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ABOUT
The Blue Devil's Advocate is a digital magazine highlighting Merced College employees,
students and happenings on campus. For inquiries or to contribute news stories, contact
the Office of External Relations at mcnews@mccd.edu.
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Chris Vitelli
"Happy holidays from my family to you and yours!"

Foreword
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This past month I announced and started scheduling what I named as “no
agenda check-ins” with colleagues. Some of the check-ins were random,
some intentional, and some as a result of a referral or recommendation.
Although I engaged in these check-ins with little-to-no real expectations, I
have been incredibly thankful for the rich, authentic, and sometimes
vulnerable conversations and stories shared with me as a result.
The big takeaway for me so far: The most complex organizations, the most
chaotic situations, and the most extreme of circumstances, still have the
most common of threads—humans with real lives, emotions, and reactions
to life. I often say we are the Merced College Family, and we are, but it is in
times like these that I realize it even more.These are some of my thoughts
from the lessons learned through these check-ins:
1.

Listen. That’s it. Just ask how someone is doing and listen. It is

remarkable what you learn about others and even more so about yourself
through the lenses, perspectives, and life lessons and challenges of
others. Perhaps equally important, it is a not-so-subtle reminder that
outside of the workplace, we are all human and have much more in
common than not.
2.
Support. All of us, regardless of our role or position, need a support
system. For me, it has been my family, closest friends, and colleagues.
Many of you have shared how much you have valued additional time with
your closest family and friends during this pandemic. Let’s continue to
support each other as colleagues—both professionally and personally.
3.

Pause. So many of you shared with me that it is the first time you

have been forced to just “pause.” When the pandemic hit, there were no
more weekend getaways, no more fundraisers, events for the kids, or
random outings. We really did not know how to “pause,” but the time for
self-reflection and a slower pace, even for a short amount of time, has
really been good for the soul. It is a reminder to find time for ourselves and
Chris Vitelli, Ed.D.
Superintendent/President

schedule time to simply “turn off the world” from time-to-time.
4.
Enjoy. I have been uplifted by the stories many of you have shared
about renewing simple things in your life that bring you joy. Playing the
guitar, exercising more, camping (socially distanced, of course), binge
watching shows, hiking, picking up an old hobby, and simply enjoying time
with kids have all been examples of ways you all have (re)learned to enjoy
parts of your life. Remarkably, many of you have balanced your lives with
hobbies and activities you had either forgotten you loved or simply did not
take the time to do anymore.
5.

Perspective. Finally, your positive perspectives have overwhelmed

me. Transitioning to an online platform has been a royal headache for
many of you, yet you have shared stories of how you have made yourself
more available to your students and how much you have enjoyed learning
from their resilience and adaptability. You have balanced a full-time job
while also serving as your child’s home school teacher, but you admit that
you would not trade this extra time you have had with them for anything. In
almost every interaction I have had with colleagues during these check-ins,
I heard stories of how you have turned a seemingly negative experience
into something positive and beneficial. Perspective really is a powerful tool.
Do not get me wrong, many of you have had your share of heartache and
challenges as well. Loss of loved ones, loneliness, financial struggles,
childcare issues, and so many other difficulties to overcome. And several
of you are still coping with ongoing struggles and difficulties that were
present in your lives prior to the pandemic. These are all more reminders of
the complexities of our lives and the need to support and lift each other up
during difficult times.
As we approach the holiday season and the end of the year, the big
takeaway for me is that we are just living the best lives we can, we are all
human-beings both in and outside of the workplace. Thank you for giving
a colleague a second chance, excusing someone’s crankiness, finding
patience when you did not have any more left to give, and simply
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remembering that being human is our common thread. My challenge to
you is to reach out to a colleague and share your human-kindness with a
simple act, gesture, shared experience, and/or a warm “no agenda checkin.”
Happy holidays from my family to you and yours!

Chris Vitelli, Ed.D.
Superintendent/President

CHRIS VITELLI
"My challenge to you is to
reach out to a colleague and
share your human-kindness
with a simple act, gesture,
shared experience, and/or a
warm 'no agenda check-in.'"
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Hard Choices & Camaraderie: 2020
Pandemic Hits Merced College
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By Luciana Chavez, Special to Merced College
FRESNO-YOSEMITE INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT
Kelly Fowler was hustling through the airport, off to
Seattle for a conference, when she saw English professor
Keri Ortiz heading in the other direction.
The Merced College Vice President of Instruction knew
Ortiz was also going to a conference in Washington that
week.
She wondered.
“Hey, where are you going?” Fowler called out.
“Home!” Ortiz replied.
It was March 1, just 41 days after the novel coronavirus
quietly landed in the United States with one case in
Snohomish County, roughly 30 miles north of both
conference destinations.
Ortiz was leaving the airport. Her conference was
canceled as organizers feared it would spread COVID-19.
She steered clear of the metaphorical storm.
Fowler got on the Seattle-bound plane, and delivered her
scheduled presentations. She walked into the tempest.
Then the world flipped upside down.
Fowler’s departing flight was full, but then she noticed
hand sanitizer dispensers popping up everywhere she
turned the next couple of days. When she returned three
days later, she was the only person in her row, and the
ones in front and behind her, on a half-empty plane.
This is insane, Fowler thought.
The administrative team at Merced College—and most
human beings—would agree with the sentiment for the
rest of the year. How else to make sense of over dying
worldwide from the coronavirus in 2020 alone?
Yet, the powers-that-be would have to set those feelings
aside if they hoped to carry out a herculean task: Protect
their community and the 2019-2020 school year for
16,308 students, 548 faculty and 327 staff who had all
chosen Merced College as their academic home.
ELECTION DAY, MERCED COUNTY
Associate Vice President for External Relations Jill
Cunningham should have been in Seattle, but was back
at Merced College with President Chris Vitelli instead.
They wringing their hands over Measure J, a bond that
would allow the school to give its two campuses a major
overhaul.
There was a lot at stake. As Vitelli, Cunningham, board
members and volunteers canvassed the county, they
weren’t merely stressed while trying to get a bond passed
during a recession. They also worried whether to shake
hands with voters who opened the door.
By election night, Measure J had failed. Yet, there was no

OBSTACLES/SOLUTIONS
Throughout the 20 days between those work trips to Seattle and
Newsom shutting down the state, every Merced College cabinet
member hustled.
Allison gathered the maintenance and operations staff who would
keep the campus free of disease.
The first week of March, Allison told Director of Facilities Ron Perez
to have custodians pay close attention to every surface—door
handles, handrails, elevator panels, tables, chairs, work stations,
desks—on campus. They began regularly sanitizing. If they saw
anyone using an area between cleanings, they would clean again.
Thankfully, the school had already ordered hand sanitizer, handsfree dispensing stations, sanitizing wipes and equipment to spray
entire rooms. They did that before thousands of other American
schools, colleges and universities did.
ALLISON
“Once we got the equipment installed, we really didn’t face any
shortages. We wanted to move as quickly as possible so everyone
felt safe.”
Bortner and his information technology services staff had to prepare
hardware and software that would enable everyone to work without
working face to face. The sheer number of tasks they had to
complete would have toppled a small country. Cunningham said it
seemed the tech staff worked 24-hour days.
It started with Bortner and Will Resendes, Director of Technology
Infrastructure and Architecture, working with Fowler to plot an
attack. Not everyone had a home computer or laptop. They had to
figure out how to get everyone a machine. Bortner dispatched his
staff to gather every available laptop, desktop and Mac mini on
campus.
PC specialists Kathy Kekahuna, Joe Lara and Ben Chickering
reconfigured them for off-campus use. Network specialists Colton
Andersen and Walter Sherman added virtual desktops so users
could use files from inside the College firewall.
They also jerry-rigged everyone’s voicemails to show up as emails,
and had office calls forwarded to people’s cell phones. Educational
Technology Specialist Manuel Costa wrote up all the how-to guides
for users.
Bortner’s administrative assistant Yang Her tracked every tech and
computer request on a spreadsheet. All eight deans, Fowler and
the tech managers could track the work in real time. Her also
distributed computers with assistance from Help Desk Technician
Stacey Jorgenson.
Finally, staff started using MS Teams. The software allowed
everyone to communicate, share files, video chat, and more, in one
spot. It was so effective, email started to feel quaint in comparison.
By the end, the tech team distributed 200 computers, handled
hundreds of service requests and successfully shifted an entire
campus online, even while losing a day to troubleshoot a network
outage.
BORTNER
“The truth is we should have been operating this way all along You

10 / 28

time to dwell on the deeply disappointing result.
VITELLI
“The body [on the bond] wasn’t even cold yet before we
had to deal with COVID-19.”
Leaders during war room meeting
WAR ROOM, MERCED COLLEGE
The meeting room next door to Vitelli’s office in the
Merced College administration building became home for
the next three weeks. The cabinet—three VPs, three
associate VPs and Vitelli— would work in the “war room”
for 14-hour days discussing how to adapt to the
pandemic.
Sleep? They sacrificed it for weeks. Exercise? No time.
Eating healthy? A pipe dream.
In fact, war room tables were stocked with soft drinks,
water, snacks and fast food. Fowler made sure there were
plenty of miniature candy bars. Arlis Bortner, Associate
Vice President of Information Technology Services,
always reached for the Pringles.
One night, Vitelli walked in and unceremoniously dropped
bags of Burger King Whoppers and french fries on the
table.
The most difficult days came early when the virus was
spreading unchecked across the globe. Little things felt
like huge things.
Cunningham, congested from seasonal allergies, worried
whether she should run from the room every time she
coughed to clear her throat. Kelly Avila, Associate Vice
President of Human Resources, would go back to her
office after marathon meetings and Starbucks coffee
would magically appear. Those quiet gestures moved her.
Those early days were fraught with tension. So much to
do. No guidebooks to consult. So much on the line. No
guarantee that plans would work.
FOWLER
“It was more than just working late. It was intense and
stressful. We’d never encountered anything like this
before. It felt like we were bracing for impact.”
It reached a fever pitch among the cabinet after several
days stuck inside. A heated discussion broke out and
escalated. Then everyone stopped.
The silent room prickled with stress, fatigue and worry.
Then Vitelli spoke.
He reminded his colleagues how deeply they all cared for
students and faculty. He reassured them.
“We’re a team. I believe in you. This will not beat us.”
BORTNER
“And the air just . . . cleared. Chris let [the stress] go. He’s
the president. We follow him. So we let it go, too.”

The truth is we should have been operating this way all along. You
accept things. ‘This is how we do it.’ Or ‘Ah, that’s fine.’ It isn’t. Now,
we don’t put up with it.”
McCandless and his student services staff wrangled tutoring and
counseling operations online, and figured out how to get students
the help they usually receive.
So much of the technical training happened through student
services. Counselors Jazmin Serrano and Lacey Chavez put
together how-to guides on Zoom and shared them with everyone.
Counselor Sabrina Frias figured out how to navigate Zoom for group
counseling, which bled over to group tutoring. McCandless’s
administrative assistant Felicia Jones turned every form a student
could possibly need into electronic forms.
McCANDLESS
“The impressive part was how open everyone was to the process. …
There was very little resistance.”
They were also looking out for special needs students, single
parents, foster care students and veterans. They worried about WiFi
signals in remote areas, food insecurity, transportation, child care
and the mental health of everyone involved.
McCANDLESS
“We had to make sure learning wasn’t compromised just from a lack
of resources. You know what we learned? That our students are
super resilient.”
Fowler had to approach faculty knowing roughly 80 percent of the
professors and students had zero experience with technology, or
teaching or learning online.
Fowler and her deans planned everything from how to get everyone
trained on Zoom and Canvas, to what curriculum adjustments they
would make to meet California Department of Instruction guidelines.
FOWLER
“I followed Chris’s lead. I visualized the situation like a bullseye with
concentric circles around it. Students were in the center. The next
three things were connection, communication and collaboration.
Everything we did in that room fell into one of those categories. …
Faculty stepped up in ways we’d never seen. And it was a peaceful
process. We didn’t hear anyone say, ‘Hey, that’s not my job.’”
Avila continued her usual work as liaison between the unions and
employees, but with added urgency.
She spent every free moment working with helpful union reps from
the California School Employees Association for classified staff and
the Merced College Faculty Association, to create work-from-home
agreements.
Also, Avila did a lot of reassuring. Employees, in emails to HR, were
saying they were worried and had questions. Not everyone had
access to the latest information like Avila did. She was connected to
the cabinet, employees, unions and the county.
So the HR staff set about pushing information out as quickly and
accurately as they could. They were eager to remind employees
how deeply the College was working to support them at such a
scary time.
AVILA
“[Being plugged into the information] helped us be proactive, and a
valuable part of the community versus watching our people be
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It was stress born of planning for competing scenarios:
How do we safely keep people on campus? How do we
shut campus down to begin remote learning?
They confronted 50 issues per scenario. They juggled
100 questions per issue.
AVILA
“The public health projections were saying that 5% of
people who catch the coronavirus would die from it. We
didn’t want to run those numbers. They were too scary.
We were worried about speaking out and causing panic.”
VITELLI
“What I didn’t want while we labored was for information to
go out to students, faculty, staff or the public that was
unclear or left any lingering questions. We would put
every [rough draft] up on the screen. We would wordsmith
every sentence. ‘Is this confusing? Are we forgetting
anything?’ We challenged each other on every detail and
it helped us.”
TIMELINE
The College began its mission at the end of February.
February 27, 2020
Vice President of Administrative Services Joe Allison,
bothered while doing nothing, decided to do something.
He wrote an email, the first of hundreds on the topic over
the next 30 days, and sent it to peers across the
community college system.
ALLISON
“I just asked people I trusted, ‘Hey, have you sent out any
information on the coronavirus?’”
March 3, 2020
Voters shot down Measure J, Merced College’s $247million bond.
March 4, 2020
California Governor Gavin Newsom declared a state of
emergency due to the COVID-19 virus.
March 5, 2020
Vitelli scheduled an emergency cabinet meeting, the first
time they’d meet about the virus. Reactions ranged from
“Is this real?” to “Red alert!” When the meeting ended,
they’d drafted a statement, saying the administration was
aware of the public health threat and was working to
protect staff and students.
VITELLI
“I’m not one to succumb to anxiety. [Discussing it] just
made me more aware. It built more urgency into what we
were doing.”
March 8, 2020
Vitelli was in Monterey that weekend for a retreat as a
community board member for Mercy Medical Center

valuable part of the community, versus watching our people be
overwhelmed by what-ifs.”
Cunningham tasked the Merced College Foundation with finding
money to help students without emergency funds, and her external
relations staff with connecting to the public via emails, local stories
and social media.
Cunningham believes the community college is one of the nation’s
best anti-poverty organizations. Everyone saw that play out live in
the pandemic’s early weeks when groceries were scarce and people
began losing their jobs.
The Foundation, thanks to local donations, was able to distribute
some 80 grocery cards worth $100 each to students in crisis.
CUNNINGHAM
“To see that in motion was powerful. It was so touching to witness
how much everyone in the war room cared about our most
vulnerable students. We couldn’t let anyone fall through the cracks.
It wasn’t easy.”
Finally, Vitelli guided the group at the College and stayed
connected to the Chancellor of the Community Colleges of
California, his peers at 116 other campuses, and anyone else who
could shed light on this unique emergency.
Bouncing ideas around with his peers kept him focused. Working
with the cabinet kept him moving. Worrying about the Merced
College students, faculty and staff, kept him motivated. That’s how
he successfully navigated the Blue Devil ship into an unfriendly
harbor.
VITELLI
“I felt like we were never looking behind us. We were making the
right decision every time, even before we had a mandate. That
helped us so much when we had three days to get the entire faculty
trained and to gather the equipment we needed to maintain
instructional continuity.”
DEBRIEF
Everyone involved in the transition to remote learning wrestled daily
with new information and changing regulations. One evening’s
brilliant insight could wind up on the trash heap by morning. How did
they manage?
ALLISON
“We’d also spent time preparing to close both campuses, so all of
that work kicked in. We were able to merge onto another highway
because we’d already had those conversations.”
VITELLI
“The whole time we were trying to determine if we were over- or
underreaching. We had to make decisions that were, not best for
UC Merced or the K-12 schools, but best for Merced College. I felt
like we made progress every day.”
AVILA
“I’m proudest about the entire Merced College community because
we thought about our neighbors first, and then we thought about
ourselves.”
FOWLER
“I never felt like we couldn’t get this done Chris gave us the
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Merced. After gaining insight from medical experts
gathered there, he emailed Merced County Executive
Officer James Brown to discuss what a school closure
might look like. Vitelli also instructed Avila to join the
county health department’s daily call with school
administrators.
March 9, 2020
Sierra College became the first state community college to
announce it would move instruction online. Vitelli
immediately called Sierra president William H. Duncan IV,
who told Vitelli everything Sierra had to do to reach that
conclusion.
March 10, 2020
The cabinet gathered for a second emergency meeting.
March 11, 2020
An agenda item for the regular Board of Trustees meeting
that night read: Planning for a Possible Pandemic. There
Vitelli told the trustees that they might already have a
student with the virus. The test turned out negative, but it
would be the last face-to-face board meeting.
VITELLI
“I knew we would have to [close]. We thought, ‘We have
to do something about this now.’ But I didn’t want us to
feel forced to do anything without being prepared.”
March 12, 2020
Merced College announced that instruction would move
online, but campuses would close to students, visitors
and non-essential staff effective March 17.
BORTNER
“As soon as we decided to go remote, everything got so
much easier. It was like the clouds parted and we could
start making things happen.”
March 13, 2020
The California Community College Athletics Association
shut down spring sports. The College suspended its wildly
popular annual plant sale and canceled the spring
production of “The Sound of Music.”
March 16, 2020
The College canceled its 2020 commencement.
Cunningham and the external relations staff shared
poignant feedback from the school’s social media
channels with Vice President of Student Services Michael
McCandless.
MCCANDLESS
“Welcoming 2000 people on campus at the end of May
just wasn’t going to happen. Imagine sending that
message to our first-generation students. We tried to do it
in a compassionate way. It was heart-wrenching. That hit
me the hardest. Our students understood. No one was
blaming us, but they wore their hearts on their sleeves.
They cried about having the rug pulled out from under
them, being denied the right to walk across the stage.”

I never felt like we couldn t get this done. Chris gave us the
confidence to make this work. We had a mantra, ‘Stay flexible. Stay
flexible. Stay flexible.’”
CUNNINGHAM
“I did leadership training for a living prior to this, and the big topic
right now is about control. We have no control in the world. We can’t
control this virus or when stores open or when kids get called back
to school. Instead of being control freaks, we have to be team
players. I would say the College did a great job keeping that at the
forefront.”
A STRONGER FUTURE
The Merced College team had been motoring with exhausts blazing
for weeks when, in late March, Cunningham found a letter at her
childhood home in Le Grand.
The letter, sent to her grandfather Byron Cunningham’s family, an
original Merced College trustee, was dated January 30, 1920. it
shared how the school would try to handle the approaching
Spanish Flu pandemic by closing its doors until the threat had
passed.
A pandemic then, as now, forced people to imagine their corner of
the world without the steady presence of the largest institution and
structure in town—the school building. One hundred years ago, as
now, a group of people gathered to contemplate their mortality and
how to keep people safe.
The letter’s ending echoed how Merced College approached its own
21st century crisis. Melrowe Martin, an LGHS board member in
1920, wrote, “This is an experiment.”
CUNNINGHAM
“Every decision we made was tied to the same question: How does
this best serve our students? Seeing the ripple effect on campus of
the answers was a fascinating, exhausting thing to go through.”
BORTNER
“What a great team. Everyone worked together so well. The worst
part was early on, just adjusting to the stress of it. But we never had
a truly bad moment.”
MCCANDLESS
“It was a hectic time. We should all feel very proud of how
responsive we were. There was no blueprint. There was such a
good synergy with everyone we worked with. It showed me how
special this place is.”
AVILA
“We had a hard job for a limited period of time, but our faculty and
staff picked up the ball and ran with it. And Chris? I heard he didn’t
sleep. … It's easy to say, ‘We’re going to keep working.’ It’s harder
to do it with compassion in an emergency. We had to remember the
actual people who work for us were scared. But every decision Chris
made, he made with heart.”
FOWLER
“People were put in positions they’d never been in before. That’s
why it was so stressful. Still, it showed that our institution is moving
forward. We were already building a strong online presence. The
pandemic forced us to make a transition to remote learning literally
overnight. ... Not everyone will understand the amount of work it
took There were silent heroes in all of this ”
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March 16, 2020
Merced College became one of the first state colleges to
say they would keep the doors locked for the rest of the
spring semester. At the time Vitelli made the call, there
was no guarantee the county or state would follow suit.
March 17, 2020
Last official day of face-to-face instruction on the Merced
and Los Banos campuses.
March 18-19, 2020
Knowing a state shutdown order was imminent, the
cabinet focused on training faculty to teach online and

took. There were silent heroes in all of this.”
ALLISON
“I’m glad I was in that room with my colleagues. If just one of us had
not been on the same page, it would have thrown off our chemistry.
Honestly Chris’s leadership set the tone for everything, not just for
right now, but for the months that followed.”
VITELLI
"I'm incredibly proud of how we cleared this huge obstacle, of
course, but I'm blown away by the sheer amount of work our
employees did. We had to do it. It was brutally hard, but we're better
for it. This community deserved an immediate response. I’m beyond
humbled by the initiative and leadership our team showed during a
tumultuous and unprecedented time.”

equip students to learn online. During the previous two
weeks, leadership had created a three-week plan to
transition to remote learning.
They had three days to get it done.
March 19, 2020
California Governor Gavin Newsom held an evening press
conference to issue a statewide, shelter-in-place order
effective immediately.
McCANDLESS
“Thank goodness we saw the writing on the wall. … We
would have preferred the pandemic not happen, but we
responded very quickly. We had all of the elements in
place so we didn’t skip a beat.”
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Merced College board president
named 2020 Hispanic Chamber of
Commerce “Man of the Year”
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“I am proud of the opportunities life has given me, and the example I
have set for my kids and family”
Ernie Ochoa
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Ochoa—husband to Noelia and father to Emanuelle, Ycela and Alexi

By Luciana Chavez, Special to the Office of External Relations

—has put in a considerable amount of time developing ways to serve

MERCED, Calif. — Merced College is again basking in the shine of

our area starting with his tenure as the first Mexican-American

another accolade this month as College Board of Trustees president

president of the Merced County Association of Realtors.

Ernie Ochoa has been named the 2020 Merced County Hispanic
Chamber of Commerce Man of the Year.

Ernie has also sat on the board of, contributed to and raised funds
for the Charitable Foundation of the county-wide realtor association,

“I am proud of the opportunities life has given me, and the example I

which donates to local agencies like the Merced County food bank,

have set for my kids and family,” Ochoa said. “It's truly an honor to be

Rescue Mission, Salvation Army, and the Boys and Girls Club.

selected [for this award].”
Normally, Ochoa, a longtime realtor, would be feted at a fall banquet

Ochoa was the founding chairman for the Young Professional

given by the chamber of commerce. The Hispanic Chamber of

Network in Merced, spearheading the annual Rib Cookoff Fundraiser

Commerce event is indefinitely postponed due to the COVID-19

that funds local scholarships. He also started the annual Housing

pandemic.

Affordability Fund Golf Tournament that uses monies to help first-time
home buyers.

Ochoa, who works with Gonella Realty, was chosen in part due to a
successful 22-year career as a realtor in nearly every sector of the

Still looking to challenge himself, Ochoa took public office in 2016

profession—residential, multi-residential, commercial, industrial and

when he won a seat on the Merced College Board of Trustees.

agricultural.

During his tenure, including his stint as board president in 2020,
enrollment numbers have reached record highs, and the College has

Yet his work, dating back to 1998, helping people find homes, land to

been able to fund the new Agriculture and IT Complex, whose

farm and business locations also gave him a foundation to work as a

construction begins in 2021.

community leader.
The Hispanic Chamber of Commerce honors Latinos like Ochoa, an
First, Ochoa has remained committed to the work of professional

immigrant from Mexico, who have found ways to champion the

organizations like the Merced County Association of Realtors, the

Hispanic community. For example, on the College board, he has

California Association of Realtors, and the National Association of

been a driving force for building the soccer program.

Realtors.
Ochoa’s colleagues also praise him for his unrelenting advocacy for
He was named the county’s Rookie Realtor of the Year in 1999 and

education, and specific desire to encourage first generation, Hispanic

Realtor of the Year in 2010. He completed the trifecta when the

students to chase an education beyond high school.

statewide association’s Housing Affordability Fund honored him as the
Bette Dobkin Award recipient, which honors realtors for their

The longtime Merced County resident has built a meaningful

exemplary community service.

professional, personal and community-based life here. The Hispanic
Chamber of Commerce has chosen well in selecting Ernie Ochoa as
its 2020 Man of The Year.

Ochoa points to joining the Atwater Chamber of Commerce as the key
to both excelling in realty and showing him ways to serve the
community at large.
“[Joining] helped me realize how [important the chamber of commerce]
was to our local businesses and to the people of Atwater,” he said.

19 / 28

Profile

SHARE THIS

20 / 28

How to Succeed in Business
During a Pandemic
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“Anytime anyone came into the shop, it was nice to feel
normal. It was always bright in here, even though it was
dark outside.”
—Bree Migliazzo, Merced College alumna, owner of Helen & Louise, on surviving a
pandemic as a small business owner
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By Luciana Chavez, Special to the Office of External

“It got really scary, really fast,” she said.

Relations
Migliazzo’s lawyer called in April and said she could back

MERCED — Bree Migliazzo saw an opportunity and

out of the deal. She said no.

jumped.

“Even if I did fail, at least I would have tried,” she said.

In January, the energetic mother of two would never have
guessed she’d have to fulfill her dream of running a
business in the middle of a pandemic.

Migliazzo literally opened Helen & Louise on April 27 with a
locked door. As a non-essential business, she began

“Everything that has happened since we opened, none of

selling via Instagram with curbside pickups. Eventually she

it has been expected,” the Merced College alumna said.

offered private shopping for one customer at a time.

Migliazzo wasn’t just opening a business. She was taking

“There were days I wasn’t sure I’d make it,” he said. “Then

the reins of women’s boutique Helen & Louise, the grand

someone would buy an outfit and I could pay my PG&E

dame in downtown Merced for 76 years.

bill.”

She did a pas de deux with history when the state began

Migliazzo was eventually able to help high school seniors

restricting non-essential businesses on March 19.

find outfits for graduation photos last spring. They didn’t
get a ceremony, but were squeezing all they could out of a

Her task? Keep alive the second longest-running women’s

raw situation. She embraced that sweet irony, secretly

clothing shop in the United States while businesses across

slipping small gifts into each bag.

the country shuttered one by one.

“I wanted to bring something positive to their lives at a time

No big deal, right?

when they were missing the acknowledgement they’d
earned,” she said.

“Anytime anyone came into the shop these last few
months, it was nice to feel normal,” Migliazzo said. “It was

Migliazzo was also encouraging them, Hey, think about

always bright in here, even though it was dark outside.”

Merced College. That’s where she herself learned how to
navigate the unknown.

This Golden Valley High School alumna took it on because
she had a dream. She’d done some accounting and

Not ready to leave home after graduating from GVHS, she

taught pilates the past 10 years while raising a family with
husband Ben Migliazzo.

enrolled at the College at a time when tuition cost just $11
per unit. [She would eventually earn a degree in mass
communication at Sonoma State.]

Then Helen & Louise owner Jackie Goodwin, one of her
pilates students, revealed that her Merced Police chief

“I saved so much money,” Migliazzo said. “I had zero debt

husband was retiring, and the couple was moving.

while I tried so many different things.”

“Everyone in class that day was buzzing,” Migliazzo said.

She credited MC philosophy professor Travis Hicks and

“One lady told Jackie, ‘You’re not closing, are you?’ I was

counselor Betsy Donovan for helping her to figure it out.

thinking the same thing.”

“Some of the best professors I ever had were at Merced

Migliazzo is a Helen & Louise lifer, after all. She grew up

College,” Migliazzo said. “There is so much to be gleaned

staring at a photo of her grandmother Alice in her wedding

[there] if you give the professors a chance. Being at a CSU

dress, purchased at Helen & Louise in 1958, on the shop

or a UC doesn’t guarantee a better education.”

wall during regular trips there.

Migliazzo gave Merced College a chance. It worked out.

She loved fashion and also knew her youngest son would
soon be starting kindergarten.

Seven months in, the upbeat and clear-eyed business
owner now understands you sometimes have to also take

“I thought maybe I should [talk to] Jackie,” the mother of

a chance on yourself.

boys Luca and Gio said. “I was super nonchalant and
awkward, like, ‘Hey, great class. By the way, if you’re

“We treaded water, but we’re still here,” she said. “I’ve been

thinking about closing or selling, let’s talk.’”

dealt some cards I would have rather thrown back. But I’ve
controlled what I could and let the rest go. That has been

Goodwin was already fielding an offer. Migliazzo had to

my lesson in 2020.”

wait, but then that deal fell through.
Migliazzo signed a contract in January. She dragged
Goodwin to the Los Angeles market to purchase the
boutique’s summer stock in late February. The week they
returned, COVID-19 landed.
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Team: Francisco Tostado
Francisco joins Merced College as Director of
EOPS, CARE, CalWORKs & NextUp
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Welcome, Francisco.

What is your role at Merced College?

What is a fun fact about you?

I am the Director of EOPS, CARE, CalWORKs & NextUp.

I love tending to horses, eventhough, I do not own one anymore.
When I get a chance to visit friends who have them, I can spend

Why did you choose higher education and more
specifically a community college as your career path?

hours tending to them.

What do you like to do outside of work?

Community college is an open access institution that allows
people at any stage of their life pursue an educational goal and

I love to coach my girls traveling softball team. I get to spent a lot of

receive a certificate, degree or transfer to a university to obtain a

time with my two girls during the weekends and get to train together

bachelor’s degree or beyond. It is a best vehicle for social and

and improve our skills at both coaching and playing softball.

economic mobility for our most vulnerable populations. It allowed
my siblings and I the opportunity to achieve our educational goals

Do you have a community college connection/story?

and be role models for the younger generations.

As I was pursuing my undergraduate degree at Sacramento State

What part of the job do you enjoy the most?

University, I always took a class at Sacramento City College during the

I enjoy working with the staff, faculty and administration eradicate

Fall and Spring semesters in order to graduate faster. Furthermore,

barriers in the students quest of obtaining an education. I enjoy
being at the graduation ceremony and watching our students

during summers I would take classes at Cabrillo College. The best
instructors I had and that I still remember are those of the community

walk very proudly across the stage and having the “I have

college courses I took while I was an undergraduate student.

overcome many barriers, and I have done it” feeling.
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