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BY ERIN PETERSON 
ILLUSTRATIONS BY GWEN KERAVAL

St. Edward’s emphasizes the power of its 
community and the strength of its network. 
But what does that look like in the real world? 
We asked students to show us how they turn 
connections into opportunities.

WHO YOU KNOW
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WWHEN NICOLE SELIGMAN ’12 was a stu-
dent, she knew that Visiting Instructor of 
Writing and Rhetoric Beth Eakman wanted 
students to thrive in her classes — and 
beyond them. Eakman spent hours teaching 
students the nuts-and-bolts tactics that 
would help them land jobs in the publishing 
world. She brought young professionals 
into her classroom who could share their 
experiences transitioning from students to 
working writers and editors. When Selig-
man asked for help sharpening her résumé 
and cover letter for an internship, Eakman 
spent more than an hour helping her make 
it perfect. And Eakman was a champion of 
Seligman’s blog, Feel Good, Dress Better. 
Such support cemented a genuine relation-
ship between the two that continues today.

Seligman attributes Eakman’s teaching 
and support as a key reason she is now 
executive editor at Junebug Weddings, an 
online wedding planning site known for 
its strong editorial work. “Beth was just 
such a huge resource and advocate for me,” 
Seligman recalls.

Now Seligman is paying it forward. She is 
a regular visitor to Eakman’s classes, where 
she shares her best advice about landing 
publishing jobs and mines the classes 
to find talented interns for her team at 
Junebug. “I know [students from  
St. Edward’s] are going to be capable,” she 
says of the university’s deep talent pool. 
“Hiring other [Hilltoppers] has been  
really fun.”

Seligman and Eakman represent just 
one tiny piece of the power of networks 
and community at St. Edward’s. The small 
but mighty campus helps students truly 
get to know faculty and staff members. 
These deep and genuine relationships allow 
Hilltoppers to make the connections they 
need to find the perfect club, tackle inter-
esting research, land great internships and 
get meaningful jobs after graduation.  

In a world that values who you know 
almost as much as what you know,  
St. Edward’s is making sure that students 
graduate with both the knowledge and the 
network to succeed.

WHY BIGGER ISN’T BETTER
DEVELOPING A MEANINGFUL network  
of people willing to help advance your 
career takes more than clicking a button 
to accept a LinkedIn request or sending 
a generic application to a general email 
address. Instead, it starts with a real  
human connection.

Just ask Jack Musselman, director of the 
Center for Ethics and Leadership and asso-
ciate professor of Philosophy. Earlier this 
year, for example, Musselman was working 
in his office when an admission represen-
tative, a mom and her prospective-student 
daughter stopped by. They had a few ques-
tions about majors and law school. 

Musselman, who teaches a popular phi-
losophy of law class and frequently works 
with current students who plan to attend 
law school, was happy to help. He spent 
nearly 20 minutes with the trio, walking 
them through important considerations 
and printing out a few documents he’d 
developed for the most common questions 
he answered.

“I could multiply that story by 100,” he 
says of the frequency of such interactions, 
both with current students and prospective 
ones. And it’s in those conversations — 
illuminating, vulnerable and real — that 
Musselman gets to know the students, their 
dreams and their goals. 

That genuine connection makes it easier 
for Musselman to make recommendations 
and assist a student who is ready to take 
the next step, which might include con-
necting the student to one of the dozens of 
lawyers he knows personally. “You’ve got to 
believe in teaching and talking to the whole 
person,” says Musselman of his philosophy 
about working with students. “On the prac-
tical end, that means putting in the time.”

Such work is possible, he says, because  
St. Edward’s is a small university that 
emphasizes the value of personal inter-
actions. Class sizes often hover around a 
dozen, and “close-knit” is one of the most 
frequently applied descriptions of  
the community.

Even more than that, there is an ethos 
of advocacy, mentoring and compassion 
among professors and administrators who 
see themselves as doing more than simply 
filling a professional role. They see students 
as more than a number or a grade. 

Associate Dean of Students Connie Rey 
Rodriguez ’04, MAHS ’06 knows the truth 
of that statement both as an alumna and as 
an administrator. As a student, she appre-
ciated how often she saw administrators 
and professors outside their offices and 
classrooms and engaged in the many facets 
of the St. Edward’s community. Today, she 
models that in her own work. “I play intra-
mural basketball with the dean of students 
[Steven Pinkenburg], and I’m often in one 
of the dining halls for lunch,” she says. 

Her deep familiarity with campus means 
that she can provide the kind of support 
that really helps. For example, when a 
transfer student recently came to her office 
with questions, she was quickly able to find 
him an intramural sport he was interested 
in joining — along with the name of some-
one who could connect him to a comic book 
club. “It’s not just that we want students to 
see us out [on campus],” she says. “It helps 
us to understand what’s happening,”  
says Rodriguez.

Amy Adams, an adjunct instructor of 
Rhetoric and Composition, agrees that 
there is real value in integrating herself 
into the community. Students find her in 
her classroom, but they’re also just as likely 
to find her conducting office hours at Jo’s 
Coffee, sitting in the bleachers at softball 
games, and even doing a fashion shoot for 
Cabra, the school’s digital fashion maga-
zine. When it comes time to write one of 
countless recommendation letters for her 
students, she draws on these experiences 
to paint a fuller and more vibrant picture of 
each student she’s endorsing. “I’m a cham-
pion of these students,” she says.

TIMING MATTERS
MARY KATHRYN COOK ’17 felt adrift when 
she sank into the red leather chair in Steve 
Rodenborn’s office in the spring of 2016. 
Cook, a double major in English Literature 
and Catholic Studies, had no idea what she 
was going to do after graduation — and she 
felt like all her peers had figured it out. She 
hoped that Rodenborn, whose charisma 
in the classroom had helped persuade her 
to add Catholic Studies as a second major, 
might be able to guide her.

Rodenborn, who is an associate professor 
of Religious Studies, didn’t have answers, 
but he did have questions. After 30 minutes 
of gently prodding her about what excited 
her, what she’d done so far and what she 
didn’t want to do, Rodenborn helped her 
see clearly that grad school — a common 
path for students like her — was not in 
her future. “I wanted to go and serve in the 
world,” she wrote in a blog post about that 
conversation. “I didn’t want to resign myself 
to writing papers about serving the world.” 

Rodenborn suggested that she look into 
Jesuit Volunteer Corps (JVC), a year-long 
service program she’d never considered. For 
Cook, it was a life-changing moment — she 
was later accepted into both the 2017–2018 
and the 2018–2019 JVC program. 

For Rodenborn, it was all part of his role 
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 Relationships with peers, professors and 
alumni set Hilltoppers up for success.

 FRESHMAN CONNECTIONS

“  What I’m doing freshman 
year is going to impact 
the internship I might get 
senior year or the jobs I’ll 
apply to after graduation.”

Nybro excelled in a first-
year writing course, and 

Visiting Instructor of Writing and 
Rhetoric Manuel Piña asked him 

to team up with Associate Professor 
Moriah McCracken, who directs the 
First-Year Writing Program, to help 
improve it. Next year, Nybro plans 

to complete an internship 
abroad in Angers, France.

Gallarda introduced 
Nybro to the St. Edward’s 
chapter of the American 

Marketing Association (AMA), 
a club designed to help 

students hone their skills 
for jobs in marketing and 

communications.

Nybro joined the  
St. Edward’s jazz 

ensemble shortly after 
arriving on campus. It was there 

that Nybro, a trumpeter, met 
senior baritone saxophone 

and bass guitar player 
Daniel Gallarda ’18.

ALEK NYBRO ’21
MAJOR: Marketing

HOMETOWN: Cedar Park 
At an AMA meeting, Nybro 

learned about an internship 
opportunity with Nathalie Phan 
’16, founder and CEO of On Vinyl 

Media. He worked with Phan 
as a content curator, helping 

connect businesses with 
the local music scene. 
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  Coveted opportunities take shape  
as students find their home.

SOPHOMORE IN CHARGE

“ I remember being on a 
campus tour. It felt so 
welcoming, and I knew  
I would fit in here.”

While on the Dean’s 
Leadership Council, Patel 
reached out to Yufik, who 

agreed to give a talk called 
“Relationships and Serial Killers.” 

The talk, says Patel, was the 
most well-attended event that 

the committee hosted.

Patel spent a semester 
as a member of the  

St. Edward’s dance team, 
the Topperettes, where she met 

Marlaina Widmann ’19. Widmann 
encouraged Patel to join the Dean’s 

Leadership Council for the School of 
Behavioral and Social Sciences, a 

group that organizes campus 
events on an array of topics.

Patel took a 
Freshman Studies 

course for the social 
sciences called Family and 
Fantasy that was co-taught 
by Associate Professor of 
Psychology Tomas Yufik, 

who told captivating 
stories in class.

MONICA PATEL ’20
MAJOR: Social Work 
HOMETOWN: Katy 

A course in rhetoric and 
composition Patel’s freshman 
year connected her to Adjunct 

Instructor Amy Adams, whom Patel 
met frequently for her office hours 
at Jo’s Coffee. Patel credits Adams 

for boosting her confidence as a 
writer and communicator.
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at St. Edward’s. “Oftentimes, you get to a 
point [in conversations like these] where 
a student’s face lights up,” he says. “When 
that happens, my job is to be a mirror 
for students, and to help them see where 
they need to go. If it’s an area that’s in my 
discipline, I can help identify options, and 
if it’s not, I can suggest another professor 
who can.”

Rodenborn says such moments can feel 
magical — and they’re one of the essential 
ways that St. Edward’s faculty members 
serve their students. “If [students] don’t 
have the experience yet, they can’t know 
what opportunities are out there,” he says. 
“Faculty can say, ‘You don’t know about this 
yet, but look into it. You might find that it’s 
what you’ve always wanted to do, you just 
didn’t know it existed.’” 

Asking for help isn’t always an intuitive 
idea for students, who arrive at St. Edward’s 
with intelligence and drive that has often 
allowed them to succeed in their previous 
endeavors through sheer force of will. 
Vice President for Student Affairs Lisa 
Kirkpatrick says there’s often an “unlearn-
ing” process that students go through as 
they transition from trying to do everything 
themselves to building meaningful and 
powerful alliances with faculty, staff and 
other students. “When I talk to freshmen, I 
say, ‘You think you came to college to learn 
how to do everything independently,’” she 
says. “But eventually, students realize that 
it’s not about learning to do everything 
alone and by themselves. It’s about realizing 
that they need other people along the way,” 
she says.

Kirkpatrick, for example, has done 
extensive preparation with high-achieving 
students seeking jobs. She’s done mock 
interviews with them, helping them tweak 
their answers and their delivery so they can 
make the best possible impression. She’s 
advised others on professional dress, lead-
ing with self-confidence and respectfully 
engaging with people in higher-level roles. 

There is no exact template for these kinds 
of teaching moments, says Kirkpatrick, nor 
should there be. Instead she tries to deeply 
understand where a given student is at, 
how she can help and what that support 
might look like. “It takes all of us here at 
St. Edward’s to make sure that students 
get what they need in the right place at the 
right time,” she says. “The overarching goal 

BUILDING A BETTER 
NETWORK AT ANY AGE
Maybe you want a new job. Maybe 
you want a new career. Maybe you 
just want to investigate a new field. 

Whatever the need, your network 
can help. Director of Career and 
Professional Development Ray 
Rogers offers a few pointers 
for developing a killer network 
that’s ready when you need it.

Start where you are. Everyone 
has a network, even if you don’t 
realize it. If you’re looking for a job 
in the tech industry, for example, 
you may not have friends or family 
directly involved in the field — but 
that doesn’t mean you’ve hit a dead 
end. “You can always ask people 
if they know someone who could 
help,” says Rogers. “And there are 
professional organizations for every 
field in the world. Join, volunteer and 
get involved.”

At networking events, focus 
on quality. Just because a room is 
buzzing with hundreds of potential 
clients, customers or employers 
doesn’t mean you need to con-
nect with all of them. In fact, you 
shouldn’t. “If you can make just 
one or two meaningful contacts, 
then that’s a success,” says Rogers. 
“Take small, consistent steps.”

Stay connected. When you 
meet someone interesting, don’t 
just nab a business card and let 
the relationship go cold. Every so 
often, send an article that person 
might find valuable, let the person 
know what you’re up to or meet 
up at an event. “Be more than 
just a connection on LinkedIn,” 
he says. “Stay on their radar.”

Play the long game. There’s 
no question that your need for a 
network is most acute when you’re 
looking for a new job, but those who 
stay focused on their network for 
the long term are poised to reap the 
most significant dividends. “Even if 
someone you meet can’t be of as-
sistance to you right now, you don't 
know where you — or they — are go-
ing to be a year from now,” he says.

is to understand what each person brings 
to campus, and provide the personalized 
education that prepares them for doing 
good in the world.”

Sometimes, the support that students 
need is not seeing an array of new options 
or learning the technical skills to achieve a 
goal. They just need the reassurance from 
others that what they’re aiming for — the 
fellowship, the internship, the name-brand 
graduate school, the job — is well within 
their capabilities.

“Students can be quite humble,” says 
Rodenborn. “Sometimes they need for us 
to confirm that these world-class opportu-
nities are the ones they should be shooting 
for,” he says. “We can tell them: ‘We know 
what it means to go to these programs and 
who they will accept. You are that student. 
You are ready for this.’ When they hear that, 
they really go for it. They just need a few 
people to say that they can do it.”

BUILT FOR A LIFETIME OF SUPPORT
ST. EDWARD’S IS purpose-built to foster the 
kind of meaningful connections that help 
students make the most of every minute on 
campus, and those relationships rarely end 
when students toss their caps at graduation. 

Eakman, for example, invites all of her 
students to friend her on Facebook once 
they graduate. They frequently share job 
opportunities with her that she passes 
along. “Our alumni often actively recruit 
our grads because they know how rigor-
ous the writing major is and how well it 
prepares them for professional writing 
jobs,” she says, noting that companies 
including National Instruments, Junebug 
Weddings and War Games Video Games 
have hired a series of St. Edward’s alumni. 
“There are entire lines of Hilltoppers who’ve 
been recruited and hired by Hilltoppers. 
Often, alumni learn to take on that helpful 
role themselves. In 2012, a student from 
one of Eakman’s classes created an Eakman 
Alumni Association Facebook group. Now 
boasting more than 100 members, it’s a 
hub for alumni seeking and offering jobs in 
publications and communications.

Eakman is delighted by all of it — and she 
loves that it’s all part of being a Hilltopper. 
“There’s a real sense of community here,” 
she says. “Helping one another is part of the 
soul of this university.”

Do you have a story about a connection at  St. Edward’s that 
helped you land your dream job, a long-term volunteer gig, a 
powerful mentorship or other meaningful activity? Email the 
editor, Frannie Schneider, at frannies@stedwards.edu, and 
we’ll share some of the best responses.
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Teams of experienced and smart pros  
help students reach their goals. 

 JUNIOR RESULTS

During his first 
week at St. Edward’s 

— and in America — de 
Col learned the ropes 
from his tennis coach 
(and fellow Brazilian) 

Estevam Strecker.

MATEUS DE COL ’19
MAJORS: Economics and  Political Science 

HOMETOWN:  Caxias do Sul, Brazil

He landed a Faculty 
Scholarship with the 

help of Associate Professor 
Jennifer Veninga, who taught 

an Introduction to Religion 
class that inspired de Col.

“ Once people know 
who you are ... I think 
they can be more open 
to helping you achieve 
those ambitions.”

He chatted with Genaro 
Lopez, his instructor for 
a Science in Perspective 
course, and asked about 

internships. Lopez helped him 
look for internships in his area, 

and he’s hoping one of these 
connections leads to an 
internship this summer.
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He has gotten 

to know a huge swath of 
campus thanks to his job in the 
scheduling office with Monica 

Hernandez, an event coordinator 
at the Robert and Pearle Ragsdale 

Center. De Col loves talking to 
people who are in charge of 

things so he can help them get 
the results they want.
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 Four years of connections come together  
to launch students into the world.

SENIOR SUPPORT

“ I really love Dr. [Wesley] 
Pollitte. His classes got 
me interested in the 
mathematics behind 
marketing. I was surprised 
how much I enjoyed it.”

With the help of 
Justine Hernandez,  

an associate professor  
of University Studies,  
Guevara launched the  

St. Edward’s chapter of the 
League of United Latin 

American Citizens. 

She learned 
about a music 

marketing internship 
with Visit Austin at an AMA 

meeting and landed the 
position. She works on the 

website, databases and 
artist itineraries.

ASHLEY GUEVARA ’18
MAJOR: Marketing 

HOMETOWN: Dallas

Guevara worked 
on the Hilltop Welcome 
Team as a family orien-

tation leader, where she 
coordinated the parent 
portion of orientation.

Guevara loved 
marketing classes 

with Wesley Pollitte, 
Juli James and Debra 

Zahay-Blatz, which led her 
to join the university’s 

American Marketing As-
sociation chapter.
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