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We have had a remarkable year here at Saint Louis 
University. Amidst one of the greatest challenges 
in our lifetime — the COVID-19 pandemic — we 

persevered and succeeded thanks to the adaptability, 
hard work and compliance with COVID protocols 
displayed by the staff, faculty and students of SLU. 
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SLU Successfully Completes Academic Year Amid Pandemic

S aint Louis University successfully wrapped up its 2020-21 academic 
year — one that brought unprecedented challenges due to a global 

pandemic — without having to suspend its commitment to mostly 
in-person classes, entirely in-person labs and on-campus living. 

“Every member of our Saint Louis University community should be 
proud of all we have accomplished this past year, much of which many 
thought impossible a year ago,” said University President Dr. Fred P. 
Pestello. “The pandemic tested us, and we pulled together and rose to 
the challenges as One SLU.” 

Pestello continued: “I have heard from many students and parents 
about how well SLU communicated with them and how positive it was 
to them that we kept our campus open and taught primarily in person.”  

But why was SLU able to keep its campus open at a time when other 
colleges across the country were being forced to shelter in place, sus-
pend in-person classes or move completely online? 

Among many other factors, University officials point to a decision 
early in the crisis to engage SLU’s experts and solicit them to lead the 
University’s response to COVID-19, including three uniquely qualified 
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2021 Commencement Reflects COVID Protocols

F or the first time, Saint Louis University held in-person and vir-
tual events to celebrate its graduates. 

Members of the class of 2021 had the opportunity to attend in-per-
son precommencement ceremonies where they celebrated with fellow 
graduates from their college or school. To accommodate COVID-19 
protocols, there were 16 precommencement ceremonies May 18-22 
in Chaifetz Arena. Each ceremony was capped at 250 graduates, who 
could bring four guests each. All attendees were required to wear 
masks and keep a safe distance from others in the arena. The events 
were livestreamed for loved ones to view at home.

The University’s main commencement ceremony took place virtu-
ally. The video event, featuring speakers and degree conferrals, was 
released May 23.

The high-profile physician leading the St. Louis region’s fight 
against COVID-19 delivered this year’s commencement address. Dr. 
Alexander Garza (Grad PH ’03), incident commander of the St. Louis 
Metropolitan Pandemic Task Force, gave advice to SLU’s newest 
alumni, calling them “my future heroes.”

“You have been through a lot over the past four years. You have 
strived, you have endured, and you have undoubtedly suffered,” Garza 
said. “And now, you have experience and understanding. And you 
will be there when the next pandemic or other complex, hairy, insur-
mountable, worldwide problem comes along, and when they ask ‘Who 
shall we send?’ you will say, ‘Here I am, send me!’”

The chief community health officer of SSM Health, Garza was 
tapped in April 2020 to lead a coalition of the region’s four largest 
health care systems in a unified response to COVID-19. A colonel 
in the U.S. Army Reserve medical corps, he was deployed to Iraq 
in 2003 with a civil affairs team to rebuild hospitals and clinics. In 
2009, he was appointed by President Barack Obama to serve as the 
assistant secretary and chief medical officer of the U.S. Department 
of Homeland Security. In 2013, Garza returned to his alma mater to 
become the associate dean for public health practice and an associ-
ate professor of epidemiology at SLU’s College for Public Health and 
Social Justice. In 2016, he started at SSM, where he also has served 
as chief quality officer and chief medical officer of the health system.

Garza joined four others in receiving honorary doctoral degrees 
from SLU this year.

Dr. Brenda (Grad A&S ’81) and Larry Thompson were recognized 
for their dedication to collecting, sharing and preserving African 
American works of art. The Thompsons donated 100 works of art 
celebrating African American culture to the Georgia Museum of 
Art in 2012. And they have donated 55 pieces of artwork by African 
American artists to the Saint Louis University Museum of Art. 
Recently, they established a graduate scholarship at SLU to support 
students who have an interest in art by African American artists.

Linda and Alan (CSB ’69) Vogt were honored for their longtime 
support of Billiken athletics and SLU student-athletes. During 
the past 25 years, the couple has made contributions that provide 
resources to all student-athletes at SLU, including academic support 
services, nutrition programs and campus life activities. In 2017, they 
received SLU’s Bauman Sportsmanship Award and were inducted into 
the Billiken Hall of Fame.

Because no midyear ceremony could be held in December 2020, the 
May 2021 ceremonies honored both fall and spring semester graduates.

Class of 
2020 to be 
Honored 
in August

T o celebrate 
SLU’s May 2020 
graduates — 

whose commencement 
was postponed 
last year due to the 
pandemic — the 
University will host 
Commencement and 
Celebration Weekend 
Aug. 6-8, with an 
o�cial ceremony 
taking place on 
Saturday, Aug. 7. In 
addition, activities to 
honor and celebrate 
the class will be held 
throughout the 
weekend. 

“Honoring you is 
important to all of us, 
as is recognizing the 
work and dedication 
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ACCELERATING EXCELLENCE 
CAMPAIGN REACHES $464 MILLION

A ccelerating Excellence: The Campaign for Saint Louis 
University has raised more than $464 million in the 

three years since its public phase began.
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Collins Appointed to Lead ITS

A fter leading Saint Louis University’s Division 
of Information Technology Services on an 

interim basis since March 2020, Kyle Collins was 
appointed permanent vice president and chief 
information officer in May.

Collins, who most recently served as assistant 
vice president for technology transformation, has 
served in higher education IT leadership roles for 
more than 20 years, including 11 years with SLU. He became interim 
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aint Louis University’s 
Interdisciplinary Science and 
Engineering Building (ISE) was 
constructed with 125 tons of 
structural steel, 94 miles of power 

cabling, 8,000 cubic yards of concrete and a 
vision for STEM breakthroughs. 

The three-story, 90,000 square-foot ISE Building 
represents the heart of SLU’s science, technology, engi-
neering and math (STEM) programs. It was designed 
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Researchers with the Water 
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t 8 years old, Dorsa Derakhshani 
won one of the first chess tourna-
ments she ever played, a national 
championship in her native Iran. 

She accepted her award in a princess gown and 
tiara, sweetly standing out among the other 
girls wearing traditional headscarves.

It wasn’t the first time Derakhshani stood 
out, and it wouldn’t be the last. 

Li ke t he queen in t he ga me of chess, 
Derakhshani knows what it is to be the lone 
female in the crowd. But also like the queen — 
generally considered the most powerful piece 
on the board — she draws on her ability to 
move exactly as she wants in any direction.

Derakhshani grew up in Tehran, the f irst-
born of a pediatrician father and psychiatrist 
mother. 

Her mother didn’t have many professional 
opportunities as a woman in Iran in the late 
1990s, so she “decided to stay home and work 
on me instead,” Derakhshani said. That meant 
undivided attention and instruction from the 
very beginning. It soon became clear that the 
child reached milestones before anyone else 
around her. 

Chess Queen
Grandmaster Dorsa Derakhshani has made 

a name for herself around the world, but she’s 
happy to call Saint Louis University home.

— By Amy Garland

At 18 months old, she could read.
At 2.5 years, she finished the equivalent of first grade. At age 4, fourth grade. 
It was extraordinary, but when it came time for the little girl to begin her 

formal education, it posed a problem: There was no real precedent for the sit-
uation in her country. Eventually, Derakhshani started school in a first-grade 
classroom, even though she was academically years past her classmates.

Her parents realized their daughter needed more. They sought enrichment 
for her at every turn: ballet, swimming, painting, music and, of course, chess. 
She had been around the game for as long as she can remember.

“My father played chess in high school before the revolution in Iran,” 
Derakhshani said. “But after the revolution, it was banned for a while. He 
couldn’t play in public, but he would play in the house with my mom. That’s 
how I learned.”

By 6, she started chess lessons, but the hobby quickly turned into something 
more, as Derakhshani ’s competitive nature kicked in. Unlike some of her 
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The chapel, made possible 
by a gift from David 
Thornley Orthwein, 
features stained glass 
created by William 
Frank, a St. Louis-based 
artist at Emil Frei Inc., a 
nationally recognized 
stained-glass studio. The 
crucifix, suspended from 
the ceiling of the chapel, 
features an eight-foot 
stainless-steel cross and a 
five-foot figure of Christ, 
and was created by sculptor 
Alexander Tylevich.

The family waiting areas 
are located on the east 
side of the inpatient units, 
providing views of the 
St. Louis City skyline.

The new Center for 
Specialized Medicine 
features clinics with 
separate patient-only and 
physician-only spaces. 
One-stop registration 
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1990
Phillip Tucker 
{GRAD A&S} has 
written more 
than 70 books 
of history, 
garnering 
recognition as 

“the Stephen 
King of history.” 
He lives in 
Central Florida, 
where he writes 
full time after a 
career of more 
than two decades as a historian 
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Ms. Martha (Jakubiak) 
Brockmole {DCHS ’43}

Mr. Robert Helfrich Jr. {PC ’44}
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FOUR DECADES 
OF REC 

The Simon Recreation 
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The Billiken 
is tidying up 

after another 
successful 
semester at 

SLU, and that 
includes 

ensuring his 
contact list is 
super clean.

HELP US STAY CONNECTED! 
Confirm or update your contact 

information, and we’ll keep in touch 
with the latest SLU news, event 

invitations and special alumni benefits. 

Scan the  QR code  or visit  
 alumni.slu.edu/stayconnected  

to confirm or update your 
contact information.


