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The Power of a U of I MBA

sponsored by

Mia Woods
Age:  34
Occupation:  Executive Director - Big Brothers Big Sisters of 
 the Illinois Capital Region
Email:  mwoods@bbbsicr.org
Education:  University of Virginia - Bachelors of Science  
 in Education, 2005; Hampton University -  
 Masters of Science, 2008
Family:         Kids - Nevaeh
 
Affiliations / Community Activities: Koke Mill Christian 
Church; Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority, Inc.; Leadership 
Springfield  (class of 2017, current Board Member); Illinois 
Women in Leadership (IWIL); Young Philanthropists.

• What’s your guiding principle in life?  The number one 
rule in my family is to “treat everyone and everything with respect”; “So in everything, do to others what you 
would have them do to you” --Matthew 7:12
• Why did you choose your current career? My current career chose me! Every employment opportunity 
that I have been fortunate to serve through has allowed me to realize my passion for youth development, my 
interest in strengthening communities and the personal joy I find in creating long lasting systems.
• What’s your greatest hope for Springfield? My greatest hope for Springfield is that people will see how 
vibrant, progressive, and inclusive it is at first glance because the city is committed to and intentional about 
making those aspects priorities.

Chris Rourke
Age:  33
Occupation:  Insurance Advisor - Arthur J Gallagher & Co.
Email:  chris_rourke@ajg.com
Education:  Bachelor of Science - Illinois College
Family:         Wife - Kassie (July 7, 2017) 
 Louie, Goldendoodle

Affiliations / Community Activities: Senior Services Center 
of Central Illinois (Former Board Member/Advisory Council); 
Community Connection Point (Immediate-Past President of 
Board); Chatham Jaycees (Former State Director/Board of 
Directors); Hobby Horse House of Jacksonville (Past President 
of Board); Young Philanthropists; Knights of Columbus #4179 
(Former Board Member); Springfield Chamber of Commerce.

• What’s your guiding principle in life?  Be honest and do what’s right.
• Why did you choose your current career? I chose commercial insurance because peoples’ stories of how 
they started their businesses and built successful companies have always fascinated me. Being able to be a 
trusted advisor, protecting their hard work is truly rewarding.
• What’s your greatest hope for Springfield? That we accomplish our goals to make our community a place 
that is an attraction for young professionals.  That we are drawing bright young people away from Chicago and 
St. Louis and bringing them to Springfield as a destination. Our downtown is a tourist attraction, which helps 
fuel our bustling economy, titans of industry choose to make Springfield their headquarters and invest in our 
city as their own.

Megan Swanson
Age:  39
Occupation:  Technical Research Coordinator - Illinois   
 Department of Transportation
Email:  megan.swanson@illinois.gov
Education:  Bachelor of Arts from Millikin University in  
 Decatur, IL, majoring in History and Political  
 Science
Family:         Husband - Greg; Kids - Lily; Dog: Rocco

Affiliations / Community Activities: I am a member of 
the Junior League of Springfield (past president and board 
member), and the Illinois Symphony Orchestra Guild. I am 
currently chairing the Downtown Springfield Inc. Friends of the 
Farmer’s Market Dinner, and our neighborhood association’s 
block party. I’ve been a “big” with Big Brothers/Big Sisters of Central Illinois, was president and a founding 
member of the Capitol City Toastmasters Club and was a member of the Young Philanthropists. I’ve also 
participated as a member of The Oaks Neighborhood Association Board, a United Way Community Fund panel, 
and the Housing and Neighborhood Study Group for the Springfield Sangamon County Regional Planning 
Commission 2030 Plan.

• What’s your guiding principle in life?  Be kind. Try hard. Help people. Get involved. Make the world a better 
place.
• Why did you choose your current career? I have always wanted to go into public service. I started in state 
government as a James H. Dunn, Jr. Memorial Fellow in 2000, and have been at the Illinois Department of 
Transportation since 2001. I currently manage the department’s federally funded research program. I work with 
people throughout the department and researchers from across the country to help people find solutions to 
our challenges and to improve the state of practice in our transportation systems. I love being able to connect 
people with the tools and information they need to make their lives a little easier.
• What’s your greatest hope for Springfield? I love our city! It may seem corny, but my greatest hope is 
that people will put aside the cynical thinking that seems so common and embrace ways that we can help our 
community to bloom and grow. Instead of saying “no” or always thinking the worst about our neighbors or new 
community opportunities, I hope that people will open their hearts and minds to ways to make Springfield even 
better.

Rebekah Huston
Age:  33
Occupation:  Owner/Esthetician - Bekah Huston Skincare
Email:  bekah.huston@gmail.com
Education:  LLCC; University of Spa & Cosmetology Arts
Family:         Husband - Scott; 
 Kids - Elliot Maxwell, Elijah Thomas
Affiliations / Community Activities: Member of Hope Church; 
I am a member of the Tara Long Photography Moms Group 
that works with The Matthews Project, James Project, Ronald 
McDonald House, and St. John’s NICU
• What’s your guiding principle in life?  I like to think that 
a small amount of kindness goes a long way. Life regularly 
provides us with opportunities to be kind to those around us, 
and I make a conscious effort to seize as many as possible. You 
never know what any specific individual’s story is, nor how much even the smallest guesture might illuminate 
what was previously a dark time for them.
• Why did you choose your current career? I was fascinated by the estheticians I observed as a young 
receptionist, and marveled at their ability to elevate a persons self confidence through their work. My profession 
also allows me to develop and maintain strong connections to those I am lucky enough to provide services. My 
clients are so much more than just clients. I see them every 4-6 weeks. They are part of my life, and I hope I’m a 
small part of theirs.
• What’s your greatest hope for Springfield? I hope, as a whole, the cities’ residents can realize that we are 
all more entwined than the current climate suggests . Helping one another makes us all more successful. I wish 
we could grow together as a community, in an effort to create a more tangible sense of togetherness.

The Springfield Business Journal proudly features 40 leaders who are under 
the age of 40 in the Springfield and neighboring business communities. These 
individuals are selected based on their contributions to our local business 
community and the community in which they reside.They represent, in part, the 
future of business in our community and in central Illinois.

The selectees’ career paths, educational background, and community 
affiliations are varied. They represent the best and brightest from a
wide range of occupations. You can expect to hear more from and about
these leaders in the years ahead. The program is able to continue due to the 
commitment of local businesses that realize the importance of
acknowledging these up and coming business leaders and supporting

community business programs.

Visit springfieldbusinessjournal.com to view selectees from previous years.
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Cari Claussen
Age:  34
Occupation:  Owner-Administrator - Country Lane Memory  
 Care Assisted Living
Email:  cari@countrylanememorycare.com
Education:  Bachelor of Arts in Psychology
Family:         Husband - Adam; Kids - Connor (3)  
 
Affiliations / Community Activities: The Greater Springfield 
Chamber of Commerce; The Sherman Area Chamber of 
Commerce; The Springfield Walk to End Alzheimer’s; Member 
of the Alzheimer’s Association; Leading Age Illinois, Illinois 
State Stock Horse Association; Buffalo Hart Presbyterian Church.

• What’s your guiding principle in life?  It would be 
to live your dream, never give up and do what you love.  
Determination goes a long way in life. Having your dreams come true is hard work, and it’s not easy.  You 
have to take risks in life to achieve your goals. Being able to help people every day and making a difference is 
something that has always been my goal in life.
• Why did you choose your current career? When I was 16 years old my grandmother was in a local 
nursing home, and she received bad care. From that moment on, I promised myself that if I could ever make a 
difference in the way that people were cared for, I would do so. I went on to choose a career that allowed me to 
be an advocate for the senior population. I worked on the building plans for almost two years before Country 
Lane even started to be built. It took a lot of hard work and determination. I’m thankful for the support of my 
family, friends and my husband. I could not have lived my dream without them!
• What’s your greatest hope for Springfield? For people to support locally and family owned businesses.

Matthew Vala
Age:  32
Occupation:  Education Director - Hoogland Center for the  
 Arts
Email:  mvala@hcfta.org
Education:  Illinois State University- Masters of Music  
 in Vocal Performance (completion May   
 2018); University of Illinois at Springfield-  
 Masters of Public Administration with   
 certification in nonprofit management;   
 University of North Texas- Bachelors of Music  
 in Vocal Performance
Family:         Parents - Cheryl Sakris, J. Alan Vala;   
 Siblings - C.J. and Lauren  

Affiliations / Community Activities: I have been a director/
designer/music director for numerous Hoogland Center from the Arts productions.  These shows include 
HCFTA’s The Wizard of Oz, Peter Pan, The Addams Family, James and the Giant Peach, Tarzan, Shrek the Musical, 
The Little Mermaid and The Lion King. I was also the director and designer for the Hoogland Center for the Arts 
Gala productions of Ragtime-The Musical in 2011 and La Cage aux Folles in 2014.
• What’s your guiding principle in life?  My guiding principle in life is always striving for excellence, helping 
empower others to achieve their full capabilities, and to continue supporting education for all students.
• Why did you choose your current career? In 2012, I created the Hoogland Education Department with the 
wish that all children have the opportunity to explore the performing arts.  The mission of this program is to 
foster an educational environment nurturing creative talent, supporting positive self image and infusing artistic 
leaders into the community.  My passion for the fine arts and education perfectly wed with the opportunity to 
educate individuals at the Hoogland Center for the Arts providing a healthy environment for students to grow as 
young performers.
• What’s your greatest hope for Springfield? I hope Springfield will continue to grow by providing young 
individuals with the chance to participate in programs that provide positive self image and continue to provide 
educational opportunities to the young artistic leaders of our future.

Sameer Vohra
Age:  34
Occupation:  Executive Director, Office of Population   
 Science and Policy and Assistant Professor of  
 Pediatrics and Medical Humanities - Southern  
 Illinois University School of Medicine
Email:  svohra97@siumed.edu
Education:  Northwestern University, Evanston, IL (2004) -  
 BA in Political Science, BS in Human Culture
 Southern Illinois University, Carbondale/ 
 Springfield (May 2011) - MD, JD
 The University of Chicago: The Harris School  
 of Public Policy (June 2015) - MA in Public  
 Policy; The University of Chicago Medical  
 Center / Comer Children’s Hospital (June  
 2015) - Pediatric Internship and Residency,  
 Public Policy Track
Family:         Wife - Tasnim; Kids - Sofia and Elham 

Affiliations / Community Activities: Sangamon County Medical Society Board of Trustee; Sangamon County 
Medical Society Community Health Committee; Sangamon County Citizen Survey Steering Committee; 
American Academy of Pediatric Group Insurance Trustee; American Academy of Pediatrics LIFE Project Advisory 
Committee; Ounce of Prevention Fund Home Visiting Task Force; University of Illinois – Springfield Childhood 
Poverty Planning Committee Member; Partnership for Resilience Steering Committee; Memorial Health System 
Community Benefit Committee

• What’s your guiding principle in life?  My guiding principle in life starts with a quote from Nelson 
Mandela, “It seems impossible until it’s done.”  Our city, state, and country face daunting challenges, many of 
which seem impossible to fix.  This can be discouraging, but change and progress is never easy.  I am privileged 
to have family, friends, and colleagues dedicated to making the necessary effort to change the seemingly 
impossible. The future is uncertain, but I move forward knowing that we must work together to try and create 
the right future for all of us.  My guiding principle concludes with the quote from our very own Abraham 
Lincoln, “The best way to predict the future is to create it.”
• Why did you choose your current career? I had the privilege of completing a great deal of education in my 
life.  Trained in medicine, law, and public policy, I completed my education path with the goal of finding a career 
where I could build brighter futures for children, families and communities.  I have always believed that to have 
a bright future, an individual’s health and development need to be secure.  Health, development, and wellness 
is the foundation where success and happiness can be built.  I have the great opportunity now at SIU School of 
Medicine to work every day to help people build that foundation - both in my pediatric practice at SIU Medicine 
but also leading the medical school’s new Office of Population Science and Policy, a research and policy 
organization dedicated to understanding and advancing the health, development and wellness of residents in 
central and southern Illinois.
• What’s your greatest hope for Springfield? My greatest hope for Springfield, Illinois is that our city 
becomes an innovative hub for industry, health care, and academics to come together to improve health 
outcomes.  We have such great opportunities to build one of the healthiest cities in the state of Illinois.  I hope 
our neighborhoods, businesses and concerned citizens can unite to build a healthy, dynamic community where 
individuals want to learn, live and play.

Erica Cusumano
Age:  34
Occupation:  Communications Manager - HSHS Central  
 Illinois Division Hospitals
Email:  erica.cusumano@hshs.org
Education:  Bachelor’s degree in communication from
  the University of Illinois Springfield after  
 attending Eastern Illinois University where I  
 studied journalism.
Family:         Fiancé - Jason Johnson; Future step-daughter - 
 Kamille Henson; Parents - Joe and Karen  
 ;Sister - Jenna
Affiliations / Community Activities: I am a key volunteer 
for Area 17 Special Olympics. I help plan events, publish local 
newsletters, fundraise and help with media outreach for this 
worthy cause. I also am president of the board for the Youth Service Bureau which serves homeless youth in the 
Springfield community.

• What’s your guiding principle in life?  Life is too short to not be happy. Be passionate about what you do 
for a living, stay loyal to those who truly appreciate you and be genuine to all.
• Why did you choose your current career? I fell in love with reading and writing at a young age then 
discovered journalism in high school. While I began my career in the newspaper industry, I eventually made 
the switch to marketing and public relations. As a Springfield native who is a product of the amazing neonatal 
intensive care unit (NICU) at HSHS St. John’s Children’s Hospital, I think my current role actually chose me. I 
have come full circle and am now able to use my story to help families with children in the NICU see beyond 
the walls of the hospital. Being able to help share the hospital’s stories has changed my life. It is incredibly 
rewarding.
• What’s your greatest hope for Springfield? I hope that Springfield will continue to be a place that families 
want to raise their children. It was a good place to grow up and I hope that young adults are able to say that for 
generations.
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Tony DelGiorno
Age:  39
Occupation:  Shareholder - Rammelkamp Bradney 
 Law Office
Email:  tony@rblawyers.net
Education:  B.A. in Political Science, History, and   
 International Studies (magna cum laude) from  
 Illinois College, Jacksonville,   
 IL  (1999); J.D. from American University  
 Washington College of Law - Washington, DC  
 (2002)
Family:         Wife - Nichol; Kids - Sophia (6)

Affiliations / Community Activities: Sangamon County Board 
(First Elected in 2012); Co-Founder and General Counsel to 
the Ursuline Academy Foundation; Illinois State Bar Association (Past Newsletter Editor and Member of Elder 
Law Council, Past Member of Local Government Council); Current Member of Agriculture Law Council; Illinois 
College Alumni (Board of Directors - 2013-2017); Prairie Council on Aging (Jacksonville) Multi-Disciplinary 
Team (past member); Illinois Long Term Care Council at Illinois Department on Aging (2011-2013); University 
of Illinois Extension Board; 2016 Democratic Candidate for State Representative (99th District)

• What’s your guiding principle in life? Serviam - the motto of the Ursuline religious order, which is Latin for 
“I will serve”.
• Why did you choose your current career? At the age of 10, I decided I wanted to be involved in public 
service. To me, I could best do that by becoming an attorney.  I developed a legal practice assisting seniors 
because of my own parents and their experiences. As an only child who grew up for a time on public assistance 
programs because of my parents’ ages and health, we needed community care program assistance for my 
mother before her death, which allowed me to finish law school and start my career. Additionally, following her 
death, my father needed nursing home care. These experiences led me to learn the elder care services available 
to the community and the legal pitfalls that await. Therefore, I was among the first in the area to develop an 
elder law practice. Elder law is a practice area where I feel that I can do the most good for individual clients.
• What’s your greatest hope for Springfield? My greatest hope is that Springfield synthesizes its many 
qualities to become a 21st century city similar to other smaller state capital cities around the country. Through 
long range planning, capital improvements, business development, and embracing our role as a public 
employer, we can develop a modern city that is true to its historic roots as the home of Abraham Lincoln.

Kendra Cooper
Age:  34
Occupation:  Owner - Cooper’s StrEATside Bistro & Cooper’s  
 AlleySide
Email:  info@cooperstreatside.com
Education:  Parkland Community College (Associate in  
 Business Administration) Robert Morris   
 College- Springfield (Bachelor of Business  
 Administration Management)
Family:         Husband - Justin; Kids - Zoie and Zaylee
Affiliations / Community Activities: Member of Greater 
Springfield Chamber of Commerce. Work closely with and 
support local charities.

• What’s your guiding principle in life?  Live every day as 
your last and make the most of it.
• Why did you choose your current career? My husband is a wonderful chef and I chose to leave the 
corporate world to help him run our business. 
• What’s your greatest hope for Springfield? Support change and innovative business concepts.
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Patrick Sheehan, III
Age:  29
Occupation:  Attorney - Sheehan & Sheehan, Lawyers, P.C
Email:  jr@sheehanlaw.net
Education:  Springfield College in Illinois - A.A. (2008);  
 University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign -  
 B.S., Agricultural Finance (2011); Southern  
 Illinois University School of Law - J.D. (2014)
Family:         Parents - Pat and Carla Sheehan;
 Siblings - Peter (wife, Nicole), Catie, Willie, and  
 Mary; Girlfriend - Ashton Nowlan
Affiliations / Community Activities: Bulldog Baseball 
Association (Vice President); Varsity “I” Association; Young 
Philanthropists

• What’s your guiding principle in life?  Life is often fickle, always odd in some way or other, and above all 
else it is unpredictable. Learn to understand its ups and downs, and to laugh at how foolish we are in trying to 
make it always go our way.
• Why did you choose your current career?  The practice of law may be in my genes. I am a third-generation 
attorney. The opportunity to work with and learn from my dad and uncle drew me to the profession. I am proud 
to continue my family’s legacy in the practice of law.
• What’s your greatest hope for Springfield? My family is here, many of my friends are here, and I’ve made 
some tremendous memories here. I love the town. I hope Springfield becomes the same type of place for 
others.

Shane Patton
Age:  33
Occupation:  Director, Commercial Operations Generics - 
 H. D. Smith
Email:  shane.patton@hdsmith.com
Education:  Illinois College - B.S. Business Administration
Family:         Wife - Jolene; Kids - Sawyer (3),
 Dexter (1 1/2yr); Dog - Cocoa
Affiliations / Community Activities: Angel of Hope - Donor 
and participant after losing first child (Harper) 20 weeks into 
pregnancy due to genetic disease.

• What’s your guiding principle in life?  Control what I can 
control. Whether it’s my family, my employees, or community, 
I look to positively influence those around me in the hopes of 
creating a ripple effect.
• Why did you choose your current career? I chose a liberal arts college and business administration degree 
to give me a diverse base, as it was not clear which direction I wanted to focus my career. Looking to stay in the 
Springfield area, I started my career search not based on the job, but on the company. After starting in banking 
I switched careers to pharmaceutical wholesale after an opening came to my attention with H. D. Smith. While 
generally not known to the public due to the nature of the business, I had known of H. D. Smith due to several 
positive experiences many of my friends had while interning or working for HDS. As a national wholesaler with 
corporate offices located in Springfield, H. D. Smith allowed me to experience a wide range of responsibilities to 
help develop my skill sets and passions for the area I manage now.
• What’s your greatest hope for Springfield? My greatest hope for Springfield is that it will offer my kids the 
opportunity to make the same great memories and life-long connections that I had while growing up.

Nichole Sperry
Age:  37
Occupation:  Creative Director - BUNN
Email:  nichole.dupont@bunn.com
Education:  University of South Carolina-Aiken; Bachelors  
 Degree - Graphic Design and   
 Photography
Family:         Husband - Dan; Children - Madeline, Jazlynn,  
 Talon, Jayda, Adaline and Cress Wyatt  
 Dogs - Briggs and Bina
Affiliations / Community Activities: RUN United 5K & 
Kids Fun Run Race Director (2011-Present); AIGA Member 
- The Professional Association for Design (2012 - Present); 
International Women’s Coffee Alliance Member & Volunteer 
(2011 - 2015); The Association for Women in Communications 
Member (2012- 2015); United Way - BUNN Campaign Chair 
Member (2009-2012)

• What’s your guiding principle in life?  While I never know what good will come from my efforts, I do know 
what will come from not trying. Continuous improvement is better than delayed perfection!
• Why did you choose your current career? It pretty much found me... After my freshman year in college, 
I quickly discovered that balancing chemical equations, although mentally intriguing (yawn), was not what I 
wanted to do all my life.  Soon thereafter I found myself sitting in an art history class, to cover some sort of credit 
I needed, listening to my professor speak about Art Deco and Art Nouveau and well, you could say the rest is 
history.
• What’s your greatest hope for Springfield? Vibrant downtown, revive and renew our current structures, 
safe streets, protect our history but embrace change and technology.
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Greg Zessin
Age:  36
Occupation:  Real Estate Broker - ReMax Professionals
Email:  gregzessin@remax.net
Education:  llinois Central College; Mid-America Bible  
 University
Family:         Wife - Jamie; Sons - Gregory and Isaac

Affiliations / Community Activities: Habitat for Humanity 
ReStore (Board member); Springfield Area Landlord Association 
(President); National Association of Realtors (member); Illinois 
Realtors (member); Capital Area Realtors (member);
National Real Estate Investment Association (member); Illinois 
Real Estate Investment Association (member); Hope Church 
(member); Cub Scouts Pack 330 (volunteer)

• What’s your guiding principle in life?  You can never go wrong by doing right.
• Why did you choose your current career? Real estate had a strong appeal to me. After getting a few rental 
properties under my belt, my love of real estate was confirmed. I grew my rental business from a hobby to a full 
time business. Every aspect of real estate intrigues me. Real estate broker seemed to be a very natural choice for 
a person who loves this business as much as I do.
• What’s your greatest hope for Springfield? That Springfield continues to have people who care about our 
city....and the Sliders would have a winning season every year!

Shannon Brady
Age:  38
Occupation:  Project Manager - Crawford, Murphy and Tilly,  
 Inc.
Email:  sbrady@cmtengr.com
Education:  Bradley University, Bachelor of Science
Family:         Husband - Tom; 
 Kids - Lincoln (9) and Paityn (7) 
Affiliations / Community Activities: St. Agnes Catholic School 
(classroom volunteer, active in various school committees); 
United Way - Day of Action (volunteer); Volunteer for local swim 
team as needed; ISPE (member); WEF (member)

• What’s your guiding principle in life?  Following my 
passions in life, both in the workplace and in my family life, is 
key in my desire to be successful. This allows me to be constantly pushed, motivated and challenged, both at 
work and at home. As a very involved mother, it is also important that I remain true to myself in all endeavors, 
and maintain a healthy work-life balance.
• Why did you choose your current career? My dad is an engineer; therefore I was exposed to this profession 
all my life. While we are different types of engineers, the background is generally the same. I knew I wanted 
to make a difference, and always worked well in teams, and at the same time had a great respect for the 
environment, which led me to a degree in civil engineering with an environmental emphasis.
• What’s your greatest hope for Springfield? My greatest hope for Springfield is to revitalize the downtown 
area. I think this would help attract and retain younger professionals as well as give families more options for 
activities. I would like to make downtown young again.

Skylar Tierney
Age:  33
Occupation:  Director of Vocational and Transitional Services  
 - Hope (Formally known as The Hope Institute)
Email:  Stierney@thehopeinstitute.us
Education:  Lincoln Land Community College; MacMurray  
 College; Benedictine University 
 Springfield M.S.
Family:         Wife - Jayme; Kids - Nolan, Braelyn

Affiliations / Community Activities: Assistant Men’s 
Basketball Coach at Lincoln Land Community College; Village 
of Williamsville (Board member); Illinois State Use Committee
Business Education Partnership Committee - Springfield 
Chamber (Board member); Williamsville Youth Baseball League
• What’s your guiding principle in life?  Having thconfidence and energy to show that you are passionate 
about the services you are a part of.
• Why did you choose your current career? I was lucky to find direction for my career while at Williamsville 
High School. Having a friend with a disability gave me the direction and inspiration to serve others who were 
born with differences. I’m lucky to work at Hope where I’m surrounded by the best mission. Every day we get 
to changes lives for the students and the families we serve. Coaching at LLCC gives me the opportunity to help 
young men chase their dreams and further their education. Selfishly, it gives me the opportunity to compete 
while on the sidelines. I’m way too old and out of shape to play anymore.
• What’s your greatest hope for Springfield? That it continues to be supportive of the local businesses and 
the nonprofit organization that help serve the community. I also hope that we continue investing time, energy 
and resources that serve the youngest generation of people. They are our future. Imagine a community where 
we invested in others the way we invest in ourselves.

Justin Cooper
Age:  34
Occupation:  Excutive Chef/ Owner - Cooper’s StrEATside  
 Bistro & Cooper’s AlleySide
Email:  info@cooperstreatside.com
Education:  Lincoln Land Community College (Culinary  
 Certificate of Completion) Le Cordon   
 Bleu, Scottsdale (Associate in Applied Science 
 Culinary Arts) Art Institute of    
 Phoenix (Bachelor of Arts - Culinary   
 Management)
Family:         Wife - Kendra; Kids - Zoie and Zaylee

Affiliations / Community Activities: I Work closely with local 
charities and our community.

• What’s your guiding principle in life?  Serving great food one meal at a time.
• Why did you choose your current career? Coming from an agricultural background, we were very family 
oriented and it mostly involved food with family gatherings. I always enjoyed the hard labor for good flavor in 
ingredients that are growing here in the Midwest. Experimenting with these great ingredients is always fun to 
see peoples taste buds change through cooking. My mother, grandmothers and aunts in my family had a big 
part because they are truly my mentors when it comes to progressing with my culinary career.
• What’s your greatest hope for Springfield? To let food trucks roam around downtown areas as they do in all 
other cities.

Amber King
Age:  40
Occupation:  VP, Director of Core Operations - United   
 Community Bank
Email:  aking@ucbbank.com
Education:  Accounting Classes, LLCC
Family:         Husband - John; Kids - Trevor, Dalton, Ryan;  
 Daughter In Law - Casey; Grandsons - Liam and  
 Bodhi
Affiliations / Community Activities: Auburn Christian Church 
(previous VBS Director, previous Sunday School Teacher); 
Auburn Class of 2021 Parents (current Treasurer);
Auburn Class of 2026 Parents (current member);
Auburn Youth Basketball (current Treasurer, previous coach);
Auburn Football Moms (current member);
Auburn Lil’ Trojans Wrestling Club (current member NTWF); current member multi-gallon blood donor

• What’s your guiding principle in life?  Laughter is the best medicine. Sometimes life - at home and work 
can be stressful, and the best way to deal with it is to keep a positive attitude and laugh as much as possible, 
and maybe make others giggle along the way.
• Why did you choose your current career?  It started as a job when I was still a teen. Later, I was given the 
opportunity to work in Auburn. I enjoy working for a local company that supports the small town in which I am 
raising my family and many other small towns as well.
• What’s your greatest hope for Springfield?  I would like to see a reduction in crime. I hope the State passes 
a budget so that local schools and community service organizations are able to continue to offer the services 
they do/have in the past.

Steven Simpson-Black
Age:  29
Occupation:  Franchise Owner - Buildingstars Commercial  
 Cleaning Solutions
Email:  steven.simpsonblack@outlook.com
Education:  Environmental Studies major, University of  
 Illinois Springfield
Family:         Husband - Brad
Affiliations / Community Activities: Enos Park Neighborhood 
Improvement Association member; Urban Action Network 
partner; Springfield Area Transportation Study Citizens Advisory 
Committee member (2040 and 2035 long-range plans); South 
Sixth Street Expansion Project Citizens Advisory Group member; 
Sustainable Design Assessment Team (SDAT) 2012 student 
intern

• What’s your guiding principle in life?  Perseverance typically has better results than throwing in the towel. 
Many of my best moments have grown out of hardship. The hard times force me to be creative and find new 
ways of solving problems.
• Why did you choose your current career? My current career actually chose me. I ultimately want to be an 
urban planner, but the current economic climate is more conducive to entrepreneurship. I strive to balance 
my business of providing value to clients with my zest to help create a community that enfranchises everyone 
through better urban design and function.
• What’s your greatest hope for Springfield? I hope Springfield develops an identity that resonates with 
the next generation, while remaining true to its core. Our goal ought to be known as one of the top five small 
cities in the United States for Millennial entrepreneurship. We can achieve this by focusing on basic functions 
involving transportation, land use, and how the two relate to one another.
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Andrew Maynerich
Age:  29
Occupation:  Financial Advisor/Owner - Maynerich Financial
Email:  andrew.maynerich@investmentcenters.com
Education:  Bachelor of Business Administration -   
 University of Illinois Springfield; Securities  
 Series 7, 66 Licensed; Long-Term Care, Life,  
 Health Insurance Licensed
Family:         Single
Affiliations / Community Activities: Abate Choreographer/
Director/Performer - Springfield Theater Community; Tap 
Dance Instructor - Springfield Dance Company; Knights of 
Columbus (Member); NFIB (Member); Virden Area Association 
of Commerce Member

• What’s your guiding principle in life?  While no one can 
control the unexpected, find the people who can work with you to help identify what matters most to you, and 
help design a plan to help you reach your most important goals and aspirations.  Life can be accomplished by 
yourself, yes, but is far more enjoyable and successful with fulfilling people at your side.
• Why did you choose your current career? I chose my current career as a surprise, actually. I had always 
dreamed of moving to a big city and working with a major corporation after college. I started working with 
my father at a young age, and eventually for my uncle right after college, and both taught me that success is 
defined by those around you, and not the size of the corporation you work for, or the geographical location. 
I discovered that I could satisfy my desire of running my own successful business surrounded by my closest 
friends and family in the Springfield community. I began working with my uncle as an advisor until he was 
tragically killed in an auto accident in 2013. I was then offered the opportunity to continue his legacy and grow 
the practice in Springfield.  My uncle had given me all the tools to run and continue to develop my practice for 
not only success today, but well into the future. I had always had an interest in finance, but credit my father and 
uncle for giving me the clarity to take a look at my surroundings and truly be thankful for what I have, and what 
I could develop. Today, I work with two amazing assistants who help manage clients in 21 states, and two office 
locations in Virden and Charleston. I have found great success not only in business, but in family, friendships, 
and community involvement here in Springfield.  I am proud to call it home!
• What’s your greatest hope for Springfield? My hope is that younger generations will look to Springfield 
and realize all that is has to offer. Too often, I hear that Springfield is too small or too boring with nothing to do. 
I have found that life is never boring when you surround yourself with the right people. There is not only plenty 
to do, but a good, solid, and diversified base of well-minded individuals in this community. Sometimes, you just 
have to look a bit beyond the surface, and really appreciate when is right in front of you. Surround yourself with 
the right people, find your niche, and you can live a long and happy life in the community so many of us call 
home!

Jayson Hoffman
Age:  30
Occupation:  MSHA & First Aid/CPR Instructor - Illinois  
 Eastern Community Colleges
Email:  jay_713@hotmail.com
Education:  Lincoln Land Community College/ University  
 of Illinois - Springfield: Bachelor of Arts   
 - Political Science/ Legal Studies; University  
 of Illinois - Springfield: Graduate Degree -  
 Political Science (in progress)
 Certified American Heart Association Instructor
Family:         Wife: Christina; Kids: Brooklyn (5), 
 Jamison (1)
Affiliations / Community Activities: Veterans of Foreign Wars, 
District 10, Commander (2016 - 2018)
Veterans of Foreign Wars. Chatham Post 4763, Commander (2015 - present); Veterans of Foreign Wars Assistant 
Legislative Director, Department of Illinois (2014 - present ); VFW - SVA Fellow, 2017 class; Team Red, White, & 
Blue - Springfield, Social Director (2017); Chatham’s Declaration of Independence Reading Committee (2015 - 
present); American Legion Post 759 member; University of Illinois - Springfield Military and Veterans Club; Rep. 
Sara Jiminez’s Veterans Advisory Board Member; Founded the Lincoln Land Community College Veterans Club; 
Lincoln Land Community College Student Government Association 

• What’s your guiding principle in life?  If I don’t do it, who will? This question has always pushed me to take 
charge of a situation, and to refrain from pawning work off on others. Lead by example. Managers tell people 
what to do, leaders show them. A positive, enthusiastic attitude about anything is contagious; so is a negative 
one. Share your ideas, even the bad ones. 
• Why did you choose your current career?  My career evolved from me being a guy hired as a temp to create 
a workbook for classes, to be hired on full-time as a MSHA instructor. I was working three part-time jobs after I 
graduated and needed a job. This opportunity popped up and I took it. My volunteer efforts have been a direct 
result of my time in service. The service has turned me into someone that enjoys finding a purpose greater 
than myself. The Chatham Jaycees and the Chatham VFW Post 4763 were the two outlets that developed this 
purpose for me the most. I now feel that my path in life is dedicated to helping Veterans to the best of my 
ability. 
• What’s your greatest hope for Springfield?  That I would like to see a more robust crop of young, local 
businesses develop. I would like to see Springfield minimize the hunt for large retailers and invest in young 
entrepreneurs. I would also like to see efforts put forth to turn the Korean National War Museum into a more 
technologically advanced and exciting museum. The museum does a great job with what they have, but we 
should invest much more in this museum. I would also like to see efforts to increase publicity for the Illinois 
State Military museum. It is a hidden gem in Springfield, but many people are not aware of it. I would love to 
see Springfield become another city that has eradicated veteran homelessness.
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Amanda Bergdorf, 
MS, SHRM-CP, PHR, RODP
Age:  39
Occupation:  Manager, Organization Development -   
 Memorial Health System
Email:  tbergdorf.amanda@mhsil.com
Education:  Lincoln Christian University, BA Theology;  
 Benedictine University, MS Management  
 and Organization Behavior; Credentials   
 and certifications; Society for Human   
 Resource Management Certified Professional  
 (SHRM-CP), Society for Human Resource  
 Management; Certified Crucial Conversations  
 Facilitator, Vital Smarts; Registered   
 Organization Development Professional (RODP); International Society of Organization  
 Development; Certified Trainer, Association for Talent Development;    
 Certified Coach, Association for Talent Development; Professional in Human Resources  
 (PHR), Human Resources Certification Institute
Family:         Kids: Tobias (19)

Affiliations / Community Activities: President on the Executive Board of Directors for the Central Illinois 
Chapter of the Society for Human Resource Management (CIC-SHRM); National Society for Human 
Resource Management (SHRM); Central Illinois Organization Development Network, International Society 
of Organization Development; Illinois Women in Leadership; Central Illinois Film Commission; United Way 
of Central Illinois ; Habitat for Humanity of Sangamon County, Ronald McDonald House Charities of Central 
Illinois; YMCA; Memorial’s United Way initiatives; Memorial’s Be Aware Women’s Fair
• What’s your guiding principle in life? My guiding principle in life was best said by Jonathan Swift - “May 
you live all the days of your life.” Life is a beautiful gift and it should not be wasted, but rather enjoyed to the 
fullest. I strive to fill every moment with activities that create a memorable existence for myself and others, 
and that will leave a legacy long after I am gone.
• Why did you choose your current career? I have a passion for helping people achieve their goals and 
reach their highest potential. As an Organization Development professional, I get to work with others to 
develop their skills and build their confidence in order to accomplish their career goals. Furthermore, I am 
proud to be able to contribute to the success of my organization by partnering strategically to improve the 
performance and engagement of individuals and team.
• What’s your greatest hope for Springfield? My greatest hope for Springfield is that we can continue to 
build up the downtown neighborhoods. There are so many great events, festivals, businesses and restaurants 
already located downtown. However, there are also a significant number of vacancies. If we can continue to 
encourage each other to support local businesses and attractions, then we can create downtown culture that 
will continue to be sustainable and, in turn, bring in more residents and tourists. I would love to see every 
building downtown inhabited by a thriving locally owned business.

Brandy Grove
Age:  36
Occupation:  Major Gift Officer - HSHS St. John’s   
 Hospital Foundation
Email:  brandy.grove@hshs.org
Education:  B.A., Communication, Group concentration  
 in Business Administration, University  
 of Illinois, Springfield, IL (2003);   
 A.A.S., Hospitality Management and   
 Services, Lincoln Land Community College  
 (2008); M.B.A., Benedictine University,   
 (expected December 2018)
Family:         Husband - Dutch (7 years); Kids - Izzy (5),  
 Lincoln  (3); Dog - Woody

Affiliations / Community Activities: Illinois Women in Leadership (Member); Sherman Elementary 
School PTO (Member); Author, Freddy, Fork It Over Cookbook; Previous: Special Olympics Polar Plunge 
Committee, Habitat for Humanity (Volunteer); Abraham Lincoln Presidential Library and Museum 
(Volunteer); Downtown Springfield, Inc. (Volunteer); Greater Springfield Chamber of Commerce 
Ambassador, Junior League of Springfield (Member); Kidzeum Board (Member); Leadership Springfield 
Graduate; HSHS St. John’s Children’s Hospital (Volunteer); genHkids (Volunteer)

• What’s your guiding principle in life?  Be kind and compassionate.  In essence, treat others how you 
would want to be treated.  The world is full of hatred and sadness and we all can do our small part to be a 
beacon of love and sincerity.  A simple smile can go a long way.  As women, we need to build each other up 
- recognize strengths in each other and coach each other to be the best we can be.
• Why did you choose your current career? My heart has always led me to help others.  It is a calling 
to work at HSHS St. John’s Hospital, specifically to help the kids and their families at HSHS St. John’s 
Children’s Hospital.  St. John’s Children’s Hospital is important for our community because we have high 
quality, comprehensive healthcare for the brave children in our region facing a variety of health conditions.  
Children and their families can stay close to home and receive the care they need to get better and get back 
to being a kid.  I feel blessed every day to live the mission.
• What’s your greatest hope for Springfield? Presently, I’m very sad to see the violence unfolding 
toward our community’s youth at the hands of other youth.  When I read the news about another senseless 
crime against humanity, I think about the many talents, skills, and personalities within the young people 
who have lost their lives that their families and our community will no longer be inspired by.  My hope is 
that we come together to give of our multitude of resources in order to provide opportunities for children 
to strengthen their talents and skills for good in our community.  There is greatness among us, which 
requires a positive outlet to flourish.
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Jessica Leach
Age:  30
Occupation:  President of Km&Jo Corperation - Km&Jo  
 Corperation
Email:  J.leach5@yahoo.com
Education:  Pawnee High School Graduate
Family:         Husband: Josh Leach; Kids: Talan- 12 Ava-6,  
 Brynn-6
Affiliations / Community Activities: Abate member, multiple 
charity events, fundraisers, local food drives, sponsored Pawnee 
sports teams, donated food to the homeless, renovating urban 
areas.

• What’s your guiding principle in life?  To try to make a 
guiding life for my family and to make sure my kids are well 
taken care of. To teach them that respect and hard work will guide you to a successful life.
• Why did you choose your current career? I started off as a waitress and worked my way up to owning my 
own bar and restaurant. While owning the bar and restaurant I started buying rental property and flipping/
remodeling a few houses a year. I successfully sold the bar and restaurant in 2016, after that My property 
management company flourished and I realized that this is the industry I like being in the most because I have 
more time with my family and I enjoy taking a piece of property that I can bring back to life.
• What’s your greatest hope for Springfield? That Springfield continues to grow  by having the community 
come together and help out small business owners.

Luke Schuette
Age:  37
Occupation:  CEO - ReNuTeq, Inc.
Email:  luke@renuteq.com
Education:  Bachelors of Science and Architecture -   
 Southern Illinois University, Carbondale
Family:         Wife: Tasha; Kids: Nadia and Alandra
Affiliations / Community Activities: FCA (Fellowship of 
Christian Athletes: Donor/Volunteer), The Outlet (Donor/
Volunteer), Koke Mill Christian Church (Donor/Volunteer)

• What’s your guiding principle in life?  Before business or 
success, God, Family and Relationships. “Determine that the 
thing can be done, then we shall find a way.” - A. Lincoln 
This speaks to me, because it shows that as a team, driving 
towards a goal, amazing things can be accomplished.
• Why did you choose your current career? With a background in architecture with a focus on sustainability 
and efficiency I love to be a part of a solution or create new things that are thoughtful and good for people and 
our environment.
• What’s your greatest hope for Springfield? That we would not look to other cities for inspiration, but create 
it ourselves.  We have something unique here and we need to make it our own and capitalize on it.  Innovation 
and entrepreneurship can be something that Springfield is known for.

Jennifer Harris
Age:  37
Occupation:  Administrator, Perioperative Services -   
 Memorial Medical Center
Email:  harris.jennifer@mhsil.com
Education:  M.S., Environmental Health & Safety- Illinois  
 State University; B.S., Environmental Health- 
 Illinois State University
Family:         Husband: Blake; Kids: Evan (13), Annabelle  
 (10); Parents: Jim and Mickie Stapleton
Affiliations / Community Activities: Member of Trinity 
Lutheran Church and volunteer at Trinity Lutheran School; 
Guest Lecturer at Illinois State University, Environmental Health 
courses

• What’s your guiding principle in life? Keep an open mind and an open heart.  You never know what 
somebody else is going through or has been through.
• Why did you choose your current career? I always knew I wanted to work in a field where I could contribute 
to improving the lives and health of people. However, I did not know exactly what career trajectory I would take 
until I worked at a local hospital throughout college. I knew from that point that I wanted to work in healthcare 
and I was fortunate enough to find my perfect role at Memorial Medical Center in 2001. I’m grateful for having 
had the opportunities I’ve been given to make a positive impact on the health of our community and look 
forward to doing so much more!
• What’s your greatest hope for Springfield? My greatest hope for Springfield is that it continue to evolve 
and flourish as a community of diversity and opportunity. Springfield’s history is rich with great leaders and 
governmental presence but we cannot rest on those laurels; instead, we must invest in the future of Springfield 
by using our talents to support and educate the youth, provide economic opportunities across many business 
sectors, innovate with technology and research, and create an atmosphere of safety and security. We have to 
exceed meeting the basic needs of humanity in order to be a community of greatness. We can do this because 
I know we have an amazing number of formal and informal leaders in this community that truly care about 
making Springfield the land of opportunity for all.

Ashley Edge
Age:  31
Occupation:  Talent Sourcer - Memorial Health System
Email:  EdgeAsh@gmail.com
Education:  Human Resources Management Graduate  
 Certificate (in progress), University of Illinois  
 Springfield; Master of Public Administration  
 (MPA) & Nonprofit Management, University  
 of Illinois Springfiel; Bachelor of Arts in   
 Journalism & Marketing, Western Illinois  
 University
Family:         Parents: Melissa & Todd; Brother: Tyler;   
 Partner: Kevin; Cats: Lemon & Minnie
Affiliations / Community Activities: Springfield Road 
Runners Club (Group Running Leader); Be Aware Women’s 
Fair (Committee Member); Society of Human Resource 
Management (SHRM), Member; AmeriCorps VISTA alumna

• What’s your guiding principle in life?  Live a harmonious, balanced life: Be a life learner, embrace diversity 
and inclusion, exercise, practice self-care, buy less and waste less, give back, look for the humor, explore and 
travel often, celebrate yourself and your loved ones, strive to be kind and engaged every day, and remind 
yourself that you may be luckier, but never better than any other being.
• Why did you choose your current career? It’s important to me to work for a mission-based, people-focused 
organization. As part of the Human Resources Recruitment team at Memorial Health System, I work on 
candidate sourcing, careers branding, and recruitment marketing. I have the opportunity to make someone’s 
day, maybe her/his whole year, by sharing a job opportunity. With every new employee I help recruit, we at 
Memorial can better improve the health of the people and communities we serve.
• What’s your greatest hope for Springfield? I hope we become a more inclusive, progressive community 
that supports each other, our local businesses, and education systems, and I also hope we can grow into a true 
Midwest tourist destination.

Danielle Alstott
Age:  34
Occupation:  Partner/CPA - Toelle, Alstott & Associates PC,  
 CPAs
Email:  danielle@toellecpa.com
Education:  University of Illinois - Springfield 
 (BA Accountancy)
Family:         Husband: Adam; Dogs: Kash and Penny
Affiliations / Community Activities: AICPA, Illinois CPA Society

• What’s your guiding principle in life?  Hard work always 
pays off.  It may not always be fun, but it will be worth it.
• Why did you choose your current career?  My career 
actually chose me. I was going to school to be a 7th grade math 
teacher when my boss and now partner asked me if I would like 
to help out in his office part time. Part time turned to full time, and after about a year in the office I decided I 
wanted to change my major. It was the best decision of my life.
• What’s your greatest hope for Springfield?  My greatest hope for Springfield is for Magic Kitchen or Thai 
Kitchen II to start being open on Sundays.

Allison Paul
Age:  36
Occupation:  Chief Nursing Officer - HSHS St. John’s   
 Hospital
Email:  allison.paul@hshs.org
Education:  Rush University College of Nursing Doctor of  
 Nursing Practice - OSF Saint Francis Medical  
 Center College of Nursing; Master of Science  
 in Nursing Illinois Wesleyan University
 Bachelor of Science in Nursing Degree
Family:         Husband: Ronnie; Kids: Gage and Gavin

Affiliations / Community Activities: American Organization of 
Nurse Executives; American College of Healthcare Executives; 
Illinois Organization of Nurse Leaders; American Nurses 
Association; Sigma Theta Tau

• What’s your guiding principle in life?  Look for ways to provide value with my own perspective every day
• Why did you choose your current career?  I chose my career as a nurse to serve others
• What’s your greatest hope for Springfield?  To continue to grow and thrive and attract the big city 
ammenity while still having the small town feel.
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Joshua Ishmael
Age:  39
Occupation:  General Counsel, Senior Vice President -  
 Illinois National Bank
Email:  jishmael@illinoisnationalbank.com
Education:  University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign 
 (B.A., 2001); Southern Illinois University  
 School of Law (J.D., 2004)
Family:         Wife: Jacqueline; Kids: Maggie (9),Lucy (5)
Affiliations / Community Activities: Ansar Shrine, Shriners 
International

• What’s your guiding principle in life?  The Golden Rule is 
always a good start, and I strive to treat others as I wish to be 
treated. In my profession, it is difficult to achieve that result one 
hundred percent of the time. However, I always look for those words or actions that are effective but respectful.
• Why did you choose your current career? I always loved the idea of being a lawyer and practicing law. I 
also love business and the entrepreneurial spirit. My current career allows me to work in both worlds. My career 
allows me to work in a company that provides financial services essential to individuals, small businesses and 
large corporations while giving me the chance to work with the law and offer professional legal advice.
• What’s your greatest hope for Springfield? I hope one day Springfield can be seen as a home for 
opportunity and a beacon of progress, including political progress, rather than the center of political infighting, 
budget-related turmoil and a broken system.

Terrance Jordan
Age:  39
Occupation:  Principal, Black Hawk Elementary School -  
 D186
Email:  tejordan@sps186.org
Education:  University of Illinois at Springfield (Legal  
 Aspects of Education, Certificate);
 University of Illinois at Springfield (Master’s  
 in Educational Leadership); University of  
 Illinois at Springfield (Elementary Education);  
 Mississippi Valley State University (Bachelor 
 of Science in Health Physical Education and  
 Recreation)
Family:         Kids - Markayla

Affiliations / Community Activities: Member of Kappa Alpha 
Psi Fraternity, Inc; Member of the Unity Way Vision Council;
Member of MacArthur Boulevard Association; Member of Illinois Principals Association; Member of South Side 
Christian Church; Participated in the O’Shea Builders Emerging Leaders leadership development program

• What’s your guiding principle in life?  My guiding principles for life are ones that my mother and 
grandparents always taught me: kill people with kindness, do your best at whatever it is that you do and to 
stand up for what’s right even if you have to stand alone.
• Why did you choose your current career?  I’ve had many jobs in my life, ranging from a carpenter to 
landscaping. I enjoy being with people, but I was searching for a way to make a greater difference. When I 
had an opportunity to work in the Springfield School District as a substitute teacher’s assistant, I realized that I 
wanted to continue to work with children. While working as a Parent Educator, I went back to school to get an 
education degree, became a teacher, then I achieved my dream of becoming a principal. I know the importance 
of education and the difference one person can make in steering youth in the right direction. I am committed 
to doing my part in ensuring that every child has an opportunity to be a success. I know that being a principal 
gives me the chance to be a positive role model for kids. It gives me the opportunity to have a broader reach in 
many children’s lives to inspire and encourage them to be their best.
• What’s your greatest hope for Springfield? Springfield is a great city and I love living here. As someone 
committed to the development of our youth, my greatest hope would be that the developement our youth grow 
educationally, socially, mentally through enrichment programs. And that education, mentoring and positive 
interactions would become a top priority for Springfield.

Scott Belcher
Age:  30
Occupation:  Assistant Branch Manager - Bank of   
 Springfield
Email:  sbelcher@bankwithbos.com
Education:  Associates Degree in Liberal Arts- Springfield  
 College in Illinois; Bachelor’s Degree   
 in Communications - University of Illinois- 
 Springfield
Family:         Wife- Emily; Daughter- Ava

Affiliations / Community Activities: Helping Hands Board 
of Directors; Volunteer Downtown Springfield events; Sparc 
golf committee; St. Johns Breadline; United Way; Bank of 
Springfield social committee; Bank of Springfield golf league.

• What’s your guiding principle in life?  Surrounding myself with good people and living life to the fullest.
• Why did you choose your current career? I was working in the golf business at Illini Country Club during 
college and a little after. This allowed me to meet a lot of Bank of Springfield bankers and other business 
professionals. I was able to see and learn what they did, which sparked my interest in banking.  I was given a 
business card of a Bank of Springfield employee and told to give him a call if I ever wanted to change career 
paths. Just so happened 7 years ago, it was time for that change.
• What’s your greatest hope for Springfield? For people to support local business because that is what grows 
our community. Take a chance on a restaurant you have never tried, or stop into a downtown shop that you 
don’t know what it is. It is amazing what Springfield has to offer but how little we know what’s actually there.

Erica Austin
Age:  31
Occupation:  4-H Youth Development Educator - University  
 of Illinois Extension
Email:  ericataustin@gmail.com
Education:  AA in Social Sciences-Lincoln College in   
 Lincoln, IL; BA in Sociology-Drake University  
 in Des Moines, IA; MA in Human Services  
 (Child and Family Studies) University of   
 Illinois-Springfield, IL
Family:         Parents: Martha and Charles Austin; Siblings:  
 Eric and Aaron Austin

Affiliations / Community Activities: Faith Temple A.M.E. 
(Women’s Missionary Society Advisor, Choir Director & Dance 
Instructor); African Methodist Episcopal Church  Fourth District 
-Newsletter Chair and Ilinois Conference Newsletter Editor; Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority, Inc. (ASCEND Youth 
Chair, Membership Chair, and Scholarship Chair); Dance Choreographer for local groups in Springfield, IL; 
Blacks, Whites, & Blues Festival Kid Corner Committee Chair; Mini O’Beirne Crisis Nursery Board Member
• What’s your guiding principle in life?  “It takes a village to raise a child”, because we all are connected in 
this human race, and have a duty to hold each other accountable and ensure the responsible upbringing of our 
youth.
• Why did you choose your current career?  I had a rewarding experience as a mentor and tutor for 
disadvantaged youth at the Springfield Urban League Adolescence Responsibility Program (ARP). Being a 
part of this program had a huge impact on my life and increased my passion to want to give back. My love for 
youth and working with them opened my eyes and brought a new realization to situations and problems that 
surround me, such as poverty, lack of education, welfare and other issues. 
• What’s your greatest hope for Springfield?  My greatest hope for Springfield is that we will become one of 
the most influential places in the world. Not just for tourist but for young professionals.  I would like to see our 
downtown filled with small businesses flourishing and a family oriented place. I would like Springfield to be be 
inclusive of everyone no matter the profession, race, gender,etc. Because believe it or not we all are connected 
in this human race. So, we should be uplifting of one another to help each other succeed. Springfield has the 
potential to be great we just have to work together to be effective.

Benjamin Sgro
Age:  28
Occupation:  Associate Attorney - Sgro, Hanrahan, Durr,  
 Rabin & Bruce, LLP
Email:  ben@casevista.com
Education:  Butler University, Bachelor’s Degree; St. Louis  
 University Law School, Juris Doctorate
Family:         Wife - Abby; Parents - Greg and Leslie Sgro -  
 Siblings - Nick and Sarah Sgro
Affiliations / Community Activities: Boys and Girls Club 
Board of Directors;Make-A-Wish Illinois, Wish Grantor; Illinois 
Innocence Project Advisory Task Force

• What’s your guiding principle in life?  I work hard to do 
right by others. As my dad says, “you will never regret taking the 
high road.” I find that disputes, whether legal or personal, are most easily resolved when approached with an 
open mind and a willingness to listen. It’s not always easy, but I generally do my best to take the high road.
• Why did you choose your current career? To be able to protect and advocate for people who find 
themselves in a position in which they cannot protect themselves. The law can be tricky, and I enjoy going to bat 
for individuals and small companies to prevent them from getting taken advantage of, whatever the situation 
may be.
• What’s your greatest hope for Springfield? I hope for great restaurants and entertainment!
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Dan Pietroburgo, CFP®, MBA   
Age:  32
Occupation:  Financial Advisor - Benjamin F. Edwards & Co.
Email:  dan.pietroburgo@benjaminfedwards.com
Education:  MBA, University of Missouri -
                                Bachelor of Science, University of Missouri
Family:         Wife- Andrea; Children- Luke and Elle
      
Affiliations / Community Activities: Girl Scouts of Central 
Illinois- Board Member; Young Philanthropists; Steering 
Committee; Leadership Springfield- Class of 2016 ; Greater 
Springfield Chamber of Commerce - Ambassador; American 
Business Club; Elevate Springfield; WICS ABC NewsChannel 20- 
Financial News Contributor; Lincoln Land Community College- 
Community Education Professor

• What’s your guiding principle in life?  As a former college baseball player and coach, I learned from a great 
mentor that we only have total control over two things, our attitude and effort. I’ve made it my daily mission 
to excel in both these areas. Consistently carrying a positive attitude creates an infectious atmosphere of 
achievement. And there is no greater satisfaction than success earned through hard work. I take great pleasure 
in starting each morning with a smile, excited to attack the day!
• Why did you choose your current career?  I chose to be a financial advisor primarily for two reasons. First, 
I love being an entrepreneur. I get to build my own business however I want. That can be intimidating at times 
but it is also invigorating. It means I have a lot of flexibility in how I spend my time and efforts but also means 
that each success and failure falls squarely on my shoulders. On top of that, I work for a great company with 
quality people who share my dedication to treating others the way we’d like to be treated. This leads to my 
second reason. I have a passion for building relationships and helping others. Most of my job is getting to know 
my clients and what is going on in their lives. Through sports, I always enjoyed being the teammate who put 
others in position to be successful. Now I get to do the same thing in slightly different ways, and this is what 
gets me excited every day! 
• What’s your greatest hope for Springfield?  The people. Immersing myself in the community over the last 
three years, I have been continually blown away by the large number of talented, ambitious, and energetic 
individuals throughout Springfield. The pieces to the puzzle are in place and I have no doubt that Springfield’s 
finest days still lie ahead. I can’t wait for myself and my family to be a part of it!

Tiffani Saunders
Age:  37
Occupation:  Lecturer - University of Illinois Springfield
Email:  tsaun2@uis.edu
Education:  Indiana University: Master of Arts, PhD   
 Candidate; Bowie State University: Bachelor 
 of Science
Family:         Kids - Jaden; Parents - Tillman and   
 Patricia Johnson 
Affiliations / Community Activities: University of Illinois 
Springfield - Advisor: Legacy Dance Team, Epic Praise Dance 
Team, Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority, Incorporated (2014-present); 
Member: Race, Opportunity, Access, and Diversity Committee 
(2016-present); Member: Peer Review of Teaching Committee 
(2016-present); Member: Intercollegiate Athletics Committee 
(2016-present); Member: Campus-Community Alliance 
(2014-present); Group Facilitator: Mercy Communities; 
Volunteer: Chicktime (serves Sojourn Crisis Center); Practice Partner: Girls on the Run, Glenwood Intermediate 
School; Member: Ball-Chatham School District Diversity Taskforce (2013-2017)

• What’s your guiding principle in life?  Start where you are. Use what you have. Do what you can. ~Arthur 
Ashe
• Why did you choose your current career?  This career chose me. I went to college with dreams of becoming 
a paleontologist. I decided to pursue sociology and anthropology with plans to either transfer after two years 
or attend graduate school to study dinosaurs. During the first week of my Introduction to Sociology class, we 
talked about the way social structures shape human behavior. From there, I forgot all about studying dinosaurs 
and decided I would forever study people and societies. While in graduate school, I discovered I was skilled at 
conveying information to others in innovative and creative ways, and pursued a certificate in college teaching 
and learning. I enjoy using various media sources to illustrate the usefulness of the sociological perspective 
outside of the classroom.
• What’s your greatest hope for Springfield? As the home of the state capital, I would like to see the city of 
Springfield become a leader within the state for its investment in people and communities through job creation 
and infrastructure rebuilding. Springfield is primed for growth and development, but much of the focus is on 
the downtown area. The same attention needs to be addressed to other areas of the city, especially the east side. 
The Enos Park neighborhood revitalization showed us what could happen when people are held accountable to 
one another and live in houses and neighborhoods they’re proud of. I envision a city where race and social class 
boundaries aren’t marked by railroad tracks and individuals don’t feel the need to move further away from the 
city center (i.e. suburbs) to feel safe. 

Gwendolyn Walsh
Age:  31
Occupation:  Deputy Director of Legislative Affairs -Illinois  
 Department of Children and Family Services
Email:  gwalsh730@gmail.com
Education:  Eastern Illinois University - Bachelor of   
 Science; Governor’s State University - Master  
 of Social Work
Family:         Husband - Thomas Walsh; Kids - Thomas  
 III and Lola.
Affiliations / Community Activities: Junior League of 
Springfield; St. John’s Lutheran Church; Past: Special Olympics;  
Ronald McDonald House of Central Illinois; KaBoom!; Habitat 
for Humanity, and YMCA.

• What’s your guiding principle in life?  Dream big, work hard, and surround myself with good people.
• Why did you choose your current career? I chose my career because I enjoy helping and interacting 
with youth and constituents as well as having the privilege to meet and work with professionals in various 
organizations and state government.
• What’s your greatest hope for Springfield? My greatest hope for Springfield is that it continues to maintain 
the sense of community that I have seen since moving here, and while it continues to grow it would be 
detrimental if we don’t continue to support local businesses.

Eric Easley
Age:  38
Occupation:  Broker - Re/Max Professionals
Email:  Easley182@Yahoo.com
Education:  Masters Degree in Public Administration  
 (MPA) w/ Concentration in Labor Relations/ 
 Negotiations from The University of Illinois  
 at Springfield (UIS); Bachelors Degree from  
 Western Illinois University
Family:         Wife - Jaira; Kids - JC (11), Cambrie (8), and  
 Carrigan (5)
Affiliations / Community Activities: Member of Our Saviors 
Lutheran Church; Member of National Association of Realtors 
and Capital Area Realtors; Co-Founder and Board Member 
of the Springfield Cardinals Youth Baseball Organization; 
Board Member of the Springfield Southwest Youth Baseball 
Association (SSBA)

• What’s your guiding principle in life?  After being diagnosed with cancer at age 23: Work hard, love your 
family, spend time with friends, take the trip, eat the cake.
• Why did you choose your current career? I love working with people’s hopes and dreams during their good 
times and helping see them through their tough times. Every house is a home and an investment.
• What’s your greatest hope for Springfield? Growth, jobs, community, and a safe place for families to raise 
their children.
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Vidhya Prakash
Age:  39
Occupation:  Associate Professor - Southern Illinois   
 University School of Medicine
Email:  vprakash59@siumed.edu
Education:  Ohio State University, BA;   
 Medical School: University of Cincinnati  
 College of medicine, MD; Internal Medicine  
 Residency: San Antonio Uniformed Services  
 Health Education Consortium; Infectious  
 Diseases Fellowship: San Antonio Military  
 Medical Center
Family:         Husband: Eric Black; Kids: Eric (7) and 
 Ethan (5)
Affiliations / Community Activities: I co-founded the SIU 
Department of Medicine’s Women in Medicine (WIM) Group in 
2015. WIM’s numerous community service activities in Springfield have been some of the most fulfilling and 
meaningful experiences of my life. Our exceptional WIM executive committee coordinated food drives for the 
Ronald McDonald House and for the Sojourn Shelter. We also had a clothing drive and provided an educational 
event for children of The Matthew Project. WIM members participated in face painting for the annual Girls 
on the Run 5K. We also have an annual drive to collect sheets and linens for our partners at the Community 
Support Network. In addition, we have held fundraisers for organizations to include the Illinois Coalition against 
Domestic Violence.

• What’s your guiding principle in life?  All is for the best that God sends. No effort, as long as it is for the 
greater good, is ever wasted.
• Why did you choose your current career? I was inspired by my Anatomy and Physiology teacher, Mr. Allison 
and by my Biology teacher, Mr. Smanik in the ninth grade. They made me realize my passion for the medical 
field. My first rotation during my Internal Medicine residency was Infectious Diseases and I loved every part of 
it. An ever evolving field steeped in fascinating history and an incredible scope for research, coupled with the 
gratification of seeing infections rapidly improve and resolve with appropriate therapy propelled me towards 
Infectious Diseases. Above all, I love to teach which led to my career path in academic medicine.
• What’s your greatest hope for Springfield? My greatest hope for Springfield is to be the city of choice in 
Illinois for affordable and the highest quality healthcare, and to receive recognition for this on a national level. 
We truly have top notch healthcare providers, hospitals and clinics that work together to heal our community at 
large. It makes me proud to be a part of the group!

Niccole Clements
Age:  37
Occupation:  Executive Vice President - Illinois Association  
 of Community Action Agencies
Email:  nclements@iacaanet.org
Education:  Illinois State University - Bachelor of Business  
 Administration; University of Illinois at   
 Springfield - pursuing Masters in Public  
 Administration
Family:         Parents - Pamela and Dale Clements;   
 Siblings - Zachary (wife Kelly) Clements 

Affiliations / Community Activities: Abundant Faith Christian 
Center (member); Housing Action Illinois (Secretary of the 
Board Illinois); Housing Council (Board Member)

• What’s your guiding principle in life?  Embracing challenges provides you with a new opportunity for 
growth and development. My screensaver reads, “if it doesn’t challenge you, it doesn’t change you.” I truly 
believe that. I also believe that there is great value in criticism. It helps you to become better, but you must 
learn to raise your level of consciousness so as to not waste energy on cynics, skeptics and pessimists. Take 
responsibility and learn from failure - use it as a tool to constantly improve. Focus on getting the job done to the 
absolute best of your ability. I was taught to “let the work speak for itself.” There will be many obstacles along 
the way to accomplishing your goals. You must have the tenacity to put in the work to overcome those obstacles 
in order to be able to reach the point of success!
• Why did you choose your current career? I was looking to work in a place where I could use my skills in 
order to make an impact on people and communities. IACAA provided me that opportunity along with other 
opportunities to grow as a leader. I have been able to work with some amazing people throughout the state 
that have helped to shape the Community Action movement that was started in 1964 by President Lyndon B. 
Johnson and his declaration of the “War on Poverty.”
• What’s your greatest hope for Springfield? My greatest hope for Springfield is that our local leaders and 
community members continue the great work that has been done to revitalize our downtown area both for local 
residents and tourists. We need to build on the many great events that take place downtown and continue to 
encourage commercial and residential economic development in the area. We also need to focus on bringing 
back many of the state jobs that have moved to Chicago or other areas of the state.


