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D avid Garcia lives each day coping with limitations
heavy enough to crush the spirit. 

At Commencement ceremonies in May, the entire Van-
derbilt community celebrated the grit of the Dominican
Republic native, who received a doctorate in Spanish Amer-
ican Literature and Latino Studies after an automobile
accident left him a quadriplegic. 

“It’s been an extraordinary journey,” Garcia said. “I can’t
imagine having completed such a milestone anywhere
other than Vanderbilt.”

Garcia wrote his dissertation on the writer Jesús Colón
by using a voice-operated computer program. He lost work-
days when circumstances such as a cold altered his voice,
and had to spell out each word of large amounts of the
more than 300-page manuscript. He recruited family mem-
bers and friends to type parts of the dissertation.

He did the work at his home in Apalachin, N.Y. 
The dissertation defense took place through video 
conferencing between Vanderbilt and Binghamton 
University in New York.

“Doing a Ph.D. is difficult enough, but for someone
who is only able to move his neck, and maybe slightly
his arm, it’s unprecedented,” said Garcia’s friend and men-
tor William Luis, professor of Spanish. “It’s a celebration
for people with disabilities — and people who don’t have
disabilities — helping us to learn to strive to accomplish
as much as we can.”

Luis was asked to bring one graduate student with him
from Binghamton when he began teaching at Vanderbilt
in 1991. As an undergraduate at Binghamton, Garcia had
taken a challenging course taught by Luis and outpaced
most of the graduate students in the class.

“I noticed something special in him,” Luis said, “about
his intellectual curiosity, his determination, his willingness
to work.”

Garcia was on the verge of graduating from Vander-
bilt and had accepted a teaching job at Millsaps College
in Jackson, Miss., when the accident occurred on Memo-
rial Day in 1996 while he was driving from Jackson 
to Dallas.

Vanderbilt officials, urged on by Luis, arranged his
transfer from a Jackson hospital to Vanderbilt. The Uni-
versity also absorbed much of his subsequent medical
bills and housing costs. He eventually made a triumphant
return to the classroom as
an instructor.

“The mentor-protégé
relationship I’ve had with
William Luis has been a key
to my life,” Garcia said. “After
my accident, he didn’t quit
on me. That gave me
strength.”

Getting back to his dis-
sertation was something that
“gave me some continuity
with my former life,” Gar-
cia said. It is titled “Between
Myth, Race, and Marginal-
ity: Jesús Colón and the Afro-
Latino Condition.”

“He does a marvelous
analysis,” Luis said. “One
of the most fascinating chap-
ters for me is the one where
he argues that Colon was a
very religious man despite
being a proclaimed socialist.
He reads the sketches in Colón’s A Puerto Rican in New
York and Other Sketches as corresponding to the beads on
the rosary. That’s totally original thinking on Colón.”

Garcia is quick to credit those who helped him along
the way: Luis, his family, God, health care workers and the
Vanderbilt community. He has ambitions to teach, do
more research and publish a book on Colón.

“The first thing people see is my big wheelchair, and
sometimes they don’t pay attention to what’s in my mind
and heart,” he says. “But there’s more than one way of
moving in the world, and I think I’ve learned about that.”

—Jim Patterson

T ime is money,” goes the saying. Yet time and money
are often the enemies of the graduate student, because

there is not enough of either. 
During the summer, for instance, many graduate stu-

dents find themselves in something of an economic pur-
gatory. Their research and scholarship can’t slow down,
and yet the economic reality is that many must
spend those months taking whatever work they
can to make ends meet. Time and energy for
research melt away just when doctoral can-
didates need to be ramping up their research
and preparing for what awaits them after they’ve
completed their studies. 

Over the past two summers, Vanderbilt’s Col-
lege of Arts & Science has helped to break that
cycle by offering summer grants for mid-career
graduate students. The highly sought grants carry
a stipend of $4,000 each for 25 graduate students.

“A university needs to recruit the best graduate 
students, educate them well and place them well,” says
Constantine Tsinakis, professor of mathematics and for-
mer executive dean of the College of Arts and Science.
“The university’s visibility is highly dependent upon
whether you place students well, whether it is in acade-
mia or industry. To be visible as a graduate student, it
requires that they use their summers towards the goals
of research and getting published.”

Kun Yang, Ph.D. candidate in economics, especial-
ly appreciated the time afforded by his summer grant.
“Economics is very time-sensitive,” says Yang, whose
research dealt with the “forward premium puzzle” (a the-

ory based on future
foreign currency
exchanges). “The
topic one is working
on may also be stud-
ied by many other
scholars. Having a
whole summer to
concentrate on
research definitely
gives us a compara-
tive advantage.”

While Yang was
able to do all of his
research on the Inter-
net, Molly Morgan

needed to travel to the source for her study of Mesoamer-
ican archaeology. Since Morgan’s work on the Pacific coast
of Guatemala was not part of a larger archaeological pro-
ject, she turned to the University for support. The sum-
mer grant gave Morgan her first opportunity to perform
hands-on fieldwork at a site where the layers of soil form
a complex stratigraphic sequence that is much more dif-

ficult to interpret than the stone construction of the Clas-
sic Maya region. She traveled to Mexico to study at the
World Archaeological Foundation Laboratory. She also
worked with members of Guatemala’s Ministry of Culture
who have expressed interest in Morgan’s ongoing research.

Carola Daffner is writing her dissertation on the
German-Jewish poet Gertrud Kolmar. The grant
gave her the opportunity to travel to Germany to
review original manuscripts and a number of
unpublished letters and diaries. While in Mar-
bach, where the Kolmar archival work is located,
Daffner was able to work closely with the poet’s
family and contemporaries, many of whom 
helped to preserve Kolmar’s work after she per-
ished at Auschwitz. To Daffner’s surprise, she was
able to see a photocopied version of Kolmar’s book
Die Frau und die Tiere (The Woman and the Ani-

mals), which had been published in 1937 but was destroyed
by the Nazis. 

“It was very important for me to get to read her sis-
ter’s accounts of what they went through under the per-
secution of the Nazi regime,” Daffner says via email from
Berlin, where she is continuing her work. “I needed to
understand Kolmar’s Jewish background and why she
decided to stay in Nazi Germany, before trying to under-
stand her work.”

Time Management

When he started his summer research, David Richter
had a broad, expansive idea of his thesis. What he ended
up with was a more refined, focused project, which con-
centrated on surrealism in the work of Spanish poet 
Federico Garcia Lorca. Tangible proof of Richter’s sum-
mer exists in the 28-page article he wrote, which he plans
to submit to an academic journal that deals with theo-
ry, art and philosophy.

“Having the grant really helped me, because I felt a
responsibility to work really hard on the project and
make the most of my summer by researching and writ-
ing in a very concentrated manner,” Richter says. 

“I learned an immense amount about time man-
agement, research and writing techniques, and what it
takes to ‘cover all my bases’ in a research project,” he
continues. “This, of course, will be invaluable experi-
ence when, as a professor, I seek to meet professional
publication expectations.”

“This is a great program,” says current A&S Associ-
ate Dean Carolyn Dever, who took over as chair of the
summer grants committee this year. “The experience of
reading the research that these students are engaging in
is tremendous. The summer grant program is a huge invest-
ment on the part of the College of Arts and Science, and
it has already made returns. We’re seeding the future.”

— Shelton Clark

Seeding the Future

S t u d e n t  N e w s S t u d e n t  N e w s

Garcia earns doctorate eight years after paralyzing accident

Graduate students Molly
Morgan, left, and Jeremy
Bauer work on a jade cache
in Guatemala.

Morgan

David Garcia, center,
receives his doctoral hood
from his mentor, Professor
William Luis, left, at
Commencement ceremonies
last May.

Several Arts and Science students received prestigious national and
international scholarships this year. They include a photojournalist who
is documenting life in a notorious African slum, a junior aiming for a
career in the CIA, and the first A&S student to win such scholarships
in both his junior and senior year. 

John B. Reed, BA’04, has won a Fulbright fellowship to study
photography in Nairobi, Kenya. He will spend nine months docu-
menting life in the Mathare Valley, a Nairobi slum. Reed expects
to make photojournalism his career in the international area.

Clay Varney has won a National Security Education Program David
L. Boren Scholarship to study at the American University in Cairo,

Egypt. An A&S junior, Varney anticipates a career as a CIA operations
officer or counter-terrorism analyst.

After winning the Beinecke Scholarship in 2003, Benjamin Brent
Ogles, BA’04, received this year’s Jacob K. Javits Scholarship for grad-
uate study in the humanities. He is the first A&S student to win such
scholarships in both his junior and senior years. 

Other awards included Werner Lippert, a doctoral student in his-
tory, a DAAD Fellowship for archival dissertation research in Germany;
Christy MacPherson, BS’04, and Jonathan Sawyer, BS’04, Fulbright
teaching fellowships to Germany; and Jonathan Paul Weindruch, BA’98,
MBA’04, a Fulbright Binational Business Grant. 

Students cop top awards
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