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CONVOCATION 2019

Ken E. Nwadike, Jr. was the keynote speaker at
Convocation. Learn more about Ken and the Free
Hugs Project at kennwadikejr.com.

Foreword
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This time last year, I was completing my dissertation for my
doctorate. The focus was on employee engagement—a topic I
find relevant and important in the workplace. In basic terms,
employee engagement is the level of emotional commitment
employees give to their workplace. It’s more than satisfaction,
happiness, or even tangible rewards. It is their willingness to
go above and beyond because of an intrinsic commitment and
dedication to the mission and goals of the organization.
For me, Convocation and the start of the academic year, is a
reminder of how fully and highly engaged of a workforce we
have at Merced College. The positivity, energy, and
enthusiasm to be a part of something greater and truly
impactful is inspiring. I cannot speak for other colleges, but
here at Merced College, we have a workforce truly committed
to student access and success.
After Convocation, I was stopped by many of you to let me
know how much you enjoyed our kickoff to the academic year.
You shared how the keynote speaker inspired you to care
more for those around you, to demonstrate your compassion
for others, and/or to find ways to seek peaceful resolutions to
the small and complex problems.
While at a community event the weekend after Convocation, I
was stopped by one of our facilities staff. He shared with me
that he left Convocation feeling valued and appreciated. You
may recall at the end of event, I shared a story related to
humility and the role each of us play in achieving our mission
to “grow this community through education and workforce
training.”
Some of you clean rooms and offices, some “fix” equipment or
Chris Vitelli, Ed.D.
Superintendent/President

service electronics, many of you teach, others “administrate,”
and the list goes on. The point is ALL of you serve our
community and students in providing the best quality
education in the Central Valley—and all of you contribute to
meaningful change in the lives of students every day,
regardless of your position, title, level of pay, or status.
This speaks to the power of highly engaged employees. In a
survey, completed by many of you, more than 85% (n=183) of
the participants here at Merced College stated they “strongly
agree” or “agree” when asked if they feel their role supports or
advances the mission of Merced College. That’s remarkable.
Thank you for your engagement, thank you for your
commitment to Merced College, and thank you for making this
a place known as a student-focused institution.

Chris Vitelli, Ed.D.
Superintendent/President
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CHRIS VITELLI
"Thank you for your
engagement, thank you for
your commitment to Merced
College, and thank you for
making this a place known as
a student-focused
institution."
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Chancellor Oakley Visits
Merced College
Merced College hosted Chancellor Eloy Ortiz
Oakley at a campus forum August 21, 2019.
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Chancellor Oakley
participated in a
productive Campus
Forum
We were honored to host Chancellor Eloy
Ortiz Oakley at Merced College on August
21st. He was able to tour our Veterans Center,
our new Student Success and Tutorial Center
and participate in a very productive Campus
Forum that took place on the top floor of our
Learning Resource Center.
Students and staff were able to interact with
the Chancellor in a question and answer
format. The message was positive with a
theme of increased opportunities to serve
students.
“We cannot be the California we want to be
unless we bring up and bring forward every
student. California Community Colleges are
designed around the idea that higher
education should be available to everyone”
said Oakley.
Students were able to talk to Oakley about
the unique issues facing students in Merced
including food insecurity, housing, tuition costs
and transfer agreements with the UC and
CSU.
Oakley said “I encourage all Community
College Students to use their voice, to
advocate with their local legislators for
expanded services and increased access to
education.”
Photo: (left to right) Board Vice President and Trustee Ernie
Ochoa, Chancellor Eloy Ortiz Oakley, Board President and
Trustee Carm en Ram irez
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CHANCELLOR ELOY
ORTIZ OAKLEY

"The Chancellors
Office is
committed to
investing in
communities like
Merced. We
recognize the
importance of
the San Joaquin
Valley in
preparing the
workforce for the
future of
California.”
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Academic support has new
home under one roof
The Student Success & Tutorial Center is located
in the SSTC building.
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MERCED, Calif. — The Merced College
freshman slumped down in front of peer tutor
Alex Gonzales and complained, “I’m bad at

Few have a family member familiar with going to
college to provide practical support.

Having everyone in the same spot saves
resources and encourages collaboration.
“Students might have gone there for math and

English.”

“To so many of them, every door is a barrier,”. “…
Our students would get overwhelmed and
frustrated. It wasn’t the right model.

noticed their English instructor,” McCandless
explained. “They feel free to ask an English
question. They know where to go. It’s not a
maze. It’s easy to point them in the right
direction.”

Gonzales replied, “Let’s take it slow and see
what happens.”
For 10 minutes, Gonzales watched her squirm
as he explained how to attack an English
course. Finally he asked if she was OK. Turns
out she wasn’t bothered. She was relieved
knowing Gonzales could help.
She told him, “It’s one less thing to stress
about.”
LESS STRESS, MORE SUCCESS
That has long been the goal at Merced College:
Connect students to services to move the
academic ball forward. A year ago, that student
found her answer in a peer tutor. She still had to
go to one of three locations to do it.
Starting August 19, the academic support
operations—formerly known as the Tutorial
Center, the Math Lab and the Interdisciplinary
Learning Center—all live under one roof called
the Student Success & Tutorial Center (SSTC).
Merced College has long known that
consolidating tutoring services into a “one-stop
shop” would ease that strain.
“Now we say, ‘If you need help, go to the
(SSTC),’” said Michael McCandless, Merced
College Vice President for Student Service. “It’s
so much more effective.”
Also, Merced College has always had a large
number of first-generation students.

The right idea simmered for 15 years before
picking up steam in 2016. MC received the
Basic Skills Student Outcomes Transformation
(BSSOT) grant to enhance reading
comprehension that year. MC students quickly
took to it.
The BSSOT grant ended in June, but California
community colleges have also been sorting out
Assembly Bill 705 from 2017. Students no
longer take placement tests for English and
math, but do have to pass transfer-level courses
in both within one year.
“We knew students would need a lot more
support,” SSTC director Tomasia Drummond
said.
OPEN NOW
The SSTC replaces MC’s old Communications
Building where the peer and faculty tutors were

EXCITING DAYS AHEAD
The center will have its grand opening on
September 9, but is off to a promising start. The
SSTC served 640 different students, on a
campus of roughly 10,000, in its first week. If
those numbers hold, it will serve 25 percent of
the student body in its first month.
As outreach and word-of-mouth improve, the
SSTC should continue to exploit its centralized
location. But how will Merced College pay for the
growth?
Currently, students receiving tutoring are
enrolled in a non-credit course. The College
receives state monies for that. McCandless says
MC also uses some categorical funding to pay
for peer tutors.

already working. Removing a wall in between
the groups freed up space for math tutors.

The resources to sustain the SSTC are there.
Still, when will it need more space?

The SSTC also has an embedded counselor
available to meet with students when they first
arrive. Students can get help with their
schedules and majors. If they need WiFi,
computers, printers or charging stations, they
can find them in the SSTC. If they need a cup
of coffee, well, there are plans to add a student
café.

“We’ll have to assess that,” he said. “It’ll be fun
to track.”
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Michael McCandless, Vice President of Student Services

"We had trouble sending a clear message to students. … Now we say,
‘If you need help go to the (Student Success & Tutorial Center).’"
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Student: Angelica Walker
Angelica will complete a four-day NASA program next
month.
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Angelica Walker, 18,
Merced College
freshman

“I hope my
experience (with
the NCAS
program) will
inspire others to
pursue what they
want to do in life.
Just take every
opportunity.”
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NASA program welcomes two
Merced College Students in October

NASA launched the program in 2007 in
partnership with its Minority University Research
and Education Project (MUREP). Community

“We have AP computer science students who
are on the fence, thinking, ‘Can I really do this?”
Gaestel says. “I kept throwing out the [NCAS]

MERCED, Calif. — After she completes a fourday program at NASA Ames Research Center in
Mountain View next month, there will be a NASA
mission patch waiting for Angelica Walker.

college hasn’t been a traditional door into
NASA, but the NCAS seeks to change that.

idea to the girls. Angelica was the only one who
followed through.”

The effort began small at Houston’s Johnson
Space Center in 2007. Now the entire agency
participates, awarding NCAS spots at all of its
centers to roughly 800 U.S. community college
students annually. At the end of each cycle,
scholars compete for NASA internships.

Both educators know the NCAS program suits
Walker and Collier, who want to use science to
help people. NASA people become NASA
people because they feel the same.

With Walker and Collier, seven MC students
have earned spots in the six years since

Experts say 65 percent of jobs next-generation
workers will hold don’t exist right now. The need

Kathleen Kanemoto, who leads the computer
science program at MC, began pushing
students to apply.

for people who can think across disciplines is
immense and growing.
Walker is that generation.

Yes, pushing.

“I’ve always felt like a scientist in my heart,” she
says. “I want to do something [like cybersecurity]
where I know I’m helping people.”

She and fellow Merced College student Alvin
Collier will participate in the NASA Community
College Aerospace Scholars (NCAS) program at
the center on October 8-11. The competitive
program welcomes community college students
seeking careers in the science, technology,
engineering and mathematics (STEM) fields.
Walker and Collier are not NASA engineers.
Neither has been to the moon or the
International Space Station (ISS). Still, both will
get the full NASA experience. It will stretch their
STEM skills, boost their STEM careers, and earn
them a mission patch, one of the coolest
wardrobe accessories ever conceived.
WINNING A SHOT
Walker will be in heady company as a new high
school graduate.
She had to wait to apply for the NCAS program
until her 18th birthday (April 14). She found out
she earned a spot in May while sitting in class,
reading email on the sly, and doing silent
screams of joy in her head.
Then the work began. Her first task?
Complete a five-week online course May 29
through July 3, during her final days at Merced
High.
She designed a Mars rover for her NCAS
project. It had to work for astronauts wearing
spacesuits like those used for spacewalks on
the ISS. Walker accepted the challenge when
she realized the ISS suits work great walking
around in zero gravity, but not so great when
folding oneself into a vehicle.

“A lot of times, students lack self-confidence,”
Kanemoto says. “They don’t feel they can do it.”
Kanemoto builds confidence with project-based
learning. She starts small with hands-on tasks,
like the ones building up to Walker’s five-week
rover design project, and increase in intensity
and complexity, like whatever Walker will tackle
over four days with a team in October.
“Not many community college students study
computer science in high school,” Kanemoto
said. “They don’t realize they can do it. Once
they complete some tasks, they know they can
do it.”
CAREERS PREPARATION
Walker has that confidence now. Teachers
noticed her talent years ago. She first heard of
the NCAS program from Joe Gaestel, her
computer science teacher at Merced High, as a
sophomore. Gaestel, who retired this summer,
had been in cahoots with Kanemoto for years,
both searching for promising STEM students,
especially girls and minorities.

OPENING DOORS
The projects are NASA-inspired since the NCAS
goal is to find new brains, a diverse pool of
brains, for NASA and STEM careers.
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SCIENTISTS AT HEART

Walker grew up reading comic books about
other altruistic people—superheroes like
Batman.
“He had no superpower,” Walker says. “It was his
brain and the studying he did that made him a
superhero.”
She knows she can fight for good, like the Dark
Knight, with science.
“I hope my experience inspires others to pursue
what they want to do in life,” Walker says. “Just
take every opportunity.”

Angelica Walker

"I’ve always felt
like a scientist in
my heart. I want
to do something
[like
cybersecurity]
where I know I’m
helping people.”
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Team: Liliana Cruz-Morales
Welcome our newly-hired Human Resources
Technician.
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Welcome, Lily.

What’s your role at Merced College?
My role as a Human Resources Technician in HR is to assist with setting up
interviews, screening interviews, reviewing applications on NeoGov. I also
handle short-term, substitute and volunteer hires, and overall assisting the
human resources team as best as I can! I am still learning but I can help
get your question get to the right person.

What part of the job do you enjoy the most?
I enjoy working with my colleagues and having the opportunity to
collaborate with people from all around campus. I hit it off really well with all
my coworkers and everyone I’ve met so far. This is a great work
environment. Everyone needs HR at some point for something so I get to
work with more people and make connections.

Why did you choose to work at Merced College?

I went to the MC Traditions class and it was great to hear how the city of
Merced grew and how connected Merced College is to this area. At Merced
College, there is the feeling that we have a bigger purpose helping
students grow. Community Colleges give students the room to figure out
what they want to do while saving money.

What do you like to do in your spare time?
I’ve always believed in making use of the time you have right now. I’m very
adventurous. If I can go hiking, find a watering hole, get into an adventure
I haven’t before I do it. It makes me feel grounded to be out in the world
traveling and trying new experiences. I’ve gone skydiving and bungee
jumping!

What’s your favorite meal or beverage?
I like lots of different food, but if I had to pick one I’d say homemade
Mexican food. It’s hard to pick a favorite dish but I just had my mom’s
enchiladas this week and I miss them. I’m getting more into cooking more

I’ve always wanted to work for a school system. I used to work as a tutor
and got into subbing and had always enjoyed working for a school. When
this position was available, the timing worked out for me in my career to
apply. The stars aligned and I got the position. I’ve been working here
since March 2019 and it’s been great.

for myself and made a really good honey lime chicken recipe. Learning to
cook is just another adventure.

What is great about the Merced area?

I’ve travelled quite a bit. I’ve gone on a family vacation every year since I
was 12 and that really sparked my love for traveling. This year, I went to the
Dominican Republic. My next trip is New Orleans and then Costa Rica.

I am from Livingston and, though I did not grow up in the city of Merced, I
am rooted in the Central Valley and this area has an amazing vibe. People
who say there is nothing to do can go catch a sunset, explore downtown,
or find something to do without spending a lot of money.

What’s a fun fact about you?
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Liliana Cruz-Morales

“I enjoy working
with my
colleagues and
having the
opportunity to
collaborate with
people from all
around campus.
”
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