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Spring commencement will mark 

the first graduating class of  students 

who arrived as freshmen in 2004, 

the year the college began accepting 

first-year students in all majors.  

The arrival of  underclassmen added 

another dimension to what had 

always been a diverse student body. 

Here’s a collective glimpse of  today’s 

students – including several from 

the 2004 freshman class – with a 

look at where they’re from,  

why they came, what they do, and 

where they’re going. 

Why Penn State Harrisburg? I spent four years in the Army and 
lived in Georgia, Texas, and spent a year in Iraq. While there, 
my first nephew was born and I feared that when I finally got 
home, if I made it home, he would not recognize me. I had 
always planned to go to college and I finally had the resources 
to do so. I decided to attend Penn State Harrisburg because  
the location allowed me to be close to my family. My parents 
went to Penn State, so I knew I would receive a world class 
education from a highly reputable university.

Best Penn State Harrisburg experience? Watching the campus 
grow. When I came in as part of the first freshman class, I 
could not have imagined the campus being what it is now. 
There is so much to do and students have ample opportunities 
to be involved, to establish their unique mark on the history  
of the campus while helping it to grow at the same time. 

When I’m not in class, I: Serve as the Northeastern Province 
Junior Province Vice Polemarch [an officer] for the international 
Kappa Alpha Psi Fraternity Incorporated which means I’m the 
highest ranking undergraduate member in the fraternity from 
Delaware to Maine.

Next destination: I plan on staying here through my doctorate!

Aspiration: Become CIO at a Fortune 500 company then start 
my own Fortune 500 company before the age of 50.

Alter egos: Bunton Waller Scholarship recipient, student worker 
in the Student Services Office.

Gibran Jones, 26
Harrisburg, PA

Information Sciences  
and Technology;  

Minor, Business Administration
Class of 2008

T h e  F a c e (s)  o f  Pe n n   
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(continued on page 6)

Why Penn State Harrisburg? I was able 
to save money by living at home and 
commuting for my first two years.   
Also I have the luxury of taking my  
general education courses with much 
smaller class sizes. 

When I’m not in class, I:  Can be found  
doing back handsprings as a member  
of the college cheerleading squad or  
running fire calls as a volunteer for  
my local fire company.

Best Penn State Harrisburg experience:  
Playing forward on the soccer team,  
which competes at the NCAA Division III 
level in the North Eastern Athletic  
Conference. 

Next destination: University Park.

Aspiration: Work at a nuclear power  
facility, preferably Three Mile Island.

Alter egos: Penn State Harrisburg  
Nittany Lion mascot; Eagle Scout.

On the side: I wish I could stay at  
Penn State Harrisburg to complete  
my bachelor’s degree. Nuclear  
Engineering is only available at  
University Park. I will be one of about  
60 students in that program.

Matthew Christman, 19
Camp Hill, PA

Nuclear Engineering 
Class of 2010

Transferred from: American College of 
Dubai, Dubai, UAE

Why college in the U.S.? Ever since I was  
in high school in Australia, my brother  
told me about how good the colleges in  
America were, so I was really  
interested. Since then, I always wanted  
to follow his footsteps to graduate from  
an American college.

Best Penn State Harrisburg experience? 
Every day has been a great experience  
with the amount of new things I learn.   
The New York trip to the Metropolitan  
Museum of Art recommended by my  
art history professor was a good way  
to comprehend the history of art in  
different countries. 

Next destinations: University Park, then  
back to Dubai unless something great 
comes up here, and I’ve a fantastic  
offer in Pennsylvania or some big city like 
Chicago, Boston, New York, or Los Angeles.

Aspiration: Successful economist and/or 
financial analyst in an internationally 
known bank.

Deena Mansukhani, 21
Dubai, United Arab Emirates

Economics 
Class of 2010 

    S t a t e  H a r r i s b u r g
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You might know Grant Imahara as part of  the “build team” on the 
popular show Mythbusters. But how about as the Energizer Bunny’s driver or 
Star Wars’ R2-D2 operator?

In February, Imahara brought his program “Inside the Scientist  
Studio” to campus, profiling his experiences.

An electronic and radio-control specialist, Imahara says he does more 
than play a geek on TV. “I AM a geek on TV,” he says.  

Imahara explained how he and the other mythbusters put urban legends to test, answering such vexing 
questions as: Can talking on a cell phone while pumping gas really spark an explosion? (No.) Will a person’s 
stomach explode after too much soda and Pop Rocks. (No.) And, can the jetwash from a 747 flip a taxi? (Yes!) 

Imahara stepped the Penn State Harrisburg audience through memorable Mythbusters experiments 
that would violate fire and safety codes if  performed outside of  television, and showed special Mythbusters 
blooper footage. But all of  it came with a friendly caveat – don’t try this at home. 

Before becoming a mythbuster, Imahara was an animatronics engineer and model maker for George 
Lucas’ Industrial Light and Magic. He worked on movies including The Lost World: Jurassic Park, Star Wars, 
and The Matrix Reloaded. For Star Wars, he installed electronics in R2-D2 and was one of  only three official 
operators of  the robot in the U.S.

Imahara also developed electronics for another popular character – the Energizer Bunny. He was 
responsible for all the electronics installation and radio programming on the current generation of  bunnies 
and developed the custom circuit that cycles the Energizer Bunny’s arm beats and ears. He even has been the 
Bunny’s “driver,” controlling his moves throughout commercials.

heard on	campus

Biographer says author is as 
interesting as her book

To Kill a Mockingbird, the twentieth-century’s 
most widely read American novel, has sold 30 
million copies and still sells thousands a year. 
Yet, despite the book’s perennial popularity, its 
author, Harper Lee has become a mysterious 
figure, refusing since 1964 to give interviews or 
talk about her novel.

Charles J. Shields 
brought to life the 
high-spirited and  
occasionally hard-
headed author in a 
2006 biography and 
New York Times  
bestseller, Mockingbird: A Portrait of  Harper Lee. 

 During a presentation at Penn State  
Harrisburg, Shields framed To Kill a Mockingbird 
as a successful risk and illustrated how, often, an 
author’s life is as interesting as her literary efforts.

Nell Harper Lee left law school at age 21  
to become a writer. “She worked as an airline  
ticket agent for eight years and although she 
wrote, never submitted her work for  
publication,” Shields said. Then one Christmas, 
friends gave Lee a blank check to cover a year’s 
expenses so she could write a book. Writing 
five days a week, she related what she knew best 
– life in a small Alabama town in the 1930s. 
Shields said the book’s two main characters  
are modeled after Lee and her father. 

The publisher rejected Lee’s first manuscript, 
which she continued to rewrite for two and a 
half  years.  Lee’s frustration boiled over one 
night and she threw the manuscript outside.  
A conversation with her editor finally prompted 
her to reclaim the pages and complete the book.

Shields described the book as Lee’s attempt 
to vindicate her father who had lost a court case 
defending two black men accused of  murder in 
1919. “She wanted to describe her father’s virtues 
and give him a courtroom success,” Shields said, 
noting that Lee’s father never again argued a 
criminal case.

Lee hoped reviewers would give the book 
a merciful death after it was published in 1960, 
Shields said. Instead, it earned Lee the Pulitzer 
Prize for Literature, and brought with it notoriety 
which she eschewed.

Lee “abhorred being famous,” Shields said, 
“She only wanted a hymn to her father and to 
prove she could write.” In 1964, she ceased  
giving interviews. Rumor has it that a second  
Lee book exists, but it likely will only be  
published after her death.

Civil rights advocate calls election “history in the making”
Acclaimed civil rights advocate Morris Dees, famous for his pursuit of   

hate groups in the United States, used the upcoming presidential election as  
the backdrop for his recent presentation at Penn State Harrisburg.

Founder of  the Southern Poverty Law Center and 2002 recipient of  Penn 
State’s honorary doctorate in humane letters, Dees discussed challenges fac-
ing the nation today, including the election, increases in hate crimes and hate 
groups, and “the divide that separates our nation.”

“We have a front row seat to history in the making,” Dees said,  
emphasizing the magnitude of  the possibility that the Democratic nominee 
will be an African American male, Barack Obama, or a female, Hillary Clinton.  
Dees said the real question is “Can we really share power in this country with 

people who are different – a Black man? A woman?” 
On the rise in hate activity, Dees said a recent Southern Poverty Law Center study noted a 48 percent 

increase in the number of  active hate groups in 2007, bringing the estimated number of  groups to nearly 900.   
Dees added that “systemic bias and prejudice” are an equally prevalent problem. He gave examples of  

how bias subtly infiltrates daily activities, whether it is being passed up for a job interview because of  the 
ethnicity of  your name or being watched more closely by retail clerks because of  your skin color.

“The biggest divide that separates us in this nation is along racial and economic lines,” Dees said.  
“Understanding, acceptance, appreciation, and love for those who are different” will help to bridge the 
divide, he said. “America is great because of  its differences, not in spite of  them.”


























