December 2019 /
January 2020

The Blue Devil's

ADVOCATE

1 / 24

ABOUT
The Blue Devil's Advocate is a Merced College e-magazine highlighting our employees,
students and what's happening on campus. For inquiries or to contribute news stories,
contact the Office of External Relations at mcnews@mccd.edu.
View All Editions
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Chris Vitelli
"As we enter 2020, I am confident we will continue
to focus on how we can meet the needs of our
diverse student population, develop programs
that close the achievement gaps, and work as a
team to institute transformational change for the
community we serve."

Foreword
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Similar to previous December Campus Digest messages, I am going to
highlight some of the outstanding work and accomplishments of our
College in 2019.
This has been another year to celebrate at Merced College as I am sure
there are many other notable accomplishments in each of your areas. As
always. I am proud of the outstanding work and accomplishments
completed by all of you in 2019, to name just a few:
1. Successful completion of Year 1 of the Educational Master Plan
2. Completed the Strategic Implementation Plan
3. Reached 10,000-plus full-time equivalent students again
4. Another energetic and positive start of the year with Convocation and
Convocation Carnival
5. Completed the 10-Year Facilities Master Plan
6. Completed 5-Year Technology Master Plan
7. Expanded services in the new Educational Training Technology Center
8. Expanded the MC Foundation Employee Giving Program
9. Addressed all high level security and vulnerability concerns for the
College
10. Revised and implemented new hiring policies, procedures, and practices
for the District
11. Completed comprehensive classification (re)study
12. Created new Professional Development Plan for the District
13. Hosted Chancellor Eloy Oakley for a campus visit and forum
14. Launched new Merced College Wellness Program
15. Secured funding for the Agricultural and Industrial Technology Complex—
Chris Vitelli, Ed.D.
Superintendent/President

design phase is underway
16. Began updating and renovating outdated facilities and instructional
spaces
17. Maintained another balanced budget
18. Implemented negotiated raises for classified professionals and faculty
19. Financial Aid has gone paperless and the entire District is moving in the
same direction
20. Opened one-stop for academic support services—Student Success and
Tutorial Center (SSTC)
21. MC Foundation had a record-setting year with the largest gift in the
history of the College of $5 million
22. Awarded more than 2,750 degrees and certificates—another record for
the District
23. Enrolled more than 1,400 students in inmate education classes
24. Expanded CTE programs in Los Banos
25. Continued increased campus dialogue and communication (multiple
forums, listening tours, and more)
Merced College continues to innovate to improve instruction and services to
our students. As we enter 2020, I am confident we will continue to focus on
how we can meet the needs of our diverse student population, develop
programs that close the achievement gaps, and work as a team to institute
transformational change for the community we serve.
Thank you for all you do. Merry Christmas, happy holidays, and Happy New
Year! Here’s to another successful year.

Chris Vitelli, Ed.D.
Superintendent/President
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CHRIS VITELLI
"Thank you for all you do.
Merry Christmas, happy
holidays, and Happy New
Year! Here’s to another
successful year."
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Adult Education & Noncredit
Program opens doors
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There are no closed doors. There is always an open door
waiting for you to go through it.
— Giuliana Orozco, Merced College Adult Ed student and GED course graduate
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MERCED, Calif. — Merced College student Giuliana Orozco had a

The program’s anchor courses are English as a Second Language—

teenage son failing in school, one who liked challenging his high
school dropout mother by saying, “You’re not doing anything about
finishing. Why should I?”

the College added four offsite options this fall. Punjabi, Hmong,
Mandarin and Spanish speakers all learn the language together.
But adult education is more than learning English. Whatever your
hold-up is, Moran and company work to lift barriers and direct people
to the right resources.

Fear that her son would repeat her mistake, of quitting school at age
14, sent Orozco sprinting to Merced College to earn her GED at age
31.

“It takes so much just to pick up the phone to make that first call,”
Moran said. “They’re starting from scratch and you sense that
hesitation. You become a counselor on that first call, encouraging
them and guiding them to what you hope they do here at MC.”

Merced College program assistant Karla Narvaez-Flores, before
moving to the U.S. for a new career, first asked for her grandmother’s
blessing. The older woman told her, “Mija, I will let you go but, promise
me, whatever you do, you will help your community.”

Narvaez-Flores approaches potential Adult Ed & Noncredit students
with the same question, “When was the last time you did something
for the very first time?”

Wanting to make her proud, Narvaez-Flores eventually landed at
Merced College, recruiting and nurturing students like Orozco,
vocational trainees and senior citizens, via the Adult Education &
Noncredit Program.

“They look at me with open eyes, and then I start promoting the
classes,” she said. “If you haven’t done something for the first time in

Merced College Director of Adult Education & Noncredit Program
Jessica Moran didn’t know English when she started kindergarten.
The stigma didn’t leave her for a long time. Even after mastering the
language and becoming class valedictorian, she heard a classmate
asking, “Jessica Moran? I didn’t even think she spoke English!”

a while, these classes are a good opportunity to start.”

The ignorant comment motivated Moran while she earned three
degrees before landing at Merced College, passionately advocating
and guiding students like her.

math) and transfer preparation (e.g., non-credit students upgrading to
full-credit courses.)

The beauty of the Adult Ed & Noncredit program is that it hits every
goal in the Merced College mission statement—pushing Career
Technical Education (e.g., truck driver training begins in 2020);
lifelong learning (e.g., mature driver training); basic skills (e.g., ESL,

The College’s Adult Ed and Noncredit program is entering a new
phase after a recent, and full, curriculum review of every course
helped clarify student needs. This program faces the same
constraints as the rest of the campus: limited space on campus.

These people represent the future, the mission and the backbone of
the Merced College Adult Ed and Noncredit Program. The program
teaches people what they want and need to learn and that enriches
all of Merced County.

Where do you put everyone who wants to learn? There are so many
like Orozco, who thought every seat was taken, and every door to her
closed, after she dropped out of high school to have her son.

“Our students are facing so many barriers when they come to us,”
Moran says. “We have to be more touchy-feely. We have to
understand what they need. Once we give them some confidence,
students can shine on their own. That fuels me and, I hope, everyone

Orozco climbed that emotional barrier, with help from instructor Jo Ann

to be here.”

Melo, when she enrolled at Merced College in January 2018 and
passed her four GED tests by May 2018. She now works as an
insurance agent and runs her a cake-making business. Now she
wants to take classes that would help with her baking startup.

To start, the Adult Ed & Noncredit courses are free, so they have no
financial barrier. Merced College has been offering them in some form
since 1968. You don’t earn credits, but can earn skills certificates and
enrichment. The philosophy? Everyone benefits when community

She offers wonderful advice to anyone now standing in her old

members continue to learn.

shoes.

Moran said the College itself benefitted when it was recently able to
earn “medium to big” community college status, which comes with
more state money, The robust Adult Ed and Noncredit population was
big enough to push the campus into the higher bracket.

“There are no closed doors,” Orozco said. “There is always an open
door waiting for you to walk through.”
-30-
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Spotlight
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VP of Instruction Kelly
Fowler recognized as 2019
Carter Doran Leadership
Award recipient

12 / 24

Kelly Folwer, VP of Instruction at Merced College, was recognized as the 2019 Carter Doran Leadership Award recipient during a California Community
Colleges Chief Instructional Officers (CCCCIO) meeting in Sacramento in October. The annual award honors one of 115 state instructional officers for
exemplary stewardship to their institution and the CCCCIO.
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MERCED, Calif.— Merced College Vice President of Instruction Kelly
Fowler sat in the California Community Colleges Chief Instructional
Officers meeting in Sacramento in October, listening and thinking,

Clovis, CA
Gaston College prepared her to jump into administration. At that time,
Fowler’s husband had business connections in Fresno County and

Who are they talking about?

began suggesting they move cross country. Fowler didn’t want to
leave North Carolina. California might as well have been Mars.

CCCCIO president Leandra Martin was describing the recipient of the
2019 Carter Doran Leadership Award. And Fowler—who knew
everyone there as the CCCCIO’s past president—could not figure out
who it was.

She wasn’t quite convinced when she interviewed for a position at
the Willow International location of the State Center Community
College District, which includes Fresno Community College and
Reedley College. Thinking she’d never get the gig, Fowler was
offered the posiion.

Then Martin said the honoree did incredible work during a two-year
term as CCCCIO president.
Martin was talking about Fowler. The winner had no clue.

The State Center people told her she would lead the team that would
turn the satellite location into Clovis Community College.

Then Martin called her name and everyone jumped up to give her a
standing ovation.

Fowler now admits she had no idea the challenges and obstacles
she would overcome in the next 8 years.

“What is happening?!?” Fowler said, describing her reaction. “Oh, it
was so awkward. On the other hand, it was really dreamy to be
recognized and humbling.

During the eight-year odyssey, Issues with California Ed Code, Title 5,
unions, accreditation, hiring and working with the Board of Governors
in Sacramento, streamed down on Fowler like a Biblical rain.

The annual award honors one of 115 state instructional officers for
exemplary stewardship to their institution and the CCCCIO. Fowler
won for leading the CCCCIO during a tumultuous two-year stint in
2017 and 2018.

“But it was the perfect spot,” she said. “The faculty was so caring.
They helped me every step of the way. . . . We had all of these
different balls in the air and we couldn’t let any of them fall. Either
we’d become a community college or not. The weight of it, oh, it was
beyond stressful.”

The Rutherfordton, NC native—she came to Merced after helping to
build Clovis Community College from the ground up—normally dodges
the spotlight. It finally found her in Sacramento.

Facing her colleagues that morning, Fowler squared her shoulders
and said, “We’re going to suck it up, buttercup. We’re going to say a
little prayer and everything will be OK.’

“Kelly Fowler is not only a leader for the [CCCCIO], she is an
inspirational leader for the entire system,” California Community
Colleges Chancellor Eloy Ortiz Oakley said while praising her work in
Clovis. “She’s a true professional and very deserving of [the honor].”

“We had to make it work,” she added. “Our attitude was, ‘[This is] not
going to break us.’”

Boone, NC
To understand how Fowler earned the accolade, you should trace her
steps back to Appalachian State where she began teaching.

Sacramento, CA
Fowler was working as a CCCCIO regional representative as Clovis
earned accreditation. As president-elect in 2016, the organization’s
leader became a college president. When asked if she could take
over early, Fowler said, “No way.”

She was working as a graduate assistant while studying for her
master’s in applied mathematics at App State. There the dean of
math education tried selling her on teaching. Then Fowler signed up
to teach basic math to adults at Catawba Valley Community College to
fulfill a requirement.

Still, when Fowler stepped up as president in 2017, the CCCCIO
extended the term to two years. She was guiding Clovis through
another review during her first year and spent her first year at Merced
College during her second year.

“[Teaching there was] the first time I thought, this is where I need to
be, working with adults,” Fowler said. “They’ve struggled and had
people tell them their whole lives, ’You’ll never do this.’ When they
finally get it, once they clear the emotional hurdles, it’s the best.”

As the CCCCIO president, Fowler also sat on the Consultation
Council with presidents of organizations for CC presidents, human
resources officers, deans, etc. The council makes recommendations
to the Board of Governors in Sacramento. It was a highly political
position, requiring tact, diplomacy, and a sense of humor, which
Fowler has in abundance.

Years later on a visit back to North Carolina, Fowler ran into a former
student. The woman, wearing bracelets up and down one arm, was
so happy to see her.

“It stretched me to see the bigger picture,” she said. “I had a handle
on legislation and what may be impacting Merced or the system. I
had a feel for the Chancellor and his vision. It was great, but
exhausting.”

“All of these bracelets represent something I’ve done in my life,” the
woman explained. “And this one, Mrs. Fowler, this one's for you.”
The women said that one math class completed her associate’s
degree. She eventually earned a master’s from the University of North
Carolina in Chapel Hill.

Merced, CA
When Fowler accepted the Vice President of Instruction position at
Merced College in 2018, she was familiar with the work of President
Chris Vitelli and recognized the College’s potential.

Dallas, NC
Fowler’s first full-time job was at Gaston College, teaching everything

Prior to VP Fowler’s arrival, Merced College had employed six

from fractions to differential equations. She did well and her mentors

different VPs of Instruction over a seven year period. Given the
changing leadership in the Office of Instruction, VP Fowler realized
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kept loading her up with tasks. Fowler, who loves trying new things,
ran them down with a “Sure, I’ll give it a try!” attitude.

that faculty simply wanted someone to commit to being here. VP
Fowler has provided the consistency necessary to move the college
forward.

Her mentor eventually became the Gaston College president and
then asked if she could help expand the school’s online offerings.
That’s how Fowler found herself developing some of the first online
courses in the North Carolina community college system. By the time
Fowler came to California in 2007, she’d spent a decade in online
learning.

VP Fowler brings experience, an eye for innovation, a deft touch with
challenges, and a non-stop work ethic. It’s easy to understand why,
upon receiving her award, she was met with a standing ovation.
Now finishing her second year, where does she see Merced College
in 10 years?

“We were figuring out what makes a good online class,” she said of
her time at Gaston. “It was another way to help students, and it was
emerging.”

“In our system, there’s always, ‘Oh, that school is on the forefront of
this or that.’” Fowler said. “People will say, ‘Someone call Merced.
What is Merced doing?’ We’re going to be that college.”

— Kelly Fowler, VP of
Instruction, after winning
a state educational
leadership award, on
where she sees Merced
College in 10 years

“In the California
Community
Colleges system,
we note when
that one college
is on the
forefront of this
or that . . . We
want people to
say, ‘Someone
call Merced.
What is Merced
doing?’ We are
going to be that
college.”
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Merced College student
excels in academics and
athletics
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CHRIS MUNOZ, SOPHOMORE SOCIAL & BEHAVIORAL SCIENCE MAJOR
AT MERCED COLLEGE

“[Family] is the mentality that brought me to Merced
College. That’s what I liked about it … I just want to find a
new place I can call home.” —Chris Muñoz, Merced
College sophomore linebacker, on his prospects to play
football at a four-year school
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MERCED, Calif. — When linebacker Chris Muñoz saw the
San Jose City College offensive right tackle stand up out
of his three-point stance during a home football game on
September 28, he knew.

“Coach Casey was completely honest and completely real
with me,” Muñoz said. “Sometimes coaches tell you what
you want to hear, but he never did.”
The 6-foot, 220-pounder said he navigated the transfer so
well because Blue Devil defensive coordinator Justin
Pinasco simplified the scheme to give him free rein to get
to the quarterback.

“They were going to throw a screen,” the Blue Devil
sophomore said.
The Foothill tackle had basically just exposed that he was
about to pass block. Muñoz read it, shoved him away and
jumped past the running back, who had come into the
defensive backfield for a short dump pass.

Blue Devil football had lower numbers than usual in 2019
so Pinasco was searching for a player to emerge. He saw
Muñoz’s value during the offseason. Muñoz worked hard
and had both size and a good feel for the game. It then
became Pinasco’s job to plug Muñoz in where he could do
a lot of damage.

When the quarterback pulled back to throw, Muñoz
pounced.

Muñoz helped by adding 20 pounds of muscle in the eight
months before the opener. Pinasco then told Muñoz, a
high school free safety, that his future was at middle
linebacker.

Twenty yards later, the Pacheco High School graduate had
scored his first ever Pick 6. (Check him out at the 1:06
mark). That’s a touchdown on an interception return, a.k.a
the holy grail of every linebacker on the planet.

“I was like, ‘What?!? You’re crazy,’” Muñoz said of the
position change. “Now, it’s the greatest thing ever. I love
playing it. Playing safety, it’s too, kind of, safe. At
linebacker, you’re in the box every play. You’re in the
middle of it. You get in on the contact and the physicality
of it.”

“Honestly when the ball came to me, I was so shocked,”
Muñoz said, laughing about how the big play in a 27-0
shutout came about.
“I was like, ‘This shouldn’t be happening.’ It took me back
to playing safety and I just started running.”

Pinasco said he had very little to go on trying to
understand Muñoz’s potential before the hitting went live in
late August. It didn’t take him long to figure it out. He
figured it out during that first half against Football.

The read, the reaction and the running explain why Muñoz
excelled during the 2019 California Community College
Athletics Association season. It also explains why he will
have an academic and football future when he earns an
associate’s degree in social and behavioral science in

“We leaned on him early and he produced right away,”

June 2020.

Pinasco said.

His defensive touchdown was the marquee play for the
game and for a young man who transformed himself from
a rarely used freshman safety at Modesto Junior College in
2018, to the state’s sack master at Merced College in
2019.
Muñoz led all CCCAA players with 15 sacks. He sacked
the QB four times in a 21-2 win over Contra Costa. His 72
solo tackles and 36 tackles for loss also led the CCCAA.

Muñoz also finished second in the state with 111 tackles
and averaged 11.1 per game.
“Thank God he stayed healthy,” said Pinasco, now in his
25th year working with Casey. “I’m also a little bit of a hard
coach to play for, but he handled that so well. . . .
Unfortunately we don’t get him back.”
Muñoz’s future with a four-year school hinges on those
coaches think of his size, speed, and tackling prowess

Muñoz’s CCCAA football story actually started with a
wasted year at Modesto JC in 2018. He didn’t start, play
linebacker or weigh more than 200 pounds as a Viking.
A change of location, position and body type gave him a
second life anchoring the Blue Devil defense.

after just one season playing linebacker. Pinasco says it
also may take a bit of time for schools to find him since his
standout season happened at a different school.
“He may not be on the radar just yet,” Pinasco said, “but
he’ll definitely get attention.”

“I think it was the perfect place for me,” Muñoz said of
Merced College. “Right from the start, I felt part of a family.
. . . They built me up into the player I am.”

Muñoz doesn’t know yet where he will continue his gridiron
career. He does know what he wants when he gets there—
a football family.

Ironically, Muñoz never considered coming to Merced
College out of Pacheco in Los Banos. He looked at
Modesto JC and several NAIA schools. He chose MJC and

“That’s the mentality that brought me to Merced College,”
he said. “That’s what I liked about it. . . . I just want to find

didn’t get much playing time on a stacked roster. He
figured maybe his football days were over.

a new place I can call home.”

But Muñoz ran into MC head coach Bob Casey at a Blue
Devil basketball game in January before the spring
semester began. They got to talking. Casey heard Muñoz
wasn’t playing football and told him to visit his office the
following Monday.
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Team: Rachel Gray
Rachel is a newly-hired Student Support and
Success Technician with the Office of Relations
with Schools.
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Welcome, Rachel.
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What is your role at Merced College?

Do you have a community college connection/story?

I am a Student Support and Success Technician for the Merced
College Office of Relations with Schools. My work focuses on
empowering and informing youth in the Central Valley about their
collegiate options while highlighting the diverse programs available
here at Merced Community College and then ensuring a smooth
onboarding process by hosting various matriculation workshops at
high school campuses. My colleagues and I also coordinate and
assist with various events on the Merced College campus to maintain
connection with and provide assistance to continuing students.

Despite having attended UC Santa Barbara straight out of high
school, my entire core friend group by the time I graduated was
comprised of students who were either still attending or had attended
a community college. My brother also attended Merced College prior
to transferring and then graduating from UC Santa Barbara. While I
cannot say that I regret my path, all of these people in my life have
shown me how advantageous a community college experience can
be and I am so proud to be working for one now. In my current
position, I often reference their success as examples of how
dedicated students can achieve greatness and save money by
attending community college first.

What part of the job do you enjoy the most?
Many students ask me whether I regret going to a four year university
straight out of high school, what my career goals are, how my
education influenced them and so forth. These conversations and all
other moments where I get to speak more deeply with students are
the most fulfilling for me. I encourage students to ask questions and
hope that my own non-sugar coated stories reassure and empower
them. Once at Merced College, these same students will find that our
campus is filled with employees able and eager to help with any of
their barriers.

What do you like to do outside of work?
Well, a simple answer is that I like to stay busy! My partner and I are
both art fanatics and spend any second we can making music, visual
art (photography, painting, ceramics, and crafting), cooking, dancing
or watching and talking about various films and TV shows. We also
love playing with our two dogs and going to national/state parks. My
Bachelor’s degree is in Global Studies and, unsurprisingly,
international travel is also a huge passion of mine; during college, I
studied abroad for a year in Ghana and 5 months in Hong Kong.
Countries I dream of visiting next include Jordan, Morocco, Russia,
Guatemala and Tanzania.

Why did you choose to work at Merced College?
If nothing else, my baccalaureate program taught me the importance
of sustainably helping one’s community grow, and I knew from the
moment I moved back to Merced that I wanted to get involved with
this community on a deeper level. My interest in working for a college
had already been on the rise and I was drawn to Merced College
because of the sense of community and diversity that can be found
here. I am so proud to live in a state and work for an institution that
actively invests in the success of all wanting to broaden their horizons
through education.

What’s a fun fact about you?
I collect salt and pepper shakers! The collection started in honor of
one of my grandma’s dearest friends along with the idea that they
would be wonderful painting subjects. I now have about 45 pairs

Why did you choose higher education as a career path?
After graduating from UCSB, I spent about two years working for
Trader Joe’s. While I absolutely loved working for them, I gradually
began to miss being in a position where I could actively help others
achieve their dreams and positively impact their communities. I
remembered feeling fulfilled in those ways while working for UCSB’s
Education Abroad Program Office during my final year as a student
there, and thus my interest in working for a college resurfaced. Having
been a first-generation college student, I also sadly realized how
many amazing opportunities I had let slip through the cracks at UCSB
- knowledge which now motivates me further to help students
maximize their academic experience.
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