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Chris Vitelli
“As we celebrate and recognize Asian
American and Pacific Islanders Month, our
collective awareness of these issues has
grown. This is reason for optimism that
things can improve, but it is incumbent on all
of us to do what we can to improve
ourselves and our communities.”

Foreword

2 / 20

The verdict handed down in the Derek Chauvin trial came as a welcome relief
to a nation that has seen racial tensions reach a fever pitch in recent months
and years. There is much repairing of systems and healing of past traumas
that must still occur, but as a nation we are thankful for a justice system
recognizing this senseless tragedy, and we continue to stand with our
communities of color in healing and restoration.
Justice, in most cases, makes us feel better in the moment, and it provides a
modicum of hope, but it does not get to the root of the problem.
As we celebrate and recognize Asian American and Pacific Islanders Month
this May, our collective awareness of systemic racism and social injustice
issues has grown. This is reason for optimism that things can improve, but it is
incumbent on all of us to do what we can to improve ourselves and our
communities.
At Merced College, we are proud to be opening a new Diversity and Equity
Center in Fall 2021. The center will provide a number of wrap-around services
and equity-focused programming, as well as a comfortable location for
camaraderie and peer-to-peer support.
Chris Vitelli, Ed.D.
Superintendent/President

As I wrote to the campus community in early April: Whatever differences we
perceive, whether they are differences of ethnicity, political views or culture,
there is something much deeper that unites us—the love and compassion we
feel for one another.
This is a time to pull away from our polar divisions and move toward each
other, to begin from a place of common ground, and to establish a shared
vision of the world we want to create. If we allow ourselves to slip back into our
familiar patterns of politics and conflict, we will have squandered this
opportunity to learn and grow as individuals and as a nation.
I encourage everyone who wants to help create a better world in the future to
begin by looking inward. Examine your own conscious and unconscious
biases, and consider how they might be affecting how you approach your
relationships in your families, in your communities and in the workplace. Seek
to understand the perspectives of those whose backgrounds and experiences
are different from your own. (The Merced College Library has also collected a
number of resources to learn about anti-racism and equity.)
It’s not always easy to know how to be a better supporter or ally for those who
are experiencing oppression or discrimination, nor are there easy answers to
the challenges we face as a society. But if we can begin from this place of
understanding, love and compassion, I believe we can and will co-create a
future that is truly better and more equitable for all. This, of course, is what will
move us towards a better society, a better community, and a better Merced
College.

Chris Vitelli, Ed.D.
Superintendent/President
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CHRIS VITELLI

“As we celebrate
and recognize Asian
American and
Pacific Islanders
Month, our collective
awareness of these
issues has grown.
This is reason for
optimism that things
can improve, but it is
incumbent on all of
us to do what we can
to improve ourselves
and our
communities.”

Antiracism and
Equity
Resources
Visit the Merced College
Library webpage to view
the number of resources
collected.
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Keeping spirits up among far-flung
international students
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“I know for them it’s difficult to only
communicate through the internet. I
know they feel welcome in our office.
It’s comforting for them. … They miss
that right now.”
— Mayumi Wood
Student Support Coordinator, International Services Program
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By Luciana Chavez, Special to Merced College

Mayumi Wood feeds on the youthful energy and cacophony of languages and accents that surround her in the International Services Program office at
Merced College, where she works.
Scratch that. Where she usually works.
Because of the COVID-19 pandemic, the student support coordinator now sits in her home office working with her international students—holding onto
their academic futures with one hand and navigating Zoom with the other.
“I know for them it’s difficult to only communicate through the internet,” said Wood, a native of Japan. “I know they feel welcome in our office. We can
discuss what it’s like to learn a difficult culture. It’s comforting for them. They miss that right now.”
When the pandemic hit and the campus went virtual in March 2020, Wood set up a Canvas group of her international students to mimic the feel of their
office—to share information, to give students a place to talk to each other and for her to flood the zone with encouragement.
But the program has taken a big hit since. Nearly half of the 120 international students who started the 2019-20 academic year at Merced College left and
returned to their home countries when the pandemic hit. Their parents were understandably worried about their safety.
Another 41 also went home, but are still taking online courses, hoping to return. A mere 20 live and study online in the Merced area.
Why would a young person travel so far for college in the first place?
“When they graduate from a university in the United States, they have more confidence,” Wood said. “They’re so happy because they managed to earn
their diploma in a different language.”
International college students are adventurous, like two current Blue Devil baseball players—third-year student Kyohei Osato and second-year student
Joichiro Oyama—who crossed the Pacific Ocean to work on business degrees, hone their English and play ball.
Osato, an outfielder and pitcher, went home for a month last summer. Other classmates went home to work, but Osato came right back. He wanted to
finish school, and the 16-hour time difference was too hard.
Oyama has been in Merced the whole time, save for the six weeks he played for the Palo Alto Oaks in the Bay Area Collegiate League last summer.
They manage without classmates. Oyama leans on his baseball teammates for cultural and linguistic help.
“If I make mistakes in English grammar, they explain in an easier way to understand,” Oyama said.
Osato loves traveling throughout California.
“I love Los Angeles,” he said. “It’s very international. I like going to baseball games there.”
Merced College currently hosts students from Italy, Cambodia, Germany, the Philippines, Turkmenistan and China, but the majority come from Japan.
The College has working relationships with Japan College of Foreign Languages; the Human International University and Consortium; Yokohama High
School in and around Tokyo and Osaka; and Nagano’s Saku Chosei High School.
“They refer students to us because they believe we will take good care of them,” Wood said.
The Youth Exchange and Study (YES) Homestay Program arranges meetings with potential students for Wood and college administrators. YES also
matches international students with American host families.
“So many host families are very warm and welcoming,” said Wood, adding that the program always needs host families.
But 30 international applicants for 2020-21 couldn’t come to Merced because of the pandemic. Sixteen are currently enrolled and studying online. Wood
says they’re determined to return for Fall 2021, when Merced College is planning to resume some courses in person.
Will Japan and other countries be ready to send them? Japan has been slow to roll out its vaccination plan. There is historical skepticism in Japan about
vaccinations after two high-profile missteps in the 1970s and 1980s. Also, students are far down on the priority list to receive them.
Wood worries new students won’t be vaccinated in time to return in August.
“I can’t say to them, ‘Don’t worry. Just come,’” she said. “You just don’t know what will happen. We hope it will be fine.”
Editor’s Note: Merced College is always looking for host families for international students. For more information, check out the YES Homestay website. To
ask questions about the program or to become a host family, contact Mayumi Wood at 209-384-6381 or wood.m@mccd.edu.
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Back on campus: Organizers revel
in return of graduation ceremonies
“It never gets old, no matter how many we do.”
—Stacey Hicks, Facilities, Events & Operations Manager
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By Luciana Chavez, Special to Merced College
Faculty won’t be high-fiving graduates as they enter Stadium ’76 on the Merced College campus. President Chris Vitelli won’t shake anyone’s hand as they cross the
stage.
Blue Devils won’t graduate all at once, and they’ll have to wear masks, and there will be multiple ceremonies.
But by all that is good and holy—and with the blessing of the Merced County Public Health Department—there will be graduation in person at Merced College next
month.
We only make light because the college had to cancel the in-person 2020 graduation due to the coronavirus pandemic. Instead, the Office of the President and the
Merced College Foundation broadcast a virtual ceremony and sent all 1,800 graduates a special graduation box.
The administration gave ASMC Student Activities Coordinator Shannon Gragg and Facilities, Events and Operations Manager Stacey Hicks the go-ahead to plan for
2021 in late March.
Gragg said she had been quietly watching the Merced College used books Facebook page, where students openly longed for an in-person ceremony, the entire year in
between.
“Once I could, I let them know there’d be ceremonies for both the Classes of 2021 and 2020,” Gragg said. “We can tell students are happy. Knowing that makes me
even happier.”
Added Hicks, “Some people have taken their entire adult lives to earn a diploma and have their families celebrate them. It will be amazing to be a part of that.”
Gragg has been the lead graduation planner at Merced College for 14 years. She says she tricked Hicks into helping 13 graduations ago.
Their combined experience has been invaluable as they prepare the May ceremonies, which will honor the Class of 2020 graduates on May 20 and the Class of 2021
on May 20 and 21.
County public health will allow 200 graduates on the football field and two guests each (400 total) in the football stands for each ceremony. While the college could have
split the students by alphabetical order or department, it won’t. They’ve always allowed students to walk on Don Odishoo Field with their friends. Allowing them to
choose their ceremony this year will keep that tradition alive.
To help keep names and dates straight, Gragg and Hicks have begun using a service called Marching Order. Instead of sending 2,000 handwritten registration
postcard reminders like before, Marching Order emails each eligible student. Those who register can then submit their cell number and receive text updates.
“For us, logistically, it’s made everything easier,” Hicks said.
Also, prior to using Marching Order, they’d only ever counted graduation participants by the number of caps and gowns sold. “This will give us a perfect count,” Gragg
said.
Instead of faculty reading out names, each graduate will also provide the pronunciation of their name through Marching Order, which then has the names recorded and
syncs the clips to a bar code. When a graduate approaches the stage, they scan their code and their precisely pronounced name goes out over the PA.
They’ll next walk on stage, share a celebratory, safe, hands-free grin with Vitelli, descend the stage, stop and pose for a quick photo, and then walk back to their seat.
The college will also livestream every ceremony for family members who can’t attend.
“We’ve had to wrap our heads around the reality of that, that it’s what we have to do to stage graduation safely,” Hicks said.
The tag-team duo and their 20-30 volunteers will hustle to get everyone seated for each ceremony, and then Gragg and Hicks will exhale like every other year. In fact,
talking about their process had Gragg and Hicks reminiscing about graduations past.
That time Hicks chased a dog from the field in the middle of the ceremony.
The emotional final keynote speech of longtime Merced College President Dr. Benjamin Duran.
The biblical rain that drenched everyone who showed up for the 2018 rehearsal.
Crying in 2019 while listening to the father of a Merced College student speak of the daughter he’d just lost. They were supposed to graduate together.
“It never gets old, no matter how many we do,” Hicks said.
“I’ve threatened to stop doing this for many years,” Gragg joked. “I’m getting too old, but no one will let me. I enjoy doing it so much.”
Everyone involved is brimming with anticipation for a that moment they experience every spring as each student crosses the stage.
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Everyone on the dais sees it. The graduates don’t even know they’re doing it.
They’re smiling.
The smiles are huge, filled with joy and pride, a little confusion and plenty of nervous energy.
It blinds the receiver. Because it’s filled with hope for the future.
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Alumna fighting for her
hometown and everyone in it
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“Merced is at a tipping point. I feel the next four years will significantly
change this town, and I hope people are ready for it.”
— Alumna Sarah Boyle Merced City Council Member, District 5
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By Luciana Chavez, Special to Merced College

First-term Merced City Council Member Sarah Boyle doesn’t have time to rehash how she won her campaign in November and became the youngest
member of the current council, at age 32.
She has time to work a full-time job, support family and friends, and spend every other moment doing the work of a civil servant.
Boyle’s motto? “Merced is the gold. We just have to keep digging to find it.”
Where does one start?
Boyle, a Merced High and Merced College alumna, has only ever lived in Merced, save five years she spent working and earning her B.A. at Fresno State.
Returning to town to work at UC Merced in 2016, and chatting with colleagues who weren’t from here or didn’t live here, opened her eyes.
“I would tell them how my friends and I would ride 4-wheelers in the field across from the campus site,” she said. “Everyone thought that was so weird.”
She kept mulling on the memories and feeling more strongly how much she loved Merced and wanted to help write its next chapter.
“I think every day about growing up in Merced and what we’re doing to make it a better place,” Boyle said.
When residents grouse that Merced can’t attract big chain restaurants and stores, Boyle insists it can. She tells people Merced will attract new
commerce when its population reaches 100,000 and more residents gain more education.
Diplomas in hand, they can earn more money, which they can then spend at new businesses in town.
Boyle says Merced College’s recent decision to partner with UC Merced to build the Merced Promise transfer program will boost that goal.
The official pathway could further encourage graduates to stay in the area. As the region grows, those people will see they can also excel professionally
and socially right here in Merced.
“Part of me wants to tell everyone to take that leap of faith, to go to school here and put their money into this area,” Boyle said. “That’s how we will thrive.”
Downtown Merced is on the cusp of a great renaissance.
Along Main Street, the Tioga Apartments are an upscale rental property located in the repurposed 93-year old Tioga Hotel. The updated Mainzer Theater
will host comedy and theater shows. The El Capitan Hotel, with in-house restaurants, is a Hyatt property with a boutique feel.
Down the road, the high-speed rail will eventually drop visitors off one block off Main Street at N and 16th Streets.
“People in Merced are begging for these kinds of facilities and entertainment,” Boyle said. “Like, my mom and dad saw The Doors in Merced years ago.
We want to see that happen again. Other university towns do it. Why can’t we?”
Boyle is also always trying to sort out what to do about the Merced Mall. It’s in her district. In 2017, the owners announced they would remodel it,
but the initial rush of excitement has faded as the economy slowed.
“We have this never-ending conversation—why do people go out of town to shop?” she said. “We are working on how to restart the project. Malls aren’t
dead. Have you ever been to River Park in Fresno? It’s busy all week.”
The council wants to boost its profile by maybe staging a regular farmers market on weeknights. Boyle wants to do whatever will tempt young people to
shop and eat there, like she did as a teenager.
“It would be some place fun and different for people who don’t live downtown,” she said.
Involvement
The key to any progress is getting constituents fired up.
“If I could, I’d be a professional volunteer,” Boyle said. “Anyone can point the finger and say, ‘Fix this!’”
Since her return home, Boyle has volunteered with the Greater Merced Chamber of Commerce, the city’s Charter Review Committee, and Women Unite.
She completed the Leadership Merced program and helped start an organization to help women in crisis.
Even her full-time job informs Boyle’s public role. With TransCounty Title, she works with “people who are selling Merced” as a great place to live.
And, on days she’s not chatting up strangers during lunches at the Mainzer, she might be visiting a constituent to mull over a problematic tree.
“Showing up is the job,” she said. “If I don’t come, the problem won’t be solved. If our residents don’t show up and get involved, we can’t grow.”
Boyle knows where the city is headed.
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“Merced is at a tipping point,” Boyle said. “I feel the next four years will significantly change this town, and I hope people are ready for it.”

Team
Read Next Story

SHARE THIS

16 / 20

Team: Bhrigu Celly
Professor, Computer Science
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Welcome, Bhrigu
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What is your role at Merced College?
I work currently as a professor in Computer Science and have been with Merced College for two years now. I teach several of the programming and networking
classes. In addition, I am currently working on extending our Information Security, Cybersecurity and Network course offerings with the new Computer
Technology and Information Systems (CTIS) degree.
Why did you choose a community college as your career path?
Before joining Merced College, I was a senior executive and subject matter expert at Sony Pictures, heading engineering and software development for postproduction/new media platforms, and worked on several blockbuster movie projects, gaming/media console and product launches for movie studios.
I have lectured in the UC and CSU also, and I felt I could make the biggest impact on the community college student population. Guidance given at the right time
could change a person’s life trajectory. With years of experience in different domains, I could steer them in the right direction, as I feel mentorship played a very
important part in my career decision-making process.
What part of your job do you enjoy most?
I love teaching and talking to students to hear their stories and challenges. Being part of CTE, I see several adult students who have real-world experience and
are back to retrain to get reemployed. It is a hard decision for them to go back to school. It is very satisfying to help them advance towards their goals. The
challenges that students face in Merced are different, mostly revolving around simple things like infrastructure support. Solving the challenges feels good. I also
love working with first-generation college students and seeing them succeed and help their families.
What is a fun fact about you?
I can be called a crazy movie fan and love to watch TV series and cricket, too. I have a prized collection of a few thousand movies.
What do you like to do outside of work?
I love traveling with my wife and two small children; my daughter is 4 and son turning 11. We have done several long trips to multiple continents and did Antarctica
just before the pandemic. We’ve also done several road trips to the national parks. My son and I love camping at Yosemite.
Do you have a community college connection or story?
When I left Sony and was looking for my next adventure, teaching was one of the possibilities. It was very late in the academic hiring cycle, and as I was deciding,
Merced College opened a tenure-track Computer Science Professor position. Merced was close to Yosemite and the Bay Area, and the drive from Los Angeles
was quite reasonable, with little to no traffic. I started the application process, when the HR department called me to submit missing documents before 5 p.m. I
was offered the position the day before the faculty orientation, and the rest is history.
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