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ABOUT
The Blue Devil's Advocate is a digital magazine highlighting Merced College employees,
students and happenings on campus. For inquiries or to contribute news stories, contact
the Office of External Relations at mcnews@mccd.edu.
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2020
CASE
Winner
The Blue
Devil's
Advocate
is
recognized
as the
2020
Bronze
Winner in
the
category
of Digital
Magazines
for CASE
District VII.

2020
CCPRO
Winner
The Blue
Devil's
Advocate
is
recognized
as the first
place
winner in
the
category
of Digital
Magazines
for 2020
CCPRO
awards.
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Chris Vitelli
"Innovation and growth requires adaptation and
acceptance to change. Sometimes we embrace
change and sometimes it is forced upon us—
2020 has presented us with the latter.
Nonetheless, we have full control of our
perspective and response to what our world and
society is facing. Our colleagues, students, and
community need us to step up in a big way. "

Foreword
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The beginning of the academic year is always my favorite. I love to see
everyone at Convocation—refreshed and energized. This is my fourth start
to the academic year as President and I always leave Convocation
beaming with pride in our institution and motivated and prepared for
another successful year. This year will be different, but we’re working to
ensure it is still meaningful and relevant. Collectively, we can make certain
another epic year lies ahead for Merced College, but it will require a new
sense of adaptability, cooperation, and innovative spirit.
To say 2020 has been a bit of a letdown is an understatement. The start
of the year was the disappointing outcome of our bond campaign, quickly
followed by a worldwide pandemic and civil unrest due to heightened
frustrations and anger related to anti-blackness and systemic racism, and
now the continuation of COVID-19 with no foreseeable end in sight. Not
the most positive start to an academic year, I know, but somehow I am
seeing the positive through it all.
This year, we’ll continue to tackle some of the major components of our
Strategic Implementation Plan. Instead of viewing the pandemic and other
major issues as barriers, we will embrace them as opportunities to elevate
important initiatives and develop innovative solutions to meet the most
ambitious goals and objectives.
Among them, reducing equity gaps, streamlining academic and career
program mapping for our students, expanding distance education (we
Chris Vitelli, Ed.D.

didn’t really get a choice on this one), diversifying our employment pools

Superintendent/President

and staffing, and increasing our commitment to access for our community.
Not necessarily as “shiny,” but important, we’ll also modify our Facilities
Master Plan to reflect recent changes in our operations as well as
community feedback, continue to work to go 100% paperless, invest in
state-of-the-art technology, and build long-term plans for financial solvency
and emergency situations.
Innovation and growth requires adaptation and acceptance to change.
Sometimes we embrace change and sometimes it is forced upon us—2020
has presented us with the latter. Nonetheless, we have full control of our
perspective and response to what our world and society is facing. Our
colleagues, students, and community need us to step up in a big way.
And with this in mind, I have a feeling I will log off of our first-ever—and
hopefully only—Zoom Convocation with the same sense of pride and
preparedness for our institution, our amazing team of professionals, and
our ensuing responses to the challenges that lie ahead. Why? Because
this is the most incredible team of professionals our system has to offer
and, because of that, we’ve got this! Our best days are still ahead and we
are stronger because of YOU.

Chris Vitelli, Ed.D.
Superintendent/President
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CHRIS VITELLI
"Collectively, we can make
certain another epic year lies
ahead for Merced College, but
it will require a new sense of
adaptability, cooperation, and
innovative spirit."
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Virtual Extreme Registration
wild success
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“At first, we were
just figuring out
ways to use
Zoom. Now we’re
sharing best
practices and
helping students.
No matter how
many challenges
we faced,
everything team
members have
given us—work,
ideas, solutions
—has been top
quality.”
Merced College Dean of
Student Equity and
Success Ivan Peña on
how proud he was
seeing the campus work
together to create virtual
registration
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By Luciana Chavez, Special to the Office of External Relations
MERCED, Calif. – Go back two weeks and you’ll find Ivan Peña,
the Merced College Dean of Student Equity and Success, knee
deep in Fall 2020 student registration preparations.

“The second waiting room really helped,” Peña said. “We didn’t
waste students’ time.”
Peña’s group learned after the first, mid-July event that students
wouldn’t wait longer than 5-10 minutes between steps. They
fixed that glitch, and reduced wait times, by staging two

He paused to chat and thought back to the last time Merced

sessions simultaneously for the second event held on July 29.

College did a full registration push.

In addition to new students who completed virtual extreme

Then he chuckled.

registration, the outreach team registered even more students

“If I had said in January, ‘Hey, our next registration is going to be
completely virtual,’ everyone would have said, ‘There’s no way

by calling people between sessions.
For students who needed an appointment, the outreach team

you’re going to pull that off!’” Peña said.

dangled the chance to win a new laptop. Five students, of 738
total with RSVPs, who also completed a survey after the event,

Not so fast.

won computers purchased by the Merced College Foundation.

Merced College did pull it off.
“It used to be, ‘Come one, come all’ and no RSVPs for the inThe College had to ditch its annual face-to-face event, but

person event,” Peña said. “We were a little surprised how

completed virtual registration—online only—two times in July.

strongly students took to the virtual version.”

Reality hit when the COVID-19 pandemic halted on-campus
operations in mid-March. Schools coast-to-coast shifted to online

The effort allowed Merced College to keep pace in enrollment.

everything.

(FTEs), a number that determines state funding. It managed

The goal was to register 40+ full-time equivalent students
40.79.

By late July, Peña and his team had registered 631 students.
It’s a great result knowing community colleges fear dropping
“Dr. Peña has done a fantastic job creating ways for students to

enrollment amidst the pandemic.

enroll while reproducing the face-to-face experience and get
students ready for classes,” Merced College Vice President of

Merced College has a steeper climb operating in one of the

Student Services Michael McCandless said.

poorest counties in California. Not having WiFi or a computer
prevented some from registering, Peña said. Forget being able

“His whole team was so committed to it. … They’ve exceeded

to learn.

expectations.”
“It’s been a real eye-opener,” he said. “It reminded us that we
can never stop looking for ways to support students.”
NEXT
McCandless said virtual registration will not go away once the
pandemic wanes.
“We’ll do our face-to-face event, and the virtual event, and keep
the live chat for everyone who uses it,” he said. “We are more
innovative. We can address so many student needs when we’re
working on multiple fronts.”
Merced College’s upcoming transfer fair, for students going to
four-year schools, will use the same process.
Peña felt proud seeing the campus work to create virtual
registration.
Student services staffed the events. The instruction division
identified classes to promote. The foundation and marketing
office promoted the event. The research division identified who
to market it to. The IT staff put out all tech fires.
“At first, we were just figuring out ways to use
Zoom,” Peña said. “Now we’re sharing best practices and
helping students. No matter how many challenges we faced,
everything team members have given us—work, ideas, solutions
—has been top quality.”
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GENESIS
Five months ago, McCandless reached out to Peña after the
school closed its doors to discuss registration.
Could they register students in person while social distancing?
No. The numbers they usually attract would make that
impossible. They’d have to discourage people from coming to
campus all at once, something they would never normally do.
They quickly realized they should mimic what instructional,
counseling and tutoring operations had done to quickly go
online.
Peña and staff started tinkering with Zoom. They talked to
Director of Student Success Tomasia Drummond, who helped
move tutoring online, and reached out to Bakersfield Community
College to find out what it learned after their own virtual
registration earlier this year.
EXECUTION
The Virtual Extreme Registration event began when students
logged into Zoom. In a primary waiting room, staff hosts checked
student IDs and made sure people could use the chat feature.
Then students entered one of five breakout rooms to either
complete an application, go through orientation, visit a
counselor to discuss which classes to take, register for classes,
or speak to a financial aid staffer.
There was another virtual waiting room, where students who
finished a step early, could watch videos about other programs.
Another host answered questions before students went to their
next breakout room.

We’ll do our face-to-face event, and the virtual event, and
keep the live chat for everyone who uses it. We are more
innovative. We can address so many student needs when
we’re working on multiple fronts.
— Merced College Vice President of Student Services Michael McCandless comments about virtual extreme
registration and other innovative services continuing after the pandemic.
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Apply Today
Visit our apply page for easy
steps to register, plus chat is

Student
Services List

available to help you with

Find a list of student services
available remotely, and how to

regsitration. Registration is

contact us via chat, email and

open now!

phone.

Apply Today

Student Services
List

Spotlight
Read Next Story
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Video
Tutorials
Need help with Canas or how
to register online? Visit our
video tutorials for a step-bystep guidance.

Video Tutorials

CCCAA says, ‘No fall
season’
MC coaches say, ‘No
problem’
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“We’re staying calm, encouraging kids to just get started, to get
acclimated to Merced College. It will anchor them here and help get
them through this situation in good academic shape.”

Blue Devil football offensive coordinator Justin Pinasco on athletic seasons being delayed due to
the COVID-19 pandemic
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“I’ve always been a glass half-full guy. We have more time. What can
we do with it? There’s always something positive you can do.”
Head men’s basketball coach Allen Huddleston Jr. on athletic seasons being delayed due to the
COVID-19 pandemic
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“It’s kind of a ‘by any means necessary’ for a lot of them,” Huddleston

By Luciana Chavez, Special to the Office of External Relations

Jr., son to the women’s coach, said. “They have to embrace that.”

MERCED, Calif. — Imagine your starting middle linebacker—in the last
5 minutes of practice, the day before playoffs—has a pass glance off

MENTAL TRAINING

of his pinkie while moonlighting at tight end.

Without meeting face to face, coaches are studying tons of film to
prepare their teams for new schemes, to scout opponents and to

Everything seems fine, until he holds up his gloved paw with the

correct execution.

pinkie sitting at a 90-degree angle

The CCCAA will likely reevaluate the plan in the fall. In the interim,

“Coach,” he says with a straight face. “It doesn’t hurt. But do you think

how will Merced College coaches create game pressure without

something is wrong?”

gathering?

Coach, the gods of football just torched your game plan. What do you

Many coaches run virtual workout competitions, or play video games

do now?

against their players. For example, the Huddlestons run a
conditioning drill on the treadmill where athletes run in 30-to-60

At Merced College—the kid is a metaphor for the COVID-19 pandemic

second spurts, going only uphill.

—if you coach at Merced College, you stomp out the embers of the
old plan and write a new one.

“They’re fighting not to lose,” said Huddleston Sr. “That’s what you
have to do in a game. They can’t do everything to prepare their

“The biggest thing . . . is getting them to buy in,” said head men’s

brains, but if they can do something, we will all benefit.”

basketball coach Allen Huddleston Sr. “That’s what we’re working on
now.”

RECRUITING
Postponing 2020-21 CCCAA athletics also allows coaches to spend

With campuses closed, and California battling a surge in positive

more time recruiting, though Pinasco warns, “[The pandemic] will
scare some players off, too.”

cases, the California Community College Athletic Association (CCCAA)
released new schedules on July 21, pushing every season forward
one season.

With more time, Huddleston Jr. is putting it into building stronger
bonds with recruits “to talk about their school plans and figure out

“Hopefully we can get ahead and see the payoff down the road,” said

who they are.”

Blue Devil football offensive coordinator Justin Pinasco.

Everyone is running recruiting traps via Zoom, HUDL, texting,

Football, soccer, basketball, volleyball and water polo will start mid-

FaceTime, carrier pigeon, etc. Again, whatever it takes.

January 2021. Baseball, softball, swimming & diving and track & field
would begin practice late March 2021.

Huddleston Jr. is also reminding recruits how Merced College can set
them up for a four-year opportunity.

Contests would start two weeks to four weeks later depending on the
sport. Championships go as early as late April and as late as the end

“I understand they want to play now,” he said. “We can incentivize

of June.

[that chance]. They can’t be sitting home doing nothing. I tell our
guys, ‘If you’re not working on your game someone else is.”

“I’ve always been a glass half-full guy,” said head men’s basketball
coach Allen Huddleston Jr. “We have more time. What can we do with

OLD WAY, NEW WAY

it? There’s always something positive you can do.”

Remember, roughly 270 athletes at Merced College can’t step on
campus.

ACADEMICS
When the CCCAA made its decision, the coach also was asked to

Normally fall sports would be a week shy of starting preseason camp.

submit a new preparation plan to Merced College Vice President of

Basketball would have finished a summer hoops class and played in

Student Services Michael McCandless, including how to ensure

one offseason tournament. Spring sports would be conditioning with

athletes have a good academic start.

limited access to coaches.

“We’re staying calm, encouraging kids to just get started, to get

Everything has changed for 2021.

acclimated to Merced College,” Pinasco said. “It will anchor them here
and help get them through this situation in good academic shape.”

“We’re just waiting to see what will transpire with the state,” Pinasco
said. “We don’t have all the answers yet.”

CONDITIONING
Because the COVID-19 restrictions cancelled CCCAA spring sports,

“We’re doing everything we can to keep them mentally focused,”

then restrictions were lifted, and then reinstated, all Blue Devils have

Huddleston Sr. said.

lost some fitness.

“The world changes, sometimes we resist,” Huddleston Jr. said. “But if

Huddleston Sr. knows young people are easily distracted, so coaches

we figure out ways to communicate and ask the right questions, we’re

have to rely on the athlete’s personal motivation to run, lift and

going to do just fine.”

develop skills.
Still, most of the coaches track it via regular video clips of them
performing drills to correct form.
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MC alumnus named Top Cadet at
Peace Officer Training Graduation
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Mariposa County Sherriff Deputy Tim Slenders and Deputy Phillip Rauch graduate from the Police Academy in an outdoor ceremony held in July 2020. Source:
Mariposa County Sherriff's Office Facebook page @mariposacountysheriff

“I was shocked. I
didn’t expect it at
all. It made me
proud to do
something
special and
apply my
knowledge every
day.”
—Tim Slenders, Merced College
alumnus and new Mariposa
County sheriff, said of being
recognized as the Top Cadet of
the recent graduating class of
the Fresno City College Police
Office Standards and Training
(POST)
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By Luciana Chavez, Special to the Office of External

“We tell them, ‘You don’t turn on your integrity switch when

Relations

you come to class,” Noblett said. “We don’t just get them
through the academy. We get them ready for the street.

MERCED, Calif. — Tim Slenders had no idea.

We want agencies to see our graduates and say, ‘These
are cadets we want to hire.’”

The Chowchilla native, Merced College alumnus and new
Mariposa County sheriff, was minding his business with his

It works. Noblett said Slenders is the fourth Merced College

peers at Fresno City College Police Office Standards and

alumnus to earn a top cadet award in the past several

Training (POST) graduation on July 15.

years, and one of a dozen more who earned recognition
for other skills. Academy directors also regularly give public

Then someone started talking about a special graduate,

kudos to the Merced College program.

the Top Cadet of the graduating class. And then he called
Slenders’ name.

“With everything going on in the world right now, we want
our people to be as prepared as possible,” Noblett said.

“I was shocked,” Slenders said of earning that and the top

“You won’t get rich. You’ll spend time away from family. But

law enforcement skills award. “I didn’t expect it at all. It

life experience is critical to do the job well. Law

made me proud to do something special and apply my

enforcement is a calling. The ones like Tim who make it

knowledge every day.”

through are doing it for the right reasons.”

David Noblett, coordinator of the Criminal Justice

Slenders had never considered law enforcement while

Department at Merced College, was feeling particularly

working in ag construction after high school. When the

satisfied watching Slenders receive the top award. They’ve

recession hit in 2007, construction work disappeared and

known each other since Slenders was in high school.

Slenders needed a new gig.

“Tim is one of those guys, quiet, but very self-motivated,”

Correctional officer friends encouraged him to try it, so he

Noblett said. “He knows what he wants. He is dedicated to

trained as a CO at Fresno CIty. He worked in Madera

a career in law enforcement and he has not let anything

County from 2007-2010, before taking the job in Mariposa.

stop him.”

Things changed again after 10 years in Mariposa.

Slenders, 32, and the other graduates had a delayed

Slenders was working on the marijana eradication team

commencement after Fresno City suspended classes from

there and enjoying it. He wanted to continue, but needed

March 16 to April 13 due to the COVID-19 pandemic.

POST credentials to qualify. Back to school he went.

Slenders had gone to Fresno City to complete his POST
training after finishing the first of three modules at Merced

“It was interesting applying what I learned at Merced to the
simulations we did in Fresno,” the new Mariposa County

College.

sheriff said. “That’s the appeal. It was never the same

POST prepares aspiring officers in everything from criminal

thing every day and it won’t be now.”

law, investigations, patrol procedures, vehicle operations,
ethics and beyond. The Mariposa County Sheriff’s

Putting in over 1,000 training hours over seven months

Department sponsored Slenders’ training at both locations.

was daunting. With the pandemic, no one knew if they’d
be allowed to finish.

Merced College attracts a lot of second career trainees
sponsored by local agencies. They have a good

After a month-long hiatus, the FCC cadets had to make up

reputation for turning them into skilled future police

time. They clocked 13 days on and one day off every two

officers.

weeks. Slenders would drive 90 minutes to Fresno every
day, study for a full day and then drive back for dinner with

“That’s down to our amazing instructors who are dedicated

his wife and four children.

to our cadets,” Noblett said.

He put in the time. It was a slow burn for Slenders to find

Over half of current Merced College instructors are still

law enforcement, but now his passion for it drives him.

active officers by day, then train the next generation by
night.

“It’s challenging,” he said, “but it’s worth it in the end.”

Noblett said, at Merced, it all starts with professionalism on
the job. Cadets wear uniforms according to agency
regulations. They call every instructor by their current rank.
They sign a code of conduct. They train as if they’re
already employed. Expectations are high.
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Team: Marcus Metcalf
Marcus joins Merced College as the Capital
Projects and Construction Director.
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Welcome, Marcus.

What is your role at Merced College?

What do you like to do outside of work?

I am the new Director of Capital Projects and Construction. In this

Outside of work, my family and I enjoy being outdoors. My wife and I

role, I oversee both new construction and remodels. My primary

have four children, ages 11 and younger, and they all love swimming,

role is to coordinate between Merced College staff, architects,

camping, hiking, fishing, hunting, boating, bike riding, and many other

engineers, inspectors, testing facilities, the state architect, and

outdoor activities. I also enjoy working with my hands. For that

Chancellor’s office. I also oversee the very talented Maintenance

outlet, I work on my own construction projects and landscaping, and I

department. Our 7-person crew is highly skilled in many areas

also do projects for friends and family.

and we maintain the Merced College main campus, the BRC, and

What’s a fun fact about you?

parts of the Los Banos campus. We are also able to self-perform

A fun fact about me is that I am a certified Naturalist! You may have

many trades of remodel construction projects in-house providing a

to look that one up :).

very cost effective solution to our campuses needs.

Do you have a community college connection/story?

Why did you choose to work at Merced College?
I chose to work at Merced College because I am a firm believer in

As a “native” Mercedian, my community college connection is right

the value Merced College brings to our community. As a Merced

here on this campus. I began taking courses here while I was still in

College alumnus, I’ve personally experienced the quality of

high school and afterward I finished my general education before

education and value Merced College offers. Over the past 12

transferring to Cal Poly SLO. While I attended Merced College I

years I’ve worked in secondary education, I have been a staunch

participated on the water polo and swim teams. I am proud to say our

advocate for secondary students to begin their higher education

water polo team, under Coach Pollitt, had the best finish at state in

pursuits at Merced College because of this belief.

the school’s history! Aside from athletics, I have many other fond
memories of courses that challenged me and made me fall in love

What part of the job do you enjoy the most?

learning. Professors Piro, Hart, Rexach-Zellhoefer, Dr. Eirich,

I really enjoy education and construction and this position is a

Bonstein, Randall, and Harvey were among some of my favorites.

perfect marriage of those two worlds. I have a 12 year history in

This campus has provided well for me in the past and I look forward to

education at the secondary level as an educator and program

giving back and serving it well.

developer. My construction background spans further back with
18 years of experience; 13 of those years as a General
Contractor and business owner. Throughout my experiences in
education and construction, I have developed a hunger for
overcoming challenges. Being in this role combines all of that
experience and it also offers many opportunities to problem solve
and troubleshoot every day. The team that we have in place
provides a lot of support and we work well together to overcome
any challenge thrown our way.
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