators. 

Dr. Chris Gilham
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StFX is a small university in a small town. The vast majority of our students are 
undergraduates. And yet, StFX punches far above its weight class in athletics, year 
to year. In 2016-2017, the women’s rugby team was crowned national champion 
– for the fifth time. The women’s soccer team was AUS champion. The men’s cross 
country team ran to their sixth consecutive AUS title. 
The football team repeated last year’s AUS victory. 
The women’s hockey team reached the final of the 
AUS, and the quarterfinals of the national champi-
onship. The men’s hockey team won the AUS and 
came fourth at nationals. And women’s curling – a 
club team – emerged the victor in the AUS champi-
onships. 

Our sports teams are not stacked with graduate 
students, whose physical maturity might lend a helping hand. We don’t have un-
limited coffers for cutting-edge facilities or technology. What, then, explains this 
success? How can we be competitive against schools with massive enrolments 
and deeper pockets? How does David square off against Goliath with a reasonable 
expectation of success? 

Perhaps we are not successful in spite of our size; perhaps we are successful 
because of it. Or rather, because our size provides other, ancillary benefits that 
equip our athletes with a tool kit that overshadows other schools’. Our athletes are 
determined to demonstrate that attending a small school is not a disadvantage. 

They work together to create elegant solutions to 
problems – because things are not handed to them. 
Perhaps most importantly, our athletes keenly under-
stand the link between hard work and achievement 
– because there are no short cuts here. 

It should come as no surprise, then, that more 
athletes each year are achieving academic success, 
too: this crop of Academic All-Canadians eclipsed the 
previous year’s –73 varsity student-athletes achieved 

a higher than 80 per cent average in 2015-2016, up from 61 the previous year. Leo 
MacPherson, Athletics Director, says that’s no accident: “We are intentional about 
fostering and cultivating the right culture in our department and our teams.” This 
is the best benefit of athletics: that the lessons in sport directly translate into 
academic achievement, where work, perseverance, and creativity leads to success. 

“We are intentional about fostering 
and cultivating the right culture in 

our department and our teams.”
Leo MacPherson

“It is momentous for the school, for the community and I couldn’t be happier to be a part of this family” - 

Loney Bowl MVP Christian Ridley, reflecting on the X-Men Football team repeating as AUS Champions.

The StFX X-Women Rugby team went undefeated during the 2016 season on their way to winning their 

fifth national title.

The StFX X-Men Hockey team celebrates winning back-to-back AUS men’s hockey titles.
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The picture of three-year-old Alan Kurdi, washed ashore near Bodrum, Turkey in 
2015, humanized the Syrian refugee crisis and spurred a group of StFX faculty 
(and other community members) to join with the already-established SAFE 
(Syria-Antigonish Families Embrace).  They set a lofty goal of raising $100,000 to 
bring more Syrian refugee families to Antigonish; by convocation of 2016, they’d 
raised $50,000 and Antigonish’s first Syrian family, the Hadhads, were on their 
way to becoming emblems of the potential success of well-supported refugees. 

Kristian Rasenberg saw the picture, too. The 
youngest of four children from Cornwall, 
Ontario (the three Rasenberg brothers have all 
attended StFX), Kristian has long watched his 
parents “do something.” A basketball family, 
the Rasenbergs play, coach, volunteer – and 
perform myriad other tasks so that others can 
experience the game, too. “Nothing was too 
small for my dad to do,” Kristian notes. When 
Kristian, already challenged and inspired by his parents, and by third-year phi-
losophy classes, saw the photo of Alan Kurdi, then, he did not ignore it; he asked, 
What can I do?

He met with StFX for SAFE and quickly joined the student society that works to 
support StFX for SAFE’s financial and educational goals. With his brother Kohlin 
(and other dedicated students), Kristian has devoted thousands of hours to the 
cause, adopting his parents’ belief that no task is too big (nor too small) to tackle. 
He works with the children of Antigonish’s Syrian families – their English has 
improved so much since arriving that they’re now able to understand the tactics 
of dodgeball. He organizes campaigns such as Pause for the Cause, encouraging 

other students to make small sacrifices to donate to SAFE. He runs coat checks and 
mans grilled cheese stations, happily earning $50 or $100 for SAFE after a good 
turnout at the Pub. He helped coordinate the Peace for Syria walk last fall, which 
brought together community members and newly-arrived families in a day of 
awareness. He spent the entirety of last Christmas vacation learning how to build 
a website so that others could learn more about the organization. And at the end 
of April, Kristian and Kohlin will shear their long, distinctive blond hair – with all 
proceeds going, of course, to SAFE.

The Rasenbergs, with their faculty mentor, 
StFX for SAFE’s campaign chair, Norine Verberg, 
are keen to list the others involved in StFX for 
SAFE (particularly, the work of Joseph Khoury 
and Cindy Murphy). They can rattle off names 
of translators, painters, coordinators – all 
people who’ve worked tirelessly to bring 
Syrian refugees to our small town. They speak 

emotionally about people who stop them on the street and on campus, urging 
them to “keep going.” They are less comfortable offering an explanation for their 
own involvement in the project. Kohlin notes that they are the grandchildren of 
Dutch immigrants, that the refugee crisis is personal for them. Kristian also tries 
to explain: “Once you see the human part of it … you can’t ignore it.” It is obvious 
that the Rasenberg brothers are not at ease on the sidelines: “Our dad once 
said that we can’t complain about something from the outside. We have to get 
involved and do something.”  The brothers’ energy is breathtaking: they recently 
achieved their original $100,000 fundraising goal, and continue to think of new 
ideas and new ways to raise money – all in aid of others, who seek the full and 
abundant life that Antigonish can provide.  

“Our dad once said that we can’t complain 
about something from the outside. We have 

to get involved and do something.”
Kristian Rasenberg

IF YOU HAVE AN EXTRAORDINARY STORY, LET US KNOW! EXTRAORDINARY@STFX.CA

StFX students Kohlin (back left) and Kristian (back right) Rasenberg celebrate at the “Hair Today, Gone Tomorrow” fundraiser with members of Kristian’s Antigonish Minor Basketball team who were ushers and emcees at the ceremony.


