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Asia Bento (Association of Black Sociologists MFP)  

Graduate Institution: Rice University  

Asia Bento is a PhD candidate and graduate research assistant in the Racism and Racial Experiences 

(RARE) Workgroup at Rice University in Houston, Texas. She earned her MA from the University of 

Hawai‘i at Manoa and BA from Connecticut College, where she was a Mellon Mays Undergraduate 

Fellow (MMUF). Her research examines racism’s impact on economic outcomes. Broadly, Bento studies 

the intersection of race and racism, economic inequality, and urban sociology. Her dissertation asks: Do 

bank branches increase economic disadvantage in black segregated neighborhoods? To address this 

question, Bento invokes theoretical perspectives related to local credit markets, racial capitalism, and 

racialized places while leveraging longitudinal and spatial data on bank branch openings. Her 

forthcoming article in The Review of Black Political Economy addresses how residential racial segregation 

shapes selfemployment outcomes, over time and across regions. Her solo and co-authored work also 

appears in Ethnic and Racial Studies, Socius: Sociological Research for a Dynamic World, and Social 

Identities. Prior to graduate school, Bento worked at the United Way Bay Area on their SparkPoint 

Community Schools Program, which provides families free financial services to help them achieve 

financial stability.  

  

  

  

  



Maretta McDonald (Sociologists for Women in Society MFP)  

Graduate Institution: Louisiana State University  

Maretta McDonald is a first-generation PhD candidate from Oakland, California, by way of Chicago. She 

earned her BA in criminal justice with a minor in sociology and her MS in applied sociology from 

Southeastern Louisiana University in Hammond, Louisiana. She currently attends Louisiana State 

University pursuing her PhD in sociology with graduate minors in African and African American studies 

and women’s, gender, and sexuality studies. As a graduate instructor there, McDonald teaches classes in 

both sociology and African and African American studies. Her research interest areas include racial 

inequality, gender, family, criminology, and public policy. Prior to returning to college as a freshman, 

McDonald worked in Louisiana state government in the Department of Children and Family Services. Her 

dissertation, “Enforcing Child Support in the Deep South: An Intersectional Approach” uses mixed 

methods to examine how race, gender, class, and place matter in the outcomes of nonresident parents 

who are participants in the child support enforcement system. Her project takes particular interest in 

understanding whether child support enforcement professionals' practices reproduce inequality across 

groups and the urban/rural divide. Her dissertation research is also funded by the ASA Doctoral 

Dissertation Research Improvement Grant. McDonald’s work is published in edited volumes, news 

media, research blogs, and Sociological Perspectives. She also has a co-authored book forthcoming, The 

Sociology of Cardi B. McDonald uses her sociology training in the community and has collaborated on 

campus climate reports; provided an overview of the demographic change of disadvantaged 

neighborhoods in Baton Rouge from 1900 to 2017 for an urban renewal project; assembled an 

accessible history of the Black community of Baton Rouge from 1699 to 2020 for use by local educators 

and community organizations; and co-taught a college-level course in a women’s state correctional 

facility. In her spare time, she listens to music, dances, and spends time with her family and friends.  

  

  

  

  

  



Philip J. Pettis (Midwest Sociological Society MFP)  

Graduate Institution: Vanderbilt University  

Philip J. Pettis is a PhD candidate at Vanderbilt University in Nashville. He earned his BA and MSW from 

Wichita State University, Kansas. His research interests are centered within the sociological subdisciplines 

of medical sociology, social networks, sexuality and gender, race/ethnicity, and social psychology. 

Specifically, Pettis investigates the consequences of heterosexism (structural, interpersonal, and 

individual) within two primary domains: health disparities and the social construction of sexual identity. 

Within these two research areas, he examines how heterosexism, social networks, and social 

psychological factors interplay to influence health disparities and sexual identity at the intersection of 

sexual orientation, race, gender, and socioeconomic status. Pettis’ dissertation, prior work, and continued 

research speak to his ongoing commitment to addressing research gaps within these domains. In his 

mixed-methods dissertation, Pettis integrates six theories (structural stigma, associative stigma, minority 

stress, intersectionality, social capital, and social cost) to build and examine a fuller theoretical framework 

on how heterosexist contexts produce health inequalities and shape sexual identity. His work has been 

supported and recognized by the American Sociological Association Minority Fellowship Program, the 

Sociologists’ AIDS Network, and the National Institute of Health-funded Social Networks & Health Program 

via the Duke University Network Analysis Center. Pettis is also a committed educator and mentor, whose 

teaching was recognized by the College of Arts and Sciences at Vanderbilt University when he received 

the Outstanding Graduate Student Teaching Assistant Award. Prior to his training as a sociologist, he 

worked six years in applied social work and his research focused on HIV/AIDS and community-based 

interventions. In the future, Pettis hopes to continue his teaching and research and train future 

sociologists whose work critically integrates sexuality, gender, health, social networks, and race/ethnicity.  

  

  

  



 
Evelyn Pruneda (Sociologists for Women in Society MFP)  
Graduate Institution: University of California-Riverside  

Evelyn Pruneda is a first-generation PhD candidate at the University of California-Riverside. Originally 

from California’s San Joaquin Valley, she earned her BA from Occidental College and her MA in public 

administration from California State University-Fresno. Her research interests include critical race and 

gender studies, labor studies, and environmental sociology. Pruneda’s dissertation uses feminist 

qualitative methods to examine the working conditions and lived experiences of women farmworkers in 

California’s rural San Joaquin Valley. Her research explores the political and social borders that shape 

and exacerbate multiple marginalized identities that impact women’s labor, family, and community 

lives. In this work, Pruneda provides a critical analysis of the experiences of women farmworkers in the 

valley as they navigate a history of labor exploitation, residential segregation, and increasingly, the 

effects of climate change, which directly impact the health and livelihood of farmworker communities. 

Prior to graduate school, Pruneda worked in the nonprofit sector doing college access work with high 

school students and their families in South Los Angeles and the Central Valley. Her work has been 

published in Research in Political Sociology and has been supported by the University of California 

Institute for Mexico and the United States (UC MEXUS) as well as various fellowships from the University 

of California-Riverside. In her spare time, she enjoys hiking, photography, and spending time with her 

family.   

  

  

  

  
  

  

 

 



Alejandro Zermeño (Alpha Kappa Delta MFP)  

Graduate Institution: University of California-Merced  

  

Alejandro Zermeño is a PhD candidate at the University of California-Merced. Born and raised in Los 

Angeles (Tongva territory), he is the son of Mexican immigrants, and a first-generation PhD student. 

His research interests include critical race and ethnicity, indigeneity, emotions, health disparities, 

and social movements. Zermeño’s work focuses on ethnoracial identity constructions, stress and 

coping, settler-colonial racial projects, mestizaje, and Indigenous resurgence movements. In his 

dissertation, Zermeño uses mixed-methods to investigate how reconnection to and continuity of 

Indigenous identities and cultural healing practices, such as rituals/ceremonies, shapes ways 

Mexican Americans negotiate ethnoracial identities, and ways it affects their health and sense of 

belonging with Latinx and Native American communities in California. His other research centers on 

exploring how Latinxs in the U.S. employ Indigenous identities, cultural values, and ceremonial 

healing practices as a resource to navigate structural inequalities and cope with societal stressors 

within the context of ongoing mestizaje racial projects. Zermeño has collaborated on projects 

published in CLACSO (Latin American Council of Social Sciences) and Sociology Compass, and has a 

forthcoming article investigating Indigenous rituals as cultural forms of collective action as core 

components of Latinx and Native American social movements in the Wiley Blackwell Encyclopedia of 

Social and Political Movements Second Edition. Beyond his research, Zermeño is co-president of the 

Native and Indigenous Student Coalition at UC Merced, which connects students to academic 

resources, brings awareness of social and human rights issues affecting Indigenous and immigrant 

communities through teach-ins, and facilitates collective cultural workshops and drum circles to 

help students cope with academic and societal stressors.   

  

 


