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Three faculty members in the Eberly 

College of Arts and Sciences at West 

Virginia University are being honored with 

the 2010 Outstanding Researcher Award. 

This year’s honorees are Robert 

Mnatsakanov, PhD, professor in the 

Department of Statistics, Sherman 

Riemenschneider, PhD, professor in the 

Department of Mathematics, and Maura 

McLaughlin, associate professor in the 

Department of Physics. 

Recipients are selected by a committee 

appointed by the dean of the College. A 

faculty member must be nominated to 

be considered. Following nomination, 

the faculty member’s research, scholarly 

activity, and letters of recommendation are 

submitted for peer review. 

“Our outstanding faculty gain national 

and international attention from the level 

of research they bring to WVU, and give 

students the opportunity to study with 

experts in their fields,” said Interim Dean 

Rudolph Almasy. “It is important to 

remind the University community of our 

quality faculty members by rewarding these 

scholars for their achievements.”

 is 

internationally known for research in 

increasingly challenging areas of probability 

theory and mathematical statistics. 

Scientific decisions are often based on 

statistical probability, and the distribution 

of data must be known in order to 

compute a probability. That is where 

Mnatsakanov’s work in the reconstruction 

of distributions from moments becomes so 

important to advancing the national energy 

infrastructure and molecular medicine. 

His research has led to several externally 

funded research grants. One is with the 

National Energy Technology Laboratory 

(NETL) that will determine the effect of 

hurricanes on oil and gas production in the 
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recruited to teach English to school children in 

his village.

“I had never taught in a classroom. 

For supplies, I had a piece of chalk and a 

blackboard. I had three classes of 40 students 

each. I couldn’t do anything but improvise. I 

improvised every day, and it was a little scary 

but also exciting,” Brazaitis said.

He may not have envisioned a life of 

teaching, but Brazaitis knew from an early age 

he wanted to become a writer.

“My grandmother talked about poets as 

if they were gods, and my father was a fine 

journalist with an economical and engaging 

style, and, for a long time, I thought I would 

follow in his footsteps,” Brazaitis said.

“Ultimately, I had different ambitions 

for my writing. I wanted to write the kind of 

stuff that had wowed me as a reader – Tolstoy, 

Turgenev, Camus, Hemingway, Steinbeck, 

Kafka – these were writers who had shaped the 

way I saw the world.”

Brazaitis shapes the world of his fictional 

subjects through the lens of his own 

knowledge. Many of his poems and short 

stories draw on his experiences in Guatemala 

but are re-imagined to examine differing and 

unexpected points of view.

“In fiction and, to a lesser extent, poetry, 

I’m attracted to pursuing truths that can’t 

adequately be explored by relying on the facts. 

It’s the truth, as Faulkner described it, of the 

human heart in conflict with itself.”

Critics have expressed delight with this 

honest, luminous, and complex approach to 

storytelling. These sentiments were echoed by 

Brazaitis’ colleagues in his nomination for this 

year’s award.

“In writing An American Affair, Brazaitis 

has opened the field of contemporary 

American fiction to new topics and 

perspectives, or at least blown the dust off 

what used to be more frequently visited 

literary terrain,” noted Kathleen Ryan, WVU 

associate professor of English.

“He is a fantastic writer, colleague, and 

teacher. It is our great fortune to have him 

here,” she added.

The Benedum and Distinguished 

Professors of WVU established the Benedum 

Distinguished Scholar Awards in 1985 to 

honor and reward faculty for excellence in 

research, scholarship, and creative endeavors. 

The awards recognize either a single recent 

achievement of note or a long, distinguished 

career that is still ongoing. The program is 

funded by the Claude Worthington Benedum 

Foundation and coordinated by the Office of 

Academic Affairs and Research. 
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 is known for 

her sharp insights, wide-ranging scientific 

accomplishments and resilient good humor. 

She is a leading researcher in a multi-

wavelength study of neutron stars and 

transient radio sources, and is involved in 

the study of double pulsars through radio, 

X-ray, and gamma-ray observations. Both 

of her studies on radio transient sources 

and high magnetic field pulsars are areas 

that are relatively unexplored and yielded 

groundbreaking results. 

Neutron stars are physical laboratories for 

general relativity, studies of the interstellar 

medium, high-energy particle and plasma 

physics, and astrophysical evolution. As a 

member of the NANOGrav collaboration, 

one of McLaughlin’s research aims is to use 

neutron stars to detect gravitational waves 

through timing an array of ultraprecise 

millisecond pulsars. 

Her recent work on the double pulsar 

system reemphasizes her leadership role in 

a wide range of studies, starting with the 

double pulsar discovery and continuing with 

discovery of the perturbation of one pulsar’s 

emission beam on the magnetosphere of the 

other.

McLaughlin earned a bachelor’s degree 

in astronomy and astrophysics in high 

honors from Penn State University in 1994. 

She earned master’s and doctoral degrees in 

astronomy and space science from Cornell 

University in 1997 and 2001. Prior to joining 

WVU in 2007, McLaughlin taught at the 

University of Manchester. 

Her research experience has awarded 

her an Alfred P. Sloan Fellowship and a 

Cottrell Scholar Award from the Research 

Corporation, as well as a National Science 

Foundation Math and Physical Sciences 

Distinguished Research Fellowship at Jodrell 

Bank Observatory at the University of 

Manchester, United Kingdom. She is also an 

adjunct staff scientist at the National Radio 

Astronomy Observatory at Green Bank, West 

Virginia, where she runs the Pulsar Search 

Collaboratory, which involves West Virginia 

high school students in her research. 

   

Gulf of Mexico and could serve as a model 

for the consequences of a terrorist attack 

on the nation’s energy delivery system. He 

has also stirred interest in medical science 

with research that will allow for estimation 

of entropy of macromolecules that discover 

the nature of diseases, like mad cow, cystic 

fibrosis, Alzheimer’s, and some forms of 

cancer. 

Specifically, Mnatsakanov studies 

nonparametric estimation of density 

function, the rates of convergence 

of moment-recovered distribution, 

multinomial schemes with a large number 

of rare events, the estimation of the mixing 

distributions and the reconstruction of 

distributions. Advances in these areas will 

lead to additional practical and important 

areas of molecular physics and biology, 

forensic science, geophysics, and survival 

analysis.

Prior to joining WVU in 2002, 

Mnatsakanov became a faculty member 

of mechanics and mathematics at Tbilisi 

State University after graduating from 

there in 1975, and later taught at Texas 

Tech University. He earned a doctorate in 

physics and mathematics from the Moscow 

Institute of Electronics and Mathematics 

in 1984. He also conducted research at the 

A. Razmadze Mathematical Institute at the 

Georgian Academy of Science. 

 is 

said by his mathematical colleagues to have 

pioneered the area of cardinal interpolation, 

interpolatory subdivision scheme, and 

multivariate wavelets. The aim of cardinal 

interpolation is to use simple functions that 

serve as fundamental building blocks used 

in a large majority of today’s computational 

simulations in science, engineering, and 

medicine. 

Many of these functions construct a 

good approximation of more complicated 

multivariate functions used in other areas, 

including computer graphics, where his 

research is also applicable to imaging 

and signal processing. His study of 

approximation theory has had impact in 

areas as diverse as digital signal processing, 

the modeling of the airflow over automobile 

bodies, and the representation of objects in 

computer-generated image environments 

used for movies and video games. 

Riemenschneider graduated magna cum 

laude with a bachelor’s degree from Hiram 

College in Ohio in 1965, and received 

master’s and doctoral degrees from Syracuse 

University in 1967 and 1969. Before joining 

WVU in 1999 as professor and chair of 

the Department of Mathematics, he taught 

at the University of Alberta, Universitat 

Erlangen, Universitat Bonn, the University 

of South Carolina, the University of Texas, 

and the University of Washington. 


