2010 Plastino Award Recipients

Matthew Watters, a Neuroscience major with a Political Science minor from New Jersey, was a junior when he submitted his proposal to the Plastino Scholars Award program. He had already worked as an EMT (emergency medical technician) for six years when he had an experience in Haiti that changed his life. He wrote, “Last summer in Haiti, a pregnant mother had an epileptic seizure and fell into a fire, burning off most of the flesh on the front of her body. A day later, she lay in a hospital ward with about a hundred flies landing on her exposed wounds. The hospital staff did not think that woman needed a bug net to prevent the flies from travelling body to body in the ward. They did not think about infection. They just said, ‘she will probably die because of infection.’ I gave that woman my mosquito net, but I fear for the next person who comes in with a similar situation.” In Haiti, Matt had been working with Merlin, an organization which specializes in the construction of healthcare infrastructure. He used his Plastino award to join Merlin’s mission to Sudan, where he conducted research on infection prevention in a Sudanese hospital network, helped establish protocols for infection control committees, and implemented staff training as well as other measures to decrease patient mortality.
Daniel Childs, was a junior from New Jersey with a Biology and Anthropology major with a Minor in Spanish when he proposed to travel to Peru for four weeks to conduct an ethnobotanical field study of the use of medicinal plants by the Shipibo peoples. He wanted to study the medicinal plants that the Shipibo collect in the Amazon rainforest to prevent and treat disease. For each plant he learned about from the local people, he recorded the name in the indigenous language, the common name in Spanish and English, photographed it, and took a voucher specimen in order to later test its composition in the laboratory. When he returned home, he reflected on the experience, writing, “From an educational point of view, as a biology major, the trip was great because I saw different landscapes and biological diversity.  As an anthropology major, I loved having the chance to see these indigenous people attempting to maintain their cultural identities and traditional ways of life.  As a Spanish minor, it was also fantastic to nearly master the language I have been learning since high school. For someone who wants to go to graduate school to do exactly this, it was incredible.” 
Rina Binder-Macleod, from Delaware, was a sophomore when she proposed to become a “UD bike ambassador” by biking 3,000 miles across the United States. As an Environmental Engineering major, she was deeply interested in demonstrating that biking can make a difference in keeping the world “green.” She stated that “My quest is both a personal and a community challenge. I will challenge myself physically and mentally. I will challenge our community to take more positive environmental action by increasing bike usage on campus.” She intended to visit “bike friendly” communities along the way, where people had set up bike cooperatives—fixing up old bicycles to meet local peoples’ needs. She proposed to make her journey on a bicycle rebuilt from recycled parts, and said she would start it with her bike tire “dipped into the Atlantic” and finish it with it “plunged in the Pacific.” Rina finished her amazing bike journey precisely that way, right at the Pacific Ocean. She returned to campus ready to “roll up my sleeves and make bicycling happen ‘big-time’ on this campus.”
Mary McMartin grew up in Hempstead, New York. She applied to the Plastino Scholars Award Program in her junior year, as an International Relations and European Studies double major. She wanted to go to Ghana, under the auspices of an organization called Projects-Abroad, where she could combine her passion for African history and culture with a commitment to community building. Working with Projects-Abroad, she was able to help build and repair homes, schools, and libraries for people in the Akuapem Hills, a community north of the Ghanaian capital of Accra. In her words, she wanted to work and “sweat” side-by-side with local people, “acting as one with them” to achieve her goal of becoming a truly informed “citizen of the world” and a fully “empathetic person.” This work allowed Mary to “practice the grassroots politics I preach”—where making changes in the world requires first-hand knowledge of how local people really live.
Monica Trobagis, a History Major, comes from Massachusetts. As a child of immigrant parents, she had a profound interest in how people become American. She had already devoted herself to teaching English and working with immigrant groups in Delaware and to students from Panama intending to study in America. With Plastino funding, she hoped to study what happens to transnational lives in America’s most global city—New York. She wanted to know such things as:  How do immigrants negotiate the complex linguistic, bureaucratic, and legal barriers to economic success in New York City? How do they use their own social and cultural networks to raise capital and build stability in their economic lives? She wanted to figure out how (and if) immigrants keep their culture and identity alive in America.  She said, “people often think they have to go far away to study globalization,” but “I want to study the global in the local; here, where our lives and the often invisible lives of immigrants converge.” A recipient of the Plastino Scholars Award, Monica spent six weeks immersed in the immigrant experience in Brooklyn, Queens, and Manhattan.

Liza Melms, a native of Wisconsin, will graduate in 2011 with a degree in International Relations and a minor in Islamic Studies. In her proposal to the Plastino Scholars Award committee, she described herself as having believed, like many Americans, that the headscarf or hijab worn by many Muslim women was a sign of “oppression.” But traveling in Turkey during her Freshman year, she met many women who described their headscarves as a sign of feminine strength. She wanted to further pursue the question of what the headscarf means to women (and men) in two different Muslim nations—Indonesia and Egypt. “I’m tired of reading blogs and articles” about headscarves that present only what the writer thinks, she wrote, “and I would finally like to be able to study in these two extremely different Muslim countries to compile my own information and make my own conclusions based on first-hand experiences regarding a subject I truly find captivating and valuable.” Liza used half of her Plastino Award to travel to Indonesia in the summer of 2010; she’ll continue her project in Egypt during Winter Session 2011. Liza kept a blog about her experiences in Indonesia:   http://liza-plastino.blogspot.com
