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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.

The Blue Devil's Advocate is proud to be recognized as the 2020 Bronze Winner in the
category of Digital Magazines for CASE District VII.
View All Editions
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Chris Vitelli
"Thank you for your humanity, kindness,
patience, love, and compassion towards your
colleagues, our community, our students, your
neighbors, and those who are most in need."

Foreword
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Not in a million years did I think we’d be quarantined in our homes,
temporarily transitioning to fully online modalities, wearing facemasks and
gloves on “normal” outings, or debating whether or not we should “re-open”
the country. We are certainly experiencing, what I hope is, a once-in-alifetime pandemic and I could not be more proud of Merced College’s
response to this crisis.
Over the course of the last five weeks, you have all stepped up in a VERY
big way. Faculty quickly embraced remote modalities, students adapted to
new technology demands and challenges, classified professionals
seamlessly transitioned to working-from-home and maintaining continuity of
the College, and administrators/managers provided sound leadership,
communication, and support. Your response and cooperation helped us
transform a primarily face-to-face College into a predominantly online
institution within days (not weeks or months) and I can't adequately convey
to you all just how impressive it is to be a part of a team of “doers” and
leaders. Simply put: Job well done!
Moving forward, we are still facing unprecedented uncertainty. We do not
yet know when we will be able to re-open our doors to students,
employees, and the community. Our best estimation is we will maintain
remote modalities for instruction, support services, and business continuity
through most, if not all, of the summer. This being said, we continue to
monitor social distancing guidelines and will adhere to regulations provided
by local, state, and national public health entities. Fortunately, we know we
can continue to serve our students regardless of the length and timeline of
this crisis.
In the meantime, I continue to look for the “silver lining” in the midst of this
craziness. We have maintained our commitment to participatory
governance, we have found innovative strategies to serve our students
through instruction and support services, our strategic goal related to going
paperless has been truncated and we are quickly adjusting to electronic
Chris Vitelli, Ed.D.

processes, employees are working-from-home with high levels of

Superintendent/President

productivity and engagement, and we are helping students with their most
basic and essential needs (food, resources, technology, etc.), among
others. While we won’t adopt all of our current changes in response to this
pandemic, we would be remiss if we didn’t discuss and explore what has
resulted in positive changes to serve our students as a result of these
unusual circumstances. I look forward to thoughtful and provocative
dialogue when the dust settles as to how we can learn, grow, and improve
from this experience.
I sincerely hope you all are finding time to spend with your family, friends,
and loved ones—even if it means connecting electronically. I also hope
everyone is maintaining a healthy lifestyle, finding time to exercise,
meditate, pray, etc., and staying well during this pandemic. And, finally,
thank you for your humanity, kindness, patience, love, and compassion
towards your colleagues, our community, our students, your neighbors, and
those who are most in need.
We will be a stronger, more adaptable, better equipped, and nimble College
at the end of this crisis—and that is because of our dedicated team of
professionals and our Merced College Family. Thank you for doing what
you do best—making our students the focus of every decision in response
to this crisis. Hang in there and please let us know if there is ANYTHING
we can do for you during this time.

Chris Vitelli, Ed.D.
Superintendent/President
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"We will be a stronger, more adaptable,
better equipped, and nimble College at
the end of this crisis—and that is
because of our dedicated team of
professionals and our Merced College
Family. Thank you for doing what you
do best—making our students the
focus of every decision in response to
this crisis."

5 / 46

97.3%

100%

Classes online by March

Student Support Services

23

available online

Transitioning
to a remote
campus
These figures
represent only a
snapshot of the

98.3%
faculty &
85.6%
staff

incredible milestones
we have reached in
light of the COVID-19
pandemic.

Employees working from
home
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Merced College executes
registration period for
Summer & Fall 2020
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The students have been so appreciative. … They’re aware
we’re doing our best. … Seeing how positive the students
have been has been very fulfilling.
— Rachel Gray, Outreach/Inreach Specialist, Merced College Student Services about doing Summer and Fall
class registration fully online
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By Luciana Chavez, Special to the Office of External Relations

The next step was getting students into classes. The three fulltimer and three part-timer employees had to shift to one-on-one

MERCED, Calif. – Roughly 40 percent of all Merced College

phone calls or chats or Zoom meetings to prep students for

students come from 17 feeder high schools in the county and

registration.

surrounding areas.
What happens when you can’t talk to those young people when
they need help becoming Merced College students?

Rachel Gray, an Outreach Specialist with Student Services,
explains that they’ve also been using a new chat feature on the
Merced College website to find students.

You scramble and learn, said Dean of Student Services Greg
Soto. That has happened since Merced College decided to shut
its doors in the wake of the coronavirus pandemic.

“And now we’re swamped,” Soto said. “We hadn’t done anything
like that before and we were forced to do it quickly. And it has
been working so well, it has been a big eye-opener for us.”

It was a scary, but necessary, step that triggered a one-month
clock for Soto and his outreach staff. In one month they would
have to begin registering thousands of current and new

Gray says she and her colleagues have been talking to at least
100 students per day during the registration period. Any of the
six specialists could be helping 3-4 students at a time, keeping

students for the summer and fall.

several other tabs open to grab info a student might need to

They would have to find new ways to connect with the 4,000 of
roughly 16,000 Merced College students who matriculate from

choose their classes.
“Everyone we work with on campus has done such a great job

17 feeder local high schools.

updating webpages,” Gray said.

Normally, the outreach staff would schedule sessions at each

Gray is now working out how to use Zoom—hosting a dozen or

high school, prepping dozens of students during each visit.
Others come directly into the Admissions & Records office or call
in with questions before registration opens each semester.

more students at time—as a replacement for those on-site
registration seminars at feeder schools. They’re reaching
students in new ways that will work whether Merced College is
closed or open.

Well, the COVID-19 pandemic eliminated those avenues as
people were told to shelter in place and increase social

That’s important as more high school students want to attend a

distancing, while schools closed their doors. Still, class

community college. Tuition is cheaper and dual enrollment,

registration for Summer 2020 and Fall 2020 was going to
happen beginning April 13 whether Merced College was ready
for it or not.

where students take courses for both high school and college
credit, has risen in popularity the past several years.
“Local kids already get more exposure to Merced College while

The outreach staff now uses every non-contact, virtual and

in high school,” Soto said. “They’re more comfortable once they
get here. And we have so many students who show up with 30

online mode to quickly corral new and returning students.

units completed already. They know they can come here full-time

“Typically all you need to prepare a student for registration is a
face-to-face meeting,” Soto said. “Now we’re doing that remotely
and trying to do that seamlessly. We have to be fluid because
everything is changing hour to hour.”

for a year and then transfer to a four-year school as a junior. We
have seen so much more of this in the past few weeks.”
The outreach staff is busier than ever. A good problem to have

Students were already logging in to register for Merced College
classes before the pandemic prompted everyone to rethink that
process. The first task was getting the word out that 2020
summer school classes would be delivered online.

in the middle of such a difficult situation for everyone.
“Basically we’re flipping pancakes all day long trying to keep up.”
Everyone is tired, but pleased.

Soto said they felt social media campaigns could effectively
spread the word. They pumped Merced College’s Facebook,

“The students have been so appreciative,” Gray said. “They’re

Twitter and Instagram accounts with posts, tweets and 1-minute

aware we’re doing our best. … Seeing how positive the students
have been has been very fulfilling.”

Instagram videos. The social media channels have been
hopping with activity since mid-March.
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Outreach and Inreach Specialists with the Office of Relations with Schools (ORS), from topmost left-to-right:
Monica Mendiola, Freddy Loera, Rachel Gray, Ethan Ravensdale (not pictured), Andrea Garibay, and Veronica Briceno (not pictured).

Apply Today
Visit our apply page for easy

Student
Services List

steps to register, plus chat is

Find a list of student services

available to help you with

available remotely, and how to

regsitration. Summer and fall

contact us via chat, email and

2020 registration is open now!

phone.

Apply Today
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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

In wake of pandemic, Merced
College Chemistry
Department pivoting
successfully
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“I can tell you that our goal and commitment
here has always been to function as a team.
We wanted to ensure we could consistently
deliver these labs across all 19 class
sections so every student would have the
same experience.”
— Krista Wilson, Chemistry Professor, Merced
College, on how her department has adapted
to fully online instruction

In this photo, Professor Wilson performs a lab in her
kitchen for her online Chemistry class so students
could observe results and record data.
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Wilson said it has been great watching her colleagues dig in and

By Luciana Chavez, Special to the Office of External Relations

perform.

MERCED, Calif. — Since the second week in March, professors and
instructors from every academic department at Merced College have

Professor Brandon Tenn has been the point person on up-and-

scrambled to reshape their face-to-face classes into “virtual”

coming developments in chem education.

classrooms.

Professor Saheba Khurana, the newest member of the department,

The public health reality wrought by the COVID-19 pandemic forced

had taught online chemistry courses prior to joining the staff in Los

that change. The coronavirus left huge questions for educators to sort

Banos, and had practical experience adapting courses for online

through and robbed them of time to do it.

delivery.

For the Chemistry Department at Merced College, the biggest

Wilson said Professor Denisha Dawson has kept big picture

question was this: How do we turn our hands-on lab experiments into

perpective for the four full-time and six adjunct instructors throughout

hands-off learning?

the process.

“We knew it was going to be a lot of work,” Merced College chemistry

“I can tell you that our goal and commitment here has always been to

professor April Weathers said about presenting experiments without

function as a team,” Wilson said. “We wanted to ensure we could

meeting in class. “We’ve all been teaching online courses for a while

consistently deliver these labs across all 19 class sections so every

now, and we’ve been investigating how to put at least one course fully

student would have the same experience.”

online.”

There is a bonus for Merced College. The new modalities, once

Merced College also offers two hybrid chemistry classes—hybrid

everyone is allowed to return to campus, can be repurposed to help

meaning lectures are delivered online and labs were conducted in

students prepare for or review experiments.

person. They were already close to the mark.

Still, no professor wants to teach without looking their students in the

“We had a good background as to what would be required,” Weathers

eye. The faculty is coping by reaching out to students regularly via

said. “We knew it was possible.”

email, Canvas and Zoom.

They adapted by using a combination of simulations and videos to fill

“The students didn’t sign up for this so we’re learning so much about

in the gaps.

their struggles,” Weathers said. “We’re having to find other ways to
keep them motivated without seeing them.”

They’re using simulations on concepts like titration and Beer’s Law
while grabbing existing YouTube videos for other labs, including a

Added Wilson, “We remind them that they had at least half a
semester of hands-on labs and that these courses are introductory

series on Laws of Gases. Also, Weathers and fellow professor Krista
Wilson filmed their own experiments at home for concepts like molar

courses. … We have to work harder to reassure them, even if it’s just

mass and acids, bases and electrolytes.

giving them more time to complete the labs, or being more available
to talk to them.”

To participate in the labs, students become observers and collect data
while watching videos. Then they analyze the data and perform
calculations before answering follow-up questions to complete the lab.

Not knowing whether campus will remain closed beyond the summer,
the chemistry faculty hasn’t stopped trying to improve the labs. Still
everyone agrees that simulations and videos are only a temporary fix.

There are other simulations and lab kits Merced College could be
using but safety issues, equipment availability, and time constraints

For now, with so much work still to do, the faculty appreciates how the

eliminated them as viable options to finish the spring semester or to

Merced College administration has functioned during a difficult time.

use for summer classes, which will also be given online.

“Working with our dean Douglas Kain and vice-president Mike

“We’ve found some wonderful, realistic simulations,” Wilson said, “but

McCandless, anytime we have reached out to ask a question, make

even [the companies that produce them] say they were never

a suggestion or ask for something, every single time the answer has

intended to replace the face-to-face experience. It’s like a flight

been, ‘Yes,’” Weathers said.

simulator for pilots, eventually you have to get into a real plane.”

“[This transition] could have been a lot harder, but the people leading
us are doing a great job.”
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Student JC Aguirre proves
anything is possible
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By Luciana Chavez, Special to the Office of External

Instead of playing the victim, Aguirre has evolved into a

Relations

vocal political advocate for people with disabilities.

MERCED, Calif. — This interview began with a discussion

His biggest success thus far came after he staged a

about the COVID-19 virus, took a dirty left into an

vigilant letter-writing campaign to the State Senate while in

exchange in French, and came in strong at the tape when
the interviewer directed Jose Chapa “JC” Aguirre, “Now go

elementary school. In 2013, the 13-year old was sitting
alongside state senator Ed Hernandez to push for new

fix the world, OK?”

legislation called the Children and Youth with Special
Healthcare Needs Bill. Yes, it passed.

Aguirre, currently a high school student at Merced
Scholars Charter School and a Merced College

Seven years later, Aguirre hasn’t set the issue down. He is

sophomore, came into the conversation with confidence to

currently a voting member of Merced County’s Whole Child

burn and an impressive résumé. How else could a 17-year

Model Family Advisory Committee, which ensures children

old, when told to do the impossible, enthusiastically reply,

receive medical care.

“I’ll try my best!”
“I’ve done a lot but mainly because I’ve been in a position
Meet the March 2020 Merced College Student of the

to do so,” he said. “The way my schooling is set up, I have

Month.

the time. And, here’s the thing, I believe ‘if you can, you
must.’”

“I would have to say [the honor] was unexpected, but I
was extremely flattered to be chosen,” Aguirre said. “It was

The Atwater native also dances with a Polynesian dance

an honor for me just to be able to thank the people who

troupe in Merced and writes poetry and song lyrics. Not

have supported me … They’re part of my village, so to

ambitious enough for you? He’s also working on a young

speak, the community that has raised me.”

adult series that he hopes will do for Polynesian mythology
what the Percy Jackson books did for Greek mythology.

Aguirre takes an upbeat, but unflinching approach to his
double-edged schedule of high school and college work.

Aguirre is just warming up.

He developed his work ethic the hard way, by not letting
his life being blind and deaf on the left side of his body

He will transfer to CSU Stanislaus to study biochemistry in

stop him from diving face-first into the future.

the fall. Why biochemistry? He finds viruses beautiful. And
that takes us back to where this conversation began —

“Because of my condition, I would say that I do spend the

COVID-19.

majority of my time looking forward,” he said. “There are a
limited number of things I can do. I can’t be a fireman or a
police officer, so I have to focus my energy where I can be

Aguirre wants to work for either the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention or the World Health Organization.

most productive.”

He wants to study and solve the riddles behind infectious
diseases like COVID-19.

“Productive” doesn’t scratch the surface for the 4.0 GPA
student. In addition to carrying full loads on two campuses,

Once we started talking about the current pandemic,

Aguirre, who was disabled during birth, has been a

Aguirre launched into an explanation about his current

consistent and vocal advocate for other students with

passion, i.e., phage therapy. This specific therapy uses

disabilities.

bacteriophages or viruses to disrupt the metabolism of
bacteria to kill it.

“It was like I had a stroke in the womb,” he explained. “My
disability presents itself most when I’m trying to move

“With what’s happening right now, I can see, in the next

about the world.”

10-20 years, a boom in research on viruses and bacteria
for these uses,” Aguirre said. “And I’ll be on the forefront.”

Aguirre has a physical processing delay. The sides of his
brain need extra time to talk to each other. You don’t

Fixing the world doesn’t seem so far-fetched, now, does it?

necessarily notice the delays right away. Because
“technically half of my body is still good” Aguirre said he’s
had to push hard to prove he needs the help he is entitled
to through the Americans with Disabilities Act.
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“It was an honor
for me just to be
able to thank all
the people who
have supported
me, like my math
professor Maria
Radhika Albert,
my high school
principal Mark
Pinter and the
Merced College
Board of
Trustees. They’re
all part of my
village, so to
speak, the
community that
has raised me.”

—JC Aguirre,
sophomore, Merced
College March 2020
Student of the Month

Focus
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Facilities and security
operations at Merced
College stay on top of
essential work
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Right now we’re dealing with the unknown. We have to be
very flexible, but we’re used to working in a fluid
environment. … My people have been great.
— Matthew Williams, Merced College Director of Law Enforcement & Campus Police, on his staff working hard
to keep the campus safe and secure.
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By Luciana Chavez, Special to the Office of External Relations
MERCED, Calif. — Faculty, staff and students reluctantly left the
Merced College campus in early March to do their part to limit

“In law enforcement, we think of all the bad things that can
happen and do things to try to prepare, like with active shooter
drills,” Williams said. “But none of us thought this invisible thing,
a virus, could force us into this situation. It’s a different battle.”

the COVID-19 outbreak.
But there are facilities, maintenance and security staff who have
been making repairs, upgrading equipment, cleaning the heck
out of everything, and gently kicking unwanted visitors off

You would think that sending nearly everyone home would
eliminate security concerns.
Not quite.

campus.

Williams, who oversees a staff of five sworn police officers, three

They’re doing the other half of the job that will help Merced

community service officers and a handful of part-time security

College survive the forced downtime, stay functional, and

personnel, said they were initially worried about people breaking

prepare for a triumphant return when the time comes.

into campus buildings to steal supplies so he made the decision
to increase campus patrols.

Still, hearing that campus would shut down in the first place
gave everyone pause.

“We were monitoring calls with the Merced Police Department for

“I was laughing a little, from uncertainty and nerves, like ‘What is
happening?!?” explained Ron Perez, Director of Maintenance,
Transportation, & Facilities Construction at Merced College. “I

several weeks and we saw it was kind of pointless,” he said. “So
we went back to a normal schedule.”
Williams has had to scramble to find more personal protective

understand that we all have concerns but it doesn’t hit home

gear for his officers before Merced PD helped supply them with

until you have to deal with it.”

masks and gloves. With students and most faculty working from
home, the security team has also tackled long-term projects like

CLEAN CAMPUS

finishing new training, completing a campus GPS project and

The facilities and security operations at Merced College have

sprucing up the department’s web page.

done their best.

“Right now we’re dealing with the unknown,” Williams said. “We

Currently Perez’s 50 staffers—maintenance, groundskeeping,

have to be very flexible, but we’re used to working in a fluid

transportation, custodial—have a modified work schedule.

environment. … My people have been great.”

Everyone works their hours but they start at different times so
we can practice social distancing and stay safe.

What about those unwanted visitors, though?

With nearly everyone at home, the custodial staff has been

“Hey, parts of campus are really inviting,” Williams said,

freed up to quickly knock out their regular cleaning and to
sanitize facilities to fight the spread of the coronavirus. Perez’s
department recently purchased special fogger machines that

chuckling. “People see these open, grassy areas and want to
walk the dog or bring the family by. We tell our officers to use
their discretion, but to let everyone know the campus is closed

can sanitize entire rooms in one shot. The machines are an

and we’re trying to keep it safe for everyone’s return.”

equipment upgrade.

NEXT
“We suddenly realized we needed certain materials and

Williams has been buoyed seeing quiet moments of generosity

products and equipment that weren’t necessarily available to
us,” he said. “Because every school in the country was realizing
the same thing at the same time.”

around the community like people stuck at home hauling out
sewing machines to make masks and neighbors shopping for
senior citizens.

The College does have the supplies it needs, but Perez said he
put a lot of pressure on lead custodian Elizabeth Jaramillo to get
all the work done.

At the College, the School of Industry and Manufacturing is
using 3D printers to make masks for health care workers across
the street at Merced Mercy Medical Center.

“I’m so lucky,” he said. “Elizabeth is so meticulous. She has

“These situations bring out the worst and the best in people,”

stayed on top of all of those things.”

Williams said. “I hope when all is said and done, we put our
differences aside and realize we can always do our best, even

SECURE CAMPUS
Merced College Director of Law Enforcement & Campus Police

without a crisis.

Matthew Williams admits he was also caught by surprise by how
quickly the pandemic would change their working life.
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Larry Vang (left) and Isaac Mock are part of the facilities operations on campus working hard to keep our campus clean and in good shape.
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Tutorial support staff shine
as Merced College goes 100
percent online

28 / 46

They have made it all about the students. When we added
online chat, we knew it would be so much more work for
everyone [to monitor it]. But they jumped in and did it. I feel
very lucky to have the staff I have.
— Tomasia Drummond, Director of Student Success, Merced College.
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By Luciana Chavez, Special to the Office of External Relations
MERCED, Calif. — Andrea Maravilla and Clara North were sitting
with counselor Lacey Chavez in front of boss Tomasia
Drummond that day for what could have been any staff meeting
at Merced College’s Student Success Tutorial Center (SSTC).

heavily on instructors for help with classes, but they can now
reach out in a handful of ways—via discussion boards on
Canvas,
via email, and through a new chat function on the school
website.

It wasn’t.

“I always thought the chat feature was so cool,” Drummond
said. “The library has had it, but now that we’re working

That morning, Drummond told everyone that they would set
regular duties aside, become experts in two online portals used
in education, and then train as many students and faculty as
possible to use them before the campus closed to bodies on

remotely, everyone does. Once anyone logs in, one of us
jumps in to help.”
Lacey Chavez, an embedded counselor at the SSTC, has

March 16.

spearheaded getting all of those options to work, making a
virtual office on Canvas and monitoring all of the discussion

They had 24 hours to set that up.

boards.

North, an SSTC Program Assistant, said Maravilla jumped in first.
Maravilla, a Student Services Assistant, adapted an existing

“She’s gone above and beyond,” Drummond said. “We could
not have done what we are doing now without her expertise on

how-to PowerPoint on the Canvas system into “an amazing

Canvas.”

presentation” within 10 minutes. The staff then added videos
and links before training began.

The SSTC support staff copes with the unrelenting demands
as best they can.

“We were having to do all of that in such a short time, but the
students were looking to us for guidance,” Maravilla said. “We

“That first week there was so much stress and uncertainty,”

weren’t sure how it was all going to work those first two weeks.
We had a plan, then we had to change it, and then change it

Maravilla said. “Now we have more traction.”

again. We were on overdrive, rolling with the punches.”

Added North, “It’s getting easier as the days go on.”

Merced College announced on March 12 that it would close its
campuses to people and switch to distance learning to help slow
the spread of the COVID-19 virus. Everyone was scrambling to
turn two thriving campuses into a virtual one.

Both women have also adapted to working from home.
North had some dicey moments early without having every
program she needed at her fingertips like normal. With

Maravilla and North were simply the point of the spear of Merced
College’s response. Normally they’re checking students in,
tracking data for the center and working with tutors. They’ve

assistance from the Information Technology Services staff, she
is feeling more comfortable.
“The teamwork has been amazing,” she said.

since had to toss their job titles aside.
Prior to the pandemic, the SSTC staff had working knowledge of
Canvas but weren’t training students to use it. Canvas is an
online course management system. Some instructors had used
the virtual meeting app Zoom before, but not to the extent
faculty are using it now.

Maravilla has also been juggling her family’s needs. Her
daycare shut down at the same time as Merced College. Her
oldest son is a bundle of energy who finished the homework
his school sent home within days of receiving it.
“My kids are used to being outdoors playing basketball and
running around,” she said. “We’re having to make up new ways

Also, the SSTC tutors work face-to-face. That had to stop so
North has been helping students use SmartThinking, an online
tutoring service. The option worked great for students who

to entertain them while I work.”
Maravilla said she’s learned to manage her time better as a
result.

couldn’t get to campus very often. Now it had to work for
everyone.

Since getting the training under control, Drummond and her

Every student had access to 10 hours or online tutoring each

crew have called at least 2,000 students to check on their

semester, but the limit was lifted due to the pandemic.

progress. It’s phase two. The new normal is a ton of work.

“We were showing them how to access it, which courses are
offered, how to schedule an appointment,” North said. “It was a
lot.”

Without face-to-face interaction, students are leaning more

“I already knew my staff is amazing but they’ve really stepped
up in this transition,” Drummond said. “They have made it all
about the students.”
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Merced College’s special
programs excel while
guiding vulnerable students
through COVID-19
challenges

33 / 46

“Our goal for
DSPS is, not just
to serve
students, but to
help them
thrive.”
— Joe Serena, Director,
Merced College,
Disabled Students
Programs & Services,
the Veterans Resource
Center and Student
Health Services.
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By Luciana Chavez, Special to the Office of External Relations

There she fields questions about everything from tutoring to
transcripts, and registration to financial aid. The discussion

MERCED, Calif. — Everyone who works in the Disabled

board has answered over 100 public queries in its first three

Students Program and Services (DSPS) group at Merced

weeks alone.

College subscribes to the same ethos.

“We’ve worked so many hours, but we’re gladly doing it,”

Every student has potential.

Chavez said. “It has been energizing, maybe because we get

DSPS helps students with physical and developmental

instant gratification helping students as quickly as we do right

challenges to fulfill that promise.

now.”

But what happens when the world takes ill and stops? What
happens when you are told, in the middle of a global health
crisis, to continue building students up without the usual tools?
Joe Serena, Director of Disabled Students Program & Services
(DSPS), the Veterans Resource Center (VRC) and Student
Health Services at Merced College, chuckled and sighed when
asked how he reacted to hearing that the campus would close
to stop the spread of the COVID-19 virus.

But with so much going right during this transition, the Merced
College staff had to give up the personal interaction that eases
vulnerable students when they struggle.
Or did they? DSPS counselor Dr. Inga Maples said, with
creative thinking and effort, they haven’t lost the personal
touch.
Maples has given one-on-one technology training to her

“If you would have told me three months ago that we must now
provide our services online, and we have to get it running in two
weeks?” he said. “I would have said, ‘Impossible.’

special needs students over Zoom. Most had never used
Zoom. All were ready to go after training. In the college skills
class she teaches, she created peer learning groups, allowing
students to stay connected while helping each other. She set

“The fact that we are where we are now is amazing. There have
been serious struggles, but we had to do it. And we are in a
good place now.”

up Google Docs to reduce student frustration while submitting
work.
“I have learned that too much information will overload students

The work began after an emergency meeting on March 19 when
the leadership decided to temporarily close campus. Merced

and they’ll quickly shut down,” Maples said. “We should tailor
Information to the student … We should be invested in
ourselves and our students, because they can tell when we

College’s special programs then had 72 hours to provide

aren’t.”

information, how-to videos, fillable PDF forms, virtual meeting
and classroom spaces, and classroom discussion boards over

Having to pivot in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic has

the internet.

shown everyone at Merced College that their campus is ready
for a larger distance learning program.

“Special programs” include DSPS, Extended Opportunity
Programs & Services (EOPS), the CARE program for single

Right now, the DSPS and VRC staffs are busy calling, chatting

parents, NextUp for foster youth, CalWORKs for students on

with, or emailing all of their students to see what they need and

government assistance, and the VRC.

how they’re dealing with stress. They might talk about choosing

Faculty and staff had three days to get ready. Serena said most
had already been thinking about online education since that

a major, or simply ask, “How is your family?”
Esprit de corps is the fellowship that develops in a group as

goal is part of the Merced College master plan.

they chase the same goal. That continues to grow at Merced
College thanks to the pandemic.

For example, at NextUp Student Support Coordinator Dondi
Lawrence had—since the fall semester—students exchanging
text messages using the office app Pronto and using a Canvas
discussion board to chat about classes and schedule
counseling appointments. Once campus closed, Lawrence was
the obvious choice to train other program leaders.

“[This transition] is a mountain to climb, but we keep moving,”
Serena said. “It’s the only way to stay afloat. Besides, our
people signed up to work with these special students. They
already have big hearts.
“I can’t say how appreciative I am of everyone. It’s been such

Lacey Chavez was the traffic cop at the intersection where

an interesting process, but I’m really proud of all of them.”

DSPS, VRC and Student Success Tutorial Center offices
ramped up their usage on Canvas and Zoom. She is also now a
conduit to the entire student body through a Canvas discussion
board.
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Merced College: Online
Classes and Programs are
High-Quality and Affordable
This video is part of a recent "Tough Times" campaign to remind
people that Merced College offers hundreds of online classes,
even full-degree programs. It's easy and affordable it is to log
onto a whole new world of opportunity at Merced College online.

More videos on Merced College YouTube

Team
Read Next Story
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Team: Megan
Newly-hired Web Front-end Developer
in the Office of External Relations
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Welcome, Megan!
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What is your role at Merced College?
I am the new Front-end Web Developer in the Office of External
Relations / Foundation. I work on updating and maintaining the
college website, as well as work on marketing and design projects.
What do you like to do outside of work?
I am really big into crafting and sewing. I started sewing about 14
years ago with my grandma and I enjoy making costumes and
dresses, but I never really make practical things.
Why did you choose to work at Merced College?
I am new to the Merced area and I heard nothing but great things
about Merced College. I feel very lucky to have an opportunity here.
What part of the job do you enjoy the most?
I enjoy the ability to be creative and technical at the same time. Plus, I
have an amazing team that makes every day fun. I can't wait for
quarantine to be over so we can all be in the office together again.
What's a fun fact about you?
My husband and I each got a wolf-hybrid when we graduated from
college. One of them passed away and now we have a goofy
malamute keeping our wolf-hybrid company. We love our northern
breed dogs!
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