Your gift of education changes the future.

FOUNDATION =

FAIRMONT STATE
FOUNDATION




Table of Contents

3 Dr. Elizabeth Swiger Turns 100

4 Amy Freeland Charts Her Own Path as a Datha &
Gene Smith Fellow

5 The Jarrett-Reaser Family’s continued commitment
to Fairmont State

6 Inside Fairmont State’s Folklife Center

8 In the Biology Program, Donors Are Helping Make Every
Experiment Count

10 Bonaventura's Four Years Leading Fairmont State Wrestling
12 The Datha & Gene Smith Fellows Program

14 Acrobatics & Tumbling is Building a Program and a
Path Forward

16 How Fairmont State Helped One Student Turn
Potential into a Career

17 Future Educator Molli Taylor Finds Her Calling

18 Meet Soccer Coach Alex Zaroyan

Contributors

Jen Thomas and Renee Allison with thoughtful assistance from

Gennaro Bonaventura, Janna Bredeson, Danielle Cutri, Lauren Pearson,

Glenna Pirner, Lydia Warren, and Alex Zaroyan

Sa/ue%e@a:ée

FAI RMONT STATE UNIVERSITY

HON

OCTOBER 3, 2026

© 2026 - Fairmont State Foundation, Inc.

2

Foundation Staff

Marissa Mauro
President

Renee Allison
Chief Operating Officer

Jesse Isner
Chief Financial Officer

Jen Thomas
Director of Communications
and Donor Engagement

Thad Welch
Assistant Director of
Engagement and Stewardship

Jennifer Herndon
Advancement and
Board Relations Specialist

Jess Delaney
Development Coordinator

Contact Us

By Phone
304-534-8786

@ By Email
fsf@fsufoundation.org

By Mail
@ 1300 Locust Avenue
Fairmont, WV 26554

FAIRMONT STATE
FOUNDATION

West Virginia residents may obtain
a summary of the registration and
financial documents from the
Secretary of State, State Capitol,
Charleston, West Virginia 25305.
Registration does not imply
endorsement. A portion of all
donations is used to further
advancement efforts on behalf of
Fairmont State University.




Celebrating a Century: Dr. Elizabeth Swiger Turns 100

This summer, the Fairmont State family has a very
special reason to celebrate. Dr. Elizabeth Swiger,
beloved chemistry professor and cherished member
of our university community, has marked her 100th
birthday.

For more than 30 years, Dr. Swiger shaped the minds
and careers of countless students in the chemistry
department alongside her late husband, James
Coleman, who also dedicated his career to Fairmont
State. Together, their commitment to education

lives on through the scholarships they established,
continuing to open doors for the next generation of
chemistry students.

Do you have a story to share about Dr. Swiger?

In honor of this remarkable milestone, we want to hear
from you. Did she challenge you in the classroom?
Encourage you when you doubted yourself? Leave an
impression that has stayed with you for a lifetime?

We are looking for memories or reflections from
alumni, colleagues, and friends.

To submit your story or to arrange a brief
interview, please contact: Jen Thomas, Director of
Communications and Donor Engagement at
jen@fsufoundation.org or 304-534-8786

Help us honor a woman who gave so much to so many
and show Dr. Swiger just how wide her reach truly was
as she celebrates this extraordinary chapter of her life.
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Amy Freeland Charts Her Own Path as a Datha & Gene Smith Fellow

Amy Freeland had a plan. Growing up in Preston
County in a large family with twelve siblings, she had
watched education pass her family by. None of her
older siblings had gone directly to college after high
school. Her family doubted whether there was a way
for her to go.

Amy'’s answer was simple and resolute: “I'm going to
get my whole college paid for.” She did.

Amy’s path to Fairmont State began in a high school
health foundations class her sophomore year. She liked
it. She stayed with it through senior year, completing a
medical assistant program. She knew she wanted to go
further and nursing felt right, but the route there was
anything but certain.

Athletics had always been part of her life. She had
run track since her freshman year of high school and
dreamed of competing in college. A scholarship offer
from Potomac State nearly pulled her in a different
direction. Then she chose Fairmont State instead,
thinking she might simply start a club track team.

Two weeks after move-in, Fairmont State announced
the launch of a new indoor track program.

“l was so happy,” she says. “l knew | needed to join.”

She did, and she earned an athletic scholarship that
became one piece of a larger funding puzzle she had
promised her family she would solve.

Amy had heard about the Datha & Gene Smith
Fellows Program and the Bridge program — a summer
immersion for Fellows — through a high school friend.
She was nervous about attending college, but the
fellowship came with financial support that she
needed, so she applied.

"It actually wasn't that bad,” she says about the Bridge
experience. "It made me feel more comfortable being
in college. | didn't know anything about attending

college and the Bridge program gave me that.”

Among the week’s highlights: a whitewater rafting trip
to the New River Gorge. Amy does not love water. She
held on for dear life and came out of the experience
with an understanding that she can do anything with
commitment and perseverance.

By the time the broader freshman class arrived, Amy
already had a community. She had found her people.

In her first semester, Amy made the Dean'’s List while
running track, working for the athletic department, and
keeping the kind of schedule that would exhaust most
people. During the spring 2026 term, Mondays were
her light day. Tuesdays and Thursdays she had three
classes, a lift session in the strength and conditioning
gym, and a shift at work. She is pursuing a pathway
toward nursing, with her sights set on pediatrics.

The Datha & Gene Smith Fellows program coordinator,
Lauren Pearson, does not hide her admiration. “She

joined track, she works for the athletic department, her
grades have been great — she has been a big success.”

Amy is the first person in her immediate family to
attend college directly out of high school. That fact sits
with her, not as a burden, but as a point of pride she
holds on behalf of everyone who came before her.

When asked what she would say to the donors whose
generosity helped make her first year possible — the
scholarship dollars, the fellowship support, the funded
resources she may never fully trace back to a specific
name — Amy does not hesitate.

“I would thank them for giving me the opportunity to
go to college. And for making my dream come true.”

She is a rising sophomore. She has years ahead of
her. And she is, by every measure, exactly where she
planned to be.



From First-Generation Student to Lasting Legacy: The Jarrett-Reaser Family’s

Continued Commitment to Fairmont State

Through a series of impact scholarships, endowed
scholarships, and planned gifts, a Fairmont State
alumna and her husband continue to invest in first-
generation college students at Fairmont State
University.

Beth Jarrett-Reaser and Mark Reaser have established
educational opportunities for first-generation students
through a collection of scholarships — four in their
names, two honoring Beth’s parents for making
significant sacrifices to provide her with a college
education at Fairmont State, and two in memory of the
couple’s beloved chihuahua, Chico, who was a source
of love and joy for the Jarrett-Reasers for 17 years.
These scholarships will provide $8,000 in financial
support to qualifying students each academic year.

“We are incredibly grateful to Beth and Mark for their
generosity and their heart for helping others succeed,”
said Marissa Mauro, president of the Fairmont State
Foundation. “Their commitment to giving back
through scholarships that provide immediate support,
scholarships that grow over time, and a planned

gift that will serve students for years to come. This
ensures that first-generation students have access to
opportunities that can change the trajectory of their
lives. This is the kind of generosity that defines the
Fairmont State experience.”

“Beth and Mark’s generosity exemplifies what it means
to meaningfully invest in both people and place,” said
Fairmont State University President Mike Davis. “As a
first-generation college graduate myself, | understand
the uncertainty, financial pressure, and self-doubt that
many first-generation students experience as they

pursue a degree. These scholarships go beyond easing

financial burdens - they build confidence and send a

powerful message to our students that their community

believes in them and in the transformative impact of a
Fairmont State education.”

The Jarrett-Reasers believe that Fairmont State is a
growing institution that offers diverse educational
opportunities in North-Central West Virginia. By
establishing these scholarships, they want to help
students attend college who might not otherwise have
the opportunity. They hope that scholarship support
will allow students to focus on their studies and the
college experience and lessen their concerns about
how to pay for their education. They also hope that
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students who receive support will one day want to do
the same for other deserving students by giving back
to the University.

Mark noted that higher education is one of many career
paths available to today’s youth. He and Beth both had
the opportunity to earn college degrees, which they
used throughout their careers and credit with opening
many doors in their lives. They believe the knowledge
and experiences gained during time at Fairmont State
can have a lasting impact on students and ultimately
shape their futures. Through these scholarships, they
want to provide meaningful support in a way that helps
reduce financial barriers and contributes to students’
long-term success.

When asked why they chose to support first-generation
undergraduate students, Mark stated that “many first-
generation students have overcome life obstacles to
be in position to even consider college. Since Beth
was a first-gen student, we want to help remove some
of the financial obstacles and give these scholarship
recipients a better chance of realizing their career

and life dreams. We feel very blessed to be able to
give back in a way that creates a lasting legacy at
Fairmont State. By planning ahead, we can help ensure
these scholarships continue supporting students for
generations to come.”




Where Traditions Live: Inside Fairmont State’s Folklife Center

Long before the Frank and Jane Gabor West Virginia
Folklife Center became a hub of scholarship and
cultural preservation, the Kennedy Dairy Barn was
simply part of the landscape of Fairmont. Listed on
the National Register of Historic Places in 2006 and
repurposed shortly after, it now houses the culture of
West Virginia and the people intent on preserving it —
part cultural gallery, part archive, part classroom.

That's precisely the point.

“It's a distinct reminder of who we are,” says Dr.
Lydia Warren, the center’s director. “A display of the
inclusivity of Fairmont State University.”

Since joining the university in 2022, Warren has led the
Folklife Center through a period of significant growth,
expanding programming, securing grant funding and
building the kind of community that, as she puts it,
doesn't leave even after people do.

The Folklife Center is, by any measure, unusual in
American higher education. It houses undergraduate
minors in both folklore and museum studies,
credentials that virtually nowhere else in the country
offers at that level.

“At most schools, that's a master's degree,” Warren
says. “Students come here and they're able to get
experience not just taking those classes, not just having
those minors on their CV - but doing oral histories,
creating exhibitions, going through the archives.”

Those aren't abstract skills. Student workers have spent
recent semesters fully inventorying all 117 boxes of the
Ruth Ann Musick folklore collection, one of the center’s
signature holdings. As undergraduates, they're doing
work that most archivists don't attempt until graduate
school.

“Usually, you need a master’s degree in archives to be
allowed to touch the boxes,” Warren says. "And they're
in there with their gloves on as sophomores.”

For Marion County residents with no connection to the
university, the Folklife Center has become something
rarer still: a free, all-ages gathering place where cultural
heritage isn't behind glass.

Monthly acoustic music jams draw a rotating cast of
musicians, some who've been coming for years, into
an intimate circle open to listeners and players alike.
Storytelling performances, craft workshops, square
dances and literary arts events fill out a calendar that
runs through the academic year and into summer.

This summer, the West Virginia Storytelling Guild
brought its youth summer camp to campus, with
children staying on-site and spending time at the
center. The program is led by Dr. Fran Kirk, a former
Folklife Center director and retired Fairmont State
professor. Kirk’s continued involvement is emblematic
of something Warren has observed again and again
since taking the helm.

“The people who are interested in folk life cultivate a
really strong sense of community,” Warren says. “Once
you're a part of this, you don’t leave — even when you
leave.”

That continuity is part of what makes the center’s

work possible. Former directors stay involved. Donors
return. Families bring children for field trips to the same
building where they once took classes.

Warren, an ethnomusicologist by training, describes
cultural preservation not as nostalgia but as
orientation, a way of helping people understand where
they are and who got them there.

The center’s gallery walls trace the immigrant
communities that built this region: Irish and Italian
miners, timber workers, brickmakers. One of Fairmont's
more distinctive contributions to the built environment,
the brick that appears on homes and buildings across
town, was manufactured here, by hand, a little more
than a century ago.

“It's easy to forget that this wasn’t happening that long
ago,” Warren says. “Everything around us was built by
people who made things with their hands.”

But the Folklife Center is not a history museum,

and Warren is quick to make the distinction. “The
programming here is what we try to be,” she says.
“This is where we're going. These are traditions that
are alive and still being practiced.”



That philosophy shows up in the center’s current
exhibitions, which include a loan from the Arthurdale
Heritage organization featuring handwoven functional
textiles alongside works by contemporary fiber artists
from across West Virginia — the same traditions
expressed through new hands.

One of the center’s most significant projects in the
coming year is the transition to a fully cloud-based
archive system, a change that will make the center’s
tens of thousands of holdings searchable by anyone,
anywhere — for the first time.

“If you want to type in ‘fiber arts’ or ‘quilt’ or ‘Italian,’
you can see what we have,” Warren says. The system
will be online and accessible before the end of
2026, with the full cataloging effort, a years-long
undertaking, already underway.

That work depends directly on student workers funded

through donor investment. Without donor support,
Warren says, summer staffing simply isn't possible.
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“The archive work would be a lot slower,” she says.
“The students working with us have been able to fully
inventory 117 boxes of the Musick collection. There are
concrete goals being checked off the list — thanks in
large part to donors.”

The Folklife Center’s archive transition is just one piece
of a larger momentum Warren describes. Donor dollars
also cover the unglamorous but essential infrastructure
of archival work: acid-free boxes, acid-free folders,
nitrile and cotton gloves — the materials that make
preservation possible.

It all reflects Warren's broader vision for the center:

a place where giving is acknowledged, traditions are
practiced and anyone who walks through the door,
whether they've been coming for decades or just
moved to town, can find something that feels like home.

“If you just came to Marion County, if you just came to
this country, you have your own traditions,” she says.
“And they can be here, too.”
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In the Biology Program, Donors Are Helping Make Every Experiment Count

There is a moment in a biology lab, Dr. Glenna Pirner
will tell you, that no textbook can manufacture. It
happens when a student peers into a microscope, or
analyzes a data readout, or watches a crayfish react to
a stimulus it never expected — and suddenly, the living
world clicks into focus.

“There really is nothing more satisfying,” said Pirner,
assistant professor of biology at Fairmont State
University, “than seeing students do the work and have
it mean something.”

That moment of meaning is what Pirner and her

colleagues have built their teaching philosophy around.
And increasingly, thanks to the generosity of donors, it
is a moment more biology students get to experience.

Fairmont State’s biology faculty have designed a
program with clear conviction: students should
graduate as whole scientists, not specialists narrowed
too early. The program Pirner describes reflects that
belief. There are no formal tracks. Students move
through coursework that touches plants, bacteria,
animals and human systems alike — a breadth that
mirrors the complexity of the field itself, and, she
argues, the complexity of the careers waiting on the
other side of a degree.

“We try to produce what we call well-rounded
biologists,” she said. “Making sure we cover the full
spectrum and then preparing all of them for the future
workforce.”

That preparation has a hands-on structure. In their
junior year, students undertake original research
projects in either animal or plant physiology. Senior
year brings a capstone. By the time many of the
biology students walk across a commencement stage,
they have designed an experiment, conducted it,
analyzed the results and, in a growing number of
cases, presented their findings at a regional or national
conference.

The range of what they study would surprise anyone
who remembers high school biology as a parade of
diagrams. During the spring 2026 term alone, one
animal physiology class ran projects on the effects

of high- versus low-sugar diets in mice, tracking
voluntary exercise on measured wheels. Another
group examined the escape reflex in crayfish — that
characteristic backward dart — comparing how caffeine
and alcohol affect the speed of the neurological

response. A third studied metabolism in geckos,
looking at how light, temperature and the physiology
of ectothermy interact at the enzymatic level.

"We try to tie in more than just ‘if we do this, what
happens,”” Pirner said. “We try to dig a little deeper
into the physiology behind it.”

Outside the classroom, Pirner recently took over as full-
time faculty advisor for the university’s Beta Beta Beta
(TriBeta) chapter, the national biological honor society.
The group held a plant sale earlier this spring that
performed well, and she is already planning expanded
programming — more activities, more fundraising,

more of the informal cohesion that turns a club into a
community.

Four TriBeta students traveled to a regional conference
during the spring term. Two presented research.

One of them, a student who studied the effects of
sunscreen chemicals on aquatic plant photosynthesis

— tracing what happens when UV-blocking compounds
wash off swimmers and into the water — placed second
overall in oral competition.

“She was able to show real, measurable differences,”
Pirner said, with the quiet pride of a mentor who

has watched a student’s curiosity become a credible
scientific contribution.

None of this happens cleanly without reliable
equipment. It is the part of the conversation Pirner
returns to with the frankness of someone who

has watched a semester’s worth of student effort
evaporate because a spectrophotometer returned
noise instead of data.

“There is nothing more frustrating to an instructor and
a student,” she said, “than going to a lab, doing the
work, and getting data that means nothing.”

This year, support from Day of Giving donors and a
recent gift from Truist West Virginia Foundation helped
the biology department invest in new microscopes

- a tangible upgrade that has already changed the
quality of what students can see and document. The
department is also working toward updated sensor
and water-testing equipment, a process that will move
forward as a newly hired lab manager comes on board
this summer and conducts a full assessment of what
can be calibrated, what should be replaced and what
the program most urgently needs next.



For Pirner, the equipment question is never really about
hardware. It is about what happens to a student’s
confidence and curiosity when the tools keep pace
with their ambition. Recent donor support — including
the microscope investment — has already moved that
needle, and she is grateful for every gift that has
helped close the gap between what students deserve
and what a department’s budget alone can provide.

“Donors are absolutely making a difference in the
students’ overall experience,” she said. “It builds
confidence in their research and the quality of work
they can produce.”

Students who get real data from functioning
instruments build more than scientific knowledge.
They develop the habit of inquiry. Some will go on to

-_—
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medical school - the program reliably sends two to
four students annually — while others will move into
wildlife management, research, industry or fields that
don’t yet have names. All of them carry forward what
they were able to do, or not do, in a lab at Fairmont
State.

“The better experience we can provide students,”
Pirner said, “the better off everybody is — from the
student level all the way up.”

For those who have supported the biology program,
that is not an abstract return on investment. Itis a
crayfish darting backward under a student’s careful
watch, a data set that finally makes sense, a young
scientist standing at a podium, earning an award — and
knowing exactly why.



Gennaro Bonaventura’s Four Years Leading Fairmont State Wrestling

Four years ago, Gennaro Bonaventura walked into a
Fairmont State wrestling program with fewer than 20
athletes, a room that didn't quite feel like a wrestling
room yet, and a lot of work ahead of him. What

he’s built in roster depth, academic achievement,
competitive results, and team culture tells the story of
what happens when a program does things the right
way, consistently, year after year.

The 2025-26 season delivered some of the program’s
finest moments to date. Four Falcons earned all-
conference honors, and Colton Stoneking claimed

his second consecutive conference championship,
taking home Most Outstanding Wrestler honors in the
process. At the regional tournament, Fairmont State
set a program record with four placers. Stoneking
punched his ticket to the national competition for the
third time in his career.

Off the mat, eight wrestlers earned Academic All-
American recognition. This is a program record, and a
number that speaks to the expectations Bonaventura
has built into the fabric of the Wrestling team.

“We always want to win at the highest level,” he says.
“But working with this group has been a blessing. It
helps when you work with good people.”

Stoneking has embodied the Bonaventura era
completely, ending his career this season as a four-
year starter, three-year captain, four-time Academic
All-American, four-time regional placer, two-time
conference champion, and 4.0 student.

At this year’s annual athletic banquet honoring
student-athletes who have demonstrated tremendous
achievement and skill, Stoneking took home three
honors: Male Falcon of the Year, the Feaster Award for
the highest cumulative GPA among senior student-
athletes, and the Colebank Award, presented to the
most outstanding senior student-athlete for combined
on and off the mat success. He is only the second
wrestler in program history to receive the Colebank
Award, joining Addison Courtney, who won in 2024.

“Pretty much you name it, he did it,” Bonaventura says.

Stoneking arrived when the program was still finding
its footing. He graduated this year leaving it standing
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on solid ground, with a standard that future Falcons
will measure themselves against, quite literally, once his
name goes up on the wall.

That wall project is next on the list. Bonaventura wants
names up: conference champions, All-Americans,
regional placers, national qualifiers. Every athlete who
walks into the room should know exactly what's been
achieved there and what's possible.

“Seeing is believing,” he says. “You see those names
up there, and you work hard every day to achieve that.”

The room itself has already been transformed. Donor
investment has turned it into a genuine wrestling
facility, one that signals to recruits and returning
athletes alike that this program is serious. It's one

of the most tangible returns on donor investment
Bonaventura can point to, and he's not finished yet.

Walk around the Fairmont State campus and you'll

find wrestlers. They're in the LEAD Center - a tutoring
and testing program on campus — where Stoneking
and others have tutored fellow students. They're at
Student-Athlete Advisory Committee meetings and
Fellowship of Christian Athletes events. They're helping
run the cheerleading competition and supporting the
Brazilian jiu-jitsu tournament that happens each year.

This is deliberate. Bonaventura recruits athletes, many
of them from right here in West Virginia, who want to
be part of something bigger than the mat. Aviation
majors. Engineering students. Future educators.
Student-athletes navigating lab schedules and practice
times who know their coach will work around a tutoring
appointment when needed.

“At the end of the day, we want them to be as
successful off the mat as they are on it,” Bonaventura
says. “We have to figure it out together.”

The Academic All-American record this year, eight
honorees, is the proof.

Bonaventura doesn't hesitate when asked about the
impact of donor investment. It's athletic scholarships
that make competitive recruiting possible. It's travel

that turns a college wrestling season into something
more.



The program has taken trips to New York City,
Indianapolis, and beyond — experiences that have
stayed with athletes long after a tournament has
ended. "We had a lot of student-athletes from

West Virginia who were on cloud nine in New York,”
Bonaventura recalls. “Some of them said it was the
best week of their lives. And that’s all because of donor
support.”

Day of Giving dollars this year will go directly toward
scholarships and the wrestling room wall project. Every
dollar, he's quick to note, is targeted and part of a plan,
not an afterthought.

“It's money well spent every year,” he says. “Everything
donors give benefits the guys directly.”

As Bonaventura steps into an expanded role as director
of wrestling, the program is breaking new ground.
Fairmont State is launching a women'’s wrestling
program, and the early response has been remarkable.
Less than a month after going public, the program is

already halfway to a target roster of 12 for the fall.

Bonaventura credits the men’s program'’s reputation
and social media presence for generating early
momentum, and he's energized by the challenge
ahead. A women'’s head coach has just been hired.
Additional staff support is planned. And the same
blueprint that grew a men'’s roster from 15 to nearly 40
student-athletes, with records on the books, is ready to
be applied again with the new women's team.

“We just have to keep doing the right things and
building the right way,” he says. “We'll get more
support as we go.”

The gaps are closing. The room looks the part. The
roster is full and growing. And now, for the first time,
there are two programs to build.

For Gennaro Bonaventura, that's not a burden. It's the
next four years.
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The Datha & Gene Smith Fellows Program Opens Doors to Education

Datha and Gene Smith didn’t experience college. But
they understood, perhaps better than most, what it
could mean for someone who did. All three of their
children earned college degrees from Fairmont State
— a source of pride for a Marion County family that
believed deeply in the power of education.

In 2021, the Smith children, through their family
foundation, committed funds to establish the Datha
& Gene Smith Fellows Program at Fairmont State
University. This comprehensive fellowship is designed
to support first-generation college students from the
moment they step on campus through every year that
follows.

As Vice President for Student Affairs at Fairmont State
University, Dr. Janna Bredeson sees firsthand the
impact that mentorship, belonging, and sustained
support can have on first-generation students.

“First-generation students bring incredible resilience,
determination, and potential to our campus, but many
arrive without the roadmap that others may take

for granted. At a regional institution like Fairmont
State, programs like the Datha & Gene Smith Fellows
Program are transformational because they create both
access and belonging,” Bredeson explained. “We are
deeply grateful to the Smith family for their continued
investment in our students and their belief in the power
of higher education to change lives for generations.

As the program continues to grow, we are excited to
expand leadership development, peer mentoring, and
career readiness opportunities that will help our fellows
thrive both at Fairmont State and beyond.”

The program is more than a scholarship. This
distinction matters. Where scholarships provide a
financial boost, the Datha & Gene Smith Fellows
Program wraps students in sustained, four-year
support. It is financial assistance paired with mentoring,
academic resources, cultural experiences, and a
dedicated coordinator who serves as advocate and
connector for every year of a student'’s college career.

The program coordinator is Lauren Pearson, and her
approach to the role is as personal as it is practical.
“A lot of students are afraid to talk to their advisors
or financial aid,” she explains. “I become their middle
person. And a lot of times, I'll walk them to whoever
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they need to talk to, because it can be scary to
navigate a college campus without any baseline for
what to expect.”

Fairmont State's student body reflects the reality of the
region: many are from rural West Virginia communities
where the path to and through college is not well-
mapped. When students arrive uncertain of what
FAFSA means, unsure how to read a course schedule,
or simply not knowing that they are, by definition, a
“first-generation” student at all, Pearson meets them
exactly where they are.

The program begins before orientation, before
roommates arrive, before the noise of a new semester
sets in. Each summer, a cohort of incoming fellows
arrives on campus four to five days early for the Bridge
Program. Participants are selected by a committee, and
applicants must be first-generation college students
from West Virginia with at least a 2.5 grade point
average.

The week is intentionally immersive. Fellows tour
campus, explore university technology platforms,
meet advisors and support staff, and move through
orientation. But they do it as a small, close-knit group,
with the full attention of program staff. Last year, that
included a whitewater rafting excursion to the New

River Gorge, an experience many fellows had never
had.

Upon returning to campus, “they ended up playing
ultimate Frisbee on the quad on their own,” Pearson
recalls with a smile, describing an evening during
bridge week when the structured activities gave way to
something better. “It wasn't something we'd planned. It
just happened. They had bonded. From that point on,
they were united.”

That sense of belonging, forged before the broader
campus population arrives, is among the program’s
most powerful and intentional gifts. First-generation
students often report feeling like outsiders in a place
where others seem to know all the unspoken rules. The
Bridge program resets that experience from day one.

Program requirements keep fellows engaged and
supported throughout the academic year. Each student
meets one-on-one with Pearson monthly, participates



in a group activity each month - ranging from athletic
events to campus programming to community
service — and attends monthly study sessions at the
Datha & Gene Smith LEAD Center, where tutors in a
variety of disciplines are available.

The program’s impact extends beyond its formal
structure. Pearson’s office has become an open door
for fellows and their friends alike. “Students are now
bringing their friends in,” she says. “I've become kind
of their go-to person.”

In the program'’s next phase, fellows who have
completed their first year will step into peer mentor
roles, leading study hall check-ins, managing social
media, and offering the kind of support that can only
come from someone who has walked the same path.
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Year two becomes an opportunity to give back while
building professional and leadership skills of their own.

As fellows advance, the program advances with them.
Resume workshops and career exploration are already
part of the curriculum. Internship preparation is on the
horizon for upperclassmen, and a travel experience is

envisioned for year-three students.

What Datha and Gene Smith built, born of quiet
generosity and carried forward by their family’s
continued commitment, is not merely a program. It is
an infrastructure of belonging for students who arrive
at Fairmont State carrying ambition and potential but
without the roadmap that so many of their peers may
take for granted.
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Acrobatics & Tumbling is Building a Program and a Path Forward

When the final skill is landed and the judges have seen
everything, the pressure lifts all at once. You can see it
happen - the months of early mornings, weight room
sessions, and relentless practice dissolve in an instant,
replaced by something simpler: relief, joy, and the
quiet certainty that they did it.

Danielle Cutri has watched that moment play out many
times, first as a student-athlete at Fairmont State and
now as head coach of the University’s Acrobatics and
Tumbling program. This season, she had plenty of
opportunities to witness it again.

The Falcons captured their second consecutive
Mountain East Conference Championship, finishing the
regular season with an unblemished 11-0. For Cutri, it
marks her fourth conference title as head coach in six
years. She credits her record not to wins and losses,
but to something deeper.

“| can always say it's our win and loss record,” she said.
“But | dont think it’s that. | think it’s the culture that
this program has built.”

That culture grew out of relationships Cutri herself
experienced as a student-athlete here. She came to
Fairmont State unfamiliar with the emerging sport, was
encouraged to try it by program founder Kristi Kiefer,
and went on to become a four-time All-American. She
moved into coaching after graduation, and when Kiefer
retired, she passed the torch directly. “This program
was made for you,” Kiefer told her. Cutri took the job
as head coach in 2020 and hasn't looked back.

For those new to the sport, acrobatics and tumbling
draws from gymnastics and acrobatic gymnastics,
combining them with elements of competitive cheer
into a multi-event competition that unfolds over
roughly two hours. It was created, in part, to give
talented gymnasts somewhere to go after high school.

Before programs like Fairmont State’s existed, the
path simply ended. The sport has grown from roughly
six collegiate programs when Cutri first competed to
approximately 55 today, and beginning in spring 2027,
it will hold its first-ever NCAA Championship.

The path to this season’s conference title wasn't always

clean. Perfection, Cutri will tell you, isn't the point until
it counts. At the MEC Championship, her athletes hit a
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perfect meet when it mattered most.

A video from that moment circulated on the team'’s
social media after the event. In it, four athletes
complete their routine, their faces locked in
concentration — and then, in the span of a breath,
everything shifted from intensity to joy as they realized
they'd done it. The weight of the moment was visible
and emotional.

“As soon as they hit that last skill, you see the smiles
and the tears,” Cutri said. “Everything that they worked
for all season, they did it. Two of the team members in
the performing group were competing for the last time
in the Feaster Center and it was a powerful moment for
the entire team.”

Her athletes train five to six days a week, regularly
reaching the NCAA's 20-hour weekly athletic limit while
carrying full academic loads. Cutri responds to this
reality not with harder demands, but with the care and
grace of a natural leader.

She holds what she calls “tea times"” — one-on-one
walks or conversations with student-athletes, about
anything except athletics. She conducts random
grade checks. She extends mental health days with
no questions asked, save two: Are you okay? Is there
anything | can do to help?

“I always tell them: you're a human first, before you're
ever a student or an athlete,” she said. “If we're not
taking care of them, I'm not doing my job.”

None of the program’s national-level competition
happens without donor support. Until the sport's
first NCAA Championship in 2026-27, programs like
Fairmont State’s receive no financial incentives for
postseason participation.

During this year’s Day of Giving, the Acrobatics and
Tumbling team raised $25,000 driven, fittingly, by

the team'’s competitive instincts. Cutri offered a

small incentive: whichever class sent the most donor
outreach messages would earn a branded item of their
choice. One class alone sent 748 messages. “This was
eye-opening for me. We have so many people who
show up for us,” Cutri said. “Their generosity supports
our program in ways that immediately improve the
student-athlete experience.”



That giving made possible this year’s flights to
the national championships, new equipment, and
opportunities that rival what Division | programs offer.

Looking ahead, the program’s competition and training
mats — now five years old — need replacing. New
competition mats run between $10,000 and $13,000,
with additional training mats adding several thousand
more. "l would love for donors to know that you're
directly impacting the success of this program,” Cutri
said. “It's not just about paying for scholarships. It's
about keeping a good culture here and providing
these student-athletes with life-changing experiences.”

That was on display at the 2026 NCATA National
Championships in Azusa, California, where the Falcons
competed on a national stage in late April. Seeded
fourth in an eight-team field, Fairmont State defeated
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fifth-seeded Augustana in the quarterfinals to advance
to the national semifinals — the first time the program
had reached that stage in over a decade. The Falcons
qualified for seven events and finished the season with
a record-breaking 12-1.

Individual honors also reflected the depth of the
program'’s success. Cutri was named NCATA Division

Il Coach of the Year. The team claimed Division Il Most
Outstanding Player of the Year, Division Il Specialist of
the Year, two First Team All-Americans, one Second
Team All-American, one All-Academic honoree, and
the Colleen Kausrud Leadership Award.

With 11 newcomers joining the roster for the upcoming
year, the team continues to grow. “The future is bright
for Fairmont State Acrobatics and Tumbling,” Cutri said
— and this season’s successes provide the proof.
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How Fairmont State Helped One Student Turn Potential into a Career

Emilio Maset has always known how to listen to himself.
When he arrived at a large state university in the fall of
2021, it didn't take long to recognize that something
wasn't quite right for him there.

“School started on a Wednesday,” he said. “l went
Wednesday, Thursday, and by Friday | knew it wasn't
the place for me.”

It wasn't that Maset didn’t love learning. He did

— deeply. He just hadn't yet found the right fit. A
semester of reflection and a change of direction later,
he landed at Fairmont State University, initially enrolled
in nursing. That path shifted, too. But when he told his
parents he thought he wanted to work with computers,
their response stopped him short.

m

“They said, "We've been telling you that your entire life.

Maset graduated in December 2025 with not one but
two degrees — a bachelor’s in computer science and a
bachelor’s in mathematics.

What drew him to Fairmont State and kept him there
was something harder to quantify than a course
catalog. After his brief experience at a larger school, he
wanted a campus that felt like a campus.

“It felt like it was just a city with some college buildings
sprinkled in,” he said. “Here, it actually feels like a
place. You can park your car in the morning and get
everywhere.”

That sense of community extended into the classroom.
Maset speaks about his professors with a warmth
that’s hard to miss. Among those who left a lasting
impression: Professor Ted LaRue and Professor Alice
LaRue, both retired from the faculty, along with Dr.
Mahmood Hossain, Dr. Robert Niichel and Dr. Joseph
Riesen.

“I have very few complaints about the professors |
had,” he said. “I feel lucky to say that.”

It was Ted LaRue who first nudged Maset toward a

math minor, framing it as just a few extra courses.
When Maset took him up on it, LaRue encouraged
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further exploration, pointing out that the full math
major was not out of reach.

Beyond the classroom, Maset's time at Fairmont State
took him further than most students travel. Through a
partnership with a university in Japan, he and a fellow
computer science student spent a week participating
in an international drone programming workshop, then
stayed an extra week to explore.

Closer to home, he spent a summer engaged in
undergraduate research under Niichel, applying
machine learning to a question about student
academic behavior. The results were modest by his
own account, but the experience was not.

“It was much more challenging than | expected,” he
said. “But | felt proud of doing that work.”

That research also opened a door he didn't see
coming. Niichel connected him with a leadership figure
at a prominent federal research facility, a conversation
that eventually led to an internship, and from there to
where he is today, building a career in a technical field
he finds genuinely exciting.

"My connections with my professors at Fairmont State
made pivoting into a career very manageable,” he said.

Maset graduated without student loan debt.
Scholarship support made that possible, and he
doesn't take it lightly.

“l applaud anybody that is giving money to someone in
need,” he said. "And for education specifically, | further
applaud donors who still put education on a pedestal.”

Looking back, Maset distills four years of experiences,
discoveries, and hard-won growth into a single piece
of advice for the students just now beginning their own
Fairmont State journeys.

“Have a growth mindset,” he said. “See a learning
opportunity in every single thing that you do. That's
what kept me sane through the challenges, and | think
it'll get you far not just academically, but professionally,
and personally, too.”



Future Educator Molli Taylor Finds Her Calling

Molli Taylor can still tell you her third-grade teacher’s

name. Amy Merrill. She can tell you without hesitation
that Mrs. Merrill is a big part of why she is sitting in the
education program at Fairmont State University today.

“She was definitely a big role model,” Molli said. “I really
want to be like her and be a good teacher.”

Growing up as the daughter of a military officer, Molli had
mapped out an ambitious future — medicine, law, perhaps
a career in uniform like her father. But when a scholarship
application stopped her in her tracks, something clicked.

"l applied for a scholarship for future educators, and
when | got it, | was like, this is my calling,” said the
Fairmont native, who is finishing her first year in the
education program. “This is what I'm supposed to do.”

Looking back, the signs had been there all along. She had
spent summers working with children at church camps,
planning activities, leading groups, pouring energy into
the kids around her. Her mother had noticed. “My mom
was like, ‘Molli, you know..."” she recalled, laughing. “And
| was like, oh, wow. | could be a great teacher.”

Now pursuing a K-12 Special Education certification, with
a secondary interest in teaching second or third grade
general education, Molli has her sights set on having
precisely that kind of lasting impact on the students

she will one day call her own. “I just want them to love
learning,” she said simply.

Molli chose Fairmont State deliberately, drawn by the
strength of its education program and, equally, by its
sense of community. “I love the small community,” she
said. “I know that education is a big program here, so |
was like, | absolutely need to go here if I'm going to be a
teacher. | fell in love with it.”

Scholarship support has shaped that experience in
meaningful ways. As a recipient of scholarship support,
Molli has been able to focus on her studies and
campus involvement without the financial weight that
accompanies so many college journeys. She works, but
for spending money, not tuition. “It's more money that |
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can put toward grad school,” she said. “It definitely helps
alot.”

Her ambitions don't stop at a bachelor’s degree. Molli is
already planning a master’s degree in special education,
and she is enjoying something a bit more adventurous
along the way. As a member of Fairmont State’s Honors
Program, she recently traveled to Rome on a program
trip supported in part by donor generosity. It was her first
time outside the United States.

“| never imagined it being that huge,” she said of the
Colosseum, still marveling at the memory. “I knew it was
big, but not truly that huge until | was actually there.”

The Honors Program has been more than a passport
stamp. Molli describes it as a genuine community, with
engaged advisors, service opportunities, and a cohort of
students who push one another. The coursework is more
rigorous, she acknowledges, but the investment feels
right. “It's a really good program to get involved with,”
she said.

On campus, Molli leads a women'’s Christian ministry
called Delight, which meets weekly and draws about 20
students. She also participates in the Baptist Collegiate
Ministry on Tuesday evenings. This summer, she will
develop and teach a full curriculum at her church’s youth
camp, her first time building lessons from scratch, while
also taking two online courses and planning a trip to see
family on the west coast.

It is a full life, built deliberately, and she is grateful for the
donors who have helped make it possible. When asked
what she would say to those who funded her scholarship,
she didn't hesitate.

“l would say, thank you so much for investing in me,” she
said. She noted that her scholarship honors an educator’s
legacy, and that the connection feels personal.

There is something quietly full-circle about that. A
scholarship established in memory of an educator, now
carrying a future educator forward, one classroom, one
student, one moment of belonging at a time.
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Meet Alex Zaroyan, Fairmont State’s New Soccer Coach

Alex Zaroyan has never been the type to stand still.
From the analytics rooms of the San Francisco Bay Area
to the sidelines of Power Five programs, he has spent
his career absorbing the game from every angle. And
now he's brought that curiosity to Fairmont.

Zaroyan was named the fifth head women’s soccer
coach in Fairmont State program history in February,
appointed by Director of Athletics Greg Bamberger.
He inherits a program that has never been stronger.
The Fighting Falcons captured the 2025 Mountain East
Conference Women'’s Soccer Championship, defeating
the University of Charleston 4-1 in the final. The
program finished with a program-best 17 wins before
falling to West Chester in the second round of the
NCAA Division I Championship. Not a single player
transferred out following the season - a fact Zaroyan
calls extraordinary.

“When nobody transfers out, that's extremely rare,” he
said. “Especially when you win. The fact that nobody
left the roster this year says a lot about the university
and the program.”

Zaroyan grew up in Monrovia, California, where his
uncle coached professionally and planted an early
seed. While studying at Cal State East Bay, he took

a job with Match Analysis, a California-based soccer
analytics firm. He tracked more than 750 hours of
matches in Major League Soccer, Liga MX, and with
the U.S. men’s and women'’s national teams, learning
to translate on-field production into data. He later
earned a bachelor’s degree in sports and recreational
management from Temple University and a master's
degree in strategic communication from the University
of Tennessee at Martin.

His coaching path wound through Angelina College in
Texas and the University of Tennessee-Martin, where
he helped the Skyhawks to 17 wins and the 2021 Ohio
Valley Conference championship. He also coached

at George Washington University and then Syracuse,
where he was named to the United Soccer Coaches
30-Under-30 program, selected from more than 270
applicants.

Zaroyan has been direct with his players about the
challenge ahead. “You've been on a mountaintop,”
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he told them. “Everybody has their bullseye pointed
at where you are. Our job is to get to the next highest
mountaintop — and then the next one.”

His philosophy is grounded in relationships and
transparency. Rather than focusing players on trophies
and tournament brackets, he challenges them to

win every session and every drill, building habits so
ingrained that when the stakes are highest, the team
knows exactly what to do.

“l don’t want an environment with a perfection
attitude,” he said. “Winning, to me, includes: | couldn’t
do this yesterday, and | can do it today.”

Zaroyan describes his squad as a diverse group united
by the game. What strikes him most is how naturally
they connect across those differences.

He is recruiting selectively this cycle, prioritizing fit
over volume, with commitments already in hand from
a Southern California prospect and conversations
underway with players from Spain and the Harrisburg
area. The fall schedule will not allow for a slow start:
the Falcons open against Slippery Rock before
traveling to face Findlay, both nationally ranked
opponents.

For donors who have invested in Fairmont State
women'’s soccer, and those considering it, Zaroyan
wants you to know what that investment looks like from
the inside. These are student-athletes who span majors
from nursing to architecture to engineering, who
stayed when they could have left, and who approach
every day on this campus with genuine appreciation.

“When you're a donor, you want to see your
investment go deep,” he said. “At Fairmont State,
you're going to get four years of a student-athlete. Not
just one season.”

That long view is exactly how Zaroyan thinks about the
program he is building. The wins, the conference title,
the NCAA tournament run — those are the foundation,
not the ceiling. With a loyal roster, a demanding early
schedule and a coach whose ambitions are as high as
they are grounded, Fairmont State women's soccer is
pointed squarely at what comes next.
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