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Chris Vitelli
“Los Banos is and will remain a critical piece of
Merced College’s work to educate citizens and
improve communities throughout our great
county.”

Foreword
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In many ways, the Los Banos campus is like Merced College in microcosm
—a small but dedicated team of leaders, faculty and classified
professionals committed to supporting a diverse student body and serving
the many and varied needs of their surrounding community.
This fall, the Los Banos campus will celebrate 50 years of remarkable
service—with, we all hope, an appropriately joyous and socially distanced
gathering—having persisted through a number of different moves and
challenges over the decades.
Courses were once held in storefronts and high school classrooms for a
time, due to the lack of a stable location, but the Los Banos campus of
today is a beautiful and thriving place. Enrollment is growing, programs are
thriving, and community partnerships are strengthening.
As we look toward an even brighter future to come in Los Banos, I am
excited about the many recent developments there:
•

A new, noncredit Medical Assistant program that launched in Fall

2020, despite the pandemic.
•
The retrofitting of B-138 with new beds and a clinical lab for Medical
Assistant students.
•

A great partnership with Worknet to serve more students in our

accelerated welding program, with hopes for another cohort starting in
Summer 2021.
•

A new noncredit Information Computer Technology program coming in

Fall 2021.
•
The installation of solar panels in Summer 2020 and a new boiler and
HVAC system in Fall 2020.
•
Chris Vitelli, Ed.D.
Superintendent/President

A modest, but positive step in the right direction: food service in the

student breakroom.
Our faculty and the leadership of Dean Lonita Cordova and other
administrators have been instrumental in this phase of the Los Banos
campus’s development. On a related note, as you read this message, Dr.
Cordova is starting in her new role as the Vice President of Student
Services at San Joaquin Delta College in Stockton. Jessica Moran, Dean of
Adult Education, Noncredit and Workforce Development, will be assisting
with the instructional duties in Los Banos during this transition.
Los Banos is and will remain a critical piece of Merced College’s work to
educate citizens and improve communities throughout our great county. We
are proud to shine a spotlight on the Los Banos campus in this issue, and
we look forward to celebrating its milestone anniversary in the fall.

Chris Vitelli, Ed.D.
Superintendent/President
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CHRIS VITELLI
"Courses were once held in storefronts
and high school classrooms for a time,
due to the lack of a stable location, but
the Los Banos campus of today is a
beautiful and thriving place. Enrollment
is growing, programs are thriving, and
community partnerships are
strengthening."
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Los Banos Learning Community
demystifies higher ed for first-year
students
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"We were seeing first-generation students,
even if they were high achievers in high
school, drop out because they were
unfamiliar and frustrated with the process of
higher education. We needed something [in
Los Banos] to help students who were so
underrepresented."
— Jazmin Serrano, Merced College SSSP Counselor, on the impetus behind the Los
Banos campus’s First-Year Learning Community
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By Luciana Chavez, Special to Merced College
Merced College English professor Cindy Chavez and counselor Jazmin Serrano sometimes witness their First-Year Learning Community students
in Los Banos experience mundane, yet life-altering events.
Eyes wide during takeoff of their first flight. Eagerly walking into a hotel for the first time. Glowing with pride while handing in their first research
paper.
“We can’t imagine what they haven’t experienced,” Chavez said of traveling with students to conferences and four-year schools, and getting
them over academic hurdles. “They build confidence during those moments. They’re not confined anymore.”
This perspective gave Chavez and Serrano a foundation from which to build a learning cohort for first-year students at Merced College’s Los
Banos campus.
“We were seeing so many first-generation students—even if they were high achievers in high school—drop out because they were unfamiliar
and frustrated with the process of higher education,” said Serrano, the Student Success & Support counselor in Los Banos. “We needed
something here to help students who were so underrepresented.”
The Los Banos campus is a key part of Merced College. Yet, 42 miles away, it also has its own ecosystem. For example, the campus’s
percentage of first-generation students is more than double that of the Merced campus.
“When they come to us, the new ones don’t practice ‘help-seeking’ behaviors,” Los Banos Dean Lonita Cordova said. “We understand. In certain
cultures, asking for help is considered a weakness. Once we connect them to a team, to a cohort, we build their trust.”
A cohort is a group of students who advance through a program together. The structure has proven effective helping first-year college students
—roughly 700 of the 2,000 total in Los Banos in 2020—clear obstacles.
Chavez said previous efforts to create a first-year cohort lacked support. When Serrano arrived in 2016, Chavez gained an ally, and they got to
work.
“In the cohort, the students talk to each other and realize they’re not the only ones with their specific problems,” Serrano said. “They know
they’re not alone.”
When the duo asked Cordova, who arrived in 2018, for her help expanding their cohort, she didn’t hesitate.
“We mapped it out and then they ran with it,” Cordova said. “All I really did was provide my signature and my support.”
The program at Los Banos is expanding its scope in 2021.
Starting this fall, the 30 cohort students will take 15 units—Guidance 30 (academic skills), English 1A (college composition), a math course, and
one course in their major. Communication 1 (speech) is new for 2021.
“Learning to express themselves can help students succeed in other courses and their lives in general,” said professor Griffin Cheek, who will
teach the course. “I’m so pleased that my colleagues see the value of including my course in work they have shown a passion for.”
In Spring 2022, students will take Guidance 45 (transfer prep), English 13 (critical reasoning), English 1B (literature), another math course
appropriate for their major, and potentially a political science course.
Nine courses meet transfer requirements for both the California State University and University of California systems. For the math requirement,
they will likely add Math 10 (statistics) since it fulfills the CSU math requirement. When they add a second cohort, they will have a different math
course suited to other majors.
The day-to-day cohort work requires professors and counselors to cajole and stalk.
Serrano said she practices “intrusive counseling”—she doesn’t wait for anyone to ask for help. She and Chavez attach themselves to students
and don’t let go.
Serrano remembers one of Chavez’s students who would have qualified for Disabled Student Programs and Services, but didn’t want to be
known as a DSPS student.
“She was high functioning but struggling, so I reached out to her right outside of her classroom,” Serrano said. “I would bump into her as often
as I could and say, ‘Hey, how’s it going?’ Eventually she came to me. We got her the services she needed without it feeling like a negative. She
transferred to a four-year school and is doing really well.”
The program leaders, when it is safe, want to take students to visit universities beyond the three or four nearest counties.
So many Los Banos students can’t attend events in Merced, so they also want to stage their own transfer and career fairs, and host studentorganized conferences.
“This isn’t just about kids graduating from college,” Chavez said. “Our job is to prepare them to help the next generation, and so on.”
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This isn t just about kids graduating from college, Chavez said. Our job is to prepare them to help the next generation, and so on.
Cordova is pleased with the results.
“The key is a completely authentic passion for the work,” she said. “Cindy and Jazmin do it without the recognition and the prestige. They do it
because it’s the right thing to do.”
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MC alumnus found academic
home on Los Banos campus
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“Yeah, I failed myself. I regret that. I was on my own trying to figure out
how to live, like ‘What am I gonna do now? If I’m gonna improve my life,
it’s gonna be on me.” — Noel Felix, Merced College alumnus
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By Luciana Chavez, Special to Merced College
This is the story about how Noel Felix came to feel at home on the Los Banos campus of Merced College, and how the support he found there
changed his life.
Understand that when Felix graduated from Los Banos High School in 2015, his mother had passed away a few years earlier, he had just turned
18, and he had just been kicked out of the house he was living in with his aunt.
“I was an adult and I had to go figure it out,” he said.
Felix did, backed by the support network of the First-Year Learning Community on the Los Banos campus. Five years later, Felix is a semester
away from graduating from Fresno State with a business degree.
“It’s humbling to think about,” he said. “Merced College professors want you to grow. In every one-on-one situation, they would give advice on
what you should do and what they thought was best for you. It helped me stay motivated.”
Felix took a few detours before becoming a model student.
To start, he had zero interest in college after graduating from Los Banos High. He did enroll at Merced College, but failed a class his first
semester, and quit.
“Yeah, I failed myself,” Felix said. “I regret that. I was on my own trying to figure out how to live, like ‘What am I gonna do now? If I’m gonna
improve my life, it’s gonna be on me.’”
He moved to San Jose with his brother and continued working. Something about grinding out work every day while making no progress in life left
him craving more.
“I felt like I could do better as a person,” Felix said. “I felt like I deserved better. Then coming from a family of immigrants, I was bilingual and I
realized there were resources out there I could work with. I could do way better than I did the first time around.”
Felix retook and passed the algebra class he’d failed before at Evergreen College in San Jose. When his brother joined the Army, Felix moved
back to Los Banos.
English professor Cindy Chavez noticed Felix right way.
He didn’t raise his hand in her class for months. He also didn’t miss a class, showed up early, handed in his work early and excelled at
everything.
Chavez once read one of his assignments and tried to compliment him as a great writer. “And he said, ‘Me? No, not me!’” she said. “He was so
timid, he didn’t want anyone to know. But he stood out, as if there was a spotlight on him.”
Felix said he was able to make his mark because his college support system “treated us like adults, and showed us how to be professional and
go the extra mile.” Jazmin Serrano, Felix’s counselor at Los Banos, said younger freshmen gravitated towards the older Felix, who quietly
attacked his studies with brutal efficiency, acing five classes per semester.
“He made friends quickly,” Serrano said. “He asked questions and helped others. Whatever was going on in his life, he never let that affect his
academics. He’s taken every opportunity he could. Others looked to him as a leader in our learning community.”
Now a semester shy of earning his bachelor’s degree, Felix bristles with hope about the future. He wants to work for one of the biggest
companies on the American business landscape—Apple, Google, Amazon. He wants a shot at Silicon Valley.
“I think having a degree will open up a lot of doors to companies I could never have imagined working for, or for networking with people and
starting up a business,” Felix said. “Who knows what will happen in another five years?”
Still, Felix doesn’t beat his own chest about his success.
He doesn’t dwell on why people find his personal story so moving, either, but he now understands how empathy reshaped his future.
It’s why he also devotes free time to volunteering at the Fresno State food bank, at a local church and with Habitat for Humanity when he’s not
studying or working.
Once uncertain, Felix now feels like he’s prepared for anything.
“When people told me I couldn’t [do well in college] I felt I had to do it,” he said. “I figured out there was a solution to every problem. Now I know
how to ‘embrace the suck’ and move on with it. I wouldn’t be here now, almost graduating, if those things hadn’t happened to me. I wouldn’t
have pushed myself to find my purpose in life.”
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Team: Jessica Moran
Instructional Dean for Area 9.
Acting Dean, Los Banos Campus
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Welcome, Jessica
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What is your role at Merced College?
It is my pleasure to serve as an Instructional Dean for Area 9: Adult Education, Noncredit and Workforce Development. Currently, I am also providing
Acting Dean coverage for our Los Banos campus. I have been at the college for over eight years now in various capacities. I guess you can say that I
love what I do!
Why did you choose higher education as your career path?
I chuckle at this question, because I often reflect on my career trajectory and can say that higher education chose me. As many other first-generation
college students, my navigation through obtaining an education was really trial and error. I was always highly encouraged by my parents, teachers and
peers to aspire for more. I was often told I was “destined to do great things.” Leaving my small town of Los Banos to attend UC Berkeley was truly one
of the most courageous things (my thoughts at that time) that I would ever do. Fast forward to now, I continue the same approach — to see change as
a life lesson to learn from, take the good from everything, and keep moving forward. I see myself reflected in many of our students and just hope that
what I have to contribute to their success is as meaningful as those afforded to me.
What part of your job do you enjoy most?
I truly enjoy being of service to others and knowing that the role we each hold can lead to a change in a person’s life. We are all integral to making
sure a student meets his or her goals. Therefore, hearing student success stories fuels me the most. When I stepped into noncredit, one of my first
events was an evening gathering with Spanish-speaking adult learners. I couldn’t help but see family members reflected in their stories. I will never
forget their gratitude toward my presence and support of our non-traditional adult learners.
What is a fun fact about you?
I had dinner with Kobe Bryant in August 2006. I won a travel scholarship through his foundation. A total of eight students were selected for an allexpenses-paid trip to Italy. It was truly one of the most life-changing moments of my life. Kobe’s personal assistant called the eight winners to invite us
to a dinner to get to know one another prior to our scheduled departure. Kobe surprised us at the dinner and greeted each one of us by first name. I
was in complete shock and to this day, I cannot remember if I actually responded to his question of, “Hello Jessica, how are things up north in
Berkeley?” I never get tired of telling this story, because I didn’t even meet the requirements for the scholarship. I had never played sports, and I was
not attending a university down south. You just never know when you will get lucky!
Do you have a community college connection/story?
I attended Merced College in the summer of 2006, the same summer in which I won my travel scholarship through Kobe Bryant. I remember it was
finals week for my computer science class, which was held in one of our old portables at the old Los Banos campus, when I received the call that I was
awarded the scholarship. I befriended some amazing adult learners in that class. I will never forget how comforting a smaller class size felt when
compared to my journey at UC Berkeley, where I often had classes with 100 or more other students.
What do you like to do outside of work?
I love to hike and travel. As someone who truly loves the process of learning, I enjoy experiencing other cultures and the various landscapes this world
has to offer. It is therapeutic for me to know that there is a larger entity outside of my day-to-day life.
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Stepping up for the Merced
community
“We’ve all been running around like crazy. Then we realized
we weren’t as tired as we thought, because there are people
here who need us.”
— Joe Allison, Associate Vice President of Administrative
Services
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By Luciana Chavez, Special to Merced College
Masked guests stop at the Merced College gymnasium door and are greeted by a smiling volunteer. ‘Welcome! What’s your name? Do you have an
appointment? Have you been exposed to the COVID-19 virus in the past 14 days?’
Back in early January, Merced College President Chris Vitelli deliberately put the College’s backside on the line with state officials.
“I cannot remember exactly when, but I told [the California Community Colleges Chancellor’s Office] we would do anything we could to get our community
vaccinated,” Vitelli said. “We have close connections to the county, the hospital across the street, and other partners, so I volunteered our site, resources,
and nursing program as a deployment strategy.”
Stakes are high right now, as 2.5 million people globally and more than 500,000 Americans have been killed by the novel coronavirus since January 2020.
That harsh reality had gnawed at people for 10 months by late December, when the U.S. approved several vaccines to fight it.
Merced County, already giving shots to frontline workers, knew in early January that it would have vaccines for senior citizens by February. At the same time,
community colleges heard they might be asked to help scale up California’s vaccination operation.
“President Vitelli advocated for this,” said Jill Cunningham, Associate Vice President for External Relations. “We put thousands of dollars of resources into it
to bring it here at no cost to our community. That’s part of our mission at Merced College, to help our neighbors.”
Over five days in February, the Merced College team successfully vaccinated 3,560 Merced County residents with Pfizer’s version of the COVID-19 vaccine.
In the gym foyer, volunteers check IDs, verify appointments and make sure people are frontline workers or at least 65 years old. If someone can’t
verify eligibility, they step over to a help desk to answer more questions. If approved, they’re led to one of six tables on the gym floor to fill out
health forms asking about their COVID exposure, recent vaccinations, etc. They also take a pamphlet explaining the Pfizer-BioNTech COVID-19
vaccine.
Once the College received the green light, it had three weeks to create clinics from nothing. Vitelli had already been talking to Merced County CEO James
Brown about how to do it.
Vitelli told Brown, “Jim, I’ve got 130 nursing students, a volunteer force, on-site printing—everything you need to make this happen. If you’re hurting for
space, we’ve got you covered.”
The College, Merced County Public Health, University of California Health, UC Merced, and Dignity Health were working side-by-side.
On campus, Cunningham and Associate Vice President of Administrative Services Joe Allison worked with Dean of Allied Health, Child Development,
Kinesiology and Public Safety Sylvia Ruano, RN & CNA Program Director Kitty Cazares and LVN program director Claire Alvarez to sort out the logistics.
How many people do we need? How do we arrange our space? Let’s create a schedule with Brian Elmore, Director of Pharmacy at Mercy Medical Center,
for delivery of the vaccine. We need PPE. Tables. Chairs. Tarps. Golf carts? Yes, grab all the golf carts!
Allison, Cunningham, Ruano, Cazares and Assistant Director of Facilities, Events and Operations Stacey Hicks drove out to the Merced County Fairgrounds
to see how the county was vaccinating first responders and medical personnel.
“We had no idea what it would even look like,” Allison said. “We reviewed what the county was doing, and then Stacey put together a layout.”
After several consultations with public health to finalize the layout, Hicks, Facilities Scheduling Technician Raul Alvarez and Events Programming Technician
Jose Ayala took over.
They rearranged everything multiple times, before someone from public health came for a walkthrough. Allison said the county seemed impressed.
Everyone exhaled.
“Our thinking was to be as flexible as possible,” he said.
After filling out health screen forms, each person stands in a socially distanced area while registered nurses review them and dig deeper. ‘Are you
taking blood thinners? Did you get a shingles vaccine recently?’ If a person is approved, a nursing student, EMT or RN calls them forward to sit at
a table laden with antiseptic wipes, bandaids, hypodermic needles and vaccine vials.
Custodians and event staff were on hand to make any needed adjustments. Campus police organized the lines in front of the gym and monitored the back
door. Nurses, EMTs and nursing students manned the medical stations. College volunteers were everywhere. Ninety-seven people volunteered for clinic
duty.
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Cazares initially worried about nurses until Dignity Health offered to send three RNs, and UC Merced one RN, to work every day. Once the word got out that
the College was hosting a clinic, other local RNs volunteered.
Merced County Supervising Public Health Nurse Donna Chin spent the first two days on site answering staff questions. On the third day, Merced County
Assistant Public Health Director Yadira Vazquez did the same.
“We didn’t have to figure things out because the county had already done it,” Cazares said. “I can’t imagine doing it without them.”
Vitelli and Cunningham’s executive assistants, Krystal Pollinger and Grace Mendoza, worked quietly and doggedly during the three weeks prior and on all
clinic days at the help desk, putting out logistical fires and tracking doses administered vs. doses remaining.
Some volunteers arrived by 6:30 a.m. and worked well past 8 p.m., but every morning, Cunningham addressed the troops with an important reminder.
“We were dealing with an age group that has been isolated for nearly a year,” she said. “A lot of them hadn’t left their homes or interacted with people in
months. I said, ‘Let’s make them feel welcome. Tell them we’re glad they’re here. We could be the first friendly faces they’ve seen in a year.’ It was important
to do that. Frankly, the volunteers were amazing.”
It’s time. A medical professional loads up a needle and says, ‘You will feel a slight prick. Here we go . . . and you’re done. You’ve had your first
dose of the coronavirus vaccine!’
The streamlined Merced College operation vaccinated over 3,500 vulnerable county neighbors in February. Cunningham said they could have easily
handled three times that number.
“If we were thinking long-term, about the pandemic and how many shots we needed to get into how many arms, the numbers would seem crushing,”
Cazares said.
Thankfully, no one had time for that with so much to do. The team vaccinated every senior citizen they could, and only used their waitlist if doses were
about to expire.
“I am so proud to say we did not waste a single vaccine,” Cazares said. “At that time, we had not yet received anywhere near the doses Merced County
needed. We knew how important it was for these clinics to succeed. … It reminds us how important vaccines are to public health.”
After receiving their vaccine, visitors move to the final holding area, while volunteers monitor them for any allergic reactions. John Albano, Dean of
Fine & Performing Arts and Social Sciences, plays his guitar while they relax to jazz standards and pop hits like The Beatles’ ‘Here Comes the
Sun.’ Albano finishes his own composition, ‘California Song,’ and everyone applauds.
The applause showed appreciation to Albano and revealed how important it was for patients and volunteers to experience camaraderie and empathy on
those busy, stressful days.
“It was great for our employees to see what their work was doing for so many people,” Allison said. “We’ve all been running around like crazy. Then we
realized we weren’t as tired as we thought, because there are people here who need us.”
After 15-30 minutes, each visitor rises to leave. Many look around and thank anyone they can find—college employees, RNs, Vitelli himself. Then a
volunteer at the gym’s back exit waves them over. ‘Can we give you a ride to your car, sir? Ma’am?’ Outside the door, campus police are queued
up with golf carts, ready to carry them safely through the parking lot on a cold, wet California night.
During this critical stretch in early 2021, the Merced College community answered a higher calling. They offered resources, planned and volunteered. Most
importantly, during a time of upheaval, disease, worry and isolation, they helped others.
“Here is what I’ve learned: I learned that I work with an incredible group of people,” Cazares said.
Merced College will repeat the entire process when the same 3,560 people return for second shots in March.
Cazares hopes everyone will get vaccinated when they can. “Truly, it is the only way our community gets back to any sense of normalcy,” she said.
Cunningham found the experience to be both difficult and profoundly satisfying.
“Not only did we meet incredible people while supporting this necessary mission, but I think we were reenergized,” she said. “We reconnected with people
we mostly haven’t seen in close to a year. It was this communal experience, lifting each other up.
“At the end, some of the volunteers were asking, ‘Is it weird that I’m sad this is over?’ It was such a beautiful thing we were allowed to do for our community.”
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