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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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2020
CASE
Winner
The Blue
Devil's
Advocate
is
recognized
as the
2020
Bronze
Winner in
the
category
of Digital
Magazines
for CASE
District VII.

2020
CCPRO
Winner
The Blue
Devil's
Advocate
is
recognized
as the first
place
winner in
the
category
of Digital
Magazines
for 2020
CCPRO
awards.
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Chris Vitelli
"Merced College makes students our focus,
which makes the tough times a bit easier and the
challenges more bearable."

Foreword
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The Year 2020 cannot end fast enough. As many of you, I am hopeful
that 2021 will bring better news and times as we put behind a year for the
history books. As you know, we have recently made the decision regarding
the instructional modality for the spring 2021 term to continue with our
current format of offering face-to-face laboratory and online classes. This
decision was made in consultation with multiple leaders—both internal and
external. While I am certain this did not come as a huge surprise, I am
thankful for your continued support and cooperation. If all goes well, then
it will be the beginning of a new chapter and a (relatively small) step closer
to normalcy.
According to a recent discussion held with the Merced County Department
of Public Health, we are expected to be moving from “purple” to the “red”
risk level over the next several weeks (Blueprint for a Safer Economy risk
level info). This is good news for our county. Moving to the “red” risk level
will allow businesses to plan for responsible and safe re-openings
according to state and local guidelines. For the College, it will also,
potentially create less restrictive measures, while ensuring we continue to
mitigate the spread of COVID-19 through responsible decision making.
In addition to following our current instructional modality during the spring
semester, the Office of Instruction will work with faculty to offer, within the
guidelines provided by both state and local officials, face-to-face lecture
options for our students. In an effort to avoid the impact from the flu
season and any community spread associated with the holiday season,
these face-to-face classes will start approximately six weeks after the
beginning of the spring semester. Unless conditions and recommendations
change, this will be our plan for the spring 2021 term.
The health and safety of our employees, students, and community remain
the top priority. Please be assured that classroom protocols (i.e. lowered
capacity, social distancing, required PPE) will be strictly followed and all
resources will be deployed to assist with the limited number of face-to-face
Chris Vitelli, Ed.D.

class offerings. Additionally, to mitigate risks, the majority of district

Superintendent/President

employees will continue to work-from-home for the spring term. We will also
continue to operate all student support services via online.
As I have said before, we will be better colleagues, friends, family members,
and a better college when this all passes. Let’s continue to build each
other up, care for those in need, and embrace innovation and change as
we serve a community who needs us the most. Merced College makes
students our focus, which makes the tough times a bit easier and the
challenges more bearable.

Chris Vitelli, Ed.D.
Superintendent/President
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CHRIS VITELLI
"Let’s continue to build each
other up, care for those in
need, and embrace
innovation and change as we
serve a community who
needs us the most."
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MCCD Police Department
assists with Creek Fire
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According to Cal Fire, from when it began Sept. 4 through Sept.

By Luciana Chavez, Special to the Office of External Relations

19, the Creek Fire had already cut through some 248,000+

MADERA COUNTY, Calif. – Four officers with the Merced
Community College District Police Department did not hesitate to
raise their hands.

acres in the foothills of Madera and Fresno counties. The
morning the MCCD crew checked out from the command post at
Minarets High School in O’Neals, Rhoades said they couldn’t
see across the school courtyard.

MCCD officers John Rhoades, Keith Reig, Tanner Greene and
Leo Lopez volunteered to put themselves in harm’s way while
patrolling the Bass Lake area during a bad stretch of the Creek
Fire the weekend of Sept. 11-13.

MCCD Chief of Police Matt Williams felt good knowing his officers
answered the call.
“Working with other agencies makes my officers more well

“[Madera County Sheriffs] had all of their days off canceled,”

rounded,” Williams said.

said Rhoades, a Merced College alumnus and a 20-year
veteran of the MCCD police force.

Williams had another reason to feel proud. His family was

“They’d been working so hard. We just wanted to help them out.
Not only that, but you often hear bad stories about people

evacuated during the Detwiler Fire that threatened the entire
town of Mariposa in 2017. He said he appreciated everyone
who protected his home and community during the blaze that

coming back after evacuations to find their homes had been
looted. We had the chance to do something to help the

destroyed 63 homes and nearly 82,000 acres.

community and the agency.”

“I think when [our officers] see that they are helping people in

Large-scale emergency operations require manpower and lots of
it. When any state agency gets stretched too thin, the California
Office of Emergency Services sounds the alarm and calls for
volunteers.

need, it makes them more empathetic,” Williams said. “[The
experience] makes you a better person and that is a benefit, in
my mind, to the College District.”
Reig had the most heart-stopping moment during his shift due,
not to the fire, but a wayward mama bear and baby bear who
had wandered down from higher elevations due to the smoke

Faced with what the California Department of Forestry and Fire
Protection has called the worst wildfire season ever recorded in

and fire. He got quite a shock en route to the restroom at

the history of California, yes, the mid-September all-call for help
from within Central California caught exactly no one by surprise.
Reig worked a 12-hour shift overnight Sept. 11 into Sept 12.
Lopez, Greene and Rhoades did the same Sept. 12 into Sept.

midnight and saw the baby scaling a light pole and the mama
nearby.
Rhoades said that was probably the most exciting their shifts
got, and thank goodness for that.

13. They all worked with Madera County sheriffs patrolling an
area along Road 223 and the feeder streets that led into

“Everything went like it was supposed to go,” he said. “It’s good

residential areas.

when nothing goes wrong on a shift. We were such a small part
of the team. I do have to say, Madera County does an excellent

They were tasked with protecting homes from potential looting,

job putting on those operations. We appreciated being there.”

directing traffic away from the area and looking out for the
residents who chose to stay home despite the mandatory
evacuation order. During their shifts, the MCCD officers came as
close as 3 miles to the heavily burning areas on the north side
of Bass Lake.
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“It was just the four of us. We
were such a small part of the
operation. I do have to say,
Madera County does an
excellent job putting on
those operations. We
appreciated being there”

Officer John Rhoades, Merced
Community College District Police
Department, on patrolling the Bass Lake
area to help another agency during the
Creek Fire
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Read Next Story
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Medical Assistant program
makes anticipated, Los
Banos debut this month
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Left to right: Dean of Los Banos Dr. Lonita Cordova, Instructional Program Assistant Vikki Grihalva, and Merced College Dean of Adult Education and
Noncredit Jessica Moran.

“Honestly, I’m so excited to get it up and running, and we hope to
mirror the Merced campus’s numbers and success. To start, we’ll
focus on providing new opportunities and serving as many
students as we can.”
Dr. Lonita Cordova, Dean of Los Banos, about launching a Medical Assistant Program
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On the clinical side, students will learn to take vitals, administer

By Luciana Chavez, Special to the Office of External Relations

medications and injections, do labs and set up EKGs. They also take

LOS BANOS, Calif. — When the first Medical Assistant students arrive

a Bloodborne Pathogens course, before completing an externship.

on the Merced College Los Banos campus this month, Vikki Grihalva
will likely meet them at the door, and lead them exactly where they

After that, students can take exams to become a Clinical Medical

need to go.

Assistant (CCMA), a Medical Administrative Assistant (CMAA) and an
Electronic Health Records Specialist (CEHRS).

We mean the instructional program assistant will literally direct them to
class and metaphorically lift their spirits to attack educational goals.

That is a boatload of training for a tuition-free, non-credit program.
For-profit schools charge roughly $14,000 for the same training. The

It is mission critical that the fledgling program will open Year 1

entire Los Banos program—including certification exams—costs $720

reassuring new CMA students that they have nothing to fear.

total.

“We’re trying to build robust programs that meet the community’s

CMAs can make roughly $27,000 per year to start. Yes, certification

needs and this happened,” said Dr. Lonita Cordova, Dean of Los

opens doors.

Banos. “Honestly, I’m so excited to get it up and running. We hope to
mirror the Merced campus’s numbers and success. To start, we’re

“It allows them to dip their toes into the field, while they’re also taking

focusing on providing new opportunities and serving as many

care of their families,” Cordova said. “It’s great foundational

students as we can.”

experience.”

WHY LOS BANOS? WHY NOW?
The San Joaquin Valley has struggled for decades to recruit and train

YOU, TOO
The beauty of Adult Education & Noncredit courses is how they

enough medical personnel to care for its people. It’s a crisis.

beckon people from different walks of life back to school. A secondcareer adult. The single parent. A veteran starting fresh after the

For that reason alone, adding CMA training in Los Banos, after 15

military. The new immigrant. Anyone who didn’t warm to traditional

successful years in Merced, was a no-brainer, a chip shot, a tap-in.

schooling. Anyone who feels unmoored in their work.

Cordova and Jessica Moran, Merced College Dean of Adult Education
and Noncredit, agreed they had to do it.

“If you want to commit, you can do that in the CMA program without
the anxiety of grades,” Moran said. “It’s competency-based. It’s about

Then the world caught a virus.

putting in the hours.”

“But we thought about the transition to online curriculum in the wake

Even not speaking English can stop you. The College offers four

of the pandemic, and we reached a conclusion, Moran said. “What’s

free, noncredit English as Second Language courses. People

stopping us? There’s a need in Los Banos. People have been

motivated to get into health care, but nervous about their English,

wanting this. We had the right people in place. I knew Dr. Cordova

needn’t feel nervous.

would get it off the ground. We had the tenacity to get it done.”

“As a [former] dean of student equity and success, it’s rejuvenating

The College had already received state Strong Workforce monies to

and exciting to level the playing field by helping people gain higher

retrofit a classroom for Certified Nurses’ Assistant (CNA) training. It

level skills at low costs, and expose them to different industries, doing

reallocated some funds to bring in more equipment for CMA students.

things they might never have dreamed of doing,” Cordova said.
“We’re struggling as a society right now, so it’s nice to be able to offer

Cordova said without the space for CNA training there would be no

hope.”

CMA program. She hopes having both will allow them to eventually
build an allied health department in Los Banos.

LIFTOFF
The Merced program for the CMA program always has a waiting list,

IN CLASS

but Los Banos is an equal alternative.

There are four classes in the Los Banos’s CMA program. Students will
learn the Microsoft Office suite and Medisoft, and practice handling
Electronic Health Records while doing medical office record-keeping.

“How did it come about?” Moran said. “There were many people
behind the scenes, putting the idea forward. Dr. Cordova and I
listened. We looked at the data and did something about it. It’s taken
a lot of work, but it’s been so worth it to reach this point.”
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Visit the Los Banos
Campus

Register for the Medical
Assistant Program
The Medical Assistant Program prepares the student for the National
Healthcareer Association (NHA) Clinical Medical Assistant

The Los Banos Campus is a full-service educational

Certification (CCMA), the Medical Administrative Assistant

center of Merced College, providing services to

Certification (CMAA) and the Electronic Health Records Specialist

residents of the Westside of Merced County, and

Certification (CEHRS). Students are also eligible to take the

offering a wide variety of coursework for personal,

California Certified Medical Assistant Exam (CCMA).

professional, and academic enrichment.

Learn more
Learn more

Profile
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Automotive Technology program
revs into next turn as Fast Track
option improves
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"So many of our students face challenges, they do
struggle [to start]. Fast forward to the end and I know I
would hire them. It’s a complete 180. The structure really
helps."
—Michael Weepers, Merced College Professor of Automotive Technology, on training
the next generation of qualified auto technicians
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By Luciana Chavez, Special to the Office of External

It’s affordable at the College. Tuition for one academic

Relations

year costs $1,104. Also, through the State College
Promise, tuition for first-time, full-time Merced College
students is free.
Weepers knows people who paid through the nose at forprofit schools, but couldn’t get a proper job at the end. The
automotive crew at the College forge relationships with
local dealerships, and collaborate with them to fill jobs local
employers want filled.
Through partnerships with the Ford ACE and Toyota TECS
programs, Merced College can also access vehicles,
equipment and training modules the companies’ in-house
mechanics use every day.
“All of that is why we are so effective at placing students,”
Weepers said. “The purpose of a community college is to
serve the community. We serve students and employers by
connecting them.”
Engine Rebuild
That brings us back to Reynoso, who originally wanted to
be a mechanical engineer. He started on that path, but
stalled.
When he returned to school in 2017 for that engines class,
Gregory saw his aptitude and gave him a friendly shove.
Reynoso had never done a full engine repair alone but
finished first, sorting out the 2001 Toyota Camry in 60
hours.
“It was amazing,” Reynoso said. “Everything I’d learned
made sense seeing the engine laid out. I would ask
[Gregory] a question and he’d guide me. ‘Think about this.
Remember when we did that?’ He helped me through the
thought process so I understood what to do.”
Reynoso, employed at the Auto Shop in Modesto,
confidently says the repair would now take him 20 hours.
“I feel nowadays people don’t want a blue collar career,” he
said. “Even I was kind of disappointed in myself because I
didn’t get a full degree. But after getting my AA and going
to work, it was worth it. I wake up and want to go to work. I
really love it.”
Finish line
Reynoso, out of work for three months due to the
pandemic, landed on his feet. He never stopped being
employable.
“The teachers really care about their students,” he said.
“Then you work in a field where you never stop learning. …
It’s an amazing program.”
Merced College is training highly skilled mechanics for the
technological age.
“We can’t pump enough graduates out quickly enough to
fill the demand for quality technicians,” Weepers said. “It’s
a nice problem to have.”
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MERCED, Calif. — Juan Reynoso kept staring at a car
engine.
He’d been told to dismantle and rebuild it.
He wasn’t 100% sure he was up to the task.
Nearly three years ago Reynoso stared at his future during
engines class at Merced College. He grew up fixing cars
with his father Armando. Yet, fixing that specific engine by
himself was different.
Merced College’s Automotive Technology program trains
students to diagnose, repair and maintain car systems. It
also nurtures them to conquer tough fixes like the one
Reynoso faced.
Michael Weepers, both professor and graduate of Merced
College program, is a passionate advocate for that
rigorous process for all Career Technical Education (CTE).
“I see what is truly important, about all community college
vocational programs,” Weepers said. “They have strong
relations with local employers. They’re affordable. I see
value at Merced College.”
Key in ignition
For the rest of 2020, Weepers and fellow professor Aaron
Gregory will work on renewing the program’s Automotive
Service Excellence (ASE) certification, a national
designation the best schools and best mechanics have.
Merced College has to recertify every five years, but it’s the
first time since spending state Strong Workforce money to
add state-of-the-art vehicle lifts and tire-changing
equipment.
This program is improving all the time.
Fast Track
Merced College stays on the cutting edge because it can
(1) deliver classes one by one or (2) via a three-semester
Fast Track.
They nurture soft skills by starting each eight-week Fast
Track course at 8 a.m., giving an hour for lunch and letting
students clock out at 4:30 p.m. Monday through Thursday.
Whichever route students take—roughly 70 graduate
annually—they learn to arrive on time and be accountable.
The program starts with an entry-level electronics class that
students dread, then love. It ends with a capstone course
where students repair donated cars. When they finally
work for pay, Weepers calls their transition “almost
seamless.”
“So many of our students face challenges, so they do
struggle [to start],” he said. “Fast forward to the end and I
know I would hire them. It’s a complete 180. The structure
really helps.”
Affordable Luxury
Training to become an automotive technician somewhere
besides a college could cost multiple thousands of dollars.
Auto systems are complex; training is advanced. Still no
one needs debt.
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Apply Today
Visit our apply page for easy
steps to register, plus chat is
available to help you with
regsitration. Registration is
open now!

Automotive
Technology
Merced College's Automotive
Technology program is
recognized and certified by
the National Automotive
Technicians Education
Foundation (NATEF) as an
Automotive Service

Apply Today

Excellence (ASE) program..

Learn More

Team
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Career
Technical
Education
Merced College offers career
technical education with
cutting-edge training and job
preparation in one, two or
three semesters.

Explore Options

Team: Rebecca Abarca
Rebecca joins Merced College as a Clinical
Coordinator/Professor for the Diagnostic
Radiologic Technology Program
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Welcome, Rebecca.

What is your role at Merced College?

What is a fun fact about you?

My role at Merced College is Clinical Coordinator/Instructor for the

Once upon a time I was a cheerleader for Merced College. Right after

Diagnostic Radiologic Technology Program. I instruct students

high school I had dreams of being a San Francisco 49ers

enrolled in the program in the classroom, lab, and clinic settings.

cheerleader. After realizing this wasn't going to be a reality, I settled
at Merced College to get my associates degree. Now I'm just a

Why did you choose higher education as a career path?

cheerleader from my living room every Sunday. Go Niners!

As a radiologic technologist, I've been told by many former co-

What do you like to do outside of work?

workers and past radiology instructors that I would make a great
instructor myself. I started as a clinical preceptor while working at

I love spending time with my family. I do arts and crafts with my

El Portal Imaging Center. Soon after I began working as an

daughter and I enjoy watching my son play basketball and football. I

adjunct clinical supervisor and assisting other instructors in the

also love movies and anything Disney. My husband, kids, and I try to

radiology program. Once a full-time position opened up, I just

take an annual Disney trip. This quarantine life has put a little wrench

knew I wanted to take on the role.

in our usual plans. We can't wait to get back there!

Why did you choose to work at Merced College?
Do you have a community college connection/story?

Honestly in the very beginning, Merced College chose me. I was
working full-time as a radiologic technologist and the program

Yes! I actually graduated from the Merced College Diagnostic

director for the radiology program at the time asked me to be an

Radiologic Technology Program in December of 2006. I am proud to

adjunct clinical supervisor. I really grew to love the job and loved

be an alumna of Merced College. And now I can say I am a proud

working for Merced College. The more I worked with students the

full-time employee of Merced College.

more I knew that I wanted to do this full-time. The employees at
Merced College are more like a family and I love being a part of
that. When the opportunity came, it was an easy decision to
make.

What part of the job do you enjoy the most?
During this time of distance learning, I have been forced to be
really creative in coming up with ways to reach the students and
make their learning impactful. Learning a hands-on job through
the computer is not ideal but it can be done. Finding the ways to
get it done has been challenging yet very rewarding. I truly feel
that some of things I'm getting out of this experience will be kept
when we go back to traditional learning

22 / 23

Other Editions
Read Other Editions

SHARE THIS

23 / 23

