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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

"... we are fulfilling our vision through innovative
solutions and the necessary change to impact
student access and success."

Foreword
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There is a lot happening around the College these days. For
this month’s Advocate, I want to provide you with a handful of
important updates. As always, please let me or others at the
College know if there are questions or requests for more
information.

Educational Master Plan (EMP) and Strategic
Implementation Plan (SIP)
We continue to make significant progress on our EMP and SIP.
We are now in Year 2 of the 5-Year plan with improvement to
enrollment management, student success strategies, campus
safety, technology and facilities, professional development,
and much more. As a reminder, master planning committees
and participatory governance structures allow for dialogue and
communication related to these important plans. Additionally,
the Educational Master Planning Committee tracks and reports
the progress of the EMP/SIP as well as monitors the annual
plans. More information can be found online at
http://www.mccd.edu/about/committees/emp/index.html.

Campus Projects
Vice President of Administrative Services, Joe Allison, sent an
email to the College on October 10, 2019 regarding a variety
of modernization projects throughout the District. These
projects have been reviewed and vetted by the Administrative
Services Master Planning Committee (ASMPC) as part of the
facilities master planning process and are funded with nongeneral fund dollars. Updates to our facilities are vital to
provide a safe, modern, and up-to-date learning environment
for our students and a welcoming and quality College for our
community to visit. I am pleased with the work currently being
Chris Vitelli, Ed.D.
Superintendent/President

completed and look forward to continuing to improve our
facilities moving forward.

Bond Measure
At the October 2019 Board meeting, the Merced College
Board of Trustees approved for the District to go out for a
$247 million bond in March 2020. The bond seeks to provide
funds to modernize and repair existing facilities and build new
innovative and state-of-the-art instructional and career
technical buildings to better serve our community. The bond will
allow for construction projects in both Merced and Los Banos.
If you have any questions or concerns regarding the bond,
then please do not hesitate to reach out to me, Jill
Cunningham, or Joe Allison.

Agricultural and Industrial Technology Complex
We are thrilled to finally have secured the funding needed to
complete the new Ag/IT Complex. The District has hired
Darden Architects to work with a team of Merced College
professionals, including faculty, classified professionals, and
administrators, to design the new 21st century complex. The
timeline includes a year of planning, design, and approvals
and construction beginning sometime towards the end of
2020. This is the beginning of a very exciting time for Merced
College and our flagship career technical education programs.
Our vision boldly states we “will provide transformative and
empowering educational experiences to meet student and
community needs.” I am pleased to report we are fulfilling our
vision through innovative solutions and the necessary change
to impact student access and success. Let’s keep up the
amazing work to meet the growing demands of our community
and lead Merced College to new heights. As always, thank you
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for all you do to make this the best place to work in higher
education.

Chris Vitelli, Ed.D.
Superintendent/President

CHRIS VITELLI
"Let’s keep up the amazing
work to meet the growing
demands of our community
and lead Merced College to
new heights."

Happenings
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American Flag now aloft and
finally visible at new
entrance to Merced College
campus
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MERCED, Calif. – There was a moment that passed along Campus
Drive at Merced College on October 17, when the fading light, the
temperature and a gentle breeze worked in unison to spotlight, warm
and lift an American flag to the sky.

The foundation will be in charge of raising private funds to add an
outdoor performance area, trees, benches and other amenities.
Doyland says the College would likely not receive public funds to pay
for it.

The moment felt full of hope and possibility as Merced College music

Asked whether that prospect was exciting or daunting, Doyland

professor Alex Simon sang the national anthem, and, after raising Old
Glory, members of the American Legion Post 83 Honor Guard and
Riders Post 83 stood sentry.

replied, “Absolutely!”
He is right on either way—daunting because the administration has
lofty goals; exciting since new construction will refresh the campus.

It was the exact right feel for Merced College as it officially revealed
the new campus flagpole and entryway.

You could see the happiness for that prospect on Charles Fennessy’s
face as he looked at the crowd gathered for the flag raising —
Merced College staff, administration and faculty, as well as UC Merced
Executive Vice Chancellor and Provost Greg Canfield and Merced
College Board of Trustees members Carmen Ramirez, Sue Chappell,
John Pedrozo and Ernie Ochoa.

“We hope that when students and community members pull onto
campus, they recognize the quality of it,” said Merced College
President Chris Vitelli, who began his third full academic year in the
presidency in July. “This is just the beginning of so many projects like
this. We are so proud to present this [to the community].”

Fennessy had been enthusiastically hounding the school since 2013
to give the flag a more respectful home after being hidden by mature
trees for years.

Designed by Darden Architects in Fresno, the new entryway sits near
the Gallo Veterans Resource Center and the southwest lawn. The
American, California and Merced College flags line a curved patio.
(The College received a flag, already flown above the U.S. Capitol in
Washington D.C., from the office of U.S. Rep. Jim Costa (D-CA, 16th

“I think we’re here, frankly, because we were tired of hearing from
Chuck,” Cunningham joked at the flag raising. “I hadn’t been here

District) during the ceremony that can also be used.)

three days when he came in for the first time and demanded, ‘When
are you gonna move the flag?’ And I said, ‘What flag?’ and he said,
‘Exactly. It’s buried behind those trees!’”

The entryway sports a new Merced College sign with the school’s logo
imprinted in concrete at its base.
The Plaza Project is the Merced College Foundation’s first fully funded

Fennessy is an Air Force veteran who spent part of his career at the
now-defunct Castle AFB in Atwater as the base director of education.

construction project, significant since it cuts a literal path onto
campus, and a figurative one into a master plan to revamp the 57year old school.

Fennessy and his wife, Sylvia, who were married for 59 years when
she died in 2013, were passionate Merced College supporters.
Fennessy served as the college foundation president for 20 years.

“It’s going to change our campus in a way we haven’t seen in a very
long time,” said Jill R. Cunningham, the Associate Vice President of
External Relations and Executive Director of the Merced College

To honor Chuck and Sylvia for their advocacy for local veterans, first
responders and the school, the Merced College Board of Trustees
voted to name the pole the Fennessy Flagpole.

Foundation. “We haven’t had new construction; we haven’t had
growth. … And our students deserve better.”

“Míle Buíochas,” Fennessy said in Irish, meaning a thousand thank
yous, during his remarks. “When you see this, it hits you. Bingo! And
you want to come back.

The Foundation managed to complete the work thanks to a generous
gift from the Toney Family. Other major sponsors were Dignity Health
Merced Medical Center, Joseph Gallo Farms, Jim and Carlene

“I wish [Sylvia] was here now. She was with me at that first meeting six

Cunningham, Merced Sunrise Rotary and UC Merced.

years ago. … I appreciate this.”

“This is a new staple project for us,” said foundation president Joe
Doyland.
“The goal of the foundation will be to raise the money to complete the
rest of it.”

Now Fennessy and his beloved Sylvia are a permanent fixture on
campus.
Now all Merced College students, staff, faculty and visitors can see
the American flag and contemplate its message.
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“‘Míle Buíochas!’
When you see
this [entrance], it
hits you. Bingo!
And you want to
come back.”
CHARLES FENNESSY,
EMERITUS
DIRECTOR OF THE
MERCED COLLEGE
FOUNDATION,
THANKING WELLWISHERS AFTER
HEARING THAT THE
NEW CAMPUS
ENTRYWAY
INCLUDES THE
FENNESSY
FLAGPOLE, NAMED
FOR HIM AND HIS
LATE WIFE, SYLVIA.
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ABC 30 Action News: Local
veteran credited with new flag
display at Merced College
By Sara Sandrik
Friday, October 18, 2019
MERCED, Calif. (KFSN) -- Old Glory is now one of the first sights
to greet students, staff, and visitors at Merced College. Watch
video at https://abc30.com/society/local-veteran-credited-withnew-flag-display-at-merced-college/5629679.

Spotlight
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Legislators share stories,
dissect issues important to
San Joaquin Valley in forum
at Merced College
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Merced College hosted a forum Oct. 28, Politics: Past, Present & Future. Pictured left to right: Merced College President/Superintendent Chris Vitelli,
Assemblymember Adam Gray, Congressman Tony Coelho (ret.), Congressman Jim Costa, Assemblyman Rusty Areias (ret.), State Senator Cathleen
Galgiani, and Congressman Dennis Cardoza (ret.).

“Welcome to the master class”
— Merced College President Chris Vitelli, welcoming attendees
and state and national legislators to “Politics: Past, Present &
Future” forum on Oct. 28
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MERCED, Calif.— “Welcome to the master class.”

Already, according to the Chancellor’s Office at California
Community College system, seven of 10 nurses and eight of 10
police officers, firefighters and EMTs in California were trained at a
California community college. And 29% of UC graduates and 51% of
CSU graduates started at a community college.

Merced College President Chris Vitelli’s worlds nailed the concept as
he introduced six former and current legislators to the stage at the
Merced College Theatre on Oct. 28 for a town hall-type gathering
entitled “Politics: Past, Present & Future.”

Costa said his colleagues throughout the U.S. Congress remain
envious of the postsecondary education system in California. There
are some 270,000 University of California students and 470,000

Rep. Jim Costa (D-CA 16th), the congressman currently representing
the valley, served as moderator for an hour-long discussion with
retired local congressmen Tony Coelho and Dennis Cardoza, former
state assemblyman Rusty Areias, along with current state
assemblyman for the Merced area, Adam Gray (D-21st Assembly
District) and current state senator Cathleen Galgiani (D-5th Senate
District) from the Stockton area.

California State University students attending college right now, and
the state will add an 116th community college campus (2.1 million
students in CC system) when the Madera campus gets certified.
“It’s a pipeline that is unique and one of the reasons why California
has become the No. 1 economic state in the United States and the
fifth largest economy in the world,” Costa said.

“Just think about the lineage of all the folks you’re hearing from
today,” Gray said. “They all played a significant role in our story.
“We’re looking at all of the puzzle pieces today and here are the
architects.”
The group represented 95 years, and counting, of experience holding
public office at the state and national levels. Over the past 50 years,

The discussion turned from a collegial walk through the past 50 years
of state and federal politics in the San Joaquin Valley, to a serious
focus on key concerns to all Americans—health care, water rights,
political corruption and mental health issues—once Costa opened up
the floor to audience questions.

the group has had a strong hand in working out issues ranging from
water rights to birthing UC Merced to advocating for disabled
Americans.

Coelho bemoaned the fact that legislators don’t communicate with
each other anymore, much less work on legislation together.

“It reminds us that our story as a community hasn’t changed a lot,”
Gray said. “We’ve made progress but, those issues we work on today,
we’ve been working on for 50 years.”

“Clearly the lack of bipartisan collaboration is part of the problem we
face today,” Costa said. “We actually talked to each other [before],
but the extremes now make it much more difficult to reach
compromises.”

That was basically the point of bringing these politicians together. It
also fit the theme for the afternoon that some matriculated from and
were now gathering on a community college campus to share their
expertise on those issues.

Costa fielded another question on health care, a hot-button issue for
2020 presidential candidates for the 2020 election. He said he felt
the best course of action would be to build on what Obamacare
started.

Before the event began, the participants milled about during a short
private reception and agreed that a community college education is
fundamental to the economic health of the central valley.

To actually go from the public-private mix we have in the country now
—i.e. Medicare for All—would cost $46 billion annually in California
alone, Galgiani said.

Gov. Gavin Newsom approved $46 million in additional funding for
state community colleges in September. Schools can use it to offer
free tuition to all first-time college students regardless of financial
need. (They are not required to do so.)

Those are the challenges the current legislators work through on a
daily basis. Still, it was obvious that the people fielding questions also
took pride in their own accomplishments for this valley, as well as
what the valley produces in human resources.

The money has freed a new generation of students from worrying
about how to pay for a chunk of college. Other states are watching

Costa even took a moment to acknowledge one of those local

California to see how viable it would be to follow its lead.

success stories in a member of the audience — Colonel Taft O.
Aujero. Back in high school, the proud Atwater High Falcon was
nominated by Coelho to attend the U.S. Air Force Academy.

“I don’t know how we can afford not to focus on education,” said
Cardoza, now a lobbyist in Washington. “It’s exactly what some of
these guaranteed scholarship programs do. They make sure every
child in America, anyone in America really, is able to reach their full
potential. I think [that idea] is one of the good things coming out of
the current debates happening in our country.”

Aujero now serves as wing commander for the 129th Rescue Wing
stationed at Moffett Air National Guard Base in the Silicon Valley,
which basically does support and rescue missions all over the world.
Aujero attended McSwain Elementary, which is as humble a
beginning as one could imagine, but still one that ended with a local
boy done good.

Can the state legislature sustain the funding long enough to see if
the initiative truly does help California’s bottom line?
“Underlying your question is how do we prioritize education,” said
Gray, a Golden Valley High, Merced College and UC Santa Barbara
graduate. “I’ve always landed on the side of education being the No.
1 priority because it’s the great equalizer … As long as education is
affordable and accessible to everyone, then no matter what, you’re
going to have a fighting chance, not an equal chance, but a fighting
one.”

That was the exact point that Coelho was making when he reminded
the assembled crowd of students, faculty and visitors that there is an
abundance of talent and potential at Merced College and in the
broader San Joaquin Valley.
“If I can do it, and everyone on this stage can do what we’ve done,”
Coelho said, “then any of you can do the same.”
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Galgiani, who graduated from San Joaquin Delta College and CSU
Sacramento, said the state legislators are trying to do more for
education every year.

After the event, Vitelli talked about the exposure the event brought
to the Merced College campus and its students.
“This is just a wonderful opportunity for us to do what we do best and
that’s to educate the community,” Vitelli said.

“We realize community colleges provide middle class students, single
parents, single working parents, those having to work during the day
and go to school at night, the broadest array of opportunity for young
people or adults going back to college,” Galgiani said.
“It’s the greatest predictor of economic success and community
colleges are the greatest entry to that. State funding has increased

“We have our current students that in composition classes and
American politics and government classes and history courses who
got a taste of all of that today. We have students in communication
and leadership courses that got to hear from the best of the best

over time, and it is higher than it has been in the last 20 years. But we
still have more to do to catch up to other states,” she added

today, from people who care about our community, and who care
about the students in this auditorium.”
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Merced College student says
NASA conference was
‘surreal, life-changing’
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ALVIN COLLIER, 31,
SOPHOMORE
COMPUTER SCIENCE
MAJOR AT MERCED
COLLEGE

“As an older
student at the
conference, I
think I did get a
little bit of
imposter
syndrome. There
were so many
young people.
Overcoming
those internal
fears was
something I had
to do there. But
the people were
so welcoming. …
They presented
NASA as an
opportunity for
everyone.”
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MERCED, Calif. — Cheers erupted in a lab at the NASA
Ames Research Center at Moffett Field in the Silicon Valley

After chewing on it for a while, Collier’s team decided to
lower the sensor.

one recent day early October.
“That way it would hit the rock directly, instead of at an
angle,” he said. “Lowering it gave a more accurate
reading.”

No one had won a World Cup. No one was loudly agreeing
with a Ted Talk.
No, it was 10 students, including Merced College
sophomore Alvin Collier, congratulating themselves for
solving a sticky programming issue with the Mars rover
prototype they built while attending the NASA Community
College Aerospace Scholars (NCAS) conference Oct. 8-11.

They reworked the programming, testing it over and over.
And then it finally worked.

The four-day conference targeted some 800 science,

When they weren’t building, Collier and Walker listened to

technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) students
from community colleges throughout the U.S. Collier went
in slightly intimidated and came out motivated to work for
NASA one day.

guest speakers talk about mapping planets for online
viewing and Ames’ history developing the reentry system
for the Apollo missions. They also sat down with NASA
staff to review their résumés.

“I don’t know if there is anything I can say to do it justice,”
he said, trying to describe the sheer size of NASA’s oldest
research center and the sheer scope of NASA’s
technological ambition.

They were exposed to and welcomed into the NASA family.

“Our whole team was cheering,” Collier said. “Then we
tested it three more times to be sure.”

TOO OLD FOR THIS
Collier has a talent for programming, but still felt like an
imposter at the NCAS event surrounded by students 10
years his junior. That worry faded once everyone came to
Ames. Age didn’t matter. Skill at solving problems did.

“It was surreal.”
But the 31-year old Golden Valley High School graduate is
now on NASA’s radar. That sits just fine with him and fellow
Merced College student Angelica Walker.

The idea of NASA was daunting. It blew Collier away until
the day he shared bacon burgers and conversation with
scientists in the NASA café. They weren’t intimidating, but
open, nice and interested in what the NCAS crew was
doing.

Both earned entry into the NCAS event this summer after
submitting applications and completing an online class.
Both credit their current computer science instructor
Kathleen Kanemoto for encouraging them to apply.

Collier maintains contact with several he and his team
members met that day. One has already followed up with
information Collier needed to apply for an internship.

“I thought that Alvin would be a great candidate because
he is very motivated,” said Kanemoto, who first noticed
Collier after he won a local hackathon. “He won our science
fair last year with a game that he builds in his spare time.

He plans to apply for one in the Astrobees lab that

He is great about talking about his experiences to other
students. He also helps inspire them.”
IN THE BELLY OF THE NASA BEAST

fascinated him so much during the conference. Astrobees
are small, space robots that help astronauts work, and
save precious human hours, on the International Space
Station.

NASA created the NCAS to attract students like Collier and
Walker, who come from a diverse—in age, race, life
experience, educational background—pool. They
partnered with its Minority University Research and
Education Project (MUREP) to launch it in 2007.

“It was a cool experience learning from (the NASA staff)
about how to get from where we are to where they are
now,” he said. “Now I have a roadmap to do that. I wanna
say it humanized the experience for me. … They
presented NASA as an opportunity for everyone.”

At the conference, Collier was on a 10-man team with

Collier will graduate this spring with a degree in computer

people from California, Washington, Oregon, Idaho,
Colorado and Hawaii. Each team created a faux aerospace
engineering company that would build a rover to retrieve
rocks from the Mars surface.
Collier, who helped program the vehicle, said his team’s
biggest challenge was getting the ultrasonic sensors, which
tell the rover when to grab rocks, to work properly. The
sensors couldn’t pick up rocks close to the vehicle, and
would drive straight past smaller ones.

science and matriculate at UC Merced. He is proud to show
that it is never too late to restart your education.
“I feel like I’ve learned things, from class or life or whatever,
over the years that may not seem relevant at the time,” he
said. “But I’ve drawn conclusions. I can solve problems
now that I would not have been able to as a younger
student.”

18 / 22

Alvin Collier will
graduate this
spring with a
degree in
computer
science and
matriculate at UC
Merced. He is
proud to show
that it is never
too late to restart
your education.
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Team: Murrell Green
Welcome our newly-hired, Dean of Student
Services.

20 / 22

Welcome, Murrell.

What is your role at Merced College?

What part of the job do you enjoy the most?

I serve as the Dean of Student Services which includes Admissions &
Records, Associated Students of Merced College, Career/Transfer
Center, Counseling, Guidance courses, and Office of Relations with
Schools.

Being able to help students is the catalyst to my working in the
California Community College system. I understand that my own
academic success has been based on the assistance of others and I
would be remiss not to do the same. I have instilled this year’s theme

Why did you choose higher education as a career path?

to be “Humility and Humanity” which are two imperative qualities in
serving our Merced College students.

What’s a fun fact about you?

Upon finishing my Bachelor’s degree, I was met by the harsh reality
that too many of my peers did not have the opportunity to go to
college, as I did. I wanted that to change so I started helping whoever
I could, however I could, in their pursuits of higher education.

Based on the consolidation of Atlanta University (1865) and Clark
College (1869) my alma mater was created in 1988 as Clark Atlanta
University (CAU). Based on CAU being relatively new, it is rumored
that at the time of my graduation I might have been the youngest
person to graduate from the institution.

What do you like to do outside of work?
Outside of work, my first dedication is to my lovely wife and my two
children. I am also a big music fan (mostly R&B and Soul). I also enjoy
traveling, as my goal is to set foot on all seven continents (so far, I

Do you have a community college connection/story?

have three…Africa, Europe, and North America).

While my mother studied Early Childhood Education at the California
Community College level, I (at age three) was a student in the Child
Development Center at my local community college. So to come back
to the same system of academia in which I started is truly to come full
circle.

Why did you choose to work at Merced College?
I was looking to transition from a faculty member (Department Chair) to
joining an administration team (Dean). Upon interviewing, I was drawn
by the honesty to the answers that I asked and I left believing that
Merced was invested in not only my being able to fill the position but
that Merced College was invested in me as a person. Note: I still feel
this way.
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MURRELL GREEN

“I have instilled
this year’s theme
to be “Humility
and Humanity”
which are two
imperative
qualities in
serving our
Merced College
students.”
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