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Rising to 
the Challenge
Four School of Management and Business students 
refuse to let life get in the way of their education goals. 

By Shelley Seale ’08

For most students, college is the time in their lives to explore and debate 
new ideas, challenge the status quo and develop academically. It’s an 
opportunity to focus solely on their growth as individuals — it’s a time, 
typically, like no other in one’s life. However, for some students, the 
college experience is more complicated, as they cope with unexpected 
challenges and obstacles. Meet four School of Management and Business 
students whose college experiences have been far from ordinary — and 
why they chose to swim rather than sink no matter how tough life got.
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SEEING THE LIGHT: DANIELLE THOMPSON ’12
In the fall of 2007, single mother Danielle Thompson started 
New College at St. Edward’s at the age of 31. The first year was 
terrific. But then she lost sight in her right eye after suffering 
from a detached retina — a severe side effect of sickle cell 
anemia, a diagnosis she received at age five.

Thompson underwent six eye surgeries in the following two 
years but never regained sight in her eye. She kept attending 
classes, but it became increasingly difficult. “Imagine having to 
read textbooks and computer screens with only one good eye,” 
she says. “My doctor finally sat me down and said that being 
a single mother, working full-time and going to school wasn’t 
going to work because it was too stressful for my illness.” 

She found herself at a crossroads — make a choice between 
school and work. The decision was easy for Thompson, who had 
made a promise to her daughter that she would finish school. 
She applied for disability benefits, which turned into a two-year 
ordeal of paperwork, denials and appeals. Once the benefits 
were finally awarded, a quarter of the payments went to paying 
for her COBRA health-care coverage, leaving only 75 percent of 
the payments to live on. 

Thompson pressed on, sometimes relying on federal tax and 
student loan refund checks to make ends meet. Some days she 

missed class because she didn’t have enough gas money to drive  
to campus. Additional health complications arose, requiring 
hospital stays and blood transfusions. There were days she sat in 
class in extreme pain without anyone noticing. “[My disease] can 
be a very lonely and depressing illness because no one understands 
what you have to deal with on a daily basis,” she says.

Despite the pain, Thompson has adopted healthy coping 
habits and says that her faith, music, positive thinking and 
hot bubble baths work to combat stress, which can trigger her 
illness. Motivational notes posted around her house remind her 
of who she is and why she is taking this journey.

After her upcoming graduation, Thompson had originally 
planned to pursue a career in health-care management, but a 
few of her professors have encouraged her to explore other paths. 
“They expressed a great belief in some other abilities and skills 
that I possess and have given me a few other areas to consider 
such as auditing or conflict resolution for corporations,” she says.

Thompson advises other students to talk to their professors 
if they’re facing challenges. “They can’t help you if they don’t 
know you need it. Wherever I end up, I will have the confidence 
that my time here at St. Edward’s has prepared me for anything. 
The sky is the limit,” she says. 

continued on page 12

Danielle Thompson ’12 and her daughter
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FINDING HER HOME: KARINA PARLATO MACT ’13
Karina Parlato’s path to graduate school has not been an easy 
one. In fact, neither was her path through her undergraduate 
program. After withdrawing at the last minute due to 
inadequate financial aid at one college, she applied to a different 
college. A few months into her degree, the single mother found 
out that she wasn’t even enrolled in that university but rather a 
smaller, unknown partner school.

After Parlato’s rocky undergraduate experiences, she was 
determined to make a better decision for graduate school. 
She researched and interviewed several potential graduate 
schools and thought she had found a winner for her master’s in 
accounting, which would put her on the path to becoming a 
CPA. She was three-fourths through the degree program when 
Parlato discovered that the majority of her classes would not 
qualify her to sit for the CPA exam.

“I was dumbfounded, blindsided and appalled,” she recalls. In 
the midst of her shock, a friend suggested she transfer to 
St. Edward’s. “I would have dropped out of graduate school and just 
given up. I had been through so many challenges,” she says. “I was 
done.” But her friend convinced her she could accomplish her goals 
and be a working full-time mom, and St. Edward’s could help. 

Although Parlato had to start over with many of her credits, 
she has found her college experience at St. Edward’s to be — 
finally — a rewarding one. She credits her graduate advisor 
with taking time to ensure that her degree plan was on track. 
Associate Professor of Accounting Carolyn Conn inspired 
Parlato to focus on forensic accounting, and she now plans to 
become a Certified Fraud Examiner.

Though Parlato stays busy juggling a full-time job, classes 
and parenting, she refuses to feel sorry for herself.

“I told myself that if I started this path, I was going to see it 
through. I have no expectations of someone else easing my burden,” 
she says. “This decision is still what keeps me going when I work 
50-hour weeks while trying to keep up with my studies.”

Parlato suggests that other stressed students find an “out” — 
a sounding board, a hobby or exercise. “Do what you need to do 
to decompress.”

LEARNING TO THINK: ANDREW REED CORD MBA ’13
Andrew Reed Cord was on track to start classes at the University 
of Texas in the summer of 2002 when a car accident sent him 
to the hospital for a broken ankle. What should’ve been routine 
surgery turned scary when he stayed overnight for observation but 
wasn’t observed for eight hours. His morphine pump went from 
intravenous to intramuscular — causing brain damage. 

“When I first woke up, I couldn’t get my mouth to say the 
words I wanted to say, so I had to work with a speech therapist,” 
Cord says. It was the start of a long journey, in which Cord 
had to re-learn how to walk and speak. He spent a month in a 
rehabilitation center, trying to retrain his brain and body.

“My doctors told me from the beginning that maybe 
college wasn’t the right path for me, but I was committed to 

that path,” he says. “I struggled some as I adjusted to new 
learning and studying styles to compensate for the way my 
brain works now.” Though side effects from his medication 
caused him to miss entire semesters, Cord completed his 
history degree at UT in 2010.

After searching in vain for a job, Cord decided to apply for 
the MBA program at St. Edward’s and was accepted. Although 
he loved his experience at UT and credits it with allowing him to 
develop new ways of learning, he’s found that the smaller class sizes 
at St. Edward’s help him retain knowledge better. “[The MBA 
program] allows for a more one-on-one approach so that I don’t feel 
uncomfortable asking the professor a question in class,” Cord says.

And speaking up was a big deal for Cord. Although he coped 
well with the new way his brain now functioned, he experienced 
a drastic change in his personality. “Before my injury I was a 
very outgoing and sociable person, but afterward I became quite 
reserved and quiet,” he says. “One of my biggest challenges was 
opening up again.” It took Cord nearly five years after starting 
his undergraduate degree to work up the courage to talk to the 
teacher during class.

Before his accident, school was easy for Cord, and he didn’t 
have to study much. “Now I study more than I thought was 
humanly possible. I work hard for the grades that I’ve received. 
If I earn Bs, I know I got them because my studying was B-level 
studying. Don’t take anything for granted,” he says. “Don’t 
expect things to be given to you.”
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CLIMBING TO THE TOP: CHERI CHASE ’09, MAHS ’11
Perhaps Cheri Chase’s biggest obstacle to beginning college 
was herself. She was living on her own by the age of 16 and 
received her GED at 24. “Although I had plenty of street 
smarts and common sense, I was not sure I could compete 
and succeed at the college level,” Chase says. That self-doubt 
was not enough to deter her from following her dream. At age 
47, she enrolled in New College to complete a bachelor’s in 
Organizational Communication.

Chase graduated summa cum laude in 2009 and received 
the coveted Presidential Award for Leadership, Scholarship and 
Service. Spurred by her success, she went on to receive a Master 
of Arts in Human Services, as well as a certificate in Nonprofit 
Management, graduating with honors in December.

Yet none of this came easily. A back injury and surgery 
shortly after she began college left her with minor nerve damage 
in her arm that made writing difficult. “Over the years I have 
learned to write well in a business environment,” Chase says. 
“But college-level writing was another story.” With the help of 
the Writing Center during her first couple of undergraduate 
semesters, she was quickly brought up to speed.

Chase also had to contend with the health issues of loved 
ones. Just before she started her MAHS program, her in-laws 
moved in with her. Both had numerous health conditions that 
required constant attention. 

Financial difficulties also plagued Chase. Her husband was 
laid off and was unable to find sustainable employment for 
nearly two years. During that time, Chase consulted with the 
university’s financial aid office, and she was able to finance 
her graduate degree program though the Hinson-Hazlewood 
College Access Loans.

Through it all, Chase says she would rather laugh than cry. 
“I have been blessed with numerous life-changing opportunities, 
a loving and supportive husband, a remarkably wonderful 
daughter, fabulously encouraging friends, an amazing college 
education, and an awesome and merciful God — what’s not to 
smile about?” she says. 

Currently, Chase is actively seeking a career opportunity 
with a nonprofit organization where she can make a difference 
in the lives of the people they serve. She also serves as a member 
of the 501 Council for Greenlights for Nonprofit Success and 
a volunteer for Austin Groups for the Elderly and the Texas 
Association for Nonprofit Organizations.

Chase advises other students to ignore naysayers. “I think it 
is essential to be a person of integrity — to help others whether 
they deserve it or not, work hard at whatever you do and to 
learn from your mistakes,” she says. “Most importantly, learn to 
think, think before you speak, and speak from your heart.  
St. Edward’s has helped me to define myself, value my strengths 
and recognize my weaknesses, as well as appreciate the unique 
perspective of others.”

Cheri Chase ’09 MAHS ’11
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