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CAMPUS
SNAPSHOTS
Although Spring Commencement was postponed 

until Sept. 12, 2020, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, 

two socially distanced pre-Commencement 

celebrations took place in May at The University 

of Texas at El Paso. One event saw nine ROTC 

cadets become commissioned officers in the 

U.S. Army during a ceremony May 15, 2020, 

at Centennial Plaza. During another event, 20 

graduates from UTEP’s Clinical Laboratory Science 

program received their white lab coats during a 

special drive-in ceremony Saturday, May 16.
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M E S S AG E  F R O M  T H E  P R E S I D E N T

A L U M N I  M A G A Z I N E
The University of Texas at El Paso

September 1918, 
the first Dean 
of Texas’ State 
School of Mines 

and Metallurgy, Steve Worrell, 
reopened campus where it stands 
today – after a terrible fire destroyed 
the main building at its original site. 
Six weeks later, the Spanish flu broke 
out in El Paso. The School of Mines 
was closed and quarantined, as were 
most businesses in town.  

I was thinking about Dean Worrell 
as we closed campus this past spring 
and transitioned thousands of 
students to education by distance.  

Of course, today, we have tools and 
technology that were not available in 
1918. When the COVID-19 pandemic 
reached El Paso, the determination 
among faculty and staff to learn and 
use those tools, and then innovate 
ways to quickly shift the entire 
curriculum for 25,000 students 
to distance-enabled learning was 
remarkable. In 10 days, we tripled 
our bandwidth, reimagined over 4,000 courses, and acquired grants to supply laptops and WiFi 
pucks to more than 2,000 students. We just got things done.   

While we experienced a few expected glitches, we also experienced unexpected triumphs. 
Music students, although separated physically, performed joyous concerts virtually. Faculty 
across all disciplines learned new skills, engaged students in new ways, and had greater 
success in meeting students during office hours. And, research at all levels continued. 

UTEP’s role in the Paso del Norte region is to serve our community and our students. 
In this issue, you’ll learn a little about how we have done so during one of the most 
unprecedented times in our storied history. 

Just before we left campus, UTEP was designated a Community Engaged Institution by the 
Carnegie Foundation. With that recognition, the University joined only 28 institutions in the 
United States and three in Texas to hold both top tier research and community engagement 
distinctions from the Carnegie Foundation.

As the pandemic took hold of our community, UTEP faculty, staff and students mobilized 
to validate those designations in myriad ways. 

While most of us worked from home, small groups did continue their research on campus, 
particularly those working to help the region mitigate the virus. When the city needed 
expanded testing capacity, UTEP set up an expansion on our campus. When hospitals needed 
help managing shortages of protective equipment, UTEP engineers helped brainstorm 
solutions. When it looked like there wouldn’t be enough ventilators, UTEP 3D printed them.  

This fall will mark my first year at UTEP. In my first address to campus, I spoke about C.L. 
Sonnichsen and how, back in the early 1930s, he and his colleagues met the challenges of their 
day. He described a school that was “desperately needed” and said, the faculty “did the work 
that came to hand.”  

Some things haven’t changed. 
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Whether you’re a student 
or an alumnus, our 
Homecoming guide can 
help you plan this year’s 
celebration. Get ready to 
see the Miners take the 
field and meet this year’s 
contingent of Distinguished 
Alumni and Gold Nuggets.

4
Homecoming 
2020

Features

Departments

UTEP’s Center for 
Community Engagement 
has spent the last two 
decades supporting 
and streamlining the 
campus’ community-based 
initiatives. That devotion 
culminated this year 
when UTEP received the 
Community Engagement 
Classification from the 
Carnegie Foundation.

A steady rise in national 
academic and research 
prominence has attracted 
top-flight talent to UTEP’s 
faculty and research 
ranks. Some of the 
country’s biggest names in 
aerospace, public health, 
engineering and more 
are now helping facilitate 
the University’s mission.

The onset of COVID-19 
created an unprecedented 
situation that completely 
changed the scope of 
campus operations. It also 
prompted a significant 
response from UTEP 
faculty, staff and students 
to contend with and 
overcome the pandemic.

28 34 40
Community 
Engaged Campus

Top Tier 
Hires 

UTEP Responds 
to COVID-19 On the Cover

The University of 
Texas at El Paso has 
earned the Community 
Engagement 
Classification — the 
Carnegie Foundation’s 
highest standard 
of recognition for 
institutions that 
maintain mutually 
beneficial partnerships 
with local, regional 
and national 
communities. Photo by 
Ivan Pierre Aguirre
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Monster Jam wowed 
audiences March 6-7, 2020, at 
Sun Bowl Stadium with its high-
octane, four-wheeled action. 
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WELCOME HOME
The countdown has begun for The University of Texas at El Paso’s annual 
Homecoming celebration during the week of Oct. 11-17, 2020.

Homecoming is an extraordinary time when the campus brims with the 
spirit that emanates from the University’s many alumni, students and 
friends who gather to celebrate what it means to be a Miner. Let your pride 
shine during the week’s festivities. Whether you are a Golden Grad, a recent 
graduate or a current student, there is something for everyone. 

Make plans to attend UTEP’s 2020 Homecoming celebration. Visit  
utep.edu/homecoming for a calendar of events and up-to-date information 
on Homecoming 2020. Welcome home, Miners!

GE T  THE  L AT E S T  UPDAT E S  ON HOMECOMING E V ENTS  AT  UT EP. EDU/ HOMECOMING
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HOME
COMING 
2020

MULTI-DAY  
EVENTS
Monday, Oct. 12 -  
Wednesday, Oct. 14 
Homecoming 2020 Office 
Decorating Contest
•  Participating offices across campus.

•  Alejandra Lopez, 915-747-8416

•  Registration required: alumni.
utep.edu/contest

Tuesday, Oct. 13
UTEP Alumni Association 
Past Presidents' Breakfast
• 8:30-10:30 a.m.

•  Peter and Margaret de Wetter 
Center (Alumni Lodge) patio

•  Judith Heredia-Perry, 915-747-6361

• By invitation only

Wednesday, Oct. 14
College of Business Administration 
Gold Nugget Reception $
• 4:30-6 p.m.

• Tomás Rivera Conference 
Center (TRCC), Union 
Building East, Room 308

• Laura Ceniceros, 915-747-7785

• By invitation only

• RSVP: lvceniceros@utep.edu

2020 Gold Nugget Award 
Recipient & Friends of the 
College of Health Sciences
• 4-5:30 p.m.

•  Health Sciences and Nursing 
Building, Curlin Plaza

• Cynthia Perales, 915-747-7201

• By invitation only

•  RSVP: chsapp.utep.edu/
goldnuggetfriends/

College of Liberal Arts 2020 Gold 
Nugget and Alumni Celebration
• 5:30-8:30 p.m.

•  Fox Fine Arts Building, 
Recital Hall, second floor

•  Yvonne Rolph, 915-747-6495

•  RSVP:  
ycarranz@utep.edu

Friday, Oct. 16
College of Education Gold 
Nugget Breakfast
• 8:30-11 a.m.

•  Hilton Garden Inn/University 
111 W. University Ave.

•  Susana Aguirre, 915-747-5783

• By invitation only

Golden Grads Campus Tour $
• 9-11 a.m.

•  Meet at Miner Alley (behind 
the University Bookstore)

•  Melissa Rivas, 915-747-5592

•  Registration required: alumni.
utep.edu/goldengrads

Heritage House 100th 
Anniversary Celebration
• 11 a.m.-1 p.m.

•  Heritage House and parking lot 
next to the Heritage House

•  Pam Pippen, 915-747-8600

Homecoming Civil Engineering 
and Construction Engineering & 
Management Alumni Luncheon
• 11:30 a.m.-1:30 p.m.

•  Chemistry and Computer 
Science Building courtyard

•  Concha Ruiz, 915-747-6943

• RSVP: ruiz@utep.edu

Annual International Potluck
• 11:30 a.m.-1:30 p.m.

•  Liberal Arts Building, Room 109

• Laura Mendoza

•  RSVP:  
lemendoza2@utep.edu

Arabic Cuisine $
• Noon-4 p.m.

•  Liberal Arts Building, Room 220

•  Maissa Khatib, 915-747-7031

•  RSVP:  
fsmasoud@utep.edu or 
mkhatib@utep.edu

UTEP Black Alumni Network 
(UBAN) BBQ $
• Noon-3 p.m.

•  McCall Center, 3231 Wyoming Ave.
•  Jessica Castro, 915-747-6475

Thursday, Oct. 15
2020 Homecoming Breakfast 
in Honor of School of 
Nursing Gold Nugget 
• 7:30-9 a.m.

•  Health Sciences and Nursing 
Building, location to be determined

•  Margie Lopez,  
915-747-8194 or 915-920-4868

• By invitation only

•  RSVP:  
minernursing@utep.edu  

College of Science 
Distinguished Alumnus and 
Gold Nugget Breakfast
• 9-10:30 a.m.

•  Chemistry and Computer Science 
Building, second floor lobby

•  Roxanne Giron, 915-747-5042

Homecoming Pep Rally
• 10 a.m.-noon

•  Union Building East, 
second floor lounge

•  Eliana Grijalva, 915-747-5528

Golden Grads Meet and Greet $
• 3-6 p.m.

•  Peter and Margaret de Wetter 
Center (Alumni Lodge)

•  Melissa Rivas, 915-747-5592

•  Registration required: alumni.
utep.edu/goldengrads

UTEP Black Alumni Network 
(UBAN) Meet and Greet $
• 6-9 p.m.

•  Hilton Garden Inn/University 
111 W. University Ave.

•  Jessica Castro, 915-747-6475

• Registration required

Golden Grads Friday Night Social $
• 6-9 p.m.

•  G&R Restaurant, 401 
E. Nevada Ave.

•  Melissa Rivas, 915-747-5592

•  Registration required:  
alumni.utep.edu/goldengrads

2020 Distinguished Alumni 
Awards Dinner $
• 6:30-9:30 p.m.

• Don Haskins Center

•  Judith Heredia-Perry, 915-747-6361

•  RSVP: www.alumni.utep.edu

Saturday, Oct. 17
Engineering Alumni and Gold 
Nugget Homecoming Breakfast 
• 8-11 a.m.

•  Tomás Rivera Conference 
Center (TRCC), Union 
Building East, Room 308

•  Alejandrina Morton,  
aamorton2@utep.edu, 915-747-6917

Communication 
Homecoming Brunch 

• 10 a.m.-noon

• Cotton Memorial Building lawn 

• Richard Pineda, 915-747-5129

• RSVP: roantill@utep.edu 

UTEP Black Alumni Network 
(UBAN)/African-American Studies 
Program Black Alumni Summit
• 10 a.m.-noon

• Templeton Suite

• Union Building East, Room 313

• Jessica Castro, 915-747-6475

Golden Grads Luncheon $
• 11:30 a.m.-1 p.m.

•  Hilton Garden Inn/University, 
111 W. University Ave.

• Melissa Rivas, 915-747-5592

•  Registration required:  
alumni.utep.edu/goldengrads

Pickaxe Tailgate Party $
• 3:30-6:30 p.m.

• Kidd Field

•  Office of Alumni Relations, 
915-747-8600

•  Registration required: 
alumni.utep.edu

Homecoming Football 
Game vs. Southern Miss
• 7 p.m.

• Sun Bowl Stadium

•  UTEP Ticket Center, 915-747-5234

CALENDAR

GE T  THE  L AT E S T  UPDAT E S  ON HOMECOMING E V ENTS  AT  UT EP. EDU/ HOMECOMING

Disclaimer: All events are subject to change based on the status of the COVID-19 pandemic and local health guidelines.

$ = Event has a cost



J. Steve DeGroat
BBA, 1972 | MBA, 1975

Steve DeGroat believes the greatest gift 
one can give is access to higher education. 
This sentiment has continually motivated 
him to give back and support students from 
his alma mater — The University of Texas at 
El Paso — who are in pursuit of their college 
degrees.

DeGroat’s parents instilled an expectation 
that he would attend college. Born and raised in El Paso, he had access 
to UTEP and its exceptional and affordable education. During his 
first semester at the University, DeGroat immediately got involved on 
campus. He joined Kappa Sigma Fraternity and later was a member of 
the Interfraternity Council. He also was active in intramural sports.

Early on, DeGroat knew he wanted to pursue a career in business, 

and once he earned his bachelor’s degree 
in 1972, he immediately went to work at 
Southwest National Bank in El Paso as a 
management trainee. 

“During my five years there, I learned all the 
aspects of commercial banking and attended 
UTEP for night classes to obtain an MBA 
during 1973-1975,” DeGroat said. “UTEP 
taught me how to learn, so that when I started 
my career, I was well-prepared to learn fast.”

As a UTEP alumnus, DeGroat has remained 
engaged with the University as a volunteer 
and a philanthropist. He has served as 
president of the Alumni Association and as a 
member of multiple boards to include Friends 
of the Library, Legacy Campaign Cabinet, 
and the College of Business Administration 
Advisory Council.

In line with his belief in access to higher 
education, DeGroat and his wife, Martini, 
have established and funded two UTEP 
scholarships — the J. Stephen DeGroat and 
Martini DeGroat Endowment Scholarship and 
the Robert C. Heasley Endowment Scholarship 
in Business. Additionally, DeGroat and some 
of his colleagues established the L. Marcus Fry 
Endowment Scholarship Fund.

DeGroat is the longtime owner of Lincoln 
Financial Advisors’ El Paso branch, a financial 
planning firm. The leadership experience he 
has honed has yielded opportunities to serve 
the El Paso community as chairman of the 
board at University Medical Center and the 
YMCA, president of the Ronald McDonald 
House and the Sun Bowl Association, and 
currently as chairman of El Paso Health.

“Giving back is a way to pay back those who 
helped me in my growth, development and 
education,” DeGroat said. “Once I got involved 
in community activities, more and more 
opportunities came my way and I was enriched 
by my participation.”  – Christina Rodriguez

“UTEP taught me how 
to learn, so that when I 
started my career, I  
was well-prepared to 
learn fast.”

D I S T I N G U I S H E D  A L U M N I  2 0 2 0
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Joe M. Gomez
B.A. History, 1970

“I am what 
I am today 
because of the 
well-rounded 
education I 
received at 
UTEP.”

hen alumnus Joe M. Gomez 
graduated from The University of 
Texas at El Paso in 1970, the campus 
remained ingrained in his heart. For 
more than 40 years, the first-generation 
college graduate has been lauded as 
one of the most loyal champions of his 
alma mater who fully embodies the 
Miner spirit.

The native of Puerto Rico moved with his Army soldier father and 
homemaker mother to El Paso when he was a teenager. He graduated 
from Burges High School and decided to attend Texas Western 
College (TWC), now UTEP, due to the institution’s stellar reputation 
in the community.

At TWC, Gomez joined Tau Kappa Epsilon and was the treasurer 

and later the first Hispanic president of 
the Interfraternity Council. He fondly 
remembers how he planted trees at Leech 
Grove during the spring of 1968 and 
organized dances at the Union Building to 
raise money for pledge projects. In 1970, 
he received the Men of Mines Award for 
his outstanding service to the University.  

“I am what I am today because of 
the well-rounded education I received 
at UTEP,” Gomez said. “All the courses 
I took have had an impact on my 
professional life.”

Today, Gomez serves as the director 
of business development and community 
affairs at Jordan Foster Construction 
in El Paso. He has served the El Paso 
community tirelessly and has received 
numerous awards and accolades for 
his service, such as the City of El Paso’s 
Conquistador Award, the McDonald’s 
Hispanos Triunfadores Award and was 
inducted into the El Paso Athletic Hall of 
Fame. In 2017, Texas Gov. Greg Abbott 
appointed him to serve on the Pathways 
to Technology Early College High School 
(P-TECH) Advisory Council.

Gomez’s contributions to the University 
have been numerous. He served on 
UTEP boards, raised money for various 
departments and programs, and provided 
pro bono work for several campus 
projects. In 2006, the College of Liberal 
Arts selected him as one of its Gold 
Nugget Award recipients.

For decades, Gomez has been known 
for his steadfast dedication to promote 
and preserve the history of the 1966 
TWC men’s basketball team that won the 
NCAA Championship. He has worked 
on three documentaries about the team’s 
accomplishment, assisted the Disney 
production team on the 2006 film “Glory 
Road” by providing historical artifacts 
and memorabilia used in the movie that 
told the team’s story, and was awarded 
the El Paso Historical Society Hall of 
Honor Award for his work to preserve 
the team’s history.

“I graduated but never really left 
because of my love for UTEP and wanted 
to make things better through time or 
treasure,” Gomez said.   
– Christina Rodriguez

D I S T I N G U I S H E D  A L U M N I  2 0 2 0
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R. Noel  
Longuemare
B.S. Electrical Engineering,  
1952 

“Attending UTEP was a pivotal point 
in my life. It opened up amazing 
new doors, and gave me the 
confidence to take advantage of 
the many resulting opportunities.”

Noel Longuemare has enjoyed a host 
of notable achievements and accolades 
throughout more than four decades in the 
electrical engineering industry. He said the 
springboard to his fruitful career was The 
University of Texas at El Paso.

After earning his bachelor’s degree 
from UTEP in 1952, Longuemare began his professional career with 
Westinghouse, where he played a lead role in the development of 
modern radar and avionics systems for airborne, land and surface 
applications, as well as advanced space systems. The Westinghouse 
Electronic Systems Group eventually named him corporate vice 
president and general manager of its systems development and 
technology divisions. 

Longuemare earned a master’s degree in electrical engineering in 
1982 from Johns Hopkins University in Baltimore, Maryland, and 

completed the Stanford University Business 
School’s Executive Program in Palo Alto, 
California. But it was UTEP where the roots of 
success were planted.

“Attending UTEP was a pivotal point in my 
life,” Longuemare said. “It opened up amazing 
new doors, and gave me the confidence to take 
advantage of the many resulting opportunities.”

After 41 years at Westinghouse, Longuemare 
accepted in 1993 a four-year appointment by 
President Bill Clinton to serve as the Principal 
Deputy Under Secretary of Defense for 
Acquisition and Technology at the Pentagon, 
where he was responsible for the U.S. 
Department of Defense’s (DoD) $100 billion 
acquisition budget. Within that assignment, 
Longuemare also served as Acting Under 
Secretary of Defense, and represented the United 
States on the NATO Defense Ministers panel 
in Brussels, Belgium. Additionally, he hosted 
the 1997 Tri-Lateral Defense Conference in 
Vancouver, Canada. For his many contributions, 
he was awarded three DoD Distinguished 
Public Service awards and the prestigious David 
Packard acquisitions award. 

Throughout his career, Longuemare has served 
in top-level management and technical positions 
for the DoD and the aerospace industry. 
Additionally, he holds eight patents and 17 patent 
disclosures. 

Today, Longuemare oversees Longuemare 
Consultants Inc. and continues to participate in 
studies and advisory boards for the government 
and industry. He is a member of the executive 
advisory board for the U.S. Navy, the Strategic 
Red Team for the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology/Lincoln Laboratories, and UTEP’s 
Engineering Advisory Board.  

Longuemare said in addition to UTEP, he 
attributes his success to a wonderful upbringing 
from his father and family, whose love, example 
and guidance instilled a sense of integrity and 
strong work ethic.   – Darlene Barajas

8 The University of Texas at El Paso
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Buzz Graves  
B.S. Physics, 1977
M.S. Physics, 1979

“I owe a great 
debt to so many 
people I have 
been privileged 
to know and 
work with over 
my career...”

uzz Graves possesses a gregarious nature 
that was thoroughly enjoyed by close friends 
in his physics courses in the late 1970s at The 
University of Texas at El Paso.

That personality was introduced to the 
entire campus in October 1977 when a photo 
of Graves — who organized a student-viewing 
of the year’s solar eclipse — prominently 
graced the front page of The Prospector, 

UTEP’s campus newspaper. While Graves didn’t literally outshine 
the sun, his appearance was a harbinger of the bright future that 
awaited him.

Graves earned his bachelor’s degree in physics in 1977 and 
followed that up with a master’s in 1979. Former classmates say 
the Tucson, Arizona, native possessed a tireless work ethic, which 
manifested itself in various physics projects. Graves was constantly 
toiling in the lab fixing equipment with grease-covered fingers, 

setting up telescopes and organizing 
trips to nearby observatories. He was 
a member of the UTEP chapter of 
the Society of Physics Students, an 
organization he presided over for a 
number of years.

After graduating, he was immediately 
recruited by the National Solar 
Observatory in Sunspot, New Mexico, to 
assemble its refractive solar coronagraph 
telescope. Two years later, he joined the 
Kitt Peak Observatory near Tucson, where 
he began pioneering the use of digital 
sensors for ultraviolet, visible and infrared 
observations. In 1989, Graves traversed 
the Pacific Ocean to join the University 
of Hawaii Institute for Astronomy, which 
is home to some of the world’s largest 
optical telescopes atop Mauna Kea on the 
Big Island.

While in Honolulu, Graves obtained 
funding for 11 years from the National 
Science Foundation to invent adaptive 
optics, a concept that revolutionized 
astronomical observations. Ground-based 
telescopes with larger apertures could 
now surpass the resolution of the Hubble 
Space Telescope once the atmospheric 
blurring could be removed. This emerging 
technology brought notoriety for Graves 
through abundant publications, citations 
and a place in astronomy textbooks.

In 2000, Graves founded Laplacian 
Optics Inc., which later became AOptix 
Technologies, in Campbell, California. 
At AOptix, he applied his adaptive 
optics experience to obtain 20 patents in 
areas of free space laser communications 
and iris identification. In recent years, 
Graves has worked as a consultant with 
Koshla Ventures, KLA-Tencor and 
SA Photonics. Today, he is a full-time 
employee with Apple working on current 
and future products.

“I owe a great debt to so many people 
I have been privileged to know and work 
with over my career, understanding that 
accomplishing major goals is not a solo 
adventure, it is the collective work of 
many who can reach for amazing things,” 
Graves said. “UTEP was critical in helping 
mold a work and relationship ethic that 
lives with me today.”  – Pablo Villa



Dwayne M. Aboud, M.D.
College of Science 
B.S. Biological Sciences, 1970
 
Dwayne M. Aboud, M.D., said the academic rigor he first 
encountered at The University of Texas at El Paso posed a 
significant challenge, but it helped set him on a path to success.

Aboud enjoyed a 40-year career as a private practice internal 
medicine physician and has served as medical director of Elara 
Caring Hospice in El Paso since 2006.  

After graduating from UTEP, Aboud attended medical 
school at the Autonomous University of Guadalajara in Mexico 
before completing an advanced clinical year at the University of 
Pennsylvania School of Medicine. He completed his residency at 
New York University Booth Memorial Medical Center. 

Aboud has given back to the El Paso community through service 
on boards including the Paso del Norte Health Foundation and El 
Paso Diabetes Association. He also has served as team physician 
and clinic coordinator for UTEP Athletics since 1988. Aboud 
founded the El Paso Border Youth Athletic Association in 1999 
and was inducted into the El Paso Baseball Hall of Fame in 2018.

“To be honest, I was ill-prepared for college,” Aboud said. 
“UTEP was very challenging on several levels but mostly in 
academics. UTEP was there for me and taught me how to study 
and most of all perseverance. I graduated at the top of my medical 
school class, advanced clinical year and residency. I owe all of this 
to The University of Texas at El Paso.”  – Darlene Barajas

Gloria Greve Perry-George
College of Education
B.S. Elementary Education, 1966
(posthumous)
Gloria Greve Perry-George was a lifelong learner and educator. 
The California native moved to El Paso with her family when 
she was young. Perry-George enrolled at Texas Western College 
(now The University of Texas at El Paso) and joined the Tri-Delta 
Sorority and the SPURS Honor Society.

The El Paso Independent School District employed her for 21 
years, where she was a mentor and educator at several elementary 
and middle schools. The most important message she shared with 
her students was to obtain a college education, and she learned 
that at UTEP. 

“Without this formative education through UTEP, Gloria may 
not have succeeded as well as she did in her career,” said Gayle 
Hunt, her twin sister.  

After years as an educator, she became executive director of 
the Mary L. Peyton Foundation, a nonprofit that offered financial 
assistance to those in need to include students who wanted to attend 
UTEP. Perry-George stayed involved with her alma mater through 
continuing education courses and attendance at athletic events.

Her community service through the years included work with 
PTAs, Girl Scouts, and various philanthropic groups. She traveled 
the world and, always the educator, she would visit schools to learn 
about their curriculum and teaching methods. 

Perry-George projected a positive light in her later years despite 
several bouts with cancer, which eventually claimed her life in 
2019.   – Daniel Perez

G O L D  N U G G E T S 
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Harry (Hap) Lamberth 
College of Engineering
B.S. Electrical Engineering, 1962

A passion to become an engineer drove Harry (Hap) Lamberth 
to return to Texas Western College, now The University of Texas 
at El Paso, in the late 1950s after a stint as a technician at White 
Sands Missile Range (WSMR).   

After he earned his degree, Lamberth worked at WSMR and at 
Cape Canaveral Air Force Station’s Eastern Range in Florida before 
starting a telephone equipment manufacturing company in El 
Paso. In 1979, Lamberth moved to California, where he worked on 
military communications and electrical power conversion systems 
for companies such as Hughes Aircraft and L3 Power Systems. He 
later established his own consulting firm, HRL Company.

Lamberth said one of his most significant achievements was 
work on a U.S. Army battlefield radar fire control system that 
shortened the duration of Operation Desert Storm. 

Lamberth has enjoyed many professional memberships 
and continues to serve on the UTEP College of Engineering 
Advisory Board. 

“TWC presented an ideal combination of everything I needed 
to obtain a solid engineering education in a predictable time 
frame,” Lamberth said. “My part-time work at Schellenger Labs in 
close contact with my professors was essentially an engineering 
internship, giving me the ability to take responsible charge of 
projects at WSMR soon after graduation. This led to a fast-track 
career.”  – Darlene Barajas

Allie Trimble-Lozano 
School of Nursing
BSN, 2002

 
Since earning a Bachelor of Science in Nursing degree from 
The University of Texas at El Paso, Allie Trimble-Lozano has 
helped to expand health care access to the state’s growing 
communities in far West Texas and the greater San Antonio and 
San Marcos areas. 

Trimble-Lozano, regional chief executive officer of 
The Hospitals of Providence microhospitals with Emerus 
Holdings Inc., has led the development and operation of three 
neighborhood hospitals in Horizon City and in Northeast and 
far East El Paso, and eight health care facilities in San Antonio.

Since 2002, Trimble-Lozano, an El Paso native, has worked 
her way up from critical care nurse to one of the most successful 
health care administrators in the Paso del Norte region. 

Among her notable accomplishments, Trimble-Lozano 
successfully established 12 urgent care centers from El Paso to 
the Interstate 35 corridor from San Antonio to Austin. 

“I have been blessed with the opportunity to build an 
incredibly strong, talented, and cohesive team of caregivers, 
subject matter experts, and leaders for what I have coined the 
‘San Paso Region,’” said Trimble-Lozano, who holds a Master of 
Business Administration degree from the University of Phoenix. 
“Together we have been honored to bring health care to areas 
that were previously incredibly underserved within the El Paso 
community as well as the San Antonio community.”   
– Laura L. Acosta



Victor L. Medina
College of Health Sciences
M.S. Rehabilitation Counseling, 
2014

After a roadside bomb explosion in Iraq in 2009 left Victor L. 
Medina with a traumatic brain injury, or TBI, doctors warned the 
Army sergeant first class that he would never learn anything new. 
But Medina, an 18-year Army veteran and Purple Heart recipient, 
proved them wrong. In 2014, he graduated with a Master of 
Rehabilitation Counseling from UTEP and a 4.0 GPA. 

Medina credits UTEP with helping him thrive as a veteran 
with combat wounds. He and his wife, Roxana Delgado, Ph.D., 
a UTEP alumna, have become advocates for TBI awareness, 
working to improve care and services for brain-injured service 
members and civilians. 

“UTEP’s Master of Rehabilitation Counseling program equipped 
me with the necessary skills and knowledge to continue to provide 
meaningful service to the community of people with disabilities,” 
said Medina, who has testified in front of the U.S. Senate Veterans’ 
Affairs Committee. “My experience at UTEP broadened my vision 
and was very instrumental in my personal redefinition of success.”  

During his recovery, Medina shared his story on  
tbiwarrior.com to help other soldiers and their families. 

The website has since evolved into the TBI Warrior Foundation, 
which Medina established in 2018 with the mission to improve the 
quality of life of veterans, civilians and children living with brain 
injuries and their caregivers.   – Laura L. Acosta 

Marcela Navarrete 
College of Business Administration
BBA Accounting, 1989

Marcela Navarrete received a full scholarship to study 
accounting at The University of Texas at El Paso, but her alma 
mater’s greatest gift was the preparation she received to meet the 
demands of the professional world. 

After she graduated from UTEP, Navarrete worked for a 
local accounting firm and the City of El Paso. In 1993, she 
joined El Paso Water as an accountant. Throughout her 20-plus 
year career with the utility, she steadily climbed the ranks and 
eventually became the first woman to serve as chief financial 
officer. Today, Navarrete is vice president of strategic, financial 
and management services. 

Navarrete has volunteered on many community and 
professional boards. In 2016, El Paso Inc. named her a Woman 
of Impact. Additionally, Navarrete has served with various 
associations including the Texas Society of Certified Public 
Accountants, Government Finance Officers Association and 
American Water Works Association. 

“The accounting degree that I received at UTEP really did 
launch my career,” Navarrete said. “It gave me the foundation to 
be a good accountant, which led to higher and higher positions 
in management. Had it not been for that foundation, I would not 
have the career that I have had. The courses were rigorous and 
demanding, which I truly believe prepared me for the demands 
that I face at work every day.”  – Darlene Barajas

G O L D  N U G G E T S 

12 The University of Texas at El Paso
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Carlos Spector
College of Liberal Arts
B.A. Criminal Justice, 1978
M.A. Sociology, 1981
Carlos Spector, born and raised in El Paso, has been described 
as patient and obsessive. Add to that the belief in tolerance and 
support of diversity taught to him by his New York Jewish father 
and “Valle de Juárez” Mexican mother and one can understand why 
he has represented Mexicans who have fled the violence and sought 
asylum in the United States.

The El Paso native enlisted in the Air Force after high school and 
served most of his time in Germany. After an honorable discharge, 
he spent one year in an Israeli kibbutz (commune) and returned to 
El Paso to enroll at UTEP, where he honed his analytical skills that 
led to his decision to pursue a law degree. 

Throughout the years, he has participated with several civil and 
immigration rights groups such as LULAC and the Texas Latino-
Jewish Alliance and co-founded Mexicanos En Exilio. His work has 
been honored by many human rights organizations and featured in 
two award-winning Mexican documentaries as well as in Mexican 
and Canadian doctoral dissertations. 

To give back, Spector has taught a Mexican political asylum 
course as a guest lecturer with UTEP’s Center for Inter-American 
and Border Studies program, which he said has confirmed his 
commitment to the University and the border.

“I’ve loved UTEP for as long as I can remember,” Spector said. 
“I took great pride in the school because of the ’66 championship 
basketball team and because it’s my father’s alma mater. I knew that 
is where I would pursue my education.”  – Daniel Perez

DISTINGUISHED GUESTS
Texas House Committee on Redistricting
The Texas House Committee on Redistricting conducted a 
public hearing Jan. 9, 2020, in UTEP’s Magoffin Auditorium. The 
committee’s goal was to familiarize themselves with the area’s 
voting patterns and general interests in anticipation of the 2021 
legislative redistricting process. The elected officials heard the 
public’s concerns about unjust redistricting practices in El Paso, 
which has a large Hispanic population, and how they could affect 
U.S. Census results. In response to the testimony, the committee 
suggested community members visit an app that includes statistics 
and interactive maps that the Legislature will use as it redraws 
district lines with the community’s best interests in mind. 

Texas House Select Committee  
on Mass Violence Prevention 
The Texas House Select Committee on Mass Violence Prevention 
held a meeting to discuss mass violence prevention and 
community safety at UTEP’s El Paso Natural Gas Conference Center 
on Jan. 9, 2020. It marked the first time the committee conducted 
a field hearing in El Paso. Among the 13 legislators in attendance 
was state Rep. Joe Moody, who strongly expressed the necessity to 
reach a consensus on gun reform. The meeting allowed community 
members impacted by the Aug. 3, 2019, Walmart shooting in El 
Paso to address state lawmakers with concerns regarding public 
safety, and request the establishment of communication procedures 
with local, state and federal authorities to improve future potential 
threat identification.

Thomas B. Modly
Thomas B. Modly, former Acting Secretary of the Navy, 
underscored the importance of constructive skepticism and 
education in his Centennial Lecture delivered Jan. 28, 2020. 
Modly, who resigned from his position in April 2020, identified the 
foundation of success in the American education system as an 
individual’s ability to acquire knowledge, think inquisitively and be 
intellectually skeptical in the pursuit of truth and understanding. 
After expressing great appreciation for the valor and selflessness 
of individuals in the U.S. armed forces, he implored that all be 
mindful of their ability to contribute to the unity and solidarity of 
society and the nation as a whole.

Tracy K. Smith
The University of Texas at El Paso hosted an evening with former 
U.S. Poet Laureate Tracy K. Smith on Jan. 30, 2020. Smith, professor 
of creative writing and chair of the Lewis Center for the Arts 
at Princeton University, is a Pulitzer Prize-winning author who 
attracted attendants well beyond the anticipated 200 for the event. 
Smith read selections from her latest work, “Wade in the Water,” 
accompanied by a Spanish translation reading from Andrea Cote-
Botero, Ph.D., UTEP assistant professor and poet. Smith’s poems 
engage the topics of identity, oppression, racial discrimination and 
citizenship, driven by themes of social justice and feminism.

Margaret Spellings
Margaret Spellings, CEO of Texas 2036, visited UTEP to deliver 
her Centennial Lecture titled “The Future of Higher Education” on 
Feb. 18, 2020. The former U.S. secretary of education addressed 
the current statistics indicating dissension between the American 
public and higher education. Spellings assessed that establishing 
communication between colleges and young students is essential 
in combating the notion that college is reserved for the elite. 
Furthermore, sustaining high expectations and motivation will 
increase enrollment and degree completion. Spellings recognized 
the significance of universities such as UTEP, which provide 
affordable world-class research opportunities as they maintain 
maximum accessibility and support within the community.   
– Compiled by Julian Herrera

13utep.edu 
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Physical disabilities, feelings of isolation and 
mental health issues such as post-traumatic stress 
disorder are some of the unique challenges student 
veterans face in higher education. 

Researchers in The University of Texas at El Paso’s 
Veteran VVell-Being Lab (V 3) suggest that hope 
and positivity can help former service members 
successfully transition to college life. 

HAPPINESS 
U T E P  L A B  S T U D I E S  H O W  H A P P I N E S S  B E N E F I T S  V E T E R A N S 
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“Instead of only focusing on 
depression and anxiety, we 
also look at hope, optimism, 
resiliency, positive emotion, health 
engagement and well-being.”

EMRE UMUCU, PH.D.
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Led by Emre Umucu, Ph.D., the V 3 lab 
in the College of Health Sciences explores 
protective factors to improve the health and 
happiness of individuals with disabilities 
and chronic conditions. For example, he 
investigates how difficult emotions, chronic 
illness, mental illness, and other disabilities 
experienced by veterans can lead to positive 
change. 

 “Instead of only focusing on depression 
and anxiety, we also look at hope, optimism, 
resiliency, positive emotion, health 
engagement and well-being,” said Umucu, 
a UTEP rehabilitation counseling assistant 
professor since 2017. “By helping veterans 
focus on their strengths, we believe they can 
overcome emotional, physical and academic 
barriers and successfully integrate into 
college life.” 

Umucu, an award-winning researcher, has 
secured many grants and published several 
peer-reviewed articles on positive psychology 
since 2017. 

“This research is really about focusing on 
the mindset, and how having some hope and 
gratitude can push someone forward because 
it’s hard to go on when you’re dealing with 
mental illness or any kind of chronic illness,” 
said Renee Viramontes, one of five V 3 lab 
graduate research assistants. 

Umucu expects his research will have 
important implications for student 
veteran outcomes in higher education 
that will prompt institutions to implement 
interventions that will help former military 
members transition to college life. 

Nadia Muñoz, director of UTEP’s Military 
Student Success Center, said Umucu’s 
research is critical to discovering areas where 
the center can better support the educational 
goals of the University’s nearly 3,000 military-
affiliated students.

“Campus life is very different for people 
coming from the military,” Muñoz said. “We 
want to provide them with the resources and 
financial benefits that they earned through 
their service to our country that will ensure a 
successful transition to student life.”  
– Laura L. Acosta 

“THIS RESEARCH IS REALLY 
ABOUT FOCUSING ON THE 
MINDSET, AND HOW HAVING 
SOME HOPE AND GRATITUDE 
CAN PUSH SOMEONE FORWARD.”

JOHN WIEBE 
J O H N  W I E B E  N A M E D  P R O V O S T  A N D  

V I C E  P R E S I D E N T  F O R  A C A D E M I C  A F F A I R S

John Wiebe, Ph.D., was named 
Provost and Vice President 
for Academic Affairs of The 
University of Texas at El Paso on 
March 31, 2020. 

As Provost, Wiebe serves as the 
University’s chief academic officer 
responsible for the oversight and 
administration of all academic 
degree programs. He collaborates 
with deans, faculty, staff and 
senior administration across 
campus to continue to develop 
and promote UTEP's nationally 
recognized model that enhances 
the excellence of its academic and 
research programs. Provost Wiebe 
previously served as interim 
provost since January 2019.

“Especially at a time of stress and uncertainty for 
so many, it has been inspiring to work with students, 
staff, faculty, chairs and deans who are joined 
together by a clearly defined and deeply meaningful 
institutional mission,” Provost Wiebe said. “People 
who work at UTEP make a real difference in the 
world, whether in the lives of individual students and 
their families or through leading innovative initiatives 
on campus, in the community, or around the globe. 
As we face the current challenge and move forward 
to new opportunities, I am excited to work alongside 
my colleagues to build upon the excellent foundation 
that exists here and serve the region even better in 
the future.”

Provost Wiebe earned his doctorate in clinical 
health psychology from the University of Iowa, having 
completed his undergraduate education at Ohio 
Wesleyan University. He joined the UTEP faculty 
in 1998. Provost Wiebe served two terms as Faculty 
Senate president, became associate provost in 2012 
and vice provost in 2018.

“John has 21 years of experience at UTEP and 
helped to build the institution into a top tier research 
university that is arguably the best Hispanic-serving 
university in the country,” UTEP President Heather 
Wilson said. “He is deeply committed to the students 
we serve and the scholarship we advance.”    
– Christina Rodriguez

HE IS DEEPLY 
COMMITTED 
TO THE 
STUDENTS 
WE SERVE 
AND THE 
SCHOLARSHIP 
WE ADVANCE.

O N L I N E :  F I V E  Q U E S T I O N S  W I T H  J O H N  W I E B E  AT  U T E P. E D U / M AGA Z I N E
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Ruben Aguirre converted hardship 
into driven potential as he resolved 
to become an attorney. A co-founder 
of the UTEP Civil Rights Timeline 
Project and a campaign ambassador 
for a Texas congressman, Aguirre’s 
position as a legislative assistant in the 
UTEP Student Government Association 
and employment as an undergraduate 
assistant at UTEP’s President’s Office 
introduced him to the Law School 
Preparation Institute (LSPI) in the Patti 
and Paul Yetter Center for Law. This 
opportunity culminated in an internship 
at the U.S. Courthouse and a full tuition 
scholarship from Notre Dame  
Law School.  

“This University has given me all of 
the tools to succeed in a demanding 
and difficult field of law. It allowed 
me to overcome numerous obstacles 
throughout my life and has placed my 
family and I in a much better position,” 
he said.

Political Science
Liberal Arts

Future Plans: 
To open his own law firm in  
El Paso and provide UTEP  
students with internships.

RUBEN 
AGUIRRE

T h e  To p  1 0  S e n i o r s  A w a r d s 

a r e  p r e s e n t e d  a n n u a l l y  b y  T h e 

U n i v e r s i t y  o f  Te x a s  a t  

E l  P a s o ’ s  A l u m n i  A s s o c i a t i o n 

t o  t h e  m o s t  z e a l o u s  a n d 

d i s t i n g u i s h e d  f u t u r e  a l u m n i .

S e n i o r s  w h o  a r e  s p r i n g 

g r a d u a t i o n  c a n d i d a t e s  a n d  w i n t e r 

g r a d u a t e s  a r e  e v a l u a t e d  i n  a l l 

a r e a s  o f  t h e i r  a c a d e m i c  c a r e e r s 

a t  U T E P.  R e c i p i e n t s  o f  t h i s 

h o n o r  d i s p l a y  s t r o n g  a d h e r e n c e 

t o  c o m m u n i t y  e n g a g e m e n t , 

s t e a d f a s t  p e r s e v e r a n c e ,  a n d  a 

c o m m i t m e n t  t o  t h e  a d v a n c e m e n t 

o f  n o t  o n l y  t h e m s e l v e s ,  b u t 

t h e i r  p e e r s  a s  w e l l .  T h i s  a w a r d 

r e c o g n i z e s  s t u d e n t s  t h a t 

a p p r o a c h  o p p o s i t i o n  w i t h  h o p e 

a n d  p a s s i o n  t o  t u r n  c h a l l e n g e s 

i n t o  o p p o r t u n i t i e s ,  e m b o d y i n g 

t h e  s p i r i t  o f  a  U T E P  M i n e r .

TOP TEN
SEN10RS
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From childhood, it was clear to 
Bryn Ireland Birdwell that a career in 
education was not a contingency plan, 
but her true calling. 

A recipient of more than 10 awards and 
scholarships, including the UTEP Terry 
Foundation Scholarship, Birdwell was 
accepted into the Miner Student Teaching 
Residency, where she further accumulated 
experience that has contributed to her 
graduate research in the UTEP College of 
Education. She is also a member of Kappa 
Delta Pi, the International Honor Society 
in Education.

“Thanks to the amazing faculty and 
staff in the UTEP College of Education, 
when my two roads diverged, I took the 
road less traveled by – and that truly has 
made all the difference,” she said.

Intent on becoming a surgeon, 
Isaac Noel Gándara acquired a wealth 
of experience and built an extensive 
resume throughout his undergraduate 
career. After being accepted into UTEP’S 
BUILDing SCHOLARS Program, 
Gándara flourished in his research, 
studying at Baylor College of Medicine, 
The University of Texas at Austin, and 
UConn Health. His subsequent research 
capabilities and abstracts enabled him to 
present at conferences and symposiums 
throughout the country. His studies at 
UTEP have created the foundation of 
his scientific endeavors and facilitated 
professional engagement that will drive 
his career and success.

“By choosing to study at UTEP, I 
was granted the opportunity to gain 
extremely valuable experiences that have 
prepared me for [the] future,” he said.

Choosing to study at UTEP was a 
fruitful decision for Yeshey Lham. An 
international student from a rural area 
of the Kingdom of Bhutan, Lham found 
solace in the celebration of cultural 
diversity that UTEP offered. She worked 
as a tutor and an undergraduate student 
assistant, discovering the importance 
of interpersonal engagement. She was a 
member of the Omicron Delta Epsilon 
International Economics Honor Society 
UTEP chapter as well as the Regional 
Economic Development Association. She 
is committed to utilizing her research 
and analytical capabilities to promote 
humanitarian efforts that combat poverty 
and advocate for representation and 
environmental awareness. 

“Even though UTEP is the first 
international campus that I have studied, 
it has always been a home away from 
home. It never failed to open my eyes 
to new opportunities and experiences,” 
Lham said.

Future Plans: 
Remain actively promoting UTEP 

academic and scholarship  
opportunities, and become  

a professor in UTEP’s  
College of Education.

Future Plans: 
To continue medicinal and  

surgical practices in El Paso.

Future Plans: 
Institute a study abroad program  
for UTEP in Bhutan, work for the 

Bhutanese Ministry of Economics,  
and mentor international students.

Applied Learning and  
Development  

Education

Biological Sciences
Science

Economics
Business Administration

BRYN IRELAND 
BIRDWELL

 ISAAC NOEL 
GÁNDARA

YESHEY 
LHAM
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Accounting
Business Administration

Economics
Business Administration

Cellular and Molecular 
 Biochemistry  

Science

SANDRA 
NAVARRETTE

MARLON ANDRE 
PICADO

AIYANA MINEE 
PONCE

Aiyana Minee Ponce thrived in 
the innovative scientific community 
of UTEP. Ponce hopes to counter 
underrepresentation in the field of 
science. She participated in three 
10-week long research programs at 
institutions such as Baylor College of 
Medicine and presented at a multitude of 
national conferences. She also presented 
at the annual BUILD Symposium for 
three years. She broadened her academic 
scope through two travel abroad 
programs, one in which she served in a 
hospital in Buenos Aires, Argentina. She 
ultimately became the president of the 
Medical Professions Organization and 
was named the 2019 College of Science 
Woman of Mines.

“Individuals do not become successful 
on their own, and I attribute my 
involvement on and off campus to 
the UTEP community composed of 
inspirational students and caring faculty/
staff who pushed me to have a high 
standard of excellence,” she said.

Sandra Navarette revered the 
progressive academic and cultural 
dynamic at UTEP. She attended UTEP 
as an international student who took 
advantage of El Programa de Asistencia 
Estudiantil (PASE) and began developing 
fluency in English through the Speech 
and Debate Team. Her analytical 
research on insurance investments 
secured her an internship with 
PricewaterhouseCoopers, a multinational 
consulting service. Navarette was 
selected as a Forbes Under 30 Scholar 
representative and led Vision Mexico, 
exercising her bicultural heritage while 
establishing professional relationships in 
the industry of finance.

“It is the sum of my experiences at 
UTEP that exposed me to new ideas, 
different career opportunities, and 
greatly shaped me as a professional,” 
she said.

Marlon Andre Picado chose UTEP 
for its organizations, opportunity 
and engagement. He participated in 
a multitude of community programs, 
including the Immigration Initiative, 
Southwest Healthcare Executives 
Association, and worked with physicians 
at Texas Tech University Health Sciences 
Center El Paso. Picado was involved 
with the Omicron Delta Epsilon UTEP 
chapter, studied abroad in Cuba, and 
acted as a principal investigator on a 
community outreach project regarding 
the cost of care for migrants. Each of his 
academic endeavors contributed to his 
vision of a collaborative effort to provide 
health care resources to immigrants, 
asylum seekers, and refugees.

“Each UTEP experience prepared 
me to vigorously work toward a path of 
becoming a physician and improving the 
lives of those who yearn for a symbol of 
hope,” he said.

Future Plans: 
Open an inclusive clinic supporting 

underrepresented groups and become 
involved in public policy.

Future Plans: 
Work in New York in finance and 
continue mentoring students in 
the UTEP College of Business 

Administration.

Future Plans: 
Construct a nonprofit on the 

Southwest border for immigrant 
and low-income population  

health clinics.
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Tania Pamela Mariscal Quintana was 
confident that an education at UTEP 
would qualify her for every goal she 
would pursue. Mariscal Quintana, an 
international student, learned English 
and sought financial support for an 
opportunity to attend college in the 
United States. She was the recipient of 
several scholarships, including the UTEP 
Presidential Award. She persevered 
through struggles with employers, which 
spurred her to embrace her bilingualism 
and heritage. She represented UTEP 
in nine Fortune 500 firms and was 
subsequently accepted into programs 
with Harvard University and Forbes, and 
attained an internship with BlackRock on 
Wall Street. 

“I developed personally and 
professionally through my academic 
and extracurricular experiences, and 
I want more students to be out there 
representing UTEP and living unique 
experiences,” she said.

Jozelyn A. Rascon credits UTEP for 
the confidence it evoked in her through 
the support and representation offered 
through the College of Science. A 
participant in the BUILDing SCHOLARS 
program, she began working as a 
research assistant her first semester. 
Rascon represented UTEP in multiple 
conferences throughout the nation, 
including the 2019 Society for the 
Advancement of Chicanos/Hispanics and 
Native Americans in Science (SACNAS), 
and interned for both Prieto and 
NeuroRestorative Physical Therapy. She 
revered the support and inclusivity of 
UTEP and was accepted into the Doctor 
of Physical Therapy program.

“My experience at UTEP has provided 
me with confidence in my abilities, 
leadership skills, and a passion for 
serving my El Paso and Ciudad Juárez 
communities,” she said.

A combination of innovative 
academic opportunities and 
cultural exploration drew Nohemi 
Lopez Valdez to UTEP. She became 
President of the Terry Foundation 
Organization and initiated an effort 
that donated hundreds of blessing bags 
for homeless individuals and provided 
aid to those impacted by natural 
disaster. Lopez Valdez also became 
a Senator-at-large in the Student 
Government Association, studied 
abroad in Rome and bolsters her 
research through her involvement in 
the Joint Admission Medical Program 
(JAMP). As a swimming instructor 
for children of various age groups and 
with disabilities, she gains experience 
as a leader that actively engages the 
academic growth of others. 

“UTEP has not only helped me 
catalyze my academic advancement 
but has also helped me strengthen 
and build upon the axioms of effective 
leadership that I value: collaboration, 
encouragement and accountability,” 
she said.   – Julian Herrera

Finance and Economics
Business Administration

Rehabilitation Sciences
Health Sciences

Biological Sciences
Science

TANIA PAMELA  
MARISCAL QUINTANA

JOZELYN A. 
RASCON

NOHEMI LOPEZ 
VALDEZ

Future Plans: 
Work with Microsoft as a program 

manager in the Business Operations 
and Development division, as well as 
recruit students to work at Microsoft.

Future Plans: 
Become a licensed neurological  

physical therapist and open a clinic.

Future Plans: 
Open a clinic and perform  
research while mentoring  

students and advocating for  
UTEP’s scholar programs.
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UTEP’S ‘ATTIC’ TURNS 100
Ready to Share Campus History

Heritage House, a hidden gem in the middle of The University of Texas at 
El Paso, turns 100 in 2020 and the people who maintain the campus’ depository 
of artifacts and memorabilia plan to celebrate that milestone.

Members of the Heritage Commission (HC) want to share the history of the 
two-story stucco building at 405 Kerbey Ave., which has served as a residence, 
classroom and gallery. They also want to promote the many treasures within the 
home that tell the University’s story.

While plans may change due to the COVID-19 outbreak, organizers expect to 
schedule festivities such as house tours and a reception during the University’s 
Homecoming week in October. The activities will be listed on the Heritage 
House (HH) website. 

20 The University of Texas at El Paso

“ANY SERIOUS 
RESEARCHER OF 
UTEP’S HISTORY 
MUST VISIT 
HERITAGE HOUSE.” 
–    P. J .  V I E R R A ,  P H . D . 

R E S I D E N T  C A M P U S  H I S TO R I A N
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The building’s numerous permanent 
and temporary displays use the HC’s 
extensive collection of books, photos, 
uniforms, sculptures, paintings and 
assemblies of glassware, jewelry and 
different personifications of UTEP mascot 
Paydirt Pete. Some of the pieces with 
more historical significance include the 
University’s first academic mace and 
chains of office, a vintage copy of the 1917 
issue of National Geographic that included 
the article that sparked the campus’ 
decision to use Bhutanese architecture, 
and a complete set of yearbooks from 1920 
through 1972. 

“I love Heritage House,” said P.J. Vierra, 
Ph.D., a lecturer in the Department of 
English, assistant director with UTEP’s 
Office of Institutional Advancement, and 
resident campus historian. “It’s UTEP’s 
attic, as I tell my students.”

Vierra said he regularly visits Heritage 
House for research, but also to take 
advantage of the institutional memories of 
the HC staff who often are retired alumni, 
faculty and staff. He said he considered 
the “meticulously-kept” scrapbook of 
Kathleen Worrell, wife of the campus’ first 
dean, Steve Worrell, as the building’s most 
interesting artifact. The educator called 
it a font of curated knowledge on UTEP's 
early history. 

He also pointed to the home’s fiberglass 
burro sculpture that Knott’s Berry Farm, a 
Southern California theme park, donated 
to Texas Western College (now UTEP) 
in 1956. The burro, large and accented 
by ropes and saddlebags, resides in the 
home’s living room. It was sculpted by 
world-renowned artist Claude Bell.

“Any serious researcher of UTEP’s 
history must visit Heritage House,” Vierra 
said. “The artifacts speak volumes about 
the time in which they were created.”  

As for the building, the Worrells lived 
there until they left El Paso in 1923. They 
sold the home to the The University of 
Texas System Board of Regents. The 
building remained a residence until 
the 1960s after which it was used as 
a classroom, for special projects, and 
eventually as storage for facilities services. 
University President Emerita Diana 
Natalicio approved renovations to the 

property and turned it over to the HC on 
Dec. 14, 1994. Before Heritage House, 
many campus artifacts were kept in the 
offices of UTEP faculty members and staff, 
as well as in the basement of the campus’ 
Administration Building.

UTEP formally created the 30-member 
Heritage Commission on Oct. 8, 1980, 
to preserve the University’s artifacts. The 
all-volunteer group takes inventory of 
donations, responds to research inquiries 
and sets up exhibits in Heritage House. 
Members also lead tours of the home for 
individuals and groups who want to learn 
more about the campus’ history, heritage 
and traditions.

Briane Carter, Heritage Commission 
chair and former director of UTEP’s 
University Career Center, credited former 
University President Haskell Monroe 
with the vision to establish the HC and 
to request the creation of the original 
University mace and regalia. She said 
Monroe, who served as president from 
1980 to 1987, thought that UTEP needed a 
way to keep its history and traditions alive 
for future generations. 

“Had not Dr. Monroe encouraged these 
initiatives 40 years ago, I doubt that we 
would be discussing artifacts that should 
be showcased,” Carter said.

The HC leader also mentioned that the 
organization has ordered commemorative 
notecards and that the University’s 
Alumni Association, which supports 
the commission and Heritage House, 
announced that Heritage House will be 
the subject of its 2020 commemorative 
holiday ornament. 

Maribel Villalva, assistant vice president 
for alumni relations, said this anniversary 
was an exciting time for HC members, 
who take great pride in the preservation 
of Heritage House. She said they have 
converted it into a sacred space for UTEP 
memories. The University official thanked 
the many “incredible” volunteers for their 
hours of service to maintain the building 
and the historical contents.

“They are UTEP’s best storytellers,” 
she said. “They want the entire UTEP 
community – and beyond – to discover 
and love the Heritage House as much as 
they do.”    – Daniel Perez

   F O R  M O R E  I N F O R M AT I O N  A B O U T 
H E R I TAG E  H O U S E ,  V I S I T   
A L U M N I . U T E P. E D U / H E R I TA G E .

“ H a d  n o t  D r .  M o n r o e 
e n c o u r a g e d  t h e s e 

i n i t i a t i v e s  4 0  y e a r s 
a g o ,  I  d o u b t  t h a t  w e 
w o u l d  b e  d i s c u s s i n g 
a r t i f a c t s  t h a t  s h o u l d 

b e  s h o w c a s e d . ”  

–  B R I A N E  C A R T E R
H E R I TAG E  C O M M I S S I O N  C H A I R 

A N D  F O R M E R  D I R E C TO R  
O F  U T E P ’ S  U N I V E R S I T Y  

C A R E E R  C E N T E R
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UTEP MARKS 
100th TCM DAY

The University of Texas at El Paso marked the 
100th edition of TCM Day, the campus’ longest-running 
tradition, Friday, March 13, 2020. Celebrated each spring 
around St. Patrick’s Day, TCM Day originated in 1920 
to honor St. Patrick, the patron saint of engineers, when 
UTEP was known as the Texas College of Mines and 
Metallurgy, or TCM. The tradition was initiated by the 
Alpha Phi Omega (APO) Engineering and Geology Social 
Fraternity on campus. 

On TCM Day, participants gather to celebrate the 
University's mining and engineering roots, pay homage to 
St. Patrick and to grow school spirit. TCM Day is a rite of 
passage for engineering and geology students. 

This year, students, faculty and staff engaged in a daylong 
series of events that included a welcome ceremony, the 
coming of St. Pat, learning and singing TCM Day songs 
while marching at Centennial Plaza, serenading the dean of 
the College of Engineering, the whitewashing of the “M” on 
the mountain north of Sun Bowl Stadium, the APO student 
awards, the Team Mining Challenge and ending the day’s 
events with the traditional bean feed.

Every year, a student is nominated to serve as St. Pat, 
whose primary responsibility is to lead and enhance the 
day’s events for participants. This year’s St. Pat designee 
was Brayan Farfan, undergraduate research assistant 
and mechanical engineering major. Farfan dressed as a 
leprechaun as part of a “Lucky Charms” cereal theme and 
directed students through the day’s activities, including the 
singing of songs and the obstacle course, before greeting 
teams at the finish line of the Team Mining Challenge. 
Students who complete the course receive a green 
certificate acknowledging their feat. 

“I still hear the chant ‘T! C! M! - T! C! M!’ in my head 
every time TCM Day comes around,” said Gabby Gandara, 
assistant dean for engineering student success and 1997 
St. Pat. “Participating in this tradition will stay in the 
memories of our students beyond graduation. In fact, they’ll 
remember and smile when they find their TCM Day green 
card shoved between their textbooks.”  – Darlene Barajas

T C M  D AY I S  A  R I T E  O F 
PA S S AG E  F O R  E N G I N E E R I N G 
A N D  G E O L O GY S T U D E N T S . 
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Heather Wilson, President of The 
University of Texas at El Paso, has been 
appointed to serve a six-year term on the 
National Science Board, which provides 
advice and oversight for the National Science 
Foundation (NSF). 

President Donald Trump announced 
President Wilson’s appointment March 3, 2020. 
She was sworn in via Zoom on May 18.

The National Science Board, comprised of 25 
members, works with the NSF to recommend 
and encourage research, education and budget 
priorities; and serves as an independent advisory 
body to the president and Congress on policy 
matters related to science and engineering. It 
also publishes policy papers and statements on 
issues of national importance to science and 
engineering.

“I look forward to advancing U.S. science and 
engineering and helping to implement 
the National Science Board’s Vision 2030 
to develop future scientists, especially 
women and minorities who are traditionally 
underrepresented in STEM fields,” President 
Wilson said.

President Wilson arrived at UTEP at the start 
of the 2019-20 academic year after serving as 
Secretary of the United States Air Force. She is 
the former president of the South Dakota School 
of Mines & Technology in Rapid City, South 
Dakota, and represented New Mexico in the 
United States Congress for 10 years.    
– Pablo Villa

NATIONAL 
SCIENCE BOARD
U T E P  P R E S I D E N T  A P P O I N T E D 
T O  PA N E L  T H AT  A D V I S E S
P R E S I D E N T ,  C O N G R E S S
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JAKE LOGAN
U T E P  N A M E S  L O G A N  V I C E  P R E S I D E N T 
F O R  I N S T I T U T I O N A L  A D V A N C E M E N T

Jake Logan is no stranger to 
R1-designated top tier research 
universities.

Logan, The University of Texas 
at El Paso’s new vice president for 
institutional advancement, has worked 
at three of them.

UTEP makes four.
“I am fully committed to the 

public university mission,” Logan 
said. “My history has been R1 
research institutions, that’s where I’m 
comfortable. This job is everything I 
care about and everything I value the 
most all rolled up into one. So, when 
this position opened, I had to apply.”  

Logan, who started at UTEP 
on May 18, 2020, has been part of 
comprehensive capital campaigns 
exceeding $1 billion at three large, 
public institutions — the University of 
Florida, the University of Oregon and 
the University of Missouri.

“I’m confident Jake will help take 
UTEP to the next level,” University 
President Heather Wilson said. 
“Building a culture of philanthropy is a 
long-term commitment, and Jake has 
the experience to make us even better.”  

 Logan comes to UTEP from Ball 
State University in Muncie, Indiana, 
where he served as vice president for 
advancement and president of the Ball 
State University Foundation.

Logan earned his undergraduate 
degree in public relations at the 
University of Florida and received a 
Master of Nonprofit Management at 
the University of Oregon. He began 
his career in nonprofit fundraising 
with the American Heart Association, 
where he became vice president of field 
operations.

 “I’m not going to pretend there 
won’t be some challenges, but if you 
give me a group of people who care 
and try hard, we can do anything.”   
– Victor R. Martinez

“I AM FULLY COMMITTED 
TO THE PUBLIC 
UNIVERSITY MISSION.” 

O N L I N E :  F I V E  Q U E S T I O N S  W I T H  J A K E  LO GA N  AT  U T E P. E D U / M AGA Z I N E .
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One of The University of Texas 
at El Paso’s core principles is to 
positively impact the community it 
serves. That spirit was on display Feb. 
20, 2020, when UTEP partnered with 
the Texas Tribune to host a forum titled 
“The Future of the Border Region.”

The public event in UTEP’s Tomás 
Rivera Conference Center was streamed 
worldwide via the Texas Tribune’s 
website. It featured talks on binational 
cities, demographic change and 
education. Regional leaders such as U.S. 
Rep. Veronica Escobar; Woody Hunt, 
senior chairman of the board of Hunt 
Companies; and El Paso Mayor Dee 
Margo participated.

UTEP President Heather Wilson 
also took part as a featured speaker in 
a discussion titled “Educating the Next 
Generation.”  - Victor H. Arreola

TEXAS 
TRIBUNE 
B O R D E R  L E A D E R S  J O I N 
U T E P,  T E X A S  T R I B U N E  T O 
D I S C U S S  R E G I O N ’ S  F U T U R E

THE PUBLIC EVENT IN UTEP’S 
TOMÁS RIVERA CONFERENCE 
CENTER WAS STREAMED 
WORLDWIDE VIA THE TEXAS 
TRIBUNE’S WEBSITE. 

UTEP CELEBRATES 
GRADUATES VIRTUALLY

As part of the widespread 
response to the COVID-19 
pandemic, universities throughout 
the country, including The University 
of Texas at El Paso, delayed or 
altered their commencement 
ceremonies to adhere to social 
distancing guidelines. UTEP 
announced that its Commencement 
ceremony to honor Spring 2020 
graduates will be held Sept. 12, 2020, 
in the Sun Bowl Stadium, but the 
University still wanted to celebrate 
graduates on what would have been 
their Commencement weekend May 
16-17, 2020. 

The University launched the 
website utep.edu/utepgrad to inform 
the campus community of ways to 
celebrate graduates throughout the 
weekend. On social media, hundreds 

of students from the Spring Class of 
2020 shared photos in their regalia 
using #utepgrad. Some celebrated by 
walking around their neighborhoods, 
wearing orange, and having virtual 
hooding ceremonies with close 
family members. They also added 
custom social media stickers and 
Facebook frames as they celebrated 
their achievements. 

Several University departments 
found ways to celebrate these 
outstanding students. Graduates 
were sent a UTEP Alumni T-shirt, an 
orange pick pin, and a congratulatory 
letter from UTEP President Heather 
Wilson. University Relations hosted 
a contest for students to present 
their best lawn decoration, best walk, 
and best mortar board decoration.   
– Elizabeth Ashby

GRADUATES WERE SENT A UTEP ALUMNI 
T-SHIRT, AN ORANGE PICK PIN,  AND A 
CONGRATULATORY LETTER...

25utep.edu 



26 The University of Texas at El Paso

ubstantial enhancements to 
the iconic Sun Bowl Stadium 
along with planned Miner game 
day promotions will make the 
football team's 2020 season a 
memorable one.

UTEP kicks off its campaign 
Sept. 5 against Big 12 Conference power Texas 
Tech. The Miners will also battle longtime rival 
New Mexico State (Sept. 26), as well as Southern 
Miss (Oct. 17), North Texas (Oct. 31), Florida 
International (Nov. 7) and defending Conference 
USA West Division champion Alabama-
Birmingham (Nov. 21) in an attractive six-game 
home slate.

This year the University will unveil such 
eagerly awaited stadium additions as the GECU 
Terrace, outdoor club seats, loge boxes and the 
Hunt Family Sky Lounge, which offer premium 
seating options and amenities.

“We can’t wait for fans to enjoy all of the 
enhancements to our iconic venue,” UTEP 
Director of Athletics Jim Senter said. “We’ve got 
a terrific home schedule this fall and a football 

team that will have a talented young quarterback, 
an experienced backfield, a rapidly improving 
wide receivers corps and a host of talented 
additions on defense. We’re looking forward to 
an exciting 2020 season!”

Also new this fall, UTEP Athletics has 
partnered with Ysleta del Sur Pueblo and 
Speaking Rock Entertainment Center to open 
the “Paydirt’s Pregame Party” area on the north 
side of the Sun Bowl Stadium. The area will 
feature food trucks, sponsor activities, inflatables 
for children, giveaways, and live music and 
entertainment provided by Speaking Rock. Ysleta 
del Sur Pueblo and Speaking Rock also will 
sponsor a fireworks show after the New Mexico 
State game.

Back this year is the Party Patio, which offers 
fans a unique view of the game action, as well 
as premium food and beverage options, right 
behind the north end zone.

For season tickets and Party Patio passes, 
call 915-747-UTEP, and catch the latest news 
about UTEP football and Miner Game Day at 
utepminers.com.  - Jeff Darby

SUN BOWL STADIUM
R E F U RB I S H E D  V E N U E  TO  H I G H L I G HT  R E T U RN  O F  U T E P  F OOTBA LL

S
UTEP 2020 Home Football 
Schedule and Theme Nights

Sept. 5 | Texas Tech | 7 p.m.

Spirit Night and Orange Out

Sept. 26 | NMSU | 7 p.m.

Hispanic Heritage and  

Hall of Fame Game

Oct. 17 | Southern Miss | 7 p.m.

Homecoming

Oct. 31 | North Texas | 2 p.m.

Halloween, Band Day and  

Youth Football Day

Nov. 7 | Florida International | 2 p.m. 

Military Appreciation Day/ 

Civic and Service Day

Nov. 21 | Alabama-Birmingham | 2 p.m. 

Extra Yard for Teachers/Commitment  

to Campus 
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Justin Garrett’s personality and 
presence on the field and in the 
locker room for The University of 
Texas at El Paso football team can be 
described in one word – leadership.

UTEP head football coach Dana 
Dimel said Garrett is an “elite 
player” who worked himself up 
the depth chart through his strong 
work ethic and his ability to gain 
respect from his teammates. 

“His ability to understand people 
and to figure out how to motivate 
people – that’s the sign of a good 
leader,” Dimel said. “You can’t 
motivate everyone the same way.”

The senior wide receiver joined 
the team in 2018 as a junior college 
transfer from Cerritos College in 
Norwalk, California. Garrett grew 
up in a football environment and 
his family inspired him to develop 
his skills. He thanked his mother 
and family for helping him reach 
this point in his athletic career.

As the 6-foot-1 receiver prepares 
to suit up for his senior year, he said 
he plays for a cause that is bigger 

than his family.
“Coming from Compton, there 

are young men that don’t get this 
opportunity or hit other obstacles 
that stop them,” Garrett said. “I 
have a whole community behind 
me and it’s much more than 
representing myself and my family.”

Garrett feels this upcoming 
season could turn the program 
around, but said it would require 
a commitment from every team 
member to give their all every game.

“You can’t ask more from 
someone than giving their all,” the 
team leader said.

After graduation, the 
kinesiology major said he will train 
as hard as possible for his pro day.  
If he does not make it to the NFL, 
he plans to become a coach or a 
mentor to children.

“I want to reach kids and let 
them know there are good things 
out there in life,” Garrett said. “It’s 
important for someone growing up 
to hear that from someone who was 
in their shoes.”   - Jesse Martinez

Through 10 matches in her freshman season, 
Irbe Lazda stamped her name in The University of 
Texas at El Paso volleyball team’s history book and 
set the stage for a promising collegiate career.

Lazda, a middle blocker and outside hitter, was 
named Conference USA Freshman of the Week, a 
first for the UTEP volleyball team. She hit a historic 
.700 hitting percentage with 16 kills in a five-set 
victory against Texas A&M University-Corpus 
Christi, which ranks as the second highest for a five-
set match in program history.

“Irbe is a gem and a bright student,” said Ben 
Wallis, UTEP head volleyball coach. “She takes 
things seriously, she’s very organized and cares a 
lot about volleyball. It would not shock me if (next 
season) she was one of the best players in our 
conference. I know she is capable of doing that not 
only because of her work ethic but because she 
loves to compete.”

Her  aspirations to become freshman of the year 
and help her team in the conference tournament 
were halted when the Riga, Latvia, native broke her 
foot just before the team was to begin conference 
play. 

Wallis said that after the injury, Lazda had a hard 
time figuring out her role on the team when she 
could not score points. Wallis said this was a chance 
for Lazda to be a positive influence and cheer on her 
teammates just as they do when they watch her play.

Fully healed and eager to get back on the court, 
Lazda said she is looking forward to next year’s 
conference tournament, no matter the role she 
plays on the team. She said she does not see herself 
as a leader, but added that she hopes to set a good 
example for her teammates through her hard work.  

 - Jesse Martinez

IRBE LAZDA

JUSTIN GARRETT

S TA N D O U T  S O P H O M O R E  E AG E R  TO 

R E T U R N  A F T E R  S E A S O N - E N D I N G  I N J U RY

FAMI LY,  OPPORTU N IT Y  IN S P IR E  S E N IOR R ECE IV E R  TOWARD SUCCE S S
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MAXIMUM
UTEP’S CENTER FOR COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT RAISES UTEP TO A  

NATIONALLY ACCLAIMED COMMUNITY ENGAGED CAMPUS

28 The University of Texas at El Paso



WRITTEN BY CHRISTINA RODRIGUEZ

L
A

U
R

A
 T

R
E

JO

29utep.edu 



30 The University of Texas at El Paso

When Azuri Gonzalez took the helm as director 
of the Center for Community Engagement (CCE) 
at The University of Texas at El Paso 12 years ago, 
she was determined to change the culture of higher 
education. Whereas such institutions have been 
viewed as siloed gatekeepers of knowledge, she 
hoped to use the wisdom and expertise of UTEP 
faculty, staff and students to directly impact the 
community at large.

Throughout the past two decades, UTEP’s CCE has 
evolved into an entity responsible for streamlining 
and supporting community-based initiatives 
throughout campus and the community. The 
center’s small team of dedicated staff and students 
work passionately on a daily basis to respond to the 
community and make community engagement an 
integral part of campus life. Their efforts culminated 
this year with news that the University received the 
Carnegie Foundation’s Community Engagement 
Classification, a mark of national acclaim as a 
community engaged campus. 

W
The CCE originally was established in 1998 
as an umbrella organization for grant-funded, 
community-based programming. Community 
activist Kathleen Staudt, Ph.D., professor 
emerita of political science, pioneered the 
center’s concept. She strongly believed 
students could enhance their education 
through experience if the University extended 
the classroom into the community through 
partnerships with nonprofits and public 
organizations. 

“Universities operate in communities, not 
apart from them,” Staudt said. “Many of our 
students come from the region and welcome 
the opportunity to serve their community 
better. In so doing, they develop not only 
skills but also jobs that may have emerged 
from their service-learning and internships. 
A stronger El Paso economy and democracy 
builds a better binational region for us all.”

One of Gonzalez’s priorities as CCE leader 
was to apply for the Carnegie Community 
Engagement Classification. This category is 
the Carnegie Foundation’s highest standard of 
endorsement for reciprocal, sustainable and 
mutually beneficial scholarly partnerships 
with local, regional, national and global 
communities. 

The Community Engagement Classification 
is the only elective division out of seven 
created by the Carnegie Foundation with 
a guiding framework to help identify 
institutional diversity in U.S. higher 
education. The foundation’s framework, 
known as the Carnegie Classification of 
Institutions of Higher Education, continues 
to be used for a wide range of purposes by 
academic researchers, institutional personnel 
and policymakers.

In 2010, UTEP successfully earned the 
foundation’s Community Engagement 
Classification; a step in the right direction 
toward Gonzalez’s mission to expand 
community engagement efforts on campus.

“The Carnegie classification propelled us 
to raise the profile of community engagement 
and to bring awareness to the entire campus 
of how collective an effort this needed to be,” 
Gonzalez said. “We needed to understand 
how we approached community engagement 
and how we needed to change and create the 
infrastructure and reward systems to support 
this mission.

UTEP again earned the distinguished 
classification in February 2020. The Carnegie 
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THE CARNEGIE 
CLASSIFICATION 
PROPELLED US TO 
RAISE THE PROFILE 
OF COMMUNITY 
ENGAGEMENT AND TO 
BRING AWARENESS TO 
THE ENTIRE CAMPUS 
OF HOW COLLECTIVE 
AN EFFORT THIS 
NEEDED TO BE.”

“

AZURI GONZALEZ

Foundation specifically noted UTEP’s 
excellent alignment of engagement among 
the campus leadership, culture, resources, 
curricular practices and accreditation 
objectives.

“The Community Engagement 
Classification recognizes UTEP’s positive 
impact on the economy and well-being of 
the community we serve,” UTEP President 
Heather Wilson said. “UTEP is one of only 73 
top tier research universities in the U.S. that 
are also strong on community engagement. 
Our faculty and students deserve a lot of 
credit for being committed to both.”

At the time of the application to reclassify, 
43% of UTEP’s sponsored-projects portfolio 
directly impacted the Paso del Norte region; 
UTEP’s faculty taught more than 480 
community-engaged courses during the 
2017-18 academic year; and more than 15,000 
students engaged in the community through 
their academic courses or through service 
projects with community partners.

“To receive the Carnegie distinction not 
just once but twice is extremely important,” 
Staudt said. “UTEP has long been a leader 

in Texas and the entire University of Texas 
System for its community engagement work; 
the Carnegie distinction put UTEP on the 
national map for community engagement. 
“For an R1 institution to enjoy a No. 1 top 
category for engagement shows that we can 
do both well — engagement and research.”  

“The institutions that we are recognizing 
are doing extraordinary work in addressing 
their societal responsibilities in and through 
community engagement and service,” said 
Paul LeMahieu, senior vice president at the 
Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement 
of Teaching. “In doing so, they bring 
scholarship, knowledge and expertise to 
address real challenges in our communal 
lives.”

One of the CCE’s early efforts to grow 
UTEP’s community engagement was to 
redesign existing courses to incorporate 
community engagement activities to involve 
the students and community partners. 
Students were still meant to achieve the 
learning outcomes and objectives set for 
each course, but the redesign allowed for 
the inclusion of a community engagement 

component. Throughout the process, the 
center supported faculty to successfully 
transition their courses to the new design 
framework.

Over time, the CCE became involved with 
a number of civic engagement initiatives 
in the community. With funding from the 
U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 
Development (HUD), the center hosted 
events to raise awareness on issues such as 
health care, neighborhood revitalizations 
and policy initiatives that affect the El Paso 
community. Gonzalez said these initiatives 
allowed the center to help with policy think 
tanks and community dialogues on important 
community issues.

In 2012, the CCE created a task force 
to take a more strategic approach to 
community engagement. The CCE 
inventoried all community engagement 
efforts that happened on campus and 
identified successful initiatives that took 
place throughout the nation. With that 
information, the task force made 50 
recommendations on how the University 
could improve community engagement. 



The proposals involved infrastructure, faculty 
support and reward systems, facilitating 
community engagement opportunities for 
students at different levels from academic 
to community service as well as support for 
research-based community engagement and 
assessment.

“We wanted to have a sense of what we were 
doing collectively because we realized that 
a lot of community engagement was already 
happening across campus that we just didn’t 
know about,” Gonzalez said.

As a result of the task force’s 
recommendations, UTEP established the 
Provost's Community Engagement Council 
(PCEC) to set a strategic direction for the 
University’s community engagement efforts.

“With representatives from all colleges and 
other divisions on campus, the council has been 
key to enacting the other recommendations of 
the task force and helping coordinate actions 
across faculty and staff in diverse units,” said 
John Wiebe, Ph.D., provost and vice president 
for academic affairs.

Many efforts to move community 
engagement forward at UTEP were borne out of 
the PCEC, which proposed such opportunities 
as community tours to allow faculty to learn 
about the needs of the surrounding region and 
partner with community organizations through 
their research, students or both. The University 
changed institutional policies for tenure and 
promotion and its hiring criteria to include 
consideration of individuals dedicated to serve 
the region and UTEP’s student population.

“Every dean that has been hired comes with 
a high level of commitment to our region 
and our community partnerships,” Gonzalez 
said. “Our dean searches include members of 
the community. The commitment from our 
institution to the leaders we recruit is a huge 
indicator of the level of commitment of how 
we position ourselves to be responsive to our 
community.”

Other recommendations by the PCEC 
established opportunities to recognize UTEP's 
community partners. Examples are the 
Community Appreciation Event that highlights 
the work of community partners to contribute 
to student success as co-teachers of UTEP 

A Z U R I  G O N Z A L E Z
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students, and the Golden Impact Awards that 
recognize specific partners.

Another significant council contribution was 
the development of a mechanism the CCE uses 
to assess and collect community engagement 
data campuswide. 

More recently, one of the CCE's main 
priorities has been to support others.

“The center has more capacity to serve by 
supporting those around us who are doing the 
work,” Gonzalez said. “The work is not under 
the center, but the center is a resource for the 
institution to do community engagement more 
effectively.”

The CCE aligned itself with the University’s 
goals by partnering with programs such as the 
University Honors Program, Entering Student 
Program and the Center for Faculty Leadership 
and Development. The center works with the 
University’s various divisions, schools and 
colleges to alert them to where they  stand with 
community engagement. These partnerships 
helped position the center as a strategic partner 
to support community engagement initiatives 
across campus that serve the University’s overall 
mission.

Currently, the CCE operates from the 
standpoint of collaboration and serves as a 
bridge builder between various stakeholders. 
On any given day, the CCE staff receives 
inquiries from students, faculty and community 
partners who want to identify individuals who 
can join their efforts. It could be students in 
search of ways to serve their community or 
faculty looking to start an initiative. 

The CCE provides support and resources to 
faculty that help equip them to do community-
based engaged research. It also provides faculty 
development opportunities and workshops, 
guidance on potential partners within the 
community, how to integrate community 
engagement into their courses and project 
management support.

Another major focus of the center has been 
the establishment of student programs such as 
service learning or academic-based community 
engagement and community work study. The 
CCE shifted the federally mandated work study 
program to provide a portion of its allocation to 
the community. 

The center partnered with Federal Student Aid 
to allow the center to structure the program as 
community-based internships. Before, the program 
benefited about eight organizations. Under the new 
framework, it expanded to 30 organizations per 
year and about 45 UTEP students engaged with the 
community through the program.

Overall, the CCE worked collaboratively and 
strategically across units and departments to achieve 
its primary goals. While the strategies for each of 
these goals have evolved through the years, the four 
main constituencies they serve remain: students, 
faculty, community organizations and the institution.

Most recently, in response to the COVID-19 
pandemic, UTEP was primed to serve the 
community. The campus community joined to share 
their knowledge and expertise to create 3D-printed 
face shields, invent a new, low-cost 3D printed 
ventilator, work with local health care professionals 
to fit test their personal protective equipment, 
develop a vaccine or antiviral drug to combat the 
virus, help a local hospital better allocate its space 
to support an influx of patients and assist in test 
processing.

“These types of partnerships are great examples 
of how UTEP is adequately positioned to respond to 
something on such short notice,” Gonzalez said.

Through the CCE’s collective work, community 
engagement at UTEP has set a standard of excellence 
that shows how institutions of higher education and 
the communities they serve are stronger together. 
The receipt of the Carnegie Community Engagement 
Classification confirms the effectiveness of the 
center’s efforts over the years. Gonzalez said the 
recent reclassification is evidence that the University 
is engaged with the community. 

The Carnegie Foundation’s classification is among 
the recent honors that UTEP has received for its 
community engagement efforts. Others include the 
2018 Texas Governor’s Higher Education Community 
Impact Award, the President’s Higher Education 
Community Service Honor Roll for three consecutive 
years, and the C. Peter Magrath Community 
Engagement Award regional winner and finalist 
through the Association of Public and Land-grant 
Universities.

Moving forward, Gonzalez expects the CCE to 
find more collaborative opportunities between the 
University and the community to address social 
issues. 
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Rob Meyerson immersed 
himself in the landscape  
of the Chihuahuan Desert 
as he drove 150 miles 
from El Paso International 
Airport to Blue Origin’s 
launch facility near Van 
Horn, Texas. 

 
The wide-open space, empty skies and access 
to a homegrown talent pool of researchers 
and students at The University of Texas at 
El Paso two hours away made this swath of 
West Texas desert an ideal location for the 
bourgeoning spacecraft company.

As Blue Origin’s president from 2003 
to 2018, Meyerson was the force behind 
the organization’s impressive rise from a 
10-employee upstart to one of the world’s 
leading commercial space companies with 
more than 1,500 employees, including 
graduates from UTEP’s nationally renowned 
College of Engineering. 

“The (Paso del Norte) region has some 
very impressive capabilities, technically and 
otherwise, and it has already shown that it 
can support the research being done by top 
tier universities such as UTEP, and it can 
support the (aerospace) industry as well,” said 
Meyerson, founder and chief executive officer 
of Delalune Space. He will lend his expertise 
to mentor future generations of engineers at 
the University in 2020. 

Meyerson is part of a prodigious group 
of high-ranking aerospace executives who 
have recently come on board as consultants 
for UTEP's NASA MIRO Center for Space 
Exploration and Technology Research 
(cSETR). They include James Turner, retired 
associate engineering director of NASA 
Marshall Space Flight Center; and Douglas 
Deason, Ph.D., former director of the U.S. 
Department of Defense Missile Defense 
Agency (MDA) advance programs.

Their influence will help to expand cSETR’s prominence as one of 
the nation’s premier aerospace research programs through student 
mentorships, grant funded research and the development of aerospace 
and defense technologies and advanced manufacturing, said Ahsan R. 
Choudhuri, Ph.D., cSETR founding director.

“Our goal is to be recognized as one of the country’s pre-eminent 
aerospace research centers that supports student development in 
space exploration, aeronautics and defense systems,” said Choudhuri, 
associate vice president for UTEP's Aerospace Center. “Their eagerness 
to work with us is a testament to how far we’ve come and will help us 
advance our national status.”

Meyerson, Turner and Deason are a few of the renowned industry 
leaders and highly competitive research faculty who have joined UTEP 
since it was awarded an R1 top tier research university designation 
by the Carnegie Classification of Institutions of Higher Education in 
December 2018.

UTEP’s hard-earned status as an R1 campus has attracted top-notch 
faculty and leading experts in education, health sciences, business 
administration, science and engineering. 

They are leading the way in the discovery of new knowledge 
through research and scholarship and providing outstanding 
learning opportunities by engaging students in high-impact research 
experiences. 
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"UTEP’s status as one of the nation’s top research institutions 
has helped to recruit exceptional faculty and staff,” UTEP 
President Heather Wilson said. “We will continue to strengthen 
our research and the economic development that can come 
from research.”

The Sky is Not the Limit
In 2016, the NASA MIRO cSETR Technology Research and 
Innovation Acceleration Park (tRIAC) in Fabens, Texas, launched 
UTEP’s efforts to create an aerospace and defense manufacturing 
ecosystem in the Southwest. Students at the facility engage with 
industry leaders in combustion and propulsion research, helping 
to build a space technology workforce.

In February 2020, the program expanded to include the Tornillo 
Unmanned Aerial System Flight Test Range for drone-flight 
testing, and the Spacecraft Design and Engineering Facility in 
Central El Paso for small spacecraft development and mission 
operations. Additionally, the UTEP cSETR-Horizon City 
Aerospace and Defense Small Business Incubator will develop 
high-tech small businesses in the region. 

Deason, chief executive officer at Deason Research LLC, will 
contribute his previous experience as MDA’s director of the Small 
Business Innovation Research (SBIR) program to help cSETR 
obtain government funding to transform the center’s research 
capabilities into commercial products and services.

“The philosophy of the University to accept all applicants, and 
give young students an opportunity is far-sighted and in the best 
service to the local community,” Deason said. “The faculty and 
staff work with the students to seek careers in STEM fields that 
they might not have previously considered due to lack of exposure 
to them. This is changing people’s lives. How could I not get 
behind such a worthy vision?”

After a storied career at NASA where he helped develop vehicle 
and propulsion technologies for space exploration, Turner has 

embarked on a new chapter in his professional 
life to help design the future of aerospace 
engineering education at UTEP.

Turner hopes his 37 years in space 
engineering will further cSETR’s efforts to 
create new technologies for space exploration 
and increase professional development 
activities for UTEP students.

While visiting cSETR’s facilities in 2018, 
Turner was impressed with the center’s 
emphasis to provide hands-on hardware 
design and testing to prepare students for real-
world applications. 

“I’m really excited about the hands-on 
opportunities cSETR provides, including 
for on-orbit manufacturing,” Turner said. 
“Programs like cSETR are a great way to 
give students that necessary experience 
that employers are looking for because 
these folks are ready to come in and hit the 
ground running.”

‘A Great Time to be at UTEP’
 

UTEP’s thriving research culture and its 
classification as a highly community engaged 
university by the Carnegie Foundation 
attracted Beatrice Lee, Ph.D., to join the 
University’s Department of Rehabilitation 
Sciences in fall 2020. 

Lee is among the College of Health 
Sciences' 10 new highly talented research 
faculty who will contribute their expertise 
to identify solutions to challenges in public 
health, kinesiology, rehabilitation sciences and 
Hispanic health disparities.

“We are a community-centric, mission- 
driven University, and we have a long history 
of research that focuses on the challenges 
that our communities face,” said the college’s 
dean, Shafik Dharamsi, Ph.D. “We are also 
among the top U.S. universities for student 
upward mobility, providing outstanding 
education at an affordable tuition. What 
more could you ask for? This is really a great 
time to be at UTEP!”

Lee, a 2020 graduate from the University 
of Wisconsin-Madison’s Rehabilitation 
Counselor Education doctoral program, will 
engage in interdisciplinary research to reduce 
physical and mental health disparities in the 
borderland. 

 “I really hope through my research I’m able 
to explore protective factors that can buffer 
the negative effects of stress and facilitate 
interventions that may better help people 
with multiple sclerosis manage their stress,” 
said Lee, the recipient of the Rehabilitation 
Doctoral Student of the Year Award by the 
National Council on Rehabilitation Education 
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propulsion research.
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and the NCRE Leadership Team in 2020. 
For Kisuk Min, Ph.D., UTEP’s state-of-the-art facilities and 

collaborative research environment created the ideal setting to 
continue his exercise physiology research after finishing a postdoctoral 
fellowship at Yale University’s School of Medicine.

In the college’s Metabolic, Nutrition and Exercise Research (MiNER) 
Laboratory, Min, a kinesiology assistant professor since September 
2019, has been investigating the effects of exercise on both cardiac and 
skeletal muscle physiology with undergraduate students.

“Given my background as a clinical exercise physiologist, a certified 
strength and conditioning specialist, and a research scientist at Yale 
University in the field of exercise physiology, I believe that I can make 
a positive contribution to the department and UTEP,” said Min, a 
native of Seoul, South Korea, who holds a doctoral degree in exercise 
physiology from the University of Florida. “Also, my family and I love 
to live in Texas.”

Transforming 21st Century Education 
As the former program coordinator for UTEP’s College Assistance 
Migrant Program (CAMP), Edna Martinez, Ph.D., was struck by the 
impact that systemic educational inequities have on the academic 
achievement of students from historically underserved backgrounds. 
That experience prompted Martinez to explore the benefit of 
community college baccalaureate degree programs on student success.

Since then, her research interests have evolved to include the effect 

of faculty working conditions and practices 
on student learning outcomes, and scholarly 
work on graduate student socialization and 
development.

“Collectively, my agenda seeks to challenge 
educational inequities, advance equitable 
higher education policies and practices, 
and transform leadership practices,” said 
Martinez, who was co-director of the Doctor 
of Education in Educational Leadership at 
California State University, San Bernardino. 
She will return to UTEP as an associate 
professor in the Department of Educational 
Leadership and Foundations. 

Martinez and four newly hired tenure-track 
faculty will join UTEP’s College of Education 
in August 2020. The El Paso native earned 
bachelor’s and master’s degrees from UTEP 
and a doctorate from Clemson University. She 
said teaching at UTEP will feel like she’s come 
full circle. 

With UTEP graduating roughly two-thirds 
of the area’s K-12 teachers, educational 
research is vital to ensuring they are well-
qualified to meet the academic needs of all 
students, regardless of their gender, ethnicity 
and financial means. 

Beverley Argus-Calvo, Ph.D., the college’s 
associate dean for graduate studies and 
research, said new faculty such as Martinez 
will collaborate with school districts to 
deepen the connection between research and 
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practice and lead to a greater understanding of 
the region’s academic needs.

“Our new cohort of exceptional tenure-track 
faculty will bring with them content expertise 
and research skills that will support building a 
sustainable, real-world, value-added research 
partnership with our region's school districts,” 
Argus-Calvo said. 

From the Corporate
World to Academia
While working for multinational organizations 
such as Nestlé USA and Nutraceutical Corp., 
Cynthia Halliday, Ph.D., had a front row seat 
to observing how factors such as workplace 
relationships, gender and diversity, and 
cross-cultural management affect how people 
interact at work. 

When Halliday left the business world 
for academia, her experience in corporate 
management piqued her interest into further 
examining how these factors impact workplace 
behaviors, attitudes and outcomes. 

“My research interests are influenced by my 
corporate background and work experience 
as a managing director at Brigham Young 
University,” said Halliday, assistant professor 
in UTEP’s Department of Marketing and 
Management. “I was always interested in 
observing how employees would get along with 
their supervisors, coworkers, and subordinates, 
and how the quality of those interactions 
influenced their behaviors and attitudes.”

UTEP’s College of Business Administration 
welcomed Halliday and three other tenured 
and tenure-track faculty to campus in fall 
2019. In total, 36 new tenured and tenure-
track faculty joined the University during the 
2019-2020 academic year. Some were already 
at UTEP, but others such as Halliday came 
from different places throughout the world 
to contribute their expertise and expand the 
scope and quality of research activity across 
the University. 

Born in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, Halliday came 
to UTEP after earning a doctoral degree from 
Florida International University. Her most 
recent study on the factors that lead to gender 
diversity on boards of directors was published 
in the February 2020 Journal of Business and 
Psychology.

“I hope that when people read my research, 
they understand why people from different 
backgrounds behave in certain ways and that 
they become more aware of the factors that 
affect people’s job satisfaction, engagement, 
and performance, leading to organizational 
success,” Halliday said. 

“We are a community-
centric, mission-driven 

University, and we 
have a long history of 
research that focuses 

on the challenges that 
our communities face.” 

Shafik Dharamsi, Ph.D.
Dean, College of Health Sciences

Edna Martinez, Ph.D.
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Aileen
Kalt  
is no
stranger
to a 
crisis.
Kalt, the clinical nurse officer in charge 
of combined surgical clinics at William 
Beaumont Army Medical Center, does not 
mind being in the thick of things, especially 
when it gets rough.

In fact, when faced with adversity, The 
University of Texas at El Paso alumna not 
only thrives, she flourishes.

So, when the coronavirus pandemic hit the 
nation, it was no surprise that Kalt faced it 
head-on.

“I jumped right in without hesitation,” 
said Kalt, who earned a Master of Science in 
Nursing Administration and Management 
degree from UTEP in 2020. “It’s my nature. I 
love to support the needs of the organization. 
And during this pandemic, that’s what we 
needed. We needed people to step up, to 
literally be in front of the front line and be 
comfortable with it.”

Kalt, who completed her Bachelor of 
Science in Nursing degree at UTEP in 2007, is 
one of many UTEP alumni, faculty, staff and 
students who continue to play key roles or 
who have made unique contributions to the 
fight against COVID-19.

On the UTEP campus, classrooms are 
empty and lights in most research labs are off 
in the wake of the pandemic, which took root 
in the United States in January 2020.

But that has not stopped University 
engineers, doctors, scientists, researchers 
and students from working to meet the need 
for innovative treatments, vaccines, personal 
protective equipment (PPE) and medical 

devices to combat COVID-19.
“Our faculty and staff stepped up during 

COVID-19 to help the community,” UTEP 
President Heather Wilson said. “I was very 
pleased with the work UTEP has done.”

In March, the federal government and  
most states issued stay-at-home orders, but 
researchers and staff among the “essential 
critical infrastructure workers” were focused 
on the outbreak.

Among the many significant feats achieved 
by members of the UTEP community 
since March is an agreement announced 
May 27, 2020, between the University, the 
City of El Paso and Texas Tech University 
Health Sciences Center El Paso (TTUHSC 
El Paso) to use UTEP labs to help the 
city's Department of Public Health with 
coronavirus testing analysis.

At the city’s request, UTEP purchased 
FDA-approved equipment that was set up, 
calibrated, tested, and began to process 
COVID-19 tests in June. The equipment can 
process about 500 COVID-19 samples in an 
eight-hour day. It gives the city more capacity 
to assess samples overnight and get results to 
patients quickly.  

“The city asked us if we could help with 
COVID-19 testing,” President Wilson said. 
“UTEP does research on genetics and 
infectious diseases. We can get a lot more 
samples evaluated in a day by using our labs.”

Members of the UTEP faculty and staff 
who are trained in nucleic acid extraction and 
polymerase chain reaction (PCR) methods 
helped the public health department’s staff 
analyze patient samples for COVID-19 in 
UTEP’s Bioscience Research Building.

After the samples are analyzed, the results 
are sent to the health care provider to notify 
the patient. 

“This agreement with UTEP allowed us 
to expand our testing capacity, ultimately 
helping us reach our goal of testing a 
minimum of 5% of our population,” Mayor 
Dee Margo said. “This collaboration is a great 
example of how our community can come 
together as one to overcome a catastrophe, 
and I am grateful to Dr. Wilson for this 
partnership to address a critical public health 
need for our community.”

The partnership also includes TTUHSC 
El Paso, whose Pathology Department Chair 
serves as the medical doctor overseeing 
the city lab. It is one of many ways in 
which UTEP has positively impacted the 
community. The University’s alumni are 
following suit through their work in health 
care and various other industries. They are 
evidence of UTEP’s national importance in 
advancing knowledge and its application.

 
continued on page 42

R EAL - T IME  COV ID -19 
SOLUT IONS

UTEP researchers and faculty have played an 
important role in responding to challenges 
related to the COVID-10 pandemic. Here 
are some examples of the University’s 
contribution to the pandemic response.

Finding a Vaccine

In early April, Suman Sirimulla, Ph.D., 
assistant professor of pharmaceutical 
sciences at UTEP, began to lead a group 
of experimental researchers to virtually 
develop a COVID-19 vaccine and other drug 
treatments using supercomputing.

Sirimulla, in collaboration with UTEP 
faculty members Md Nurunnabi, Ph.D., 
assistant professor of pharmaceutical 
sciences, and Manuel Llano, M.D., Ph.D., 
associate professor in the Department 
of Biological Sciences; and Tudor I. 
Oprea, professor of medicine and chief, 
Translational Informatics Division, 
Department of Internal Medicine at 
the University of New Mexico, used 
computational methods to piece together 
small molecules to create inhibitors of viral 
proteins – specifically, inhibitors that will 
bind to the coronavirus’s S-protein, or spike 
protein, and block it from attaching to and 
infecting healthy cells.

“These computer-aided approaches 
are common in pharmaceutical sciences 
research, and Dr. Sirimulla’s expertise 
is uniquely suited to make significant 
contributions to the fight against 
COVID-19,” said Marc B. Cox, Ph.D., 
professor in biology and chair of the 
Pharmaceutical Sciences Department in 
the School of Pharmacy at UTEP. “His work 
and contributions toward solving this 
global public health crisis reaffirm UTEP’s 
status as an R1 institution, and validate the 
impact that scientific research has in our 
communities.”

Protecting Front-Line
Professionals

The University partnered with local health 
care professionals to fit test their personal 
protective equipment (PPE) to ensure that 
they are properly protected while working 
amid COVID-19 patients.

UTEP’s Environmental Health & Safety 
Office  is utilizing its equipment to fit test 
N95 masks and other respirators using an 
instrument to measure leakage around 
the face seal to ensure that the individual 
wearing the mask is protected while 
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‘This Is My Job’

For Kalt, the opportunity to work on the 
front lines in the fight against COVID-19 is 
something she relishes.

“This is my job,” she said. “I became a nurse 
for many reasons and I wasn’t going to shirk 
my duty. We come across all types of illness 
and diseases every single day. I’m an old ER 
nurse so I’m all about ‘get ’em in and get ’em 
out.’ Whether they get admitted or they get 
discharged, we have to take care of them. We 
try to do the greatest good for the greatest 
amount of people. That’s what we do when we 
are in crisis mode. With this pandemic, it was 
just another disease for me.”

In her career, she has deployed to public 
health crises as a member of the Disaster 
Medical Assistance Team (DMAT) run by 
the U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services. 

She has deployed to several areas impacted 
by hurricanes – including Hurricanes Sandy 
and Irma – was a member of the Smallpox 
Response Team in 2002, and also deployed to 
the 2014 Central American refugee crisis in 
the Rio Grande Valley.

She also served as an executive board 
member of the Border Regional Advisory 
Council when the organization routinely 
performed emergency citywide disaster drills.

Kalt and her team are responsible for 
conducting COVID-19 screenings at William 
Beaumont Army Medical Center.

“When the crisis began, we had to 
screen patients and visitors upon entering 
the hospital,” she said. “We started with a 

questionnaire in accordance with the CDC 
guidelines and what the City of El Paso was 
recommending. As the pandemic evolved, 
so did our plan. We ultimately set up a 
tent at the front of the hospital with hand-
washing stations. The nurses in the front 
line performed evaluations and if we saw 
that patients warranted further testing, we 
would do that, we would do the swabbing 
and speak with the doctors to get their 
recommendations.”

Kalt said the faculty and staff at UTEP’s 
School of Nursing prepared her for real-
life situations.

“UTEP made me who I am,” she said. “I 
chose to go to a university in the town I grew 
up in. They accepted me. I raised two kids 
as a single parent, I worked full-time and I 
never failed a single class. I graduated with 
honors from one of the finest universities in 
the country.”

Helping the Underserved

Gilberto Pérez also has boots on the ground 
in the fight against COVID-19.

The 2020 Master of Public Health graduate 
is the program coordinator for Alliance 
of Border Collaboratives, a nonprofit that 
works to develop prevention efforts and to 
collaborate with other organizations dealing 
with issues that affect vulnerable populations.

Pérez has been on the front lines of 
the COVID-19 pandemic in El Paso and 
Juárez, Mexico. He spearheaded prevention 
initiatives against COVID-19 for vulnerable 
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populations such as homeless individuals, 
people with low socioeconomic status, 
people with substance abuse disorders and 
anyone else who needed help.

“Within two hours of the shelter-in-place 
order, we were out in the community setting 
up hand-washing stations across the city,” 
Pérez said. “When COVID started to unravel 
in El Paso, we wanted to do something for 
our homeless population.”

Pérez, who earned his undergraduate 
degree in psychology and health promotion 
in 2016, helped set up more than 60 hand-
washing stations at various tenement sites 
to give those in need access to clean water 
and soap so they could wash their hands 
as a protection mechanism against the 
coronavirus.

They also provided new sleeping bags.
“That was just our first round of setups,” 

Pérez, said. “We knew we could do more – 
we had to do more.”

Pérez applied for a grant from the Paso 
del Norte Community Foundation’s El 
Paso Victims Relief Fund to purchase 
more sleeping bags and tents, to expand 
the handwashing stations, and to provide 
those in need with COVID-19 prevention 
materials. 

“A lot of them were sharing the same 
living space, tents and blankets,” Pérez said. 
“Through the grant, we were able to expand 
the hand-washing stations and provide 
them with tents and more sleeping bags to 
help them abide by the social distancing 
guidelines. We also gave them face masks, 
gloves and hand disinfectant.”

Pérez and his team conduct outreach twice 
a week to make sure people are getting what 
they need, regardless of whether the people 
they serve are under bridges, in alleys, or 
behind grocery stores or motels.

“We are out there replenishing water for 
the hand-washing stations and we continue 
to distribute tents, COVID prevention kits 
and food as well,” he said.

The first-generation college graduate is 
proud of the education he received at UTEP.

“It definitely helped me with my writing 
abilities,” he said, then laughed. “Whenever 
you work in public health, 90% of your work 
is writing grants and articles. I did not know 
that coming in.”

Meeting the Demand

Marcus Earley graduated from UTEP in 2010 
with a degree in electrical engineering.

His career path took him to Princeton, New 
Jersey, where he is the operation manager for 
the Reckitt Benckiser Group.

Not familiar with the Reckitt Benckiser 
Group?

Well, you should be. You most likely 
have one of their products somewhere in 
your house.

Earley is responsible for manufacturing 
and distribution of Lysol disinfecting 
spray to the entirety of North and South 
America, Asia, and some countries in 
Africa and Europe.

It has been hard keeping stores throughout 
the world stocked with disinfecting spray.

“The word ‘unprecedented’ has been 
thrown out everywhere and it really is 
symbolic of what we have experienced, he 
said. “Nothing could have prepared us for 
what COVID-19 did for the demand.”

In a normal year, the company usually 
ramps up production in the fall in 
preparation for the spike in Lysol sales 
during the flu season, which is typically from 
December to March.

However, 2020 has been anything but 
normal.

“Our demand had increased more than 20-
fold, nothing like we had ever seen before,” 
he said. “The strategies we had in place were 
not enough to be able to react to what we are 
experiencing. We are producing at record 
levels.”

Under Earley’s leadership, the team has 
been working day and night in order to meet 
the demand.

Lysol is on the list of disinfectants that 
the Environmental Protection Agency 
deems as satisfactory in meeting its criteria 
for use against SARS-CoV-2, the cause of 
COVID-19.

Earley said the most difficult – and most 
important – task he has faced is making sure 
the people at the plant are safe.

“From Day 1, our people continued to come 
to work,” he said. “Despite all the fears, all the 
uncertainty, the risk of exposure, our team 
came to work. Every day, news was breaking 
about new illness and more deaths. A lot of 
our people were fearful, they were scared, we 
all have people who depend on us.”

But they continued to work with 
motivation provided by Earley.

“Every week we would post photos on 
bulletin boards across the plant showing 
empty store shelves,” he said. “We talk about 
what our purpose is, what makes us come 
back to work every day. Our purpose is trying 
to refill those shelves. More now than ever, 
people depend on our products to help keep 
their families healthy and their homes safe. 

working in hazardous environments.
“We have a lot of diverse skills in our group 

and I think it’s important that we all pull 
together to do everything in our capacity 
to assist the community,” said Robert Moss, 
assistant vice president for Environmental 
Health &  Safety (EH&S). “We’re only going to 
get through this in as much as we can protect 
each other by keeping our social distance and 
facilitating good science.”

Nancy Liévano, a physician at The 
Hospitals of Providence East Campus, said her 
husband, a doctoral student at UTEP, referred 
her to EH&S after having previously been fit-
tested for a mask for his job.

“At least for me, that peace of mind is 
invaluable,” Liévano said. “I’m really grateful 
to UTEP and its community for having that 
service and being generous enough to offer it.”

Understanding the Adolescent 
COVID-19 Experience

In May 2020, the National Science Foundation 
(NSF) approved a $114,000 RAPID award to 
UTEP’s April Gile Thomas, Ph.D., assistant 
professor of psychology, to conduct research 
related to COVID-19.

Her study, “Understanding At-Risk 
Adolescents’ and Parents’ Daily Experiences 
During COVID-19,” was UTEP’s first NSF 
RAPID award related to the coronavirus.

The study began May 1, 2020, and involved 
105 adolescents and parents from throughout 
El Paso.

Thomas, the project’s principal investigator, 
was supported by co-PI Cait Cavanagh, Ph.D., 
assistant professor at the School of Criminal 
Justice and the Department of Psychology at 
Michigan State University.

The study includes some who are 
incarcerated or on probation. The research 
compares adolescent’s stress, mood, social 
skills, substance use, physical health, 
delinquency, mental health symptoms, quality 
of social relationships, and psychosocial 
development throughout the outbreak. 

Thomas said the project also will study 
whether juvenile incarceration aggravates 
the potential effect of coronavirus on youth 
outcomes.

“All people are likely going to be affected 
in some way or another by this pandemic, 
but we believe that adolescents – particularly 
incarcerated adolescents – may be especially 
vulnerable and face unique challenges in 
the coming months,” she said. “We hope our 
findings will improve our understanding 
of the needs, risks and potential protective 
factors of a vulnerable group of youth in a 
global state of emergency.”continued on page 45
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It is our responsibility to get the product to 
the consumer. We know that every single 
can has the potential of saving a life. It’s the 
one thing that keeps us motivated to keep 
coming to work even though we want to 
keep ourselves and our families safe. We 
all recognize that there is something much 
bigger at work here and that we have a huge 
part to play in being able to contribute to the 
safety of people all around the world.” 

Earley, who is working toward an MBA 
at the Wharton School of the University of 
Pennsylvania, said he is proud to be able to 
share his stories from his alma mater with 
those around him.

“Out here in the East Coast, it’s a 
melting pot of different cultures,” he said. 
“Living in El Paso and being a student at 
UTEP provided me with a multicultural 
experience. Having that type of exposure has 
given me a lot of the resources that make me 
a much more effective leader.”

Earley said he values the time he spent at 
UTEP.

“I was not an excellent student in high 
school, but UTEP took a chance on me 
when a lot of other schools didn’t,” he said. 
“Because of that I’ve had a lot of success 
in my career. I didn’t want to take that for 
granted.”

It only took Earley a few weeks to realize 
UTEP was the place for him.

“I could really feel something in me 
change,” he said. “The amount of support 
I got, the belief they had in me, they saw 
something in me that I was not able to see 
in myself. I was able to turn myself around 
as a student. I graduated cum laude, in 
the top 8% of my class, which was a huge 
achievement for a student like me. Because 
of all the support I got in the program, I 
am where I am today, being able to make a 
difference in people’s lives, and it’s awesome 
to say it started at UTEP.” 

Connecting PPE  
Supply and Demand

The Texas Manufacturing Assistance Center 
Paso del Norte (TMAC PdN), a manufacturing 
consulting center based at UTEP, is assisting 
organizations and businesses throughout 
the Paso del Norte region and beyond by 
connecting them with manufacturers 
to acquire critical personal protective 
equipment (PPE) needed in the fight against 
COVID-19.

COVID-19’s impact on local businesses has 
created shortages of medical supplies such 
as gowns, N95 masks, face shields, and other 
related products.

The supply chain scouting efforts at 
UTEP are managed by Amit Lopes, Ph.D., 
assistant professor in UTEP’s Industrial, 
Manufacturing and Systems Engineering 
(IMSE) program, and regional director of 
TMAC PdN, which includes six counties in 
southwest Texas. 

“The overall vision for the TMAC Statewide 
Task Force team is to create a strategy (both 
short- and long-term) for a robust supply 
chain network centered around the themes of 
response, recovery, and resilience to address 
critical needs and minimize disruptions,” 
Lopes said. 

TMAC is assisting companies to gain access 
to grants and loans to offset employee salaries 
and address loss of business with relevant 
investments. Additionally, the center supports 
companies as they make the adjustment 
toward starting manufacturing operations 
in a post-COVID-19 environment. TMAC’s 
efforts shorten the time between when 
COVID-19-related products are needed by the 
providers and finding an organization that 
can manufacture them. 

Designing Low-Cost
Ventilators

Nationwide, hospitals are faced with the 
concern of a shortage of ventilators as more 
Americans are diagnosed with COVID-19. 

A collaboration between UTEP and Texas 
Tech University Health Sciences Center 
El Paso (TTUHSC El Paso) could help solve 
that problem. Using 3D printing, a team of 
physicians and engineers have developed an 
innovative, low-cost ventilator for the health 
care sector. 

The Texas Power Bag Breather, or Texas 
Breather, was developed by Scott Crawford, 
M.D., associate professor and director of 
TTUHSC El Paso’s Training and Educational 
Center for Healthcare Simulation (TECHS); 
retired TTUHSC El Paso faculty member 

Every
  

“

week we would post photos on 
bulletin boards across the plant 

showing empty store shelves. 
We talk about what our purpose 
is, what makes us come back to 
work every day. Our purpose is 

trying to refill those shelves.” 
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Since their early childhood in 
Tornillo, Horizon High School 
graduates Eric and Matthew 
Gardea worked diligently to 
set themselves up for success, 
appreciating what they had and 

not dwelling on what they lacked. 
The twin brothers saw years of 

determination and grit pay off when they 
were both ranked among the top 10 students 
in their class. They were also accepted into 
The University of Texas at El Paso’s newest 
cohort of Terry Scholars, a group of students 
who are recipients of the prestigious Terry 
Scholarship that covers tuition and expenses 
for four years of college as well as a study 
abroad opportunity. 

“With every single thing that we do, with 
something as small as a science project 
and something as large as applying for a 
full-ride scholarship, I think I can say that 
we do everything we do with pride,” said 
Matthew, who along with his brother will 
join the College of Business Administration 
in Fall 2020.

They are already eyeing opportunities at 
UTEP that can help them reach their career 
goals, with Eric planning to join UTEP’s Law 
School Preparation Institute and Matthew 
looking into the Student Government 
Association. They both hope to pursue law, 
which offers an avenue to affect meaningful 
change in the community.

Their journey toward earning their 

high school diplomas did not conclude 
the way they had envisioned. Their busy 
lives juggling part-time jobs, school work 
and extracurricular activities changed 
significantly when the COVID-19 pandemic 
impacted daily life during the Spring 2020 
semester.

As thousands of future Miners found 
themselves in a similar situation, the 
University quickly adjusted to this new reality 
in its outreach, recruitment and retention 
efforts.

"We're in unprecedented times, and it's 
important that UTEP adjusts appropriately to 
the needs of our prospective and continuing 
students,” said Vice President for Student 
Affairs Gary Edens, Ed.D. “Regardless of our 
course delivery methods, UTEP’s mission 
remains the same — to help all Miners reach 
their educational goals."

New Normal
 
As the pandemic forced strict social 
distancing guidelines, UTEP had to find 
creative virtual delivery methods to welcome 
new students. During a typical spring 
semester, UTEP’s Office of Admissions and 
Recruitment would usually dispatch its team 
to dozens of area high schools to welcome 
the newest batch of future Miners.

“It was pretty disappointing that we 
weren’t able to do that this year for the 
students and that we weren’t able to meet 

with them in that way, so we’ve had to 
completely revisit the way that we engage 
with the students,” said Amanda Vasquez-
Vicario, Ph.D., assistant vice president for 
enrollment services.  

UTEP staff coordinated several new 
efforts to welcome students virtually, such 
as surprising incoming scholars with home 
deliveries of orange and blue balloons and 
“swag bags” containing welcome letters 
and T-shirts, sharing their photos using the 
hashtag #igotpickd on social media, and 
sending targeted videos from deans and 
alumni welcoming students to the UTEP 
family. 

“We’re trying very hard to recognize their 
efforts, to let them know how much we 
believe in them, and to send the message that 
it's very important for them to continue their 
education,” Vasquez-Vicario said. 

UTEP’s Division of Student Affairs staff 
also hosted a variety of virtual events to 
assist students in different stages of the 
enrollment process. The events hosted on 
Microsoft Teams featured staff members 
presenting information on topics including 
admissions and enrollment, financial aid, 
advising, residence life and various students 
services. Hosts often took live questions 
from prospective students and their parents 
joining in from locations around the country. 

Vasquez-Vicario said that students are 
taking to these new methods naturally, 
opening up to UTEP admissions counselors 

By Elizabeth Ashby

ContendingContending
UTEP Finds New Ways to Connect With Students Amid Pandemic

w i t h  C O V I D - 1 9



47utep.edu 

and asking meaningful questions. 
“It’s very energizing and wonderful to see, 

and I think it's a validation that we need to 
continue this type of work,” she said.

Assisting Continuing 
Students
 
In addition to these outreach efforts for 
incoming students, Vasquez-Vicario points 
to the critical efforts to keep continuing 
students engaged and on track to reach their 
educational goals. 

She calls Heather Smith, Ph.D., associate 
vice president for academic advising and 
student support, a key partner in helping 
sustain UTEP’s mission of providing ongoing 
support to students all the way through 
degree completion. 

The two are working together to lead an 
institutionwide strategic enrollment planning 
initiative, which focuses on both enrollment 
and student success. Building on UTEP’s 21 
consecutive years of enrollment growth, they 
are working to maintain the commitment 
to serving the students in the region while 
positioning UTEP as the premier Hispanic-
serving institution in the country.

“There is no intent to shift our enrollment 
from our regional focus, but what has come 
to light is that the strength of UTEP, who we 
are and what we have to offer, has the capacity 
to impact potential students from beyond 
our borders, if we expand outside of El Paso,” 
Smith said. 

A key factor in maintaining and growing 
the student population is supporting students 
who are currently enrolled but who may face 
barriers in their degree path. 

Smith points to an advising redesign in 
2017 that refocused efforts on providing 
holistic services to help students persist term-
to-term. 

“The advising model provides our students 
personalized, individualized academic 
services from admissions to graduation,” she 
said. “It is designed to help students navigate 
the higher education experience while 
balancing the external demands of their lives 
that impact the time that they can give to their 
academics.”

With greater focus on developing 
innovative recruitment and retention 
efforts, the impact of COVID-19 created 
an opportunity to put new outreach and 
response strategies into practice. 

“It’s providing us an opportunity to see 
what works best for our students,” Smith 
said. “We cannot enroll and retain students 
unless we’re meeting their needs, providing 
programs and experiences through delivery 
methods that meet what they want and need.”

Smith oversees the Student Success 
Helpdesk, which works with students to 
match them with personalized services 
including financial literacy counseling, class 
schedule conflict resolution, and more. 
As remote learning presented challenges, 
the helpdesk team worked diligently to be 
available remotely. “I told my staff that the 
single most important thing about working 
remotely is to stay connected to our students; 
we have to be accessible by phone, by email, 
by [Microsoft] Teams. We can’t sit and wait 
for people to come to us.”

Students Helping Students
 

During the transition to distance learning, 
UTEP staff were enlisted to assist continuing 
students with their questions and ensure 
they were on track and register for upcoming 
semesters. They also assisted prospective 
students with questions about topics including 
financial aid and New Student Orientation 
sessions.

A contingency of this team was made up 
of student workers. After University facilities 
including the Student Recreation Center 
and Union Services were closed due to the 
pandemic, these students were reassigned 
to enrollment services to help assist with 
students’ questions and concerns.

“What we heard from students is that the 
communication that those student employees 
have been able to deliver has been really 
meaningful because we've been able to 
personalize it,” Vasquez-Vicario said. 

Freshman nursing major Sonam Choki was 
reassigned from her job at the Recreation 
Center and enlisted to help with these 
efforts. Choki is among UTEP’s international 
students from the Kingdom of Bhutan, and 
the pandemic has upended her plans to 
return home for the summer. Additionally, 
she adjusted to online coursework and a new 
job that was a departure from her usual work. 
After being trained, she found that she was 
able to help her fellow students.

“In most cases, I could understand them, 
because some of them went through what I 
went through,” she said.

That feeling of connection is something 
UTEP hopes to continue fostering as its 
mission of offering access to exceptional 
education progresses. 

Robert Stump, M.D., Ph.D.; and Luis Ochoa, 
manager for the W.M. Keck Center for 3D 
Innovation in UTEP’s College of Engineering. 

“Dr. Crawford, Dr. Stump, and Luis 
converged on a simple, yet elegant and 
innovative concept that capitalized on the 
strengths of additive manufacturing,” said 
UTEP Keck Center Director Ryan Wicker, 
Ph.D. “Recognizing the need and the potential 
clinical advantages of the design, this was a 
perfect application of the Keck Center’s rapid 
response engineering capabilities. More than 
a dozen individuals including faculty, staff 
and students, immediately focused 100% 
effort on getting the design finalized for 
reliability testing. We combined simulation, 
design interaction, and rapid prototyping and 
testing to respond in a pandemic-timescale. 
I am very proud of Luis and the entire Keck 
team for how quickly we came together to try 
and make a difference during this pandemic.”

The team has submitted the innovation to 
the FDA for Emergency Use Authorization 
during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Studying Pandemic Effects on 
People With Chronic Conditions

Emre Umucu, Ph.D., assistant professor of 
rehabilitation counseling, and Beatrice Lee, 
Ph.D.  an incoming rehabilitation counseling 
faculty member, examined the perceived 
stress levels and coping mechanisms related to 
COVID-19, and how coping affects well-being 
in people with self-reported chronic conditions 
and disabilities. Their findings were published 
in the journal Rehabilitation Psychology.

Umucu said their exploratory work has 
provided some preliminary information on 
how these individuals perceive COVID-19 
and how the coping strategies they are using 
are related to their well-being. For instance, 
active coping, denial, emotional support, 
humor and religion are among the coping 
strategies that help people with chronic 
conditions and disabilities deal with stress 
caused by the COVID-19 pandemic,

“Given that COVID-19 is a new and highly 
evolving stressor for everyone, especially 
for people with chronic conditions and 
disabilities, it is important to understand 
how individuals cope with it,” said Umucu, 
director of UTEP’s Veteran VVell-Being Lab 
(V3). “Measuring and quantifying COVID-
19-related stress and coping strategies 
in individuals with chronic conditions 
and disabilities can help clinicians and 
researchers understand the potential 
negative effects of COVID-19.” 

- Compiled by Victor R. Martinez
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1950s
C. Allen Born (B.S. ’58) received 
the Albert Nelson Marquis 
Lifetime Achievement Award for 
his leadership and success in the 
mining field.

1960s
James B. Bexley (BBA ’64) was 
posthumously inducted into the 
Texas Bankers Hall of Fame. The 
honor recognizes outstanding 
bankers who have made valuable 
contributions to the profession. 

David Briones (B.A. ’69) 
celebrated 25 years as a federal 
judge. He retired in 2009, but 
continues to hear a full caseload. 

Gary B. Weiser (B.A. ’68) was named 
a 2019 Super Lawyer for Criminal 
Defense. He is a Life Fellow of the 
Texas Bar Foundation and a member 
of the American Bar Association.

Wan Ling Yang (B.S. ’64) opened 
an exhibit that included photos 
from many of the 90 countries he 
has visited throughout his life. The 
show was in a regional Philadelphia 
library. He is a former NASA 
contractor who worked on the 
Apollo program.

1970s
Juan G. Ayala (BBA ’79) was 
reappointed by Texas Gov. Greg 
Abbott to the Advisory Council 
on Cultural Affairs to a term that 
will expire in 2023. The council will 
advise the Office of the Governor 
on issues tied to the state’s changing 
demographics. Ayala, a retired 
Marine Corps major general, also 
was appointed interim president 
and CEO of the San Antonio 
Hispanic Chamber of Commerce. 
He currently serves as director of 
San Antonio’s Office of Military and 
Veteran Affairs.

Irene Chavez (B.A. ’79) is a senior 
vice president and area manager 
with Kaiser Permanente in San Jose, 
California.

Chwan-Hwa Chiang (M.S. ’77) was 
included among the Marquis Who’s 
Who. She is a director at Foxconn 
International Co. She is an expert in the 
fields of chemistry and engineering.

Julio Chiu (B.S. ’74) was 
reappointed to a three-year term 
on the Federal Reserve Bank of 
Dallas’ El Paso Branch. He was first 
appointed in 2017.

Edith Eva Eger (B.S. ’70, M.A. ’74) 
read from her book “The Choice: 
Embrace the Possible,” in October 
2019 at Colorado Mountain 
College Spring Valley campus. 
The book by the 90-plus-year-old 
author, educator, psychologist and 
Holocaust survivor was on the New 
York Times best seller’s list.

Carlos D. García (B.A. ’79, MAIS 
’96) was named the interim vice 
chancellor for student success at the 
University of Colorado Colorado 
Springs. He had been the associate 
vice chancellor for student success 
and auxiliary services.

Jesus R. Herrera (B.A. ’76) is judge 
of County Criminal Court at Law 
No. 4 and ran in the Democratic 
primary for re-election.

Debra C. Hester (BBA ’77) was 
recognized as a member of the 
ERA Leader’s Circle of Excellence, 
diamond level, as the region’s No. 1 
selling agent in 2019.

Thomas B. LaRock (B.S. ’74) was 
among the featured artists at the 
second annual Houston Area Oil 
Painters of America art show in 
February 2020.

Louis Llamas (BBA ’77) became an 
associate with Stark & Associates 
after 35 years in the high-tech 
world of Silicon Valley. He has 
been an executive with numerous 
technology firms such as Hitachi, 
Western Digital and Seagate 
Technology. He also spent three 
years as a special agent with the FBI. 

Mark S. McDonald (B.A. ’72) 
wrote “Beyond the Big Shootout: 
50 Years of Football’s Life Lessons” 
about the 1969 game between the 
No. 1 Texas Longhorns and the 
No. 2 Arkansas Razorbacks. He is a 
retired sports journalist who lives in 
Midland, Texas, and teaches English 
as a second language.

Alphonse J. Mendez (B.M. ’72) 
presented workshops during 
the 51st annual New Mexico 
State University Jazz Festival in 
November 2019. He is a celebrated 

music educator who retired as 
director of fine arts with the El Paso 
Independent School District.

Guillermo Quezada (B.M. ’78, 
M.M. ’87) led the Ballet Theatre 
International Orchestra during 
the 2019 performances of “The 
Nutcracker” for El Paso Ballet 
Theatre.

Carmen E. Rodriguez (M.Ed. 
’75) co-authored “Who Rules El 
Paso?” a book that investigates who 
influences local leaders on how 
decisions are made and how money 
is spent. The book was released in 
December 2019.

George A. Reynoso (B.A. ’77) 
moved his music and media 
business All That Music & Video 
(ATMV) to the Fountains at Farah 
shopping center in El Paso. He also 
launched an ATMV outlet-style 
store at the business’ warehouse on 
Boeing Drive. 

Nevil Shed (B.S. ’74) is the director 
of summer training camps for the 
San Antonio Spurs. 

Martin Silva (BBA ’72) closed his 
family-owned Silva’s Super Market, 
a South El Paso fixture for 54 years, 
on Dec. 31, 2019.  

Wayne Thornton (B.A. ’77) retired 
as a public relations director for 
the City of El Paso’s Department of 
Parks and Recreation.  

1980s
Renato J. Aguilera (B.S. ’81, M.S. 
’82) earned the 2019 Distinguished 
Scientist Award from the Society 
for the Advancement of Chicanos/
Hispanics and Native Americans 
in Science. He is a professor of 
biological sciences at UTEP.

Brenda M. Carrens (BBA ’88) was 
promoted to community programs 
director by Old Colony Elder 
Services, a nonprofit in Plymouth, 
Massachusetts.

Alfredo Corchado Jimenez (B.A. 
’87) signed copies of his latest book, 
“Homelands: Four Friends, Two 
Countries, and the Fate of the Great 
Mexican-American Migration,” and 
spoke about the book at an event at 
the Literarity Book Shop in El Paso. 

The award-winning journalist is the 
Mexico border correspondent for 
the Dallas Morning News.

Brad L. Cross (B.S. ’80) was the 
featured speaker at the 40th annual 
New Mexico Mineral Symposium 
in November 2019 in Socorro, 
New Mexico. His topic was “An 
Overview of the Agate of northern 
Mexico and southern New Mexico.”  
He is an Austin, Texas-based 
supervising hydrologist with WSP, 
a globally recognized professional 
services firm.

Doris Hagans Schwartz (BBA ’83) 
developed Willport, a first-ever 
app-based deployment platform 
that enables easy electronic 
scheduling, and secure sending 
of money, electronic gift cards, 
flowers and more up to 14 months 
in advance.

Steven H. Harder (DGSC ’86) is an 
explosion seismologist who plans 
to study the Thwaites Glacier in 
Antarctica during a summer 2020 
research trip.

Shawn Mena (B.A. ’86, M.A. 
’90) earned the 2019 Hicks-
Middaugh Outstanding Alumni 
Award from the UTEP Department 
of Communication during 
the University’s Homecoming 
festivities. The award recognized 
Mena’s commitment as an educator 
and communication scholar.

Eva M. Moya (Ph.D. ’10, BSW ’81) 
made a presentation about “U.S.-
Mexico Borderland: Immigrant 
Challenges and Opportunities” 
in November 2019 at Lock 
Haven University, in Lock Haven, 
Pennsylvania. She is an associate 
professor of social work at UTEP.  

Rosemary V. Neil (MPA ’81) 
co-authored “Who Rules El Paso?” 
a book that investigates who 
influences local leaders on how 
decisions are made and how money 
is spent. The book was released in 
December 2019.

Patrick Piotrowski (B.A. ’85, 
M.A. ’92) retired after 36 years 
with KTEP-FM (88.5), the last 20 as 
general manager of El Paso National 
Public Radio station.
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“ T H E  U T E P A L U M N I 
A S S O C I AT I O N  I S  T H AT P L AC E 
W H E R E  O U R  A L U M N I  C A N 
F E E L T H AT S E N S E  O F P R I D E 
A N D  C A M A R A D E R I E  W I T H 
OT H E R  M I N E R S . ”
–   M A R I B E L  V I L L A LVA 

A S S I S TA N T  V I C E  P R E S I D E N T 

F O R  A LU M N I  R E L AT I O N S

UTEP Alumni Association to Offer 

Free Membership to Alumni 

This summer, The University of Texas at El Paso Alumni Association moved to 
significantly enhance connections between Miners by offering free memberships to all 
alumni. With more than 100,000 alumni throughout the world, this shift opens doors 
for all Miners to stay engaged with their alma mater.

 “The new, free membership model provides the association a greater opportunity 
to serve and build relationships with alumni who have not previously been members. 
This means more alumni will have access to the association’s varying levels of services 
and programs,” said Laura Biggs, president of the UTEP Alumni Association. 

Beginning July 1, 2020, UTEP alumni can activate their free membership through 
MinerLink, the official online portal for UTEP alumni, by completing the following 
steps: 

• Go to minerlink.utep.edu
• Find or create their alumni profile on the platform
• Activate membership

UTEP Alumni Association members will 
benefit from membership perks such as 
discounts at the University Bookstore and 
Professional Public Programs (P3), and access 
to the UTEP Career Center and the Student 
Recreation Center when it reopens. Additional 
perks include discounts with multiple national 
retailers to include Jostens and Liberty 
Mutual. 

Maribel Villalva, assistant vice president 
for alumni relations, said the timing of this 
change is appropriate because it highlights the 
importance of staying connected.

“The recent effects of the COVID-19 
pandemic – which included social distancing, 
working from home and finding ways to 
help our respective communities – have 
highlighted the importance of personal 
connections and relationships,” Villalva said. 
“The UTEP Alumni Association is that place 
where our alumni can feel that sense of pride 
and camaraderie with other Miners.”

Villalva added that while the association is 
doing away with its paid annual membership 
model, its lifetime membership category will 
remain intact. The Alumni Association will 
continue to offer this paid level of membership 
to provide a dedicated group of alumni 
members with the same perks they have come 
to expect in addition to potential new ones. 
Alumni who activate their free membership 
may upgrade to a lifetime membership. 

“Ultimately, the main goal is to increase 
alumni engagement with UTEP in ways 
that are meaningful to each person,” Villalva 
said. “That can mean attending more events, 
signing up to volunteer, be an alumni mentor 
or even starting (a) scholarship fund.”   
– Christina Rodriguez
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David J. Toub (B.S. ’86, M.Ed. 
’88) is assistant head coach and 
special teams coordinator for the 
Kansas City Chiefs, Super Bowl 54 
champions.

Cynthia A. Utterback (BBA ’87) 
is a certified public accountant 
who joined the board of directors 
at Opportunity Bank of Montana. 

Mary Lou Valdez (B.S. ’86) was 
appointed the deputy director 
of the Pan American Health 
Organization, a regional office of 
the Americas for the World Health 
Organization.

1990s
Peter J. Adamo (MBA ’98) 
was named CEO of Crozer-
Keystone Health System based in 
Delaware County, Pennsylvania. 
He had been president and 
CEO of Waterbury Hospital in 
Connecticut. 

Alfredo Aranda (B.S. ’96) is 
vice president of research at the 
University of Colima in Mexico. 
His main duty is to build better 
routes Mexicans or Latinos can 
take for a research career. 

Patricia Del Carmen Baca (BBA 
’92, MBA ’97) is an assistant 
district attorney who won the 2020 
Democratic primary to be 346th 
District Court Judge. There is no 
opponent in the general election.

Christopher Brink (BBA ‘92) 
was named president of Favorite 
Healthcare Staffing. He joined the 
company in 2000 and most recently 
served as chief operating officer. 

Heather M. Denny (B.A. ’97) 
earned the McKinney-Vento State 
Coordinator of the Year Award 
from the National Association 
for the Education of Homeless 
Children and Youth in November 
2019. She is the coordinator for 
homeless education at Montana 
State University. 

Lucila L. Flores-Camarena (B.A. 
’92) is an assistant county attorney 
who finished first among three 
candidates for the Democratic 
primary for the 383rd District 
Court judge. She will participate in 
a May 26 runoff election.

Keith A. Giles (B.A. ’93) moved 
back to El Paso after 25 years in 
Southern California and a brief 
stop in Boise, Idaho. His most 
recent book, “Jesus Unveiled: 
Forsaking Church As We Know It 
for Ekklesia As God Intended,” was 
published in 2019. 

Mario C. Gomez (B.S. ’92) was 
promoted to district engineer 
for the Nevada Department 
of Transportation’s Southern 
Division. He is responsible for the 
Las Vegas metropolitan area.

Marcus O. Graham (B.S. ’98) was 
named head football coach of the 
Beaumont (Texas) United High 
School Timberwolves. He had 
been an assistant football coach at 
Duncanville High School. 

Sally A. Hurt Deitch (BSN ’90, 
MSN ’94) was named CEO of 
Dallas-based Tenet Healthcare’s 
Mid-South Group. She will oversee 
six Tenet hospitals in Tennessee 
and South Carolina.

Patricia A. Kelly (MSN ’97) 
earned her Ph.D. in nursing 
practice from Gonzaga University. 
She is a retired lieutenant colonel 
in the U.S. Army and practices 
medicine through the Indian 
Health Service at Fort Peck 
Reservation in Montana.

Sammie K. Lukaskiewicz 
(B.A. ’93) was named public 
relations director of the Crystal 
Mountain ski and golf resort in 
Thompsonville, Michigan.

Cynthia M. Luna (B.A. ’92) 
was named principal of El Paso’s 
Jefferson High School and Silva 
Health Magnet High School.   

Anilkumar T. Mangla (M.S. ’92) 
was appointed to Texas Gov. Greg 
Abbott’s Chronic Kidney Task 
Force. He lives in San Antonio.

Kristine Marcum (BIS ’95, M.Ed. 
’00) is El Paso market president 
for Bank of America, one of 
the country’s largest financial 
institutions.

Robert Moore (B.A. ’98) started El 
Paso Matters, a digital news platform 
that covers the U.S.-Mexico border 
and the complex issues that shape the 
region. He is the organization’s chief 
executive officer.

Diane R. Navarrete (B.S. ’92) is 
judge of El Paso County Criminal 
District Court No. 1. She won her 
Democratic re-election primary 
and her November 2020 general 
election race is uncontested. 

Ricky R. Norwood (BSN ’95) 
is an assistant clinical professor 
at the Betty Irene Moore School 
of Nursing at the University of 
California, Davis. The Army retiree 
earned his Doctor of Nursing 
Practice.

Ruben Nuñez (B.S. ’92) is an El 
Paso lawyer who ran to be the 
Democratic candidate for the 
346th District Court.

Dora Y. Oaxaca (B.A. ’96) is a 
policy and project coordinator 
in El Paso County. She won the 
2020 election for the Democratic 
County Chair.  

Cynthia C. Ontiveros (B.S. ’99, 
M.Ed. ’04) will assist the Texas 
State Board of Education to 
update and modernize the science 
component of the Texas Essential 
Knowledge and Skills test.

Julie Penley (B.A. ’92, M.A. 
’97, Ph.D. ’01) is vice president 
of Research, Accreditation & 
Planning at El Paso Community 
College. She was elected to the 
Texas Women in Higher Education 
Board of Directors.

Frank G. Perez (B.A. ’93, M.A. 
’97) earned the 2019 Córdova-
Puchot Scholar of the Year Award 
from the Latina/o Communication 
Studies Division and La 
Raza Caucus of the National 
Communication Association. 
The groups honored him for 
his outstanding scholarship 
and contributions to his field. 
He is an associate professor of 
communication at UTEP.

Michael Ramirez (B.S. ’99) joined the 
board of directors of Parkhill, Smith & 
Cooper as a member-at-large. 

Ginger J. Raya (B.A. ’99, MPA 
’03) is part of the 2020 class of 
Leadership America, a group 
dedicated to the development of 
women leaders. She is regional 
manager of Physician Services 
Group with HCA Healthcare. 

Joseph V. Riccillo (B.S. ’98, MBA 
’03) is project director of Sundt 
Construction Co.’s El Paso office, 
which opened in December 2019.

Claudia V. Rivas (B.A. ’97, B.A. 
’98) won the 2020 Democratic 
primary in Houston, Texas, to 
become judge for the First Court 
of Appeals, Place 3, and now will 
compete in the general election 
in November. She has been a 
practicing attorney for almost 20 
years.

Yvonne Rosales (B.A. ’94) is an 
attorney who ran as a Democratic 
candidate for District Attorney. 
She will compete in the May 26 
runoff election.

Cynthia Sanchez (BIS ’95, M.Ed. 
’99) was appointed to the Texas 
Education Agency’s Educator 
Advisory Committee to help 
develop academically appropriate 
state assessment instruments. She 
is principal at El Paso’s Putnam 
Elementary School. 

Hillery E. Smith (BIS ’97 M.Ed. 
’14) was named Region 19 
Assistant Principal of the Year. 
She serves at Putnam Elementary 
School. 

Laura Strathmann (B.A. ’90) 
is District Judge of the 388th 
Judicial District and ran for the 
Democratic nomination for her 
re-election. She will participate in 
the May 26 runoff election.  

Robert L. Villaseñor (B.A. 
’95) was named general counsel 
and corporate secretary for 
MoneyGram International, Inc.

Steve L. Wilson (B.M. ’94) helped 
organize El Paso’s participation 
in Nour-ish, a national effort to 
engage communities through 
music. He is chair and professor 
in UTEP’s Department of Music 
as well as part of the leadership 
team of UTEP’s Center for Arts 
Entrepreneurship. 
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Former Miner Football 

Player, Coach Primed for 

Continued Success in New 

Role at Arizona State

Robert Rodriguez was less than two months on the job as defensive 
line coach at Arizona State University when football was curtailed by the 
COVID-19 outbreak. 

The pandemic has kept Rodriguez off the field, but it has done little 
to dampen the spirits of the 2004 graduate of The University of Texas at 
El Paso. He has approached this unprecedented time utilizing the same 
constructive outlook that made him one of the most celebrated players 
ever to take the field for the Miners. 

“As with any difficult situation, you have to get as many positives 
out of the experience as is possible,” Rodriguez said. “For me, it’s made 
me closer to my players, fellow coaches and recruits from a personal 

“ U T E P TAU G H T M E  TO 
H O L D  S T E A D FA S T TO  T H E 
P E O P L E  T H AT E N C O U R AG E 
YO U  A N D  P U S H  YO U . ”

standpoint. It’s also given me more time around my 
family, which is always valuable. My goal is to come out 
of this period a better man, all-around, and to help my 
players do the same.” 

Rodriguez arrived in Tempe, Arizona, in February, 
the last of five new assistant coaching hires made by 
Sun Devils head coach Herm Edwards. Rodriguez spent 
the previous five seasons with the Minnesota Vikings as 
assistant defensive line coach. The chance to continue 
his ascent through the coaching ranks in Arizona was 
a “dream opportunity” that was punctuated by the 
prospect of continuing to hone his craft as part of an 
NFL system under Edwards, a successful eight-year head 
coach in the league. 

“Beyond his knowledge of football, (Edwards) also 
provides a great example of character and leadership,” 
Rodriguez said. “He truly cares about his players and 
coaches, and is always trying to help them better 
themselves. In my short time here, he has empowered 
me and guided me in ways that have already made me a 
better coach.” 

Rodriguez is grateful for the chance to continue 
his career associated with the game he loves. The 
Montwood High School graduate was a standout 
linebacker at UTEP who was named the Western 
Athletic Conference Defensive Player of the Year in 
2004, a season that ended with a berth in the EV1.net 
Houston Bowl. After subsequent years in NFL Europe 
and the Canadian Football League, he joined the 
coaching staff at UTEP in 2008 as a graduate assistant 
and was named linebackers coach in 2010. Minnesota 
lured Rodriguez away from his alma mater in 2015, but 
he credits his time as a Miner as a big part of the success 
he has experienced.

“UTEP will always be special to me and my family. 
My wife and I are both Miners. UTEP taught me to hold 
steadfast to the people that encourage you and push 
you,” Rodriguez said. “I didn’t reach my ultimate goal 
of playing in the NFL, but my pursuit of that goal made 
me great at what I’m doing today. Any young person 
who has the chance to attend UTEP should do it and be 
proud of it. UTEP is a tremendous place.”  – Pablo Villa
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2000s
Rachel M. Barraza (B.S. ’08, 
MPT ’11, DPT ’11) is a physical 
therapist in the El Paso area. 

Sandra E. Braham (M.Ed. ’02, 
Ed.D. ’05) was honored for her 
public service by the Tampa 
Bay, Florida, chapter of the 
National Forum for Black Public 
Administrators in October 2019 
in St. Petersburg, Florida. She is 
president and CEO of Gulf Coast 
Jewish Family and Community 
Services. 

Isabel L. Briones (BBA ’04 , 
M.Acc. ’05) was introduced as 
a member of the 2020 class of 
Leadership Texas. The certified 
public accountant will visit key 
cities to learn how their leaders 
address critical issues.

Estela A. Casas (B.A. ’05) became 
executive director of the University 
Medical Center Foundation in 
January 2020. She was an El Paso 
broadcast journalist for 37 years, 
the last 27 with Channel 7-KVIA.

Celina Cereceres (BBA ’02) was 
included among the Houston 
Business Journal’s 2019 Women 
Who Mean Business in the finance 
category. She is a partner with the 
Whitley Penn accounting firm. 

Jefferson Chang (M.S. ’08) is 
a geophysicist and seismologist 
with the U.S. Geological Survey 
Hawaiian Volcano Observatory. 

Julie A. Chavez (BIS ’05, M.Ed. 
’13 ) was named principal of H.R. 
Moye Elementary School in El 
Paso effective Jan. 23, 2020. 

Esther L. Ehrlich (BBA ’04) was 
promoted to senior tax manager 
at the El Paso-based accounting 
firm of Lauterbach Borschow. She 
joined the firm in 2005.

Abril Y. Estrada (B.S. ’03) was part 
of a panel discussion at a Cultured 
Meat Symposium in November 
2019 in San Francisco, California. 
She is co-founder and chief product 
officer at Wild Earth, Inc. 

Fausto G. Fernandez (BFA ’01) 
displayed some of his brightly 
colored paintings at “Abstract 
Journeys of Mutation,” a Scottsdale 
(Arizona) Public Art show. 

Elia Garcia (B.A. ’09) is an 
attorney who ran for County 
Commissioner’s Court, Precinct 
No. 3. She is the former mayor of 
the City of Socorro, Texas.

Jose A. Gonzalez (B.A. ’05) ran 
in the Democratic primary for 
District Judge of the 448th Judicial 
District. He is an attorney with 
Kemp Smith LLP.  

Rafael A. Gonzalez (B.S. ’01, 
M.S. ’03) earned a Luminary 
Award at the 31st annual Hispanic 
Engineer National Achievement 
Awards Conference by Great 
Minds in STEM. He is a health 
and safety senior manager at 
Sandia National Laboratories’ 
Microsystems & Engineering 
Sciences Applications.

Amber S. Gross (BSN ’02) was 
named associate medical director 
at Lincoln Community Health 
Center (LCHC) XXX. She is a 
certified family nurse practitioner 
who will supervise health care at 
the six LCHC sites. 

Jennifer E. Han (B.S. ’07) is the 
International Boxing Federation 
world featherweight champion. 
She defeated her opponent in a 
lightweight bout Feb. 15, 2020. 

Cynthia Herrera (BBA ’05) 
was promoted to assistant vice 
president – controller at United 
Bank of El Paso. 

Minerva A. Laveaga (MFA ’04, 
B.A. ’01) is a Mexican writer 
and editor in El Paso as well as 
an associate professor at El Paso 
Community College.

Christopher M. Lechuga (B.A. 
’09, MBA ’13) joined the Raben 
Group, a national public policy 
and strategic communications 
firm, as director of media and 
communications.

Mayela G. Macias (BBA ’03) 
is a member of the 2020 class 
of Leadership Texas, a group 
dedicated to the development of 
women leaders. She is an executive 
coach with El Paso-based Clear 

Solutions Consulting Services, 
LLC.   

Cindy Jean Madewell (MSN ’07) 
is the director of the F. Marie Hall 
SimLife Center at Midland (Texas) 
College. She oversees the center’s 
budget, equipment, scheduling 
and public relations. She also 
teaches clinical simulation to 
nursing students.

Griselda T. Martinez (BBA 
’04, MPA ’08) was promoted 
in November 2019 to economic 
development director for the City 
of Las Cruces, New Mexico. She 
had been the city’s deputy director 
of economic development since 
2017 and its interim director since 
March 2019.

Joel A. Mejia (B.S. ’07) is an 
assistant professor of integrated 
engineering at the University 
of San Diego. The National 
Science Foundation awarded 
him a $579,000 CAREER grant 
to promote Latino success in 
engineering. 

Leila H. Melendez (MBA ’08) 
was picked to be chief executive 
officer of Workforce Solutions 
Borderplex.

Troy G. Michie (BFA ’09) was 
named a 2020-21 Mary Mackall 
Gwinn Hodder Fellow at Princeton 
University’s Lewis Center for the 
Arts. The visual artist will study 
how bodies can alternate between 
visible and invisible during his 
one-year fellowship.

Irma V. Montelongo (B.A. ’01, 
M.A. ’03, Ph.D. ’14) presented 
“El Paso Strong: A History of 
Resistance, Resilience, and 
Survival” during an October 2019 
lecture at the John Jay College of 
Criminal Justice, which is part of 
the City University of New York. 

James E. Moreno (BBA ’08) was 
named a partner in the business 
department of the Kemp Smith 
law firm.

Javier I. Napoles (BFA ’09) is an 
elementary visual art teacher who 
participated in the 4th annual 
Southwest Print Fiesta, a regional 
artisan print festival in October 
2019 in Silver City, New Mexico.

Claudia Ordaz (B.A. ’08) won 
the Democratic primary for the 
State Representative, District 76, 
seat. She has no opposition in the 
general election. 

Jordan W. Palmer (BMS ’06) is 
an NFL veteran who is a well-
respected quarterback trainer. He 
most recently assisted Joe Burrow, 
the first pick of the 2020 NFL draft. 

Gerina Piller (B.A. ’07) started 
her 10th year on the Ladies Public 
Golf Association (LPGA) Tour. 

John M. Roque (BSN ’01) was 
appointed chief nursing officer at 
HCA Healthcare/HealthONE’s 
The Medical Center of Aurora 
(Colorado) and Spalding 
Rehabilitation Hospital. 

Michelle Sandoval (BIS ’09) was 
named the 2020 Texas Secondary 
Teacher of the Year. She is an 
eighth-grade math teacher at 
Parkland Middle School in 
Northeast El Paso.

Ziba L. Sarabia (BBA ’02) 
is co-founder of MaZi Dance 
Fitness in Chicago, and a full-time 
“mompreneur” blogger/fashion 
and lifestyle influencer. 

Israel R. Silvas (B.A. ’01) joined 
Dykema’s commercial litigation 
practice group in the firm’s office 
in Dallas, Texas. He is an oil and 
gas lawyer.

Roger B. Sloan (BBA ’09) is a 
member of the Professional Golf 
Association (PGA) and plays on a club 
ice hockey team in Houston, Texas.

Shaun R. Tidwell (B.S. ’07) was 
promoted to an associate with 
Parkhill, Smith & Cooper. He is a 
licensed professional engineer.

Anna M. Tucker (MPT ’09) is the 
clinic director at a new outpatient 
rehabilitation clinic opened by 
Border Therapy Services and 
Alliance Physical Therapy in Las 
Cruces, New Mexico. 
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A L U M  P R O F I L E                                               A L D O  A M P A R Á N  '12, '16

Organizers behind the Alice James Award, a national recognition 
coveted by poets, announced earlier this year its 2020 selection 
of Aldo Amparán, an adjunct professor in UTEP’s Department of 
Creative Writing.

As a result, Amparán, a UTEP graduate who earned his bachelor’s 
degree in English and American Literature in 2012 and his MFA in 
creative writing six years later, will have his book “Brother Sleep” 
published, promoted and distributed nationally in April 2022. The 
manuscript was his master’s thesis. Organizers also gave him $2,000.

“I’m normally very calm and quiet, but after ending the call, I was 
so full of energy,” Amparán said. “Let’s just say it was good I was 
home alone.” 

The poet, who grew up in El Paso and Juárez, Mexico, said he was 
grateful to Alice James Books, one of the country’s premier poetry 
publishers, for this acknowledgement because it includes him among 
contemporary poets who he considers heroes. 

“To be part of this outstanding selection 
of voices is beyond thrilling,” said Amparán, 
who also is a fellow with CantoMundo, an 
American literary organization that supports 
Latino poets and poetry.

Sasha Pimentel, associate professor of 
creative writing, called Amparán the most 
talented student she has taught. She said 
he has a forceful writing style and that this 
recognition will give him a national voice. He 
has taught at the University on-and-off since 
fall 2016.

“This indubitably puts Aldo in the big 
leagues of poetry,” Pimental said. “I’m so 
happy to learn that the poetry world at its 
highest tier now knows in Aldo’s poetry what 
we have always known: how extraordinary 
his voice, how important his words.”

Amparán said he plans to use his prize 
money to fund the research and writing of 
his next book, which may explore trauma 
as portrayed in art, and/or to help pay for 
his book’s promotional tour. The UTEP 
faculty member said he hoped that this latest 
recognition could lead to a tenure-track 
position in higher education.

Along with his poetry and teaching, 
Amparán is known for his social activism 
within the LGBTQIA community, and 
among the agencies that assisted the 
migrants sheltered around the borderland in 
2019.  – Daniel Perez

UTEP Alumnus Receives 

Prestigious Poetry Prize

“ TO  B E  PA R T O F 
T H I S  O U T S TA N D I N G 
S E L E C T I O N  O F 
VO I C E S  I S  B E YO N D 
T H R I L L I N G . ” 
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Olivia Zepeda (BBA ’05, MBA 
’10) is a member of the 2020 class 
of Leadership Texas, a group 
dedicated to the development of 
women leaders. She is the chief of 
staff of the mayor of El Paso.  

2010s
Erick Aguilar-Arroyo (BBA 
’16) was promoted to senior tax 
associate at the El Paso-based 
accounting firm of Lauterbach 
Borschow. He joined the firm in 
2017.

Maria C. Bautista (DPT ’17) was 
hired by Border Therapy Services 
and Alliance Physical Therapy to 
work at the group’s new clinic in 
Las Cruces, New Mexico. She is 
certified in dry needling.

Lauren N. Blackwell (BBA ’12, 
MAcc ’14) was promoted to audit 
supervisor at the El Paso-based 
auditing firm of Lauterbach 
Borschow. She joined the firm in 
2013.   

Leandro S. Brandi (BBA ’10, 
MACY ’19) was promoted 
to assistant vice president – 
commercial lending at United 
Bank of El Paso.

Christina L. Chapa (M.Ed. ’11) 
was named principal at Paul C. 
Moreno Elementary School in El 
Paso in October 2019. She had 
been assistant principal at Mitzi 
Bond Elementary School. She has 
had several positions with the El 
Paso Independent School District 
through the years.

Michelle D. Esparza (BBA ’16) 
was hired as an associate by the 
law firm of Mounce, Green, Myers, 
Safi, Paxson & Galatzan. 

Jesus R. Garcia (M.S. ’11) is 
assistant general counsel at 
Helen of Troy, an El Paso-based 
consumer products company. He 
previously worked for two New 
York-based international law firms. 

Keith R. Garrison (B.S. '14) was 
part of the first graduating medical 
school class of The University of 
Texas Rio Grande Valley in May 
2020.  
 

Briana N. Green (BMS ’12) is in 
her fourth season as a player with 
the Harlem Globetrotters. 

Zackerey D. Greenlee (M.A. 
’17) signed a contract to be 
quarterback for the Potsdam 
Royals for the 2020 season of the 
German Football League.

April A. Hall (BMS ’17) was 
hired by Workforce Solutions 
Borderplex as its education 
outreach coordinator. She will help 
oversee “Grind Talk,” a program 
that will cover a variety of career 
planning topics.

Kristian O. Hernandez (B.A. ’13) 
is an investigative reporter for the 
Fort Worth Star-Telegram. He had 
worked at the Center for Public 
Integrity in Washington, D.C. 

William Hernandez (B.S. ’17) 
used his position as a professional 
football player with the New York 
Giants to serve as a role model to 
Hispanic children at a Boys and 
Girls Club event in October 2019.

Justin Kaufman (B.A. ‘10) 
owns the El Paso Draft House, 
a microbrewery on El Paso’s 
East Side. It is the latest venture 
by the self-proclaimed “serial 
entrepreneur.”

Leah E. Masters (BIS ’11) was 
appointed to the Downtown 
(El Paso) Management District 
Board of Directors. She is the 
administrative officer for the 
United Bank of El Paso del Norte.

Lacey B. Mills (BFA ’10) 
participated in the PechaKucha, 
an art celebration in San Antonio, 
Texas. Her projects usually deal 
with social and gender roles. She 
is an instructor at the Southwest 
School of Art.

Hector E. Lugo Nevarez (BSEE 
’14, M.S. ’17) earned a 2019 
Glassell Family Foundation 
Inspirational Pathway Award, 
which is part of the Success 
Through Technology Education 
Foundation Education Awards 
presented in November. He is 
an instructional technologist at 
UTEP’s GAIA Makerspace.

Matthew G. Marquez (B.A. ’11, 
M.A. ’16) was hired as an associate 
by the law firm of Mounce, Green, 
Myers, Safi, Paxson & Galatzan. 

Brian C. Mundell (BMS ’16) was 
hired as an associate by the law 
firm of Mounce, Green, Myers, 
Safi, Paxson & Galatzan. 

Nikolas J. Needham (B.A. ’18) 
was promoted by the Miami 
Dolphins to its active roster in 
October 2019. He returned to El 
Paso to support former teammates 
during UTEP’s 2020 NFL Pro Day.

Mayra L. Ortiz-Galarza (Ph.D. 
’17) is a co-principal investigator 
of “Yes, She Can: Closing the 
STEM Hispanic Gender Gap,” 
a three-year project funded 
by a $700,000 grant from the 
U.S. Department of Education. 
She is an assistant professor of 
mathematics at the University of 
Texas Rio Grande Valley. 

Lilia Prestor (BBA ’17) was 
promoted to senior audit associate 
at the El Paso-based accounting 
firm of Lauterbach Borschow.

Roy A. Robertson (BMS ’15) 
signed a one-year contract with 
the NFL’s Chicago Bears. He is a 
defensive lineman.   

Anthony Rotich (B.S. ’16) won 
the 10K national title in 30:36 at 
the 2020 USATF Cross Country 
Championships at Mission Bay 
Park, in San Diego, California. 

Adam Setra (B.S. ’14) joined the 
Lovett Law Firm in El Paso. He is 
licensed to practice law in Texas 
and is a member of the Texas Trial 
Lawyers Association.

Abigail E. Solis (B.S. ’17) will 
earn up to $15,000 from the 
National Board of Certified 
Counselors (NBCC) Foundation 
as part of the NBCC Minority 
Fellowship Program-Addictions 
Counselors. Solis is a graduate 
student at the University of 
Colorado Colorado Springs.

Julia R. Sosa (B.A. ’14) directed 
the Spanish-language production 
of “Marisol” for the Cleveland 
Public Theatre and Teatro Público 
de Cleveland. 

Elisa M. Tamayo-Ochoa (BBA 
’14) ran for the democratic 
nomination for State 
Representative, District 76. She 
worked in the Capitol office of 
State Sen. José Rodríguez and was 
director of constituent services in 
his El Paso office. 

Sparkle S. Taylor (B.A. ’17) 
played basketball in Spain’s Liga 
Femenina 2. She was a member of 
the SPAR Gran Canarias.

Eric L. Tomlinson (BBA ’14) 
agreed to a one-year contract with 
the New York Giants. He plays the 
tight end position.

Laura M. Uribarri (M.A. ’16) 
was appointed to the Downtown 
(El Paso) Management District 
Board of Directors. She is an 
assistant dean in UTEP’s College 
of Business Administration. 

Nicholas F. Usher (BMS ’17) 
participated in an NFL workout 
with the Oakland Raiders. He 
was a defensive lineman with the 
Edmonton Eskimos.

Jesus I. Valles (B.A. ’10) 
performed “(Un)documents,” a 
play he wrote about his struggles 
to become a U.S. citizen in 
October 2019 in UTEP’s Wise 
Family Theater. He is an acclaimed 
actor and poet who lives in Austin, 
Texas.

Robert L. “Hooper” Vint (B.A. 
’15) was promoted to senior 
account executive at HUB 
International in El Paso. He had 
been an account executive with 
the company’s commercial lines 
division.

Walter D. Williams (BBA ’11) 
joined the El Paso branch of 
Raymond James & Associates as 
a financial broker. The Air Force 
veteran most recently had been a 
consultant with TD Ameritrade 
and Scottrade Inc.
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Adan H. Contreras, a multifaceted 
illustrator, animator, and now Academy 
Award winner, interprets the reality around 
him through his art, communicating the 
importance of cultural and environmental 
advocacy and appreciation in an imaginative 
and approachable way.

Born in Mexico, Contreras obtained his 
bachelor’s degree in graphic design from 
The University of Texas at El Paso in 2013. 
He said that the opportunities and guidance 
he received at UTEP solidified his decision 
to pursue his passion as an illustrator, 
fostered the skill set necessary to succeed 
in the industry and established a network 
of relationships that have resulted in 
internships and propelled his career.

Contreras lives in Los Angeles, California, 
where he is co-founder of InkByte Studios 

and a designer for the commercial and 
animation studio Six Point Harness, with 
whom he was recently recognized for his 
contribution as a prop designer for Sony’s 
Academy Award-winning short film Hair 
Love.

The 30-year-old artist began his creative 
endeavors at UTEP, where he completed 
pieces that showcased the University’s 
distinctive Bhutanese architecture and drew 
inspiration from the expanse of artwork 
showcased at the Stanlee and Gerald Rubin 
Center for the Visual Arts. Working as a 
freelance illustrator, he was a creative force 
in the collaborative effort to design the 
Centennial Celebration graphic novel “Miner 
Things,” offering a unique approach to the 
presentation of the varying cultural and 
educational experiences of UTEP students.

“You need discipline and guidance to 
succeed in everything you do in life. UTEP 
gave me several opportunities to advance my 
career,” Contreras said. “I feel my experience 
at UTEP taught me to focus on what I really 
wanted and the skills to accomplish them.”

After he worked professionally as a 
designer and a marketer, Contreras sought 
the fulfillment of his passion for art as his 
full-time career. Despite the challenges and 
rejection he initially faced in the competitive 
industry of animation, his perseverance has 
yielded recognition and experience with 
companies such as ABC, FOX and HBO.

 “Always aim for bigger things, because 
even if you don’t get the big prize, you can 
still benefit from your outcome,” Contreras 
said.  – Julian Herrera

Artist’s Path to Academy 

Award Began at UTEP

“ I  F E E L M Y E X P E R I E N C E  AT U T E P 
TAU G H T M E  TO  F O C U S  O N  W H AT I 
R E A L LY WA N T E D  A N D  T H E  S K I L L S 
TO  AC C O M P L I S H  T H E M . ”

2015 UTEP Magazine cover illustration 
by Adan Contreras
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1940s
Voy Ernst Althaus (B.S. ’49) 
Fredericksburg, Texas; Sept. 17, 2019

Sue F. Cason (B.A. ’43) Alamogordo, New 
Mexico; Sept. 17, 2019

Lora Lee Dickinson (B.A. ’49) El Paso, 
Texas; March 12, 2020

Helen R. Hartman (B.A. ’49) Newtown 
Square, Pennsylvania; Feb. 8, 2020

Julius S. Heins (BBA ’49) El Paso, Texas; 
March 24, 2020

Vestina Provencio Ruffin (B.A. ’49, M.A. 
’51) Oklahoma City, Oklahoma; Jan. 10, 
2020

1950s
Robert J. Benford (B.A. ’58) Sun City 
Center, Florida; March 21, 2020

Magdalena C. Bustamante (B.A. ’56) El 
Paso, Texas; Oct. 15, 2019

Eddie Carranza (BBA ’50) El Paso, Texas; 
March 6, 2020

Barbara Burks Coleman (B.A. ’58) Dallas, 
Texas; Oct. 20, 2019

Walter J. Dunderman (B.A. ’59, M.A. ’70) 
Upland, California; Oct. 27, 2019

James Earl Dunn (B.A. ’54) Hot Springs, 
Arizona; Dec. 24, 2019

Ben A. Endlich (B.A. ’58) El Paso, Texas; 
Oct 14, 2019

Brice Kirk Gaston (B.S. ’51) Dallas, Texas; 
Feb. 9, 2019

James Herman Hamilton (B.S. ’51) 
Midland, Texas; Feb. 26, 2020

Margaret Ann Huff (B.A. ’50) 
Albuquerque, New Mexico; Jan. 29, 2020

Annabelle Bean Johnson (B.A. ’59) El 
Paso, Texas; Feb. 4, 2020

Maury Page Kemp (BBA ’52) Rancho 
Mirage, California; Dec. 24, 2019

John T. McCleary (B.S. ’58) Heber City, 
Utah; Oct. 16, 2019

Chester McLaughlin (B.A. ’53) 
Albuquerque, New Mexico; March 3, 2020

Barbara Knight McWilliams (B.A. ’51) 
Midland, Texas; Jan. 3, 2020

Raul A. Norte (B.A. ’57) El Paso, Texas; 
Nov. 23, 2019

Roger Gomez Ortiz, DDS (B.A. ’57) El 
Paso, Texas; Nov. 10, 2019

Mary Alice Prendergast (B.A. ’56) El 
Paso, Texas; Oct. 16, 2019

John Earl Pulte (B.S. ’54) Midland, 
Texas; Jan. 6, 2020

Ramiro Ramirez, Jr. (B.M. ’56) El Paso, 
Texas; Jan. 15, 2020

Mario A. Rochin (B.S. ’51) Phoenix, 
Arizona; Jan. 16, 2020

Bettie A. Spires Tritton (M.A. ’58) El 
Paso, Texas; Dec. 23, 2019

Donald Lee Ward (B.A. ’59) El Paso, 
Texas; Oct. 18, 2019

Jay R. White (BBA ’51) El Paso, Texas; 
Sept. 27, 2019

1960s
John R. Armendariz (B.A. ’63, M.S. ’72) 
El Paso, Texas; Nov. 3, 2019

Luis T. Carson (B.A. ’63, M.Ed. ’71) El 
Paso, Texas Oct. 28, 2019

Winfred Eugene Clay (B.A. ’62, M.A. 
’66) Alto, New Mexico; Sept. 13, 2019

Jon Michael Daeuble (BBA ’68) El Paso, 
Texas; Nov. 21, 2019

Emet C. Dunn (B.S. ’64, M.S. ’74) 
Brownsburg, Indiana; Jan. 6, 2020

Robert Jackson Dyer (BBA ’67) 
Benbrook, Texas; Jan. 23, 2020

William Forrest Ford (B.A. ’64) 
Amarillo, Texas; Jan. 11, 2020

Kate Guinn Gonzalez (B.A. ’65) San 
Antonio, Texas; Oct. 6, 2019

Richard R. Gore (M.Ed. ’65) Amarillo, 
Texas; Sept. 2, 2019

Orlando Minjares (B.A. ’69, M.Ed. ’79) 
El Paso, Texas; Nov. 18, 2019

Barbara J. Mosley (B.S. ’68, M.Ed. ’81) 
Tyler, Texas; Jan. 19, 2020

Loren W. Nichols (B.A. ’65) Granbury, 
Texas; Dec. 31, 2019

JoAnn Moffatt Parker (B.A. ’64) 
Knoxville, Tennessee; Jan. 23, 2020

Ernest Perez (B.S. ’62) Bremerton, 
Washington; Nov. 16, 2019

Gloria Greve Perry-George (B.S. ’66) El 
Paso, Texas; Oct. 26, 2019

Richard Cliff Pickett (M.Ed. ’60) El Paso, 
Texas; Jan. 3, 2020

Abraham Salvador Ponce (B.A. ’63, M.A. 
’67) Arlington, Texas; Jan. 23, 2020

Rodolfo R. Ramirez (B.A. ’66) El Paso, 
Texas; March 10, 2020

Joe N. Ramos (BBA ’69) San Antonio, 
Texas; Nov. 17, 2019

Marvin Fletcher Roberts (B.S. ’67) Tulsa, 
Oklahoma; Dec. 12, 2019

Rose Lee Sandoval (B.S. ’68) El Paso, 
Texas; Feb. 17, 2020

Lestle Ron Shockley (B.S. '66) Houston, 
Texas; July 15, 2019

Charlotte Parsons Sitton (BBA ’61) El 
Paso, Texas; Dec. 21, 2019

Carol Lutener Smith (B.S. ’65) El Paso, 
Texas; Feb. 29, 2020

Paula Jo Turner (B.A. ’68) El Paso, Texas; 
Feb. 21, 2020

1970s
William S. Adkins (B.A. ’70) Houston, 
Texas; Oct. 2, 2019

Gerardo Acuna (B.A. ’70) Berkeley, 
California; Jan. 17, 2020

Ignacio Asunsolo (B.A. ’75, M.Ed. ’83) 
Las Cruces, New Mexico; Oct. 2, 2019

John Glenn Blankinship (B.S. ’76, M.Ed. 
’81) El Paso, Texas; Jan. 11, 2020

Patsy Ann Reid Bond (B.S. ’70) West 
Valley City, Utah; Dec. 3, 2019

Joyce Ashley Canavan (B.S., MSN ’85) El 
Paso, Texas; Jan. 18, 2020

Benigno Carlos (B.A. ’74) El Paso, Texas; 
Dec. 29, 2019

Evelyn Tiffany-Castiglioni (B.S. ’75) 
College Station, Texas; Nov. 12, 2019

Sergio Cervantes (BBA ’79) El Paso, Texas; 
Jan. 27, 2020

German Chavez (B.S. ’74) Huntsville, 
Alabama; Feb. 11, 2020

Hugo Antonio Clemente (B.S. ’79) El 
Paso, Texas; Dec. 11, 2019

Richard G. Coleman (B.A. ’70) El Paso, 
Texas; March 26, 2020

Edward Cuellar (BBA ’73) Hurst, Texas; 
Feb. 4, 2020

Armando Delgado (B.S. ’73) El Paso, 
Texas; Nov. 6, 2019

George C. Delgado (BBA ’74) Sun City, 
Arizona; Jan. 1, 2020

Richard L. Duncan (B.S. ’74) Montrose, 
Colorado; Feb. 13, 2020

Robert Douglas Echlin (B.S. ’73) El 
Paso, Texas; Dec. 8, 2019

Gail Arden Fitzpatrick (MSN, M.Ed 
’79) Jacksonville, Florida; Sept. 20, 2019

Alfredo M. Gomez Jr. (B.M. ’79) El 
Paso, Texas; Jan. 9, 2020

Richard Lee Graf (M.Ed. ’71) El Paso, 
Texas; Jan. 2, 2020

Ernesto Gutierrez Jr. (B.A. ’73) 
Garland, Texas; Jan. 23, 2020

Kenneth James Haddad (BBA ’70) El 
Paso, Texas; Oct. 13, 2019

Roberta James Hall (B.S. ’74) El Paso, 
Texas; Nov. 30, 2019

Judith Susan Lehmann Hunt (B.A. ’71) 
The Woodlands, Texas; Jan. 9, 2020

Dawn Marie Ingram (B.S. ’71) El Paso, 
Texas; Feb. 1, 2019

Col. William J. Kelley Jr. (BBA ’74) El 
Paso, Texas; Jan. 23, 2020

Roberto Lara (B.S.’72) Clint, Texas; 
Sept. 26, 2019

Eleanor Frances Martin (B.S. ’70) El 
Paso, Texas; Feb. 8, 2020

Lola M. May (B.S.’70) El Paso, Texas; 
Jan. 5, 2020

Antonio C. Mendoza Jr. (BBA ’71) El 
Paso, Texas; Feb. 8, 2020

Marlene Metz (B.S.’78) El Paso, Texas; 
Aug. 27, 2019

Rosemary H. Moffitt (M.Ed. ’70) 
Houston, Texas; April 22, 2019

UTEP acknowledges the passing of the following graduates
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UTEP Alumna Named  

El Paso’s Young Engineer 

of the Year 

Kimberly Labree

The El Paso Chapter of the Texas Society of Professional Engineers 
(TSPE) named Kimberly LaBree, a graduate of The University of Texas 
at El Paso, as its Young Engineer of the Year on Feb. 21, 2020. The honor 
recognizes LaBree, who earned her bachelor’s degree in civil engineering 
in 2012, for her technical ability, professional achievements, and civic and 
humanitarian activities.

LaBree is a project engineer for Parkhill, Smith & Cooper in El Paso and 
is licensed in Texas and New Mexico. In the water resources sector, she 
helps clients obtain funds for their communities’ necessary infrastructure 
projects. She has planned, designed and modeled more than 77 miles of 
pipeline, including the design and management of the Village of Vinton 

“ . . . D O N ’ T B E  A F R A I D  TO  TA K E 
O P P O R T U N I T I E S  A N D  E X P L O R E 
T H E  D I F F E R E N T A R E A S  O F C I V I L 
E N G I N E E R I N G . ”

57

Water and Wastewater Improvement 
Project. She created the master plan 
that assessed the state of water and 
wastewater service in El Paso County that 
focused on unserved areas. A member 
of TSPE, she is the current president of 
the American Water Works Association 
Desert Mountain Chapter, recently 
featured in Texas H2O magazine.

“I am extremely honored to be 
receiving this award and being recognized 
for my work in the community by my 
colleagues,” LaBree said.” Being named 
TSPE Young Engineer of the Year has 
to be one of my proudest moments. 
And to make it even better, at the 
award presentation, UTEP President 
Dr. (Heather) Wilson was the keynote 
speaker.”

LaBree has made presentations at 
area public schools to promote science, 
technology, engineering, arts and 
mathematics (STEAM) careers. She also 
has made technical presentations at state 
and national conferences.

LaBree said the most important 
thing she learned at UTEP was to be 
herself. The University provided a great 
foundation for her engineering career. 

“If I could give students pursuing 
a degree in engineering some advice, 
I would say don’t be afraid to take 
opportunities and explore the different 
areas of civil engineering,” LaBree said. 
“Be involved in organizations, because 
not only are you building a bond with 
your fellow students, but with the 
professionals as well. Please get to know 
your fellow students; they will later be 
your colleagues.”  – Darlene Barajas

A L U M  P R O F I L E                                               K I M B E R L Y  L A B R E E  ' 1 3
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Delia Alvidrez Molina (B.A. ’75) Tomball, 
Texas; Jan. 22, 2020

Frances Munch Morgan (BBA ’73) 
Houston, Texas; Oct. 5, 2019

Nita Raines Moseley Munoz (B.A. ’70) 
Tyler, Texas; March 19, 2020

Alice C. Perez (B.S. ’73) Fabens, Texas; Jan. 
5, 2020

Patricia K. Jensen Purcell (B.S. ’79, M.Ed. 
’86) El Paso, Texas; March 3, 2020

Stanley Quintana (B.S. ’76) Santa Fe, New 
Mexico; Sept. 21, 2019

Emilio E. Quiroz (B.A. ’76, M.Ed. ’87) El 
Paso, Texas; Dec. 13, 2019

Raymond A. Rapisand Jr. (BBA ’75) El 
Paso, Texas; Feb. 25, 2020

Cynthia A. Goytia Reza (B.S. ’73, M.A. 
’86) El Paso, Texas; Feb. 7, 2020

Hector Rubio (BBA ’70) El Paso, Texas; 
Jan. 8, 2020

Esther Rosencrans (B.A. ’78) El Paso, 
Texas; March 21, 2020

Raul Martinez Ruiz (B.S.’73) El Paso, 
Texas; March 1, 2020

Edward Saucedo (B.A. ’74) El Paso, Texas; 
Feb. 11, 2020

George Sugawa (B.S. ’78, MBA ’89) El 
Paso, Texas; Jan. 9, 2020

Willie Jim Turney (MSEE ’70) Lubbock, 
Texas; Feb. 12, 2020

Patricia Guajardo Vargas (B.S. ’77) San 
Antonio, Texas; Oct. 14, 2019

1980s
Sharon Celia Clouser (B.S. ’82) El Paso, 
Texas; Feb. 8, 2020

Julie Condon Duncan (M.A. ’84) El 
Paso, Texas; Feb. 13, 2020

Gregory Mark Edens (BBA ’83) El Paso, 
Texas; Jan. 18, 2020

Maria Luz Espinosa (M.A. ’80) El Paso, 
Texas; Feb. 21, 2020

Kathy Ramsey Foster (B.S.’80) El Paso, 
Texas; Oct. 25, 2019

Sergio Gonzalez (BBA ’87) El Paso, 
Texas; Feb. 16, 2020

Alice Moreno Keeton (B.S. ’80) El Paso, 
Texas; Dec. 23, 2019

Gordon Jay Klundt (BBA ’84) El Paso, 
Texas; Feb. 11, 2020

Connie J. Thompson Mower (B.S.’85) El 
Paso, Texas; Dec. 23, 2019

Angel Ricardo Olivares (B.A. ’88) El 
Paso, Texas; Dec. 8, 2019

Sofia Montes Palafox (B.A. ’87) El Paso, 
Texas; March 12, 2020

LTC. Darlene M. Reimers (MSN ’88) 
Richmond Hill, Georgia; Dec. 9, 2019

Manuel Francisco Sanchez (B.S.’89) El 
Paso, Texas; Oct. 16, 2019

John J. Valenzuela (BBA ’87) Austin, Texas; 
Jan. 22, 2020

Leticia Vega (B.A. ’83) El Paso, Texas; Jan. 
9, 2020

Ralph Albert Wagoner (M.S. ’87) El Paso, 
Texas; Sept. 8, 2019

Sandra Louise Whitney (M.Ed. ’80) El 
Paso, Texas; Dec. 10, 2019

1990s
Bertha A. Barragan (B.A. ’93) El Paso, 
Texas; Nov. 13, 2019

Thomas M. Cavaretta (MBA ’92) Tempe, 
Arizona; March 23, 2020

Harry James Clark (B.A. ’98, M.A. ’01) El 
Paso, Texas; Nov. 23, 2019

Linda Fowler Newberry (BSN ’96) 
Huffman, Texas; Nov. 18, 2019

Emma B. Ramirez (BBA ’90) Ruidoso, New 
Mexico; Nov. 5, 2019

Janet Kaye Reynolds (BSW ’92) El Paso, 
Texas; Feb. 26, 2020

Greta Harris Russell (B.A. ’97) El Paso, 
Texas; Sept. 13, 2019

Genaro Andrade Villa (B.A. ’97) 
Canutillo, Texas; Dec. 15, 2019

James Larry Williams (M.A. ’98) El 
Paso, Texas; March 3, 2020

Wilma Slate Wolf (BIS ’98) Temple, 
Texas; Oct. 19, 2019

2000
Samaris Karla Blades (BBA 2000) 
Houston, Texas; Dec. 28, 2019

Blanca Judy Gaspar de Alba (B.A. ’05, 
M.Ed. ’08) El Paso, Texas; Jan. 12, 2020

Elizabeth Marie Maldonado (B.A. ’05) 
El Paso, Texas; Oct. 22, 2019

Wayne Salas (B.S. ’04, M.S. ’06) El Paso, 
Texas; Dec. 10, 2019

Monica Inez Tellez (BBA ’01) El Paso, 
Texas; Feb. 14, 2020

2010
Pedro Orlando Mena (B.A. ’14) El Paso, 
Texas; Jan. 13, 2020

Robert A. Phoenix (B.A. ’19) Fort 
Leonard Wood, Missouri; Jan. 23, 2020

Melinda Kay Reed (BSN ’15) Dallas, 
Texas; Nov. 9, 2019

Stephen Harry Simon (BMS ’13) 
Austin, Texas; Dec. 15, 2019

Manuel Elias Aragon (B.S. ’80) was 
incorrectly included in the In Memoriam 
section of the Spring 2020 issue. UTEP 
Magazine regrets the error.

To UTEP football fans, Fred Edward Wendt was a 
legendary two-time All-American running back who 
riddled opposing defenses en route to a place in the 
annals of Miner history as part of some of the most 
storied Texas College of Mines and Metallurgy (TCM) 
teams of the 1940s. 

But to his family, Wendt was simply “granddad,” a 
humble, hard-working and affable figure who brimmed 
with optimism and maintained a stockpile of jokes 
that he dispensed with regularity. His wife of 70 years, 
Dorris Wendt — who also attended TCM – regarded 
her husband as someone who never gloated over his 
prowess on the field. He was content basking in the 
adoration of loved ones. 

“His family was always his first love and 
responsibility,” Dorris Wendt said. 

Fred Wendt died May 18, 2020, in Kerrville, Texas. 
He was two months shy of his 96th birthday.

Wendt attended school in Lubbock and Amarillo 
before arriving in El Paso in 1938. He graduated from 
Austin High School in 1942 and subsequently enrolled 
at what is now The University of Texas at El Paso. 
Wendt played for the Miners in 1942 before serving 

a stint in the U.S. Army during World War II. He 
returned to the field from 1946 to 1948, setting several 
records in the process.  

After his senior year, Wendt held NCAA records 
for single-season rushing yards, single-season scoring, 
single-game rushing and single-game scoring. He 
remains No. 1 in the Miner record book in yards per 
attempt (7.65). Wendt is one of two Miners to rush for 
300 yards in a game, sharing the honor with current 
Green Bay Packers star Aaron Jones.

After leaving UTEP, Wendt worked in the oil and 
gas industry throughout New Mexico and West 
Texas. He and his wife moved to Kerrville after he 
retired in 2001. Wendt was an avid golfer, fisherman, 
hunter and bridge player throughout his life while also 
maintaining friendships with his college teammates. 
But his family remained his most keen interest. 

Wendt was inducted into the UTEP Athletics Hall 
of Fame in 2005. He is also a member of the El Paso 
Athletic Hall of Fame.

Wendt is survived by his wife, three daughters, and 
numerous grandchildren and great grandchildren.   
– Pablo Villa

I N  M E M O R I A MTHE ALUMNI LOUNGE
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Miners Around the World

Deborah (Saucedo) Llewellyn (BBA in Computer Information 
Systems and Management, 1993) sent in this photo taken at 
the Cliffs of Moher in County Clare, Ireland. She wore a UTEP hat 
that she received from her uncle and fellow alumnus, Luis Alfredo 
Mendez, Jr. (B.M., 1960), who died last August.

Jean Schlitzkus (M.A. in Communication, 2007) recruits a new 
Miner fan in Roatán, Honduras.

John Nelson (B.A. in Mathematics, 1971; MBA, 1991) wore his UTEP 
gear during a holiday vacation spanning from Palmer, Alaska, in 
December 2019, to Kaunakakai, Hawaii, in January 2020.

Jay Montelongo (B.S. in Kinesiology, 1993) wore his UTEP 
sweatshirt while visiting Cavite City, Philippines. 

59utep.edu 

To be part of Miners Around the World, submit a high-resolution photo of yourself  
in UTEP gear and caption information to univcomm@utep.edu. 
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D O N O R  P R O F I L E S  

When John (Jr.) and Helen Green made 
their first gift to The University of Texas 
at El Paso, they had two goals — one, help 
students get an excellent education and, 
two, set an example for students so that, 
one day, they, too, can make a difference for 
others. 

“Students who receive scholarships are 
given an opportunity, and they should work 
hard to see their education through,” John 
said. “Once they graduate and are working, 
they have a responsibility to give back to 
their community.”

Giving is something of a Green family 
tradition. It began with John’s parents, John 
(Sr.) and Mary Green, who established their 
first endowment at UTEP in 2000. The elder 
Green couple’s joy in watching students 
benefit from their gifts inspired John and 
Helen to give as well. Not long after, John’s 
(Jr.) brother Richard “Rich” and his wife, 
Clara “Tiggy,” followed suit.

To date, the Green family has established 
seven different endowments, with three 
bearing the names John (Jr.) and Helen 
Green. The retired couple took their 
giving a step further, recently establishing 
a charitable gift annuity through UTEP. 
A gift annuity is part investment and part 
gift and it offered the Greens a creative 
way to help students and secure their own 
financial stability with a fixed income that is 
generated off the interest earned on the gift. 

Today, even though the Greens live 
elsewhere in the country, UTEP and El Paso 
remain near and dear to their hearts. 

“What always impressed us about UTEP 
is that students had so little debt compared 
to other schools,” Helen said. “UTEP itself 
is so impressive, and students from both El 
Paso and Juárez can get a great education 
and experience unique opportunities on that 
truly beautiful campus.”   – Daphne Griffin, 
Institutional Advancement

When the COVID-19 pandemic took hold 
this spring, life changed drastically for 
students at The University of Texas at El 
Paso. All classes moved online and almost 
no one was allowed on campus. Many 
students lost income as the coronavirus 
closed businesses and impacted the job 
market. 

In response, UTEP’s Office of 
Institutional Advancement set up a Student 
Emergency Fund through the University’s 
crowdfunding platform, and help came 
pouring in. Some of it came from an 
unexpected source: students. 

“Me and a few of my fellow Terry 
Scholars decided to match the individual 
donations given by other Terry Scholars,” 
said Aibhlin Esparza, a senior mechanical 
engineering major. “I knew my donation, 
when combined with that of others, would 
make an even greater impact.”

Not long after, UTEP’s fraternities and 
sororities celebrated a virtual Greek Week 
that incorporated a crowdfunding project to 
help raise money for the emergency fund. In 
less than a week, fellow students and Greek 
Miner alumni helped “Greeks for Good” 
exceed its fundraising goal by 115%.

“I feel it’s important to support each 
other through this because a small gesture 
can go a long way,” Esparza said.   
– Daphne Griffin , Institutional Advancement

To support students in need, visit pickaproject.utep.edu or givingto.utep.edu/givenow. You also can call 
or email the Office of Institutional Advancement at 915-747-8533 or givingto@utep.edu.

A Green Family Thing

UTEP Students 
Raise Money 
to Help Fellow 
Miners
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To learn more about how you can establish a charitable gift annuity through UTEP, call the Office  
of Institutional Advancement at 915-747-8533 or email us at plannedgifts@utep.edu.

Edgar Montiel bleeds Miner orange. An avid fan of The 
University of Texas at El Paso men’s basketball team, Montiel 
frequently sits courtside at the Don Haskins Center with his 
wife, Carissa, and their children, Jayden, Letty and Olivia. 
Together, the pair of UTEP alums have raised more than $31,000 
for UTEP Athletics through their inner circle and personal 
donations during the past two years alone. 

The Montiels own Palo Verde Homes, one of the region’s 
largest home builders. Their company has been recognized 
as one of El Paso’s Top Three Builders six consecutive years, 
including a trio of Builder of the Year awards. Builder Magazine 
annually lists the company as one of America’s Top 200 Builders. 
Montiel credits UTEP’s colleges of Engineering and Business 
Administration for teaching him the importance of continuous 
quality improvement. 

Montiel is proud of where he and his brothers, Ruben, Rudy 
and Carlos — all UTEP engineering graduates — came from. 
Their hard-working, single mother, Leticia, who immigrated 
to the United States from Mexico, served as their role model. 
In recognition of her dedication to them, the brothers 
established the Leticia Segovia Montiel Memorial Scholarship in 
Engineering. 

“What better way to honor her than by having her continue to 
help UTEP engineering students,” Edgar Montiel said.   
– P.J. Vierra , Institutional Advancement

For Leslie Avila, a 2001 graduate of The University of Texas at 
El Paso, her college experience expanded her horizons. 

“Today, when I think about the Department of 
Communication, I think about learning in fun and creative ways,” 
Avila said. “While at UTEP, I never felt like a number, but felt like 
I was seen as an individual and was shown a mutual respect.” 

These values provided Avila lifelong skills that could help 
others. She used these abilities to establish a women’s leadership 
program in 2016 at Rush Enterprises, a 7,000-employee company 
where she works in corporate learning and development as a 
program manager. The program, which has grown to include 
more than 150 participants, provides career advice that 
empowers participants to meet the challenges of the 21st-century 
workplace. Through their participation, women build networks 
that can aid their careers and create a level of mutual respect that 
Avila cherished while at UTEP.

Avila’s mother, Olga Avila, put three children through college. 
Though she never attended college herself, Olga Avila saw the 
value of a college education for her children. This devotion 
allowed Avila to graduate debt-free and inspired her to “pay it 
forward.” 

In 2017, Avila established the Olga Avila Annual Scholarship, 
giving UTEP students the opportunity to graduate debt-free as 
well.   – P.J. Vierra , Institutional Advancement

Edgar Montiel Leslie Avila
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