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CAMPUS
SNAPSHOTS
Although Winter Commencement was
postponed until May 2021, El Paso's
Star on the Mountain was lit in honor
of 2020 graduates on Dec. 12 and 13,
2020. Photo by Ivan Pierre Aguirre.
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Message From the President

As

Miners, we’ve learned a lot about
ourselves over the past academic year.
Our faculty and staff are as agile
and creative as our students when it comes to
figuring out how to get the job done in new ways. I
recently guest lectured in one of our political science
classes. Students were sitting at their kitchen tables
and peering into their laptops from living room
couches while I answered questions about U.S.
relations with Europe from my home office with the
dog snoring underneath my standup desk.
We have changed how we balance our work and
personal responsibilities and we have adapted to new
tools that make persistence possible.
We also have come to understand more deeply
that we are social creatures and that we learn best
when engaged with others.
While we worry about the incoming classes –
students just finishing high school this year – our
current students are persisting. UTEP’s first-year
retention rate of 73% is on par with that of much

more selective universities.
And we are also pressing forward so that we come
back even stronger. We have used this summer to
redesign the freshman experience. The Ph.D. in Data
Science will admit its first students in the spring
semester, and we’ve completed an agreement with
Pacific Northwest National Laboratory to expand
research partnerships.
As I write this, trucks of vaccine are on their way
to Texas. As you read this, significant numbers of
UTEP Miners will have been vaccinated and we
will likely be gradually increasing what we can do
together on our beautiful campus.
None of us wanted to go through this, and all of us
have had friends and family impacted in some way.
Even so, it will have made us stronger, more grateful
for our moments together, and more prepared to
build a bright future.

Heather Wilson
President

Laura L. Acosta
Victor H. Arreola
Elizabeth Ashby
Darlene Barajas
Julian Herrera
Jesse Martinez
Victor R. Martinez
Daniel Perez
Christina Rodriguez
Editorial
Laura Trejo
Ivan Pierre Aguirre
J.R. Hernandez
Photography
Jorge Calleja
Joe Centeno
Troy Tomberlin
Graphic Design
Frank Duran
Director,
Creative Services
Charles C. Fensch
Assistant Director,
Creative Services
Rose Cooper
Production Manager
Javier Loya
Karina Moreno
Christian T. Rivera
Videography
Swapnali Colaco
Edgar Rodriguez
Nancy Valencia Vera
Web
Patsy Achim
Administrative Assistant

UTEP Magazine is published two times per year by the UTEP Office of University Communications, located at 500 W.
University Ave., El Paso, TX 79968-0522. Phone 915-747-5526. Email univcomm@utep.edu. Contents © 2021 by The
University of Texas at El Paso. All rights reserved. Reproduction in whole or in part in any format without permission is
prohibited. Printed on 10% post consumer recycled paper. Volume 13, Issue 1

2

The University of Texas at El Paso

TABLE OF CONT ENT S SPRING 2021

Departments
4

Campus News

16 Research
22 Athletics
42 Alumni Lounge
52 Giving

Features

24

State of the University
The COVID-19 pandemic significantly altered the way
UTEP conducts its mission of delivering an exceptional
education to the Paso del Norte region. But the
University has faced similar challenges throughout its
history and it will draw on those lessons as part of
an effort to guide the region — and the nation — to
recovery.

30
The Education Evolution
The College of Education is a vital component of
teaching El Paso’s youth as 75% of elementary and
secondary teachers are UTEP graduates. That impact
has been bolstered by a deliberate effort to review
current practices and deepen relationships with area
school districts and stakeholders.

36
Maintaining the

Connection to Campus
For nearly a year, the majority of UTEP students have
learned from a distance in an effort to keep the campus
community safe amid the COVID-19 pandemic. Thus,
keeping students engaged has proved a challenge,
but one that has been aided by skillful use of federal
CARES funds to enrich student experiences and sustain
connection.

Jasmine Crain, a junior philosophy
major, has always worked to keep
herself engaged in on-campus
activities, a feat that has been
aided by the enhancement of
student programs through federal
funds. Photo by J.R. Hernandez
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New Opportunities

NEW DEGREE OPTIONS

Opportunities for an exceptional education at The
University of Texas at El Paso continue to grow with
an array of new degree options. These new degree
programs span colleges and disciplines and put students
on track to in-demand careers or allow them to expedite
progress toward advanced degrees.

PH.D. IN DATA
SCIENCE
[College of Science]
The Texas Higher Education
Coordinating Board approved
a new UTEP doctoral degree in
data science that the University
plans to “soft launch” with some
initial courses during the spring
2021 semester. The program’s
full introduction is expected in
fall 2021.

FAST-TRACK TO
M.S. IN BIOMEDICAL
ENGINEERING
[College of Engineering]
Students can take up to 15
graduate credits while still
pursuing their undergraduate
degree to potentially
accelerate their academic
progress up to a year.

BACHELOR'S DEGREE IN
TECHNICAL WRITING
[College of Liberal Arts]
Technical writers serve as
translators who take sometimes
complicated information and
convert it into instructions,
manuals, annual reports and the
like. They also work to develop
the best methods for users to
interact with that information.

M.A. IN EDUCATION/
ALTERNATIVE
CERTIFICATION
[College of Education]
The program serves to
help the college compete
against other alternative
certification programs.

Ph.D. in Data Science
The Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board approved
a new UTEP doctoral degree in data science that the
University plans to “soft launch” with some initial courses
during the spring 2021 semester. The program’s full
introduction is expected in fall 2021.
“This program should increase diversity within the data
science profession and provide a mechanism of social
mobility for UTEP students to enter a marketable and
influential 21st century profession,” said Amy Wagler, Ph.D.,
associate chair of UTEP’s Department of Mathematical
Sciences and the director of the new degree program.
B.A. in Technical Writing
In fall 2020, UTEP’s Department of English introduced a
bachelor’s degree in technical writing and user experience
based on interest from students and employers. Technical
writers serve as translators who take sometimes complicated
information and convert it into instructions, manuals,
annual reports and the like. They also work to develop the
best methods for users to interact with that information.
“We think that everyone can benefit from this new
degree plan,” said Levi R. Martin, Ph.D., the technical
writing program adviser. “There are lots of opportunities
for professional communicators who want to write grants
and instruction manuals, as well as for those who want
to compose well-written documents developed with an
understanding of how words and a design can work for
an audience.”
B.S. to M.S. in Biomedical Engineering
In response to demand from students in biological sciences,
in fall 2020 the College of Engineering introduced a
fast-track program designed for motivated students
in biological sciences earning a Bachelor of Science
degree in biological sciences/biomedical concentration,
cellular and molecular biochemistry or microbiology.
Students can take up to 15 graduate credits toward an
M.S. in Biomedical Engineering while still pursuing their
undergraduate degree to potentially accelerate their
academic progress up to a year.
“The biology/biomedical engineering fast track has the
advantage to introduce science majors to biomedical
engineering earlier,” said Thomas Boland, Ph.D., director
of UTEP’s biomedical engineering program. “We expect
that several of the students in the fast track will decide
to stay on for a Ph.D. in biomedical engineering, thus it
is a win for the students as well as UTEP.”
M.A. in Education and Alternative Certification
Adding to the momentum, during the summer of 2020, a
cohort of 22 students took part in the College of Education’s
innovative new program that assists individuals with
bachelor’s degrees to earn their alternative certification
and a Master of Arts in Education in one year. The
program serves to help the college compete against other
alternative certification programs.
“The rigor, quality and practice-based learning of the
UTEP plan promises a ‘top-notch’ alternative certification
experience and a graduate degree in a year,” said Clifton
Tanabe, Ph.D., dean of the College of Education.
– Christina Rodriguez
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Andrea Cortinas
U T E P A LU M N A S E L E C T E D A S V I C E P R E S I D E N T,
C H I E F O F S TA F F

The University of Texas at El Paso named clients on complex legal issues. Additionally,
Andrea Cortinas as its vice president and chief she served as general counsel for a regional
of staff in June 2020. She had been UTEP’s company where she managed benefits, risk
chief legal officer since 2016.
management and human resources.
In her new role, Cortinas provides strateCortinas said that she is grateful to serve
gic leadership and assists UTEP President her alma mater, which played an important
Heather Wilson to advance the University’s role in her family’s life as well as the lives of
mission through her management of various so many families throughout the region and
programs and initiatives. She also oversees the world.
such key campus areas as Compliance, Legal
“As a native El Pasoan and first-generation
Affairs and University Police, as well as state graduate of UTEP, I am honored and humand federal legislative affairs.
bled to serve in this position,” Cortinas said.
“Andrea is a trusted adviser and thoughtful
She replaced Richard Adauto, who retired
leader on campus,” President Wilson said. “She after 32 years of service to the University.
cares passionately about our mission and will – Daniel Perez
serve the University well.”
Cortinas earned a bachelor’s degree in
political science from UTEP in 2002, and
graduated from the University of California,
Berkeley School of Law.
Before UTEP, Cortinas was an attorney in
private practice in El Paso who specialized
in civil litigation as well as employment and
education law. She also advised executive

UTEP Ranks
No. 2 in Texas
for Graduating
Latino Students
Excelencia in Education, the nation’s leading organization dedicated to ensuring and
accelerating the success of Latino students,
ranked The University of Texas at El Paso No.
2 in Texas for awarding bachelor’s degrees
to Latino students.
The Washington, D.C.-based organization’s
report, “Latino College Completion: United
States,” highlights the top institutions by state
and nationally for enrolling and graduating
Latino students.
“We appreciate this recognition as one
of the top universities not only in Texas, but
in the country in serving Hispanic students,”
UTEP President Heather Wilson said.
For bachelor’s degrees in Texas, the report
ranked UTEP second with 3,429 students
receiving their undergraduate degrees in
2017–18. According to the report, 83% (2,847)
of those students were Hispanic.
“The institutions that are in the top five at
the state level are making significant contributions to the state’s needs for access to
higher education and to ensuring Latinos
have the opportunity to earn degrees,” said
Deborah Santiago, Excelencia in Education
co-founder and CEO.
UTEP enrolls more than 25,000 students
of which 83% are Hispanic, and ranks in the
top 5% of research institutions nationally
for federal research expenditures at public
universities. – Victor R. Martinez

UTEP enrolls more than
25,000 students of which
83% are Hispanic.

“As a native El Pasoan
and first-generation
graduate of UTEP, I am
honored and humbled to
serve in this position.”

utep.edu

5

Survey Lists
UTEP as Third
Safest Campus
in Texas

UTEP Names Priscilla Castillo
as Chief Legal Officer
The University of Texas at El Paso announced
Sept. 8, 2020, the appointment of El Paso native
Priscilla Castillo to the position of Chief Legal
Officer. She succeeds Andrea Cortinas, who was
promoted to Vice President and Chief of Staff.
“Priscilla is a respected attorney who has
demonstrated her commitment to the legal
profession,” UTEP President Heather Wilson
said. “She will be an asset to the University and
its efforts to advance the Paso del Norte region.”
Castillo earned her bachelor’s degrees in
English and American literature, and political
science from UTEP. While completing her
undergraduate studies, Castillo participated in
UTEP’s Law School Preparation Institute. She
subsequently earned a full scholarship to New
York University School of Law. After earning
her law degree, Castillo worked at a large law

firm in New York City. Castillo then returned to
El Paso, where she was most recently a partner
at a local law firm.
Her legal expertise centers on labor and
employment law, and civil litigation. She has
represented local and national clients before
administrative agencies as well as state and
federal courts.
“I am grateful for the opportunity to serve as
the Chief Legal Officer at UTEP,” Castillo said.
“As a UTEP alumna, I am honored to return to
the University and give back to my community.”
Castillo is an associate member of the George
McAlmon American Inn of Court, a graduate
of the Greater El Paso Chamber of Commerce’s
Leadership El Paso Class 38, and past president of the El Paso Chapter of the Federal Bar
Association. – Pablo Villa

“AS A UTEP ALUMNA, I AM HONORED TO
RETURN TO THE UNIVERSITY...”
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The University of Texas at El Paso
has earned a No. 3 ranking on a
list of the safest college campuses
in Texas, according to a survey conducted by YourLocalSecurity.com.
Cliff Walsh, chief of the UTEP Police Department, said the department achieves this kind of recognition because of its community
engagement efforts, which the public reciprocates.
UTEP police officers frequently can be found around campus
speaking with students or helping
them as needed. During the transition to remote learning, campus
police used social media to ramp
up their community outreach efforts.
University Police offers a variety
of services and security programs
to help promote campus protection,
such as the department’s safety escort service, which allows students
to contact an officer at any time to
accompany them to their vehicles
to give them peace of mind.
The survey, published in April
2020, was based on the U.S. Department of Education’s Campus Safety
and Security data and the FBI’s Uniform Crime Reporting Program.
– Jesse Martinez

LAURA TREJO

Written by Daniel Perez

Adauto mentioned the
growth in graduate degrees
– 20 doctoral and 36 master’s
programs – during his
tenure, which helped grow
the University’s research
portfolio to $90 million from
$5 million in 20 years.

Richard Adauto retired in
June 2020 as executive
vice president and chief
of staff who advised
President Emerita Diana
Natalicio for most of
his 32 years with the
University.

UTEP’s Adauto
bids Adieu after
32 Years of
Leadership
As a student at The University of Texas at El Paso in the late 1970s,
Richard Adauto worked hard. Later, as a UTEP administrator, he
worked just as hard if not harder to achieve a higher level of success
for students, the campus and the El Paso community.
Adauto retired in June 2020 as executive vice president and chief
of staff who advised President Emerita Diana Natalicio for most of
his 32 years with the University. He said the variety of assignments
and the focus on a quality education for the region’s students made
the years fly by.
“Every day was different and satisfying in its own way,” Adauto said.
“It was a great ride.”
Among his main duties was to oversee UTEP’s relations with The
University of Texas System and the state legislature, but he also helped
develop numerous academic, physical and cultural changes that enhanced the campus.

Read a
longer version
of this story at
utep.edu/
magazine

Adauto mentioned the growth in graduate
degrees – 20 doctoral and 36 master’s programs
– during his tenure, which helped grow the
University’s research portfolio to $90 million
from $5 million in 20 years. He referenced the
introduction of numerous programs such as
the Patti and Paul Yetter Center for Law, and
cited the more than half a billion dollars’ worth
of construction that enhanced the campus.
“Raising the level of opportunities for students
was gratifying,” said Adauto, who added that he
was most proud of his efforts to change UTEP’s
student population to mirror the community’s
demographics, which is 83% Latino.
He stressed that every achievement was a
team effort led by President Emerita Natalicio,
who spoke highly of her former adviser. She
noted his intellect, common sense, body of
knowledge, ability to absorb and comprehend
information, commitment to the University,
and understanding of El Paso culture.
The former UTEP leader, who retired in
2019 after 31 years as president, said one of
Adauto’s greatest assets was his honesty. She
said it was important for a leader to have
trustworthy confidants.
“I have the utmost respect for him,” said
President Emerita Natalicio, who added that
much of Adauto’s work was done in the background. “He was a huge asset to UTEP. The
scope of what he did really had a huge impact.”
Adauto said he looked forward to retirement
alongside his supportive wife and best friend
of 27 years, Pat, a retired administrator with
the City and County of El Paso. He said he had
no immediate plans other than to take life one
day at a time. – Daniel Perez

utep.edu
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Student Recreation Center
ENHANCED FACILIT Y MARKS 10 Y EARS OF STUDENT S ERVICE

Directors of The University of Texas at
El Paso’s Student Recreation Center (SRC)
called the multi-use, 100,000-square-foot
facility comparable to or better than any
gym in the Southwest when it reopened in
2011 after a two-year, $32 million facelift.
Ten years later, they remain proud of the
fitness center and the amenities it offers to
staff, students, faculty, alumni and family
members who often pack the building. The
SRC boasts a multi-story strength and cardio
area, 39-foot-tall climbing wall, an indoor
jogging track, instructional space, competition-class and family-friendly swimming
pools, and much more.
Administrators needed to close and
slowly reopen the club due to the COVID19 crisis, but they are confident that it will
reassert itself as an in-demand destination
for those interested in fitness options, out-
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door adventure trips and intramural programs. Pre-COVID, the center served an
average of 1,200 clients per day while its
pool averaged about 900 visits per month.
Center Director Jerome Osborne said
he considers the facility, with a staff that
includes more than 100 student employees,
a necessary component of University life.
“The SRC is an inclusive and safe place
that welcomes diversity and allows everyone to grow and develop socially, academically, and as an individual at their own pace,”
Osborne said. “The SRC has one underlying theme: you are welcome here, and it’s
okay to be you.”
Oscar Escorza, a senior accounting major,
started to use the center in 2018 and called
it “awesome.” He said he visits as much as
possible and uses every corner of the facility
from free weights to ball courts to the pool.

“I really like this facility,” said Escorza, who
lauded the SRC’s high level of patron camaraderie. “It’s good to be part of it.”
Funds for the renovation project came
from a fee increase that students approved
in a 2006 referendum. The Texas Legislature authorized the increase during its
2007 session.
Osborne said that he plans to unveil several new face-to-face and internet-based programs after the coronavirus runs its course.
He added that the SRC will begin to host
events for student organizations, campus
departments and community partners.
This year also marks the 25th anniversary of the establishment of the initial
UTEP Fitness Center and indoor pool at
the same site on the north end of campus.
– Daniel Perez

J.R. HERNANDEZ

Chancellor Visit
M I L L I K E N L E AV E S ‘ I M P R E S S E D ’ B Y U T E P ’ S FA L L P R E PA R AT I O N S
University of Texas System Chancellor
J.B. Milliken said he was “quite impressed”
during his visit to The University of Texas
at El Paso on Aug. 13, 2020, less than two
weeks before the fall semester began.
He traveled to El Paso to see campus
preparations for the new academic year,
including UTEP's proactive coronavirus
testing program.
“UTEP has really thought about all of
the things that need to be done to make
this as safe an environment as it can be,”
Chancellor Milliken said.
He observed the University’s on-campus
COVID-19 testing, a program that success-

fully identified and helped suppress the
spread of coronavirus on campus during
the fall semester.
“Chancellor Milliken wanted to make sure
we were getting all the support we need,
and it was great to have him here,” UTEP
President Heather Wilson said.
President Wilson and other senior leaders guided the Chancellor on a socially distanced tour, where he learned more about
proactive campus testing, student safety,
technology enhancements, socially distanced
campus operations and student support.
– Jenn Crawford

APLU NAM ES UTEP 2020
I N N OVAT I O N & E CO N O M I C
PROSPERIT Y UNIVERSIT Y DESIGNE E
The Association of Public and Landgrant Universities (APLU) awarded The
University of Texas at El Paso an Innovation and Economic Prosperity (IEP)
designation because of its long-term
economic contributions to the region.
UTEP’s Mike Loya Center for Innovation
and Commerce conducted a rigorous twoyear assessment of the University’s impact
on the local economy during the past 30
years in the areas of social mobility, job
and opportunity creation, and access to
higher education.
Campus leaders said they will continue
to invest in these key areas as well as work
to expand the University’s efforts as a community resource of knowledge and infor-

mation and contribute to the entrepreneurial ecosystem of the region.
“UTEP has long identified as a community- engaged institution,” said John
Wiebe, Ph.D., provost and vice president
for academic affairs. “This designation recognizes our commitment not only to the
educational, cultural and social prosperity of the region, but it speaks to the hard
work of our faculty, staff and students to
build UTEP’s role as an economic anchor
for the community.”
Nearly 70 institutions have been
named IEP university designees since
the APLU launched the program in 2012.
– Christina Rodriguez

UTEP APPOINTS ALUMNUS TO
OV E RS E E T ECH NOLOGIC AL
INFRASTRUCTURE
The University of Texas at El Paso appointed longtime UTEP employee and alumnus
Luis Hernandez as vice president for information resources in July 2020.
Hernandez oversees the University’s information resources support services, including
the departments of Enterprise Computing,
Telecommunication Infrastructure, Technology Support, the Information Security Office
and System Integration.
Hernandez began his UTEP career in 1998
as a part-time employee with the Networking and Telecommunications Services group.
Since then, he has witnessed the University
enhance its abilities with cutting-edge technologies that allow faculty and students to
be successful.
The administrator received a Bachelor of
Business Administration degree in Computer
Information Systems (CIS) in 1997 and an
MBA in CIS seven years later.
Because of the technological foundation set
by his predecessor Stephen Riter, Ph.D., who
retired in December 2019, Hernandez said the
University was able to quickly and effectively
transition to a remote learning and working
mode because of the COVID-19 pandemic.
“Luis is a dependable and innovative leader
who has continued to develop himself and
his skills through his career at UTEP. He and
his team have worked wonders during the
pandemic,” UTEP President Heather Wilson
said. “We are fortunate to have him.”
Hernandez succeeds Guadalupe Valencia-Skanes, who served as interim vice president for information resources following
Riter’s retirement. Valencia-Skanes, an associate vice president for business affairs, led
a successful evaluation of the organization’s
structure while in charge. - Jesse Martinez
utep.edu
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The University of Texas System Board of Regents
recognized a pair of faculty members from The
University of Texas at El Paso with the highly
prestigious 2020 Regents’ Outstanding Teaching
Award (ROTA) for their extraordinary classroom
performance and innovative instruction.

U T E P FAC U LT Y E A R N
R EGENTS’ OUTSTANDING
TEACHING AWARD

Jessica Slade, Ph.D.

Chuan (River) Xiao, Ph.D.

This year’s UTEP recipients of the UT
System Board of Regents’ Outstanding
Teaching Awards are Jessica Slade, Ph.D.,
assistant professor of instruction, teacher
education; and Chuan (River) Xiao, Ph.D.,
associate professor of biochemistry.
“We are extremely proud of Dr. Xiao and
Dr. Slade and the impact they have on our
students,” said John Wiebe, Ph.D., provost
and vice president for academic affairs at
UTEP. “They are outstanding examples of
the many champions of student success
at UTEP – faculty who work every day
to foster student development and help
students pursue their highest aspirations.”
The ROTA was established in 2008 to
recognize faculty from the The University
of Texas System’s eight academic and six
health institutions for their inventive and
remarkable classroom accomplishments.
“I am so grateful to be recognized for

something that touches my heart on a daily
basis,” Slade said. “This award validates
my hard work, and goals in teaching the
students of UTEP.”
“Recognition for me means being
appreciated and noticed for being useful
or important,” Xiao said. “I feel with the
ROTA, my research and my teaching were
recognized by the UTEP community.”
Since 2009, the Board of Regents has
awarded more than $20 million to over
750 outstanding UT System educators.
Including Slade and Xiao, Regents have
recognized 74 UTEP faculty members
with this award.
“Great teachers inspire, motivate and
challenge their students,” UT System
Chancellor James B. Milliken said. “We
honor these outstanding educators for
their service to Texas and Texans.”
– Christina Rodriguez
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The partnership will create
opportunities for UTEP faculty
members to work at PNNL on
research areas that are priorities
for the University and the national
lab. Some of those key areas
include cyber operations and
cyber security, materials science,
applied mathematics and
advanced manufacturing.

UTEP Expands Partnership
with Pacific Northwest
National Laboratory
Written by Victor H. Arreola

T

he University of Texas at El
Paso and the Pacific Northwest National Laboratory
(PNNL) signed an agreement
to create new research and
internship opportunities for
University faculty members and students.
With an annual budget of more than
$1 billion, PNNL, located in southeastern
Washington, employs more than 4,700 scientists, engineers and other professionals.
“This partnership with PNNL strengthens
UTEP research and opens opportunities
for students,” UTEP President Heather
Wilson said. “We advance discovery of
public value and look forward to building this relationship over the long term.”
Anchored by a new joint appointment
agreement, the partnership will create opportunities for UTEP faculty members to work
at PNNL on research areas that are priorities
for the University and the national lab. Some
of those key areas include cyber operations
and cyber security, materials science, applied
mathematics and advanced manufacturing.
“This new partnership will provide a
high level of flexibility for UTEP faculty
members to work at PNNL during the
summers, to visit the lab and to seek funding for research,” said Roberto Osegueda,
Ph.D., UTEP vice president for research.
As part of the new partnership, UTEP
and PNNL will seek to expand the student
talent pipeline that exists between the two
institutions.
“That is the value of a joint appointment
program,” said Ed Monarez, a strategic
adviser at PNNL and an architect of the
new partnership. “Having someone at
PNNL, or working at UTEP, that can identify students who can contribute to our
research and our mission even while they’re
undergrads or graduate students is one the
most important benefits of this relationship.”
The first member of the UTEP faculty
chosen for this role was Julien Chaput, Ph.D.,
assistant professor in the Department of
Geological Sciences. He arrived in Seattle in
early July for a two-month appointment with
PNNL’s Computing and Analytics division
and joined a group that works on issues like
pattern learning and speech recognition.
Future possibilities for collaboration
include the placement of a PNNL researcher
at UTEP, positions for UTEP faculty members on PNNL advisory boards and vice
versa, as well as joint work on projects in
additive manufacturing or 3D printing.
utep.edu
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Science in Nursing (BSN) majors to experience
what it would be like to teach in the real world.
Scenarios included medication administration,
Foley catheter insertion and proper documentation.
BSN students followed scripts that directed them
to make certain mistakes such as giving the patient
the wrong medication. Meanwhile, the would-be
nurse educators had to catch and correct those
errors in a professional manner.
“We don’t want to diminish their morale, so you
need to remember to remain neutral even in your
facial expressions, especially when you’re in front
of a patient,” said Koby Mitchell, who graduated
from the program in August 2020.
Simulation-based teaching separates UTEP’s
Nursing Education program, which is offered
online, from the region’s other similar programs.
Students come to campus for two days before their
final semester to participate in hands-on teaching
activities in UTEP’s Center for Simulation. The
school adopted new strategies to return small
groups of graduate students safely back into the
“sim lab” during the fall 2020 semester.
“Hopefully these scenarios will give students a
better insight into the nurse educator role before
they’re hired,” said Jennifer Hull, a part-time UTEP
clinical instructor, who developed the scenarios.
- Laura L. Acosta

***

A T U T E P, N U R S E S W H O
CAN DO, TEACH

IN

Texas alone, the Department of State Health Services
predicts that the state will have a shortfall of 59,970 registered nurses by 2030.
The scarcity of nurses has led to an increased demand for
nurse educators who can share their valuable knowledge
and clinical background to teach new generations of registered nurses.
At The University of Texas at El Paso’s School of Nursing, simulation
plays a vital role in preparing future nurse educators to transition from
the patient’s bedside to the classroom.
“We recognize that just because you’re a good clinical nurse doesn’t
mean that you’re automatically a good clinical instructor,” said Diane
Monsivais, Ph.D., professor and associate dean of nursing graduate programs. “Like everything else, teaching is a skill that you learn. The more
you do it, the better you get at it.”
In March 2020, graduate students in UTEP’s Nursing Education program participated in teaching simulation scenarios with Bachelor of
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“Like everything else,
teaching is a skill
that you learn. The
more you do it, the
better you get at it.”
UTEP graduate and undergraduate nursing students
participated in teaching simulation exercises in
UTEP’s Sim Lab on March 5, 2020, before the onset of
the COVID-19 pandemic. Photo by Laura Trejo.

IVAN PIERR E AGUIRR E

UTEP’s Proactive
Response Suppresses
Coronavirus on Campus

J.R. HERNANDEZ

As some U.S. universities resumed in-person
classes amid a global pandemic in fall 2020,
The University of Texas at El Paso launched a
vigorous response to prevent an unwelcome
newcomer from spreading on campus: SARSCoV-2, also known as coronavirus.
From teaching and working online to
encouraging best health practices such as
social distancing, wearing face coverings and
washing hands, and implementing a voluntary coronavirus testing program, UTEP’s
proactive strategies have kept the coronavirus, which causes COVID-19, largely at bay
on the campus. As of December 2020, UTEP’s
coronavirus positivity rate was less than 2%.

Top, drivers lined up at the COVID19 state drive-through testing site on
the UTEP campus where trained technicians (above) collected oral swabs
to test for COVID-19.

It remained lower than the positivity rate in
El Paso County throughout the fall semester.
"We needed to keep our mission going,”
UTEP President Heather Wilson said. “That
was essential. We had to do it in new ways
and adapt as we learned new things. We made
the campus safe, got the basics right and used
our research expertise to test and suppress
the disease among us. It has been a remarkable year of challenge, and I’m proud of how
everyone has adapted and persisted."
UTEP administered more than 35,000 tests
during the fall semester through the Walk-Up
Coronavirus Proactive Testing Program. The
program, which targeted UTEP students and
employees who had to be on campus and
who did not have any symptoms, allowed
the University to quickly identify asymptomatic carriers of the virus and have them stay
home before they could spread it to others.
The program’s success prompted UTEP to
collaborate with the City of El Paso to host
a free COVID-19 drive-through testing site
on campus for all UTEP students, employees and their families. - Laura L. Acosta

***

UTEP’s Walk-Up
Coronavirus Proactive
Testing Program
completed more than
30,000 tests during the
fall semester.

Ann Gates
APPOINT E D VICE PROVOST FOR
F A C U LT Y A F F A I R S

Ann Quiroz Gates, Ph.D., a nationally recognized scholar and professor of computer
science, was named vice provost for faculty
affairs at The University of Texas at El Paso,
effective Aug. 1, 2020.
Gates joined the UTEP faculty as an assistant professor in 1994 and has served in various leadership roles including chair of the
Department of Computer Science and associate
vice president for research.
The longtime administrator has extensive
experience in higher education leadership,
particularly in the areas of faculty development, faculty and student mentorship, and
faculty hiring. Gates is known as a champion
for diversity, equity and inclusion.
“I am honored to work with the dedicated
staff in the Provost’s Office, and I look forward
to collaborating with faculty and staff on efforts
that promote and enhance UTEP’s academic
and research portfolios,” Gates said. “I am
especially excited to be part of a team that is
dedicated to elevating UTEP’s national profile
as a model institution for serving Hispanics.”
Gates earned a doctoral degree in computer
science from New Mexico State University,
and a master’s degree in computer science as
well as a bachelor’s degree in mathematics
and biology from UTEP.
“Faculty are the engine driving innovation,
quality and student success in a research university,” said John Wiebe, Ph.D., provost and
vice president for academic affairs. “The work
that Dr. Gates has led in her career thus far is
integral to UTEP’s mission, and it has prepared
her well to move the institution forward when
it comes to the support and development of
our faculty.” – Darlene Barajas
utep.edu
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UTEP
Awards First
Hawkins
Scholarships

UTEP Enhances MBA to Accommodate
Modern Working Professionals
The opportunity to obtain an advanced degree is within
reach for busy professionals juggling work and the
demands of day-to-day life with the recent optimization
of The University of Texas at El Paso’s Master of
Business Administration (MBA) programs.

In fall 2020, UTEP’s College of Business Administration
launched two streamlined delivery formats, the Professional
MBA (PMBA) and the hybrid Executive MBA (EMBA), that
James E. Payne, Ph.D.
offer more flexibility to better meet the needs of the modern
business professional.
“This past year, the College
The PMBA is a fast-track, cohort-style platform that comof Business Administration
bines quality, convenience and affordability for the region’s
embarked upon a number
junior to mid-career professionals from a broad spectrum
of transformational changes
of industries who want to enhance their skills, effectiveness
to further strengthen our
and marketability as well as develop and hone their manageengagement with the
ment expertise. The shortened 36-hour program replaces
business community.”
the accelerated and full-time MBA formats and can be completed in 18 months.
The college also redesigned its EMBA program to better accommodate the busy schedules
of those in senior leadership positions. The revamped EMBA is designed for leaders within
for-profit, nonprofit and government sectors as well as entrepreneurs interested in deepening their strategic management skills and expanding their network of industry professionals.
“This past year, the College of Business Administration embarked upon a number of transformational changes to further strengthen our engagement with the business community,”
said James E. Payne, Ph.D., dean of the College of Business Administration. “A major pillar
of those changes has been the restructuring of our MBA portfolio. These efforts are part of
our ongoing commitment to meeting the educational needs for residents in the region and
beyond.” – Christina Rodriguez
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T

wo outstanding UTEP
students are a step closer
to their academic goals
thanks to a new University
scholarship.
The University of Texas at El Paso
named juniors Andrea Herrera Aguirre
and Montserrat Molina as its first
Hawkins Scholars on Nov. 24, 2020.
These scholarships go to juniors with
proven records of intellect, character,
leadership, service to others and academic accomplishments, and who
have shown the potential to address
important challenges that face
humanity.
Each scholarship provides $10,000
that the student may use for books,
fees, tuition, room and board, as well
as special educational experiences
such as research, internships and study
abroad. The goal is to enhance their
undergraduate education in preparation for graduate school.
“Congratulations to these two outstanding UTEP students,” UTEP
President Heather Wilson said. “The
Hawkins supports exceptional students who are also leaders who will
change their communities in the
future. The Hawkins Scholarship
selection committee sees something
special in these young people, and it’s
a pleasure to help them on their way.”
The Hawkins Scholarship is
named for 1st Lt. William Deane
Hawkins, who studied engineering at UTEP, then called the Texas
College of Mines. He enlisted in the
Marine Corps after the attack on
Pearl Harbor. He eventually was commissioned as an officer before being
killed in action during World War II.
Hawkins posthumously received the
Medal of Honor for his heroic acts
above and beyond the call of duty.

Learning the Process
The Hawkins Scholarship application and selection process is modeled after high-profile scholarship
programs such as the Rhodes
Scholarship, considered the
world’s most prestigious graduate
scholarship. As juniors, Herrera
Aguirre and Molina are well-positioned to apply for competitive national and international
graduate fellowships during their
senior year.
The chair of the selection committee, Juan Sepulveda, Ph.D.,
the J.D. Calgaard Distinguished
Professor of Practice in Political
Science at Trinity University and
a Rhodes Scholar, said that the
Hawkins Scholarship selection
process creates a competitive
environment that guides students
through unfamiliar territory and
positions them for success.
“Understanding the rules of the
game and how these processes
work, helping students get access
to that (knowledge), and being able
to practice is going to allow our talented students to win,” Sepulveda
said. “It is key that as a University,
UTEP is saying ‘We want to help
you understand how this works.’”
Applicants submitted a personal statement essay that highlighted their leadership experiences and outlined the contributions
they hope to make to the world.
Finalists attended an evening
social event the day before they
interviewed with the selection
committee.
“Leadership is a core criterion
across competitive graduate fellowships, including the Mitchell,
Gates Cambridge, Schwarzman,
and Marshall Scholarship programs,” said Melanie Meinzer,
Ph.D., director of UTEP's Office of
Student Fellowships and Awards.
“By applying for the Hawkins
Scholarship, UTEP students learn
how to reflect on their personal
story and life experiences. Writing
a personal statement essay allows
students to practice communicating their passions, priorities
and goals to a selection committee tasked with identifying future
leaders.”

***

“The Hawkins Scholarship selection committee sees
something special in these young people and it’s a
pleasure to help them on their way.” President Heather Wilson

Andrea Herrera Aguirre

Montserrat Molina

The Hawkins Scholarship was announced at
UTEP’s inaugural Honors, Scholars and Fellows
Day in February 2020. It caught the attention of
Herrera Aguirre, who saw it as an opportunity for
international students such as herself to gain visibility in high-profile programs.
The English and American literature major
from Juárez, Mexico grew up crossing the international bridge daily to attend Father Yermo Catholic Schools. At UTEP, she is part of the University Honors Program and has tutored in English
and math labs.
She regularly returns to the Father Yermo schools
to tutor students in the close-knit community
where she honed her leadership skills.
“For me, leadership is about putting yourself out
there so that people not necessarily follow you,
but want to walk alongside you,” Herrera Aguirre said. “The Hawkins Scholarship is about being a link between communities.”
This award will help her attain a longtime goal
of studying abroad in the United Kingdom, which
previously seemed difficult to pursue.
“This changes everything,” said Herrera Aguirre, who plans to pursue a graduate degree and
then become a teacher. “I’m looking forward to
exploring options for experiences that will help
me better understand some of the material from
my coursework.”
She credits the support of her family, professors and community for helping with the application process.
“This border town has made me who I am, and
I try to represent the region, make people proud,
and inspire future (and current) college students.”

Molina, a junior computer science major and
an officer with UTEP’s chapter of the Society of
Hispanic Professional Engineers, gained leadership skills through experiences that range from
engineering internships at Uber to mentoring elementary school students who want to learn about
robotics.
“I learned that real leadership means actually
reaching out to people, inspiring people, empowering them and showing them that anything is possible,” Molina said.
She added that the Hawkins Scholarship gave
her deeper insight into awards for graduate study
such as the Rhodes Scholarship.
“I feel that going through the Hawkins Scholarship process really taught me what it means to
apply for these kinds of scholarships, and to look
for these opportunities,” the El Paso native said.
Molina, who also is pursuing an English and
American literature minor, hopes to study in London, pursue a master’s in software engineering and
continue studying literature.
“I love learning and I feel that education is a
powerful resource for the challenges that one can
face,” she said.
Molina said that she hopes to make an impact in
the tech industry, whether by creating a new piece
of technology, software or application, while contributing to her community.
“I want to inspire other minorities to pursue STEM,”
she said referring to science, technology, engineering and mathematics careers. “I would love to go
back to my community and inspire students from
the elementary level and say, ‘Hey, it’s possible. I
made it, you can do it, too.’” - Elizabeth Ashby
utep.edu
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The National Science Foundation
(NSF) recently awarded more
than $6 million to The University
of Texas at El Paso for two
interdisciplinary projects that
address key societal, economic
and environmental issues in the
Paso del Norte region.

NSF AWARD
FOR DRYLANDS
RESEARCH
UTEP Leads Regional
Sustainability Efforts with
Multimillion Dollar NSF Awards
Written by Christina Rodriguez

The lead principal investigator, Lixin Jin, logical, and hydrological tools, but also lead
Ph.D., associate professor of geology at UTEP, to the development of novel sensors and
was awarded $5.27 million to advance criti- cutting-edge remote sensing techniques.
cal zone research in drylands, and $1.18 milJin’s overall research on natural and manlion to study the dynamics of greenhouse gas aged drylands, which involves land-use change,
carbon dioxide (CO2) in irrigated dryland carbon dynamics, soil quality, groundwater
systems, in collaboration with Texas A&M recharge, and nutrient cycling, is critical due
University AgriLife Research Center at El Paso. to the rapid global population growth that
Drylands are areas of great water scarcity and has increased demand for food production
are one of the world’s largest biomes, covering and put extreme pressure on soil productivapproximately 45% of Earth’s terrestrial sur- ity. The low natural rainfall requires frequent
face. The carbon dioxide emission is from both irrigation for agriculture, which poses great
chemical reaction within the irrigation envi- challenges including lack of water supply,
ronment and from living organisms and func- the accumulation of harmful minerals, and
tionality of ecosystems.
the emission of abiotic CO2.
“These projects will
Data collected through
make UTEP a leader
these projects will help
in dryland research on
advance Jin’s research and
KEY POINTS
regional sustainabilbetter inform local farmers,
ity,” said Jin, who added
stakeholders, and policymakDrylands are areas of
that her interdiscipliners who are trying harder to
great water scarcity
ary teams will combine
conserve water and improve
and are one of the
many geological, ecosustainability in the region.
world’s largest biomes,
covering approximately
45% of Earth’s terrestrial
surface.
-----“These projects will
make UTEP a leader
in dryland research on
regional sustainability.”
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Jin said farmers in the U.S. Southwest face
several issues such as a limited amount of freshwater for irrigation, higher operation costs
due to drilling wells and pumping groundwater, and the decline of soil quality because
of elevated salt levels from irrigation water.
Through the new NSF-funded projects, Jin
and her team of interdisciplinary researchers
from UTEP and beyond will develop a fundamental understanding of major variables that
affect soil, water, irrigation and agriculture as
they investigate how land-use change has modified fluctuations of salts, water, carbon, nutrients and trace metals in irrigated drylands.

utep.edu
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Grad Student’s
Research
Focused on Bad
Love Choices
A desire to understand better the reasons
behind abusive behavior in romantic relationships led Jacqueline Lechuga, a graduate student at The University of Texas at El
Paso, to help direct a study that has generated some national interest.
Lechuga’s research showed that people
with emophilia, a willingness to fall in love
quickly, easily and often, are more susceptible to being attracted to individuals who
have “dark triad” personality traits such as
entitlement, hostility and exploitation. The
data for this study, which also focused on
the potential harm in those liaisons, was
the basis of two September 2020 articles
in Psychology Today.
“I am excited for the attention that this
manuscript has received,” said Lechuga, an
El Paso native who earned her bachelor’s
degree in psychology from UTEP in 2017.
She received her master’s degree in experimental psychology in winter 2020 and plans
to earn her doctorate in psychology in two
years. “This could lead to greater awareness
of the construct of emophilia and its implications for life outcomes.”
The study, which should be published in
2021, is based on data collected in 201718 with co-author Daniel N. Jones, Ph.D.,
a former UTEP faculty member from the
Department of Psychology who now works
at the University of Nevada, Reno.
Lechuga, who ultimately wants to join
the professoriate, said that her work has
inspired a Norwegian psychologist to consider replicating her research in Norway.
The first-generation college student said
her next research project will test how individuals might experience guilt for behaviors performed by their romantic partners.
– Daniel Perez
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UTEP FLEXES
RESEARCH
MUSCLES TO
COMBAT COVID -19

Jacqueline Lechuga
“I am excited for
the attention that
this manuscript
has received.
This could lead to

Faculty and
collaborators from
different disciplines
at The University of
Texas at El Paso have
focused the institution’s
innovative resources
to conduct extensive
research on the impact
of COVID-19 on
residents of the
border and beyond.

greater awareness
of the construct of
emophilia and its
implications for life
outcomes.”

Researchers from each of UTEP’s schools
and colleges have tackled aspects of the novel
coronavirus to identify and address the various challenges created by the pandemic. Several of these investigators are making significant contributions to understand how this
health crisis has affected the physical, mental, and social needs of the region’s residents.
The University’s Vice President for Research
Roberto Osegueda, Ph.D., stated his support
for the diligent work of the institution’s many
researchers who have contributed to COVID-19
studies to include collaborations with partners
around the region and throughout the world.
“I am extremely appreciative of the UTEP
faculty and staff who have responded to the
pandemic by seeking external funds to
support the El Paso community during the
pandemic,” Osegueda said.

The following are a few examples of the COVID-19 research conducted at UTEP.

Alvaro Gurovich, Ph.D., associate professor of physical therapy and director of UTEP’s
Doctor of Physical Therapy Program, is part
of the CARTESIAN study sponsored by the
Association for Research Into Arterial Structure
and Physiology. The longitudinal investigation
seeks to evaluate the pretense of early vascular aging (EVA) at three to six months and
12 to 18 months after COVID-19 infections.
The international study is based in France
and involves over 52 centers in 25 countries.
UTEP currently is the only contributor from the
United States. Gurovich planned to recruit his
first research participants in November 2020.

Ann Gates, Ph.D., vice provost for faculty
affairs, and Elsa Villa, Ph.D., clinical assistant professor and associate director of the
Center for Education Research and Policy in
the College of Education, designed a national
virtual Research Experience for Undergraduates
(vREU) through the Computing Alliance of

Researchers from each
of UTEP’s schools and
colleges have tackled
aspects of the novel
coronavirus to identify
and address the various
challenges created by
the pandemic.

J.R. HERNANDEZ

April G. Thomas, Ph.D., assistant professor of psychology, has examined the experiences of adolescents and parents prior to and
during the COVID-19 pandemic. The project is
an extension of her ongoing longitudinal study
conducted with families and adolescents from
the El Paso community, as well as individuals
involved in the local juvenile justice system.
The National Science Foundation (NSF)
awarded $114,000 to Thomas in spring 2020.
It was the University’s first COVID-19-related
NSF-RAPID Response Grant.
The project has the unique advantage of having had data collected prior to the pandemic,
as well as being conducted in an infection hot
spot on the U.S.-Mexico border, which renders
a more accurate figure of the changes the youth,
parents and individuals in the juvenile system
have experienced due to COVID-19 over time
and the aspects of the border community that
affect the research outcomes. Research was
conducted through a series of interviews that
occurred in May and November 2020. One
of Thomas' doctoral students secured additional funds for follow-up interviews in late
2021 to construct an encompassing view of
the developments.

Hispanic-Serving Institutions (CAHSI), which
Gates directs. Funded by an NSF-RAPID grant
in response to the COVID-19 pandemic, the
eight-week program provides undergraduate
research experiences for up to 52 students
drawn from 20 colleges and universities through
the CAHSI Affinity Research Group model, a
program that integrates student research and
professional skills by working alongside faculty on a research project.

Eva Moya, Ph.D., associate professor of social
work, and co-PI Silvia M. Chavez-Baray,
Ph.D., a postdoctoral fellow and research associate at UTEP’s Border Biomedical Research
Center (BBRC), received a $5,695 grant from
the University of California, Berkley to use
Photovoice to investigate the impact of COVID19 on transgender migrants in El Paso and
Ciudad Juárez. This is the first binational, bilingual study that incorporates the use of immigrant Photovoice documentation. Photovoice
is a research method that empowers participants through photography and storytelling.
The participant-led study is primarily virtual and allows contributors to document their
personal experiences as a transgender migrant
during the COVID-19 pandemic. Among the
research goals are to destigmatize migrant
transgender people, raise their visibility and
advocate for their rights and protection.
Representatives from the Alliance of Border
Collaboratives and Casa Respettrans, a center
for transgender asylum seekers in Juárez on the
U.S.-Mexico border, are project collaborators.

Nora Hernandez, manager at UTEP’s Office
of Research and Sponsored Projects (ORSP),
received a $100,000 grant from Morehouse
School of Medicine to collaborate on ways to
ease the impact of COVID-19 on racial and
ethnic minorities, as well as rural and socially
vulnerable communities.
The project will engage highly respected
community organizers to disseminate linguistically and culturally appropriate information about COVID-19 to migrant workers
in El Paso and Moore counties in Texas, and
southern Doña Ana County, New Mexico.
Other UTEP team members are Josiah
Heyman, Ph.D., professor of anthropology;
Guillermina Nuñez-Mchiri, Ph.D.; associate professor of anthropology; and Elizabeth
Loewenthal, a master’s student in UTEP’s
Latin American and Border Studies Program,

Wei-Ling Sun, Ph.D., assistant professor
of educational leadership and foundations,
received a $5,000 grant from the American
Educational Research Association to study
how leaders of a rural El Paso County PreK-12 school district with a predominantly
Latinx student population uses its portion of
the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic
Security (CARES) Act to address unequal
educational opportunities. Additionally, Sun
and a graduate research assistant will analyze
how other school leaders in the district try to
close the digital and educational gaps of students living in an under-sourced border community during COVID-19. – Julian Herrera

utep.edu
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Rural Health Interdisciplinary
Research Core (RHIRC)

UTEP Forges
On with
Research
Mission
IN THE FALL OF 2020, AMID THE GLOBAL OUTBREAK OF
COVID-19, the Interdisciplinary Research Building (IDRB)
at The University of Texas at El Paso began operations
in a move that stands as testament to the University’s
commitment to educating the students of the Paso del
Norte region and advancing discovery of public value.
According to Roberto Osegueda, Ph.D., UTEP vice
president for research, the IDRB was conceived as a
stepping stone for the pursuit of grant activities that involve
larger groups of people and more dedicated space.
“This building is going to give us the opportunity to
bring teams of people together to do more interdisciplinary research that will have a profound societal
impact,” Osegueda said.
Foregoing a grand opening in the name of public
safety and more than three years after construction
crews broke ground on the nearly $94 million project,
University research administrators welcomed eight teams
of researchers in September.
While the defining characteristic of all the teams
now located in the IDRB is interdisciplinarity, there is
a great deal of variety in their profiles. The following
is an introduction to the initial projects of those teams
and a brief discussion on how they benefit from their
new physical spaces.
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The Rural Health Interdisciplinary
Research Core (RHIRC) is a sub-unit
of UTEP’s Minority AIDS Research
Center (MARC). RHIRC is the only
regionally located rural health interdisciplinary core of its kind. It conducts interdisciplinary research to
inform regional, national and global
rural health policy, and to increase
access and quality of health care along
with reducing health risks.
Spearheaded by Thenral Mangadu,
M.D., Ph.D., UTEP associate professor of public health sciences and
MARC’s executive director, RHIRC’s
overarching focus is on the bio-psycho-social aspects of rural health
disparities for such current regional
and global rural health priorities as
mental health, cancer and substance
use disorder.
RHIRC’s bold agenda is reflected
in the spaces it occupies in the IDRB.
In addition to a suite with nearly a
dozen workstations, RHIRC’s researchers and students will be working in a
cell culture lab and a wet lab.
As with other teams among the
first wave of projects to take up residence at the IDRB, multiple restrictions present during the second half
of 2020 made it difficult for the members of RHIRC to take full advantage
of their new facilities. Still, Mangadu
agreed that, ultimately, students who
have the opportunity to work in a
hyper-collaborative, state-of-the-art
environment such as the IDRB will
benefit immeasurably.

IGNITE (Interdisciplinary Group
for Neuroscience Investigation,
Training & Education)
With a focus on mental health — particularly addiction — in the border
region, a team of researchers led by
Laura O’Dell, Ph.D., professor in the
Department of Psychology, seeks to
elevate research in neuroscience to
new heights at UTEP.
Bringing together faculty members and students from the colleges of
Liberal Arts, Science and the School

of Pharmacy, the Interdisciplinary
Group for Neuroscience Investigation,
Training and Education (IGNITE)
group begins its tenure at the IDRB
with the specific goal of identifying
and understanding the underlying
mechanisms that promote differences among men and women in
withdrawal from chronic nicotine
inhalation. IGNITE addresses a critical medical need because women are
more vulnerable to negative health
effects of tobacco use, and not much
is known about the long-term effects
of nicotine inhalation among women.
IGNITE’s interdisciplinary nature
uniquely positions the group to study
an array of public health issues related
to obesity, mental health, learning
and aging processes. In the long
term, the group hopes to become
the seed for a national neuroscience
research center.

ASPIRE: Advancing Sustainability
through Powered Infrastructure
for Roadway Electrification
Led by Soheil Nazarian, Ph.D., director
of UTEP’s Center for Transportation
Infrastructure Systems (CTIS),
ASPIRE is a consortium led by Utah
State University to develop an international research center dedicated
to advancing sustainable, electrified
transportation. The effort is funded
by a five-year, $26 million grant from
the National Science Foundation that
is renewable to a 10-year, $50.6 million award. Other institutions that
are part of the ASPIRE group include
Purdue University, the University of
Colorado Boulder and the University
of Auckland in New Zealand.
Armed with the expertise of a crosssection of researchers from the College
of Engineering, the UTEP team will
work on finding and optimizing ways
to embed power charging elements
in roadways, so that electric vehicles of all classes can be powered
while driving.
Nazarian said he appreciated that
the designers of the IDRB created several spaces within the facility to spur
informal conversations among the
members of different teams.

Interdisciplinary Infectious Disease
Cluster (IIDC): Rapid Point-ofCare Detection of Antimicrobial
Resistance Using a Thermometer
This group, led by Xiujun (James) Li,
Ph.D., associate professor of chemistry
at UTEP, brings together researchers
from the colleges of Science and Health
Sciences. Their initial aim was to develop
a method to detect Methicillin-resistant
Staphylococcus aureus (MRSA) and
Methicillin-sensitive Staphylococcus
aureus (MSSA) at the point of care.
MRSA is a leading cause of bacterial
infections and causes a range of serious life-threatening diseases such as
pneumonia, sepsis, bacteremia, meningitis and others. Detection is critical because it determines what type of
treatment a patient receives.
Presently, MRSA detection is a timeconsuming process that often involves
bulky equipment. IIDC is developing a low-cost thermometer that has
shown significant potential for affordable detection of many drug-resistant
microbes, especially in resource-limited
settings such as schools, battlefields,
rural areas and developing nations.
For Li, one of the most important
aspects of a facility such as the IDRB,
which was designed and built for multidisciplinary work, is that it serves
as a powerful motivator for researchers throughout campus to reach out
to colleagues beyond their academic
departments to tackle problems whose
solutions demand different types of
expertise.

EASSI: Engineering + Art + Science
= Social Impact
The mission of this group, in the words
of principal investigator Angel Cabrales,
is to become a hub of ideas. EASSI
is dedicated to the integration and
intersection of the arts, sciences and
engineering for the purposes of social
impact. It is also the most eclectic
team in the initial IDRB cohort, with
members from the colleges of Liberal
Arts, Science, Education, Engineering,
Health Sciences, a couple of administrative units and a few external partners. Cabrales believes this approach

has the potential to benefit a diverse
set of audiences such as substance use
treatment facilities, school districts,
government policymakers and others.
In addition to a suite, EASSI is also
the first occupant of the IDRB’s makerspace, a workshop/design area that,
once it’s fully equipped, will contain a
lathe, a 3D printer, a drill press, a band
saw and a disc sander.
As a sculptor, Cabrales is used to having many pieces of equipment at his
disposal. But he said that the makerspace at the IDRB will ultimately offer
the members of EASSI the opportunity to envision a creation, whether
artistic or scientific, and to finds ways
to execute those creations to a degree
that he has never experienced before.

MCR: Interdisciplinary Team
Science Addressing Modifiable
Cancer Risk & Protective Factors
Cancer continues to be one of the
leading causes of disability and death
worldwide and the second leading
cause in the United States. With a
focus on addressing modifiable cancer
risk and protective factors, the MCR
team, led by Eva Moya, Ph.D., associate professor of social work, seeks to
implement a community-based team
science approach to advance preventive and comprehensive cancer care.
Modifiable risk factors can be internal such as behavioral, lifestyle, and
health screening; or external such as
provider recommendations, coordinated services, insurance coverage,
and accessibility.
The MCR team occupies a large
suite in the IDRB with a dozen individual workstations. As a multidisciplinary researcher by training, Moya
said this approach to the task of solving
health problems tends to have a profound impact on those who engage in it.

While the defining
characteristic of all the
teams now located in
the IDRB is interdisciplinarity, there is a great
deal of variety in their
profiles.

identified at a USGS workshop as
the No. 1 priority fault in the intermountain west region. Because of
under-designed infrastructure and a
general lack of public awareness, the
El Paso region is an area of potential devastation if a large-scale seismic event were to occur.
FRONTIER was created under the
premise that there is a clear need to
conduct research related to the basic
science of intraplate seismicity as
well as the practical effects of these
events on society, human health and
behavior, and the built environment
in fundamentally unprepared areas.
Led by Jeffrey S. Weidner, Ph.D.,
assistant professor of civil engineering, and Aaron Velasco, Ph.D., professor of geological sciences, the team’s
ultimate goal is to establish an externally funded Intraplate Earthquake
Research Center at UTEP to investigate the specific seismic challenges
of the intermountain west region.
FRONTIER was assigned half of a
dry lab on the third floor of the IDRB.

1H2O: Establishment of the
“One Water” Cluster
UTEP is becoming an internationally known leader in water research
in arid and semi-arid regions, drawing on engineering and the biophysical and social sciences. Led by Alex
Mayer, Ph.D., professor of civil engineering and executive director of the
Center for Environmental Resource
Management, the One Water cluster aims to understand biophysical
processes, technologies, social and
economic processes and impacts,
health impacts, and information and
cultural production related to water
sustainability.
The One Water cluster shares two
lab spaces with RHIRC, IIDC and the
FRONTIER Collaborative on the third
floor of the IDRB. – Victor Arreola

FRONTIER: Frontera Intraplate
Earthquake Research
Collaborative
El Paso is home to the East Franklin
Mountain Fault, which in 2009 was
utep.edu
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Kasey Flores

Bryson Williams
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Williams Aims to
Capitalize on Strong
Debut Season with
Miner Victories

O

ne look at Bryson Williams’ debut
season with the Miners and you
can see the talent he brings to
The University of Texas at El Paso
men’s basketball team. Despite
the impressive individual numbers, Williams is
laser focused on taking the team to new heights.
Williams joined the Miners in 2018 from
Fresno State University. He sat out a year per
NCAA transfer rules, but in his debut season
with the Miners, he was Conference USA’s player
of the week three times as a redshirt junior. He
ranked third in the conference for points per
game and fifth in rebounds per contest, which
made him the only conference player to rank
in the top five in both categories.
“I always had a different type of love for the
game and a work ethic that is relentless,” Williams said. “I just want to be one of the greatest at the end of the day.”
UTEP men’s basketball head coach Rodney
Terry said Williams is one of those players
who tried to lead by example before joining
the Miners. Terry and his staff worked to challenge Williams to be a vocal leader and be the
player that makes everyone around him better.
“Bryson is a great teammate,” Terry said. “He’s
a guy that’s always put the team above any individual accolade. We’ve been fortunate to have
him in our program. I’m excited about what the
future holds for him moving forward as a Miner.”
The 6-foot-8 forward treats every contest as a
high stakes affair and approaches the game with
a strong sense of urgency. Williams describes
his team as a group of brothers, and he wants
to help lead the Miners to win at least 20 games
and earn a trip to the NCAA tournament in 2021.
“The mission at hand is winning games, getting
a lot done here and staying healthy,” Williams
said. “We are in crazy times right now with the
pandemic. I don’t want to be one of those guys
that take their life for granted.” -Jesse Martinez

Flores Finds
Strength in Success
of Teammates,
Opponents

“

He’s a guy that’s
always put the
team above
any individual
accolade. We’ve
been fortunate to
have him in our
program.

”

“

Her teammates
look up to her,
they watch her,
they respect her
comments, whether
it's criticisms
or positive
reinforcement.

”

K

asey Flores is a straightforward individual who understands softball and
has a level of focus that can be intimidating. As intense as that sounds, her
teammates consider her a dependable
leader with a laid-back approach.
“Her teammates look up to her, they watch her,
they respect her comments, whether it's criticisms or positive reinforcement,” said T.J. Hubbard, head softball coach at UTEP. “It’s never
harsh, it’s never aggressive.”
Flores has been around the game ever since
she could walk and had her sights set on UTEP
since she began to attend softball camps at the
age of 8. Flores said she would watch games
with her dad, who told her before he died that
one day she would play on that field.
“It was awesome to be able to live out the dream
he had for me,” Flores said. “It was our dream.”
The Borderland native was named to Conference USA’s All-Freshman Team and was a
C-USA Player of the Week in February 2019.
She started all 22 games her sophomore year
and led the team with 22 hits and 16 runs before
the season ended due to the pandemic.
The third baseman found ways to keep her
focus. She practiced on her own when possible and helped her brother improve his baseball skills.
Flores, who volunteered at an El Paso food
bank during the offseason, said she takes pride
in her ability to teach others and credits her
teammates for their help to hone her communication skills. The emotion she feels when someone understands one of her lessons may drive
her career aspirations to become a high school
or middle school softball coach.
“I just want everyone to be successful no matter
what happens,” Flores said. “We’ll be scrimmaging and I’m on the field when a freshman
on the opposite team will be doing something
and I’ll help them out. If they are successful,
we all are, and it would be better for all of us.”
–Jesse Martinez
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A D D R E S S
By Heather Wilson, President

Good evening,
this is
Heather Wilson,
the President of
The University of Texas
at El Paso.

Buenas noches.
UTEP President Heather Wilson presented the annual State of the University address in a new format
in 2020 – a radio broadcast on KTEP-FM (88.5). Her speech initially aired Tuesday evening,
Oct. 27, and was re-broadcast the next morning.
The move to a radio format is one more way in which the University carried on with its mission
during the coronavirus pandemic. It also hearkened to a long tradition of radio programming at
UTEP as the University’s radio broadcasting program marked its 75th anniversary in 2020, and
KTEP – located on the University campus – celebrated its 70th anniversary.

The following is a transcript of President Wilson’s remarks.
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In October 1918
during the
Spanish influenza
pandemic,

over the radio because the world faces a different
kind of war than the one that raged in 1940. This one,
the novel coronavirus COVID-19, has kept us from
gathering together as colleagues since last March.
The response of our faculty, staff and students to
this pandemic has been remarkable.
I want to let you know that I’m very proud of
all of you.

UTEP’S RESPONSE TO COVID-19
HAS BEEN EXCEPTIONAL.

the registrar of the School of Mines, Ruth Augur, took it
upon herself to entertain students quarantined in Graham
Hall, which was then a dormitory.
Over the course of several nights, Ruth sat outside the
just 10 short days last spring …
dormitory with her cello playing for the students.
over an extended spring break … our facOther nights, she organized concerts and plays.
ulty moved some 3,000 courses comOf course, this was all before Netflix or Wi-Fi – or even
pletely online.
plain old telephone service in most places.
During the summer, a team led by Graduate Dean
It was a different time, and yet, the stories of that time
Stephen Crites came together to plan our fall semesresonate today.
ter. This group pulled together a collection of stratAround mining camps, a site boss was known as the “augur.”
egies that have allowed us to continue our mission.
Ruth Augur lived up to her name. She did what had to be
Everyone has been part of the solution.
done, without asking anyone.
Students took the lead, creating a culture on camRuth’s dedication lives on today – throughout campus –
pus of using best health practices all the time. We
as modern augurs can be found in our midst.
could not have asked for more from our Student
Kinley Dojie, a senior psychology major, works in our
Government Association during this difficult time.
University Writing Center. Kinley is at home right now –
Faculty figured out what courses really needed
to be taught in person and arranged to teach othin Bhutan. He wakes up at 3
ers by distance.
o’clock in the morning to go
This required our registrar to take apart the entire
online and help students here
fall schedule of some 3,800 classes and rebuild it.
– on the other side of the world.
That usually takes months, and she and her team
Imagine for a moment if Ruth
did it in weeks.
could see our music students,
Instructional consultants, such as Julio Batiz and
staging an opera virtually over
Alfonso Pacheco from the Center for Instructional
Facebook, or playing their instruDesign, worked long hours training faculty to set up
ments on Zoom, lifting people’s
classes online, hold virtual office hours, and engage
spirits.
their students in an online learning environment.
Tonight, I am speaking to you
As we shifted to distance education, Financial Aid
from the studios of KTEP-FM
and Student Affairs managed to get grants for technolon The University of Texas at El
ogy to 1,669 students in less than 10 days.
Paso campus.
Institutional Advancement’s Student Emergency
Eighty years ago, a predecesFund raised over $162,000 for students in need from
sor of mine, Dossie Wiggins,
more than 1,200 donors – many of whom were facbecame the first UTEP President
ulty and staff.
to speak to the community over
UTEP’s Border Biomedical Research Center, supthe radio. It was 1940, and he
ported by some great people in our Information
talked about the war in Europe.
Technology department, built the software to enable
The next year, when the United
testing on campus, and figured out how to use our
States entered the war, he conresearch machines to test ourselves for COVID-19
tinued the broadcasts, endorsing
and are now processing more than 2,500 COVID-19
higher education as an impersamples a week.
ative during times of national
As a result, there have been no lines for testing at
emergency.
UTEP and it takes hours – not days – for Miners to
Every fall, there is a tradiget results from a COVID test.
tion that the President of the
Analysis of testing results show that our campus is
University speaks to the faculty.
not a hotspot of the disease. But, as expected, we are
It’s called “convocation,” and it’s
affected by the presence of the disease in the commukind of a big deal.
nity in which we live.
This year, I’m speaking to you

IN
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Last week, as the disease around us hit record
levels, I met with our student government leaders to find out what we could do better.
They gave me a lot of good ideas. But as the
disease increases around us and as universities
across the country struggle to protect health
while continuing to teach, our students praised
the campus testing program, the distancing
and cleaning in the buildings, and the culture
of care at UTEP.
One of our student senators told me, “Students
feel safer on campus than anywhere else in El Paso.”
That was really good to hear.
While distance education makes continued
progress possible for our students in a really
unusual time, and while this technology will
change us, we’ve also learned something that
we really knew about ourselves all along. We
learn best when we engage meaningfully with
each other.
We long for this to be over and to be back
together, with our students again.

UTEP CONTINUES TO FULFILL
ITS MISSION OF PROVIDING
ACCESS TO EXCELLENT
HIGHER EDUCATION.

A

bout a week ago, NBC News
highlighted all the work that UTEP is
doing as a leading Hispanic-Serving University
to meet the needs of the students we serve.
This success is not only a testament to the
work ethic and resilience of our students, but
also to the dedication and commitment of our
staff and faculty.
This past academic year, we conferred
5,103 degrees — which is the highest annual
number of degrees awarded in our 105-year
history.
In fact, more degrees were awarded last
year than in all of the first 40 years of our
existence combined.
The College of Engineering saw an alltime high number of degrees conferred at
all levels, producing a record number of
graduates ready to tackle the problems of
the 21st century.
Higher education must help the nation
recover.
But this is no time to rest.
The economic impact of the pandemic is
accelerating changes to the way we all work
and live.
Some jobs that have been lost during the
economic slowdown caused by the pandemic
won’t be coming back, and new jobs will need
more education and training than ever before.

HIGHER EDUCATION MUST
HELP THE NATION RECOVER
BY DEVELOPING THE TALENT
OF OUR PEOPLE.

U

TEP has long been a gateway
to opportunity.
Meeting the changing needs of our
region will require some new programs, and
the updating of others.
This semester, the School of Nursing started a
nurse practitioner program in psychiatric mental health to prepare advanced practice nurses
to care for the mentally ill.
A few weeks ago, the fourth cohort of pharmacy students gathered outside on Centennial
Plaza to receive their white coats.
And in the Department of Mathematical
Sciences, our Ph.D. in Data Science has been
approved by the Texas Higher Education
Coordinating Board and is currently admitting students.

UTEP CONTINUES TO ADVANCE
DISCOVERIES OF PUBLIC VALUE
ACROSS OUR COLLEGES AND
SCHOOLS THROUGH
INNOVATIVE AND RELEVANT
RESEARCH.

W

hile teaching is how most people in West Texas know us, over the
past 20 years, UTEP has built itself
into one of the top 5% of doctoral research universities in America.
Our research grants are growing in both size
and number.
In the past year, Dr. Robert Kirken and our Border
Biomedical Research Center received a National
Institutes of Health grant for $19 million to continue research on cancer-related Hispanic health
disparities.
The faculty in the College of Science earned
grants to study cancer, COVID, glaucoma, tickand mosquito-borne viruses, and other health
issues that impact the well-being of people in
this region and worldwide.
In the College of Health Sciences, Dr. Julia
Lechuga is directing a binational HIV risk reduction project through a study funded by the National
Institutes of Minority and Health Disparities.
UTEP is positioned to be a leader in research
on Hispanic health disparities, with direct implications for improving the health of the community we serve.
This year, we awarded 139 doctoral degrees.
utep.edu
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I want
to let

you know
that I’m
I’m
that
very
very
proud
proud
of all
all
of
of
of
you.
you.
you.

By opening doors of opportunity
where we are, UTEP produces more
Hispanic Ph.D.s in the sciences than
any other university in America.

UTEP’S CONTRIBUTIONS
TO OUR REGION’S
ECONOMIC, EDUCATION,
AND CULTURAL
WELL-BEING REMAIN
STRONG.

AS

a public research
university, UTEP has
a responsibility to positively impact the health,
education, economy and culture of the
community we serve.
We do that in a lot of different ways.
Our opera program gave its first performance of the season this month in
partnership with El Paso Opera through
Facebook Live. It was all in Spanish,
performed by the students and pianist
Dr. Esequiel Meza, as well as special
guest and UTEP alumnus Luis Alejandro
Orozco.
Our business school has deepened its
partnerships with Prudential Finance,
ADP, and Charles Schwab, to prepare
UTEP students to take the Security
Industry Essentials exam. Over 100 students have participated in the program,
and almost half of them have already
achieved their certification.
And our College of Education has
expanded its year-long student teaching residency in partnership with local
districts, and they have redesigned their
Alternative Certification Program to
enable professionals to earn full certification and a master’s degree in one year.

THERE ARE SIGNIFICANT
CHALLENGES AHEAD.

N

ow, while we have
accomplished a lot in the past
year even while coping with
a global pandemic, there are
significant challenges ahead.
With the economy buffeted by the
closure of businesses, the State of Texas
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required us to reduce our current
state budget by five percent this year.
We were able to do this by eliminating vacant positions, reducing
student employment, and reducing
our operating expenses.
Our athletic program has also been
hit hard by the pandemic and the
resulting decline in attendance at
games.
Our 315 student athletes have higher
average GPAs than the student body
as a whole, and they are in demand
after graduation because they know
how to manage their time, work as a
team, and persist when things get hard.
The Athletic Department reduced
its budget to cope with the pandemic
while maintaining our commitment
to our students and our capacity to
bounce back when this is over.
As we look forward to the 2021
Texas legislative session, we will carry
the message to Austin that UTEP is
determined to be one of the engines
of economic recovery, critical to the
future of Texas.
Higher education remains the best
path to a better life. This is particularly
true after an event like we have experienced over the past eight months.
Over the past 30 years, three counties in West Texas have created a
college-going culture where one did
not exist before. Fifty-four percent of
recent high school graduates enroll in
some kind of post-secondary education
– the vast majority of them at UTEP
or El Paso Community College.
That rate – 54% – is the highest
rate in Texas – and it is still not good
enough.
Since the last recession in 2008,
90% of the jobs that have been created
require some post-high school training
or education.
Nine out of 10 new jobs created
require some post-high school training or education, and this economic
recovery isn’t going to be any different.
Regions of the world that educate
their people will thrive in the 21st
century and those that do not will
be left behind.
Working with other higher education leaders, we will bring this message
to Austin.
We will prioritize protecting the base
funding for the University and paying
for expenses due to the pandemic.

And we will also advocate for desperately needed new buildings
now – when interest rates are low, and jobs are needed.

AT UTEP, THERE ARE NO BORDERS ON
OUR IMAGINATION.

A

century ago, this university was indebted to the actions
of Ruth Augur. She saw something had to be done to care
for the students isolated from others due to the influenza
pandemic of 1918.
And she did it.
She took the initiative. She saw a need and met it with care for the
students. She responded to the situation around her and served others.
Our faculty and staff are still “augurs.”
Meeting our students where they are, with a culture of care.
Building on their strengths.
Providing access to excellent education with new tools.
Adapting with agility when needed.
Driving discovery.
And meeting the needs of the comUTEP President Heather
munity that we serve.
Wilson presented the
It is an honor to be the President
annual State of the
of this fine institution.
University address in
Thank you, and go, Miners.
a new format in 2020
– a radio broadcast
on KTEP-FM (88.5). Her
speech initially aired
Tuesday evening, Oct. 27.
utep.edu
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COLLEGE
TRANSFO
PROGRAMS, PARTNERSHIPS BENEFIT UTEP EDUCATION STUDENTS

30

CLIFTON
TANABE,
PH.D.,
had been in higher
education for 21 years
before The University of
Texas at El Paso hired
him as dean of its College
of Education in 2018.
He was aware of the
college’s long history of
service to the region, and
of its need to transform.
Written by Daniel Perez
Photography by J.R. Hernandez

RMATION
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The Indiana
native
raised in
Hawaii
understood the national trends where fewer college students wanted to pursue careers as PreK-12 teachers. The reasons included low salaries, tough work conditions and few career pathways. While the trend was not as pronounced
at UTEP, Tanabe believed the college could
enhance its programs to make his college’s graduates successful from their first day as fully certified teachers. This was important, especially
at UTEP, because the University teaches about
80% of the region’s students and produces about
75% of its elementary and secondary teachers.
The UTEP administrator contacted area school
districts and community partners as well as state
and national organizations that enhance teacher
preparation programs. Tanabe, an admitted
“outsider” at the time, said he wanted to better understand the college’s mission within the
regional context – bilingualism, biculturalism,
social mobility as well as border and immigration issues – and develop plans that would help
the college become a more valuable resource to
its students and the region.
Tanabe, his leadership team and education
faculty members worked with this collection of
allies to develop and implement ideas that would
lead to enhanced curricula, innovative pathways
for future teachers, and new approaches to early
career mentorship and research opportunities.
His goal was to make his college a model for
the rest of the country.
“The theme of wanting to live up to our responsibility and mission to serve students and families in our region requires us to understand
the gravity of the challenges we face,” Tanabe
said. “In El Paso, effective, realistic, impact-
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“

The theme of
wanting to
live up to our
responsibility
and mission
to serve
students and
families in
our region
requires us to
understand
the gravity
of the
challenges
we face.

”

driven education improvement work cannot
be done in silos.”
He said to be effective, the college needed to
establish and cultivate trusting and committed
district and community-based partnerships that
would help it to develop preparation programs
that would influence secondary students who
wanted to become teachers as well as graduates
who were new to the field.
“You must do that to have the impact that we
want to make,” Tanabe said. “Our accountability
is crystal clear and that is to improve the educational outcomes for students and teachers in
El Paso and beyond.”

The Foundation
Initially Tanabe invited outside evaluators to
review established programs. He lauded his faculty members who accepted the frank assessments and sought ways to do their jobs better.
Additionally, he scheduled tours during the 201819 academic year where he and other college representatives boarded yellow school buses with
members of rural and urban school districts to
visit several campuses to learn about each district’s needs and to meet with University graduates employed in those schools. That effort
started conversations about ways to collaborate and enhance the teacher preparation system. It also exposed UTEP faculty, some who
had not been in a Pre-K-12 classroom in years,
to advancements in programs and technology.
Tanabe also organized and participated in
panel discussions that involved teachers and
administrators from regional school districts.
The main takeaway from those meetings was that
teachers wanted College of Education courses
to focus more on the transition from theory to
practice. One teacher panelist asked the college to make the teacher preparation curricula
“more real” to better train future teachers for the
classroom experience to include dealing with
peers, parents and administrators.
Along with those efforts, the dean began
to contact local, state and national agencies
that shared his vision. Among the respondents were US PREP, Raise Your Hand Texas,
the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, the
El Paso Community Foundation, Workforce
Solutions Borderplex, and El Paso’s Council on
Regional Economic Expansion and Educational
Development (CREEED), as well as the area
school districts.
As a result of those discussions, Tanabe, faculty and staff, in collaboration with school dis-

tricts and community partners, developed more
robust opportunities such as the year-long Miner
Teacher Residency Program (MTRP) and the
condensed 12-month Alternative Certification
Program that could lead to a Master of Education
degree, collaborative research with school districts, and modules for high school students
who may want to become Pre-K-12 teachers.

Teacher Preparation
The El Paso, Socorro and Ysleta independent
school districts have instituted the MTRP,
which allows student teachers to take part in a
practice-based, immersive learning experience,
and to get a better idea of if they really want to
become educators. The program includes a stipend, mentor teachers and one site-based College
of Education employee who serves as a coach.
Carolina Perez, a first-grade teacher at Purple
Heart Elementary School in the Socorro district,
was part of the inaugural MTRP cohort in 2019.
She praised the program because it augmented
her UTEP education and gave her a better perspective of day-to-day expectations from her
school, her district and the state.
“I didn’t know how important it was to be
working within a team,” said Perez, who earned
her bachelor’s degree in interdisciplinary studies with an early childhood to grade six concentration in spring 2020. “I thought teachers were
on their own, but being a part of the residency, I
was able to see that they really do work together.”
Catherine Kennedy, Ed.D., associate superintendent of middle schools with the Ysleta
Independent School District (YISD), also is an
MTRP fan. She said her district relies on the
University to produce “top notch” teachers who
understand the demands of their jobs beyond
their impact on students, and the best way to
ensure that is to be involved in the teacher
preparation process.
“There needs to be a powerful partnership/collaboration between the district and the University,”
said Kennedy, who earned her bachelor’s, master’s and doctoral degrees at UTEP and has been
an educator and administrator with YISD for
30 years. “This partnership needs to be ongoing.
It needs to be genuine and honest. We need to
be able to address the brutal facts when some
things are not working and change them.”
The YISD administrator called the University’s
efforts to enhance its programs a “win-win” situation. She added that these actions generate
new ideas and alliances that are essential parts
of education.

“

I didn’t know
how important
it was to be
working within a
team. I thought
teachers were
on their own,
but being a part
of the residency,
I was able to
see that they
really do work
together.

”

Carolina Perez
First-grade teacher

Research Collaborations
The college launched its Paso del Norte Partnership
for Education Research program in August
2020. This innovative effort combines College
of Education faculty members with district personnel to identify some of the school district’s
major place-based and impact-based challenges,
such as social/emotional learning or STEM (science, technology, engineering and mathematics) education. The team will commit to study
these topics and develop solutions that eventually will benefit the college and the districts.
“We must frame our research in the now with
an eye toward the future impact of education
outcomes,” said Tanabe, the college’s dean. “We
will put our energy and expertise into this program and leverage the information to benefit the
students and educators in our region.”
This effort’s pilot project will involve WeiLing Sun, Ph.D., assistant professor in the college’s Department of Educational Leadership
and Foundations, and the Clint Independent
School District, a diverse constituency with
a student enrollment of about 12,000 located
about 25 minutes southeast of El Paso.
The American Educational Research Association
awarded Sun $5,000 to help the district under-

stand how to implement the Coronavirus Aid,
Relief and Economic Security (CARES) Act
to address unequal educational opportunities
as well as district-level actions to help close
the digital and educational gaps for students
who live in under-resourced areas. The project started in mid-November 2020 and will last
about 10 months.
Sun and a graduate research assistant will
gather information through self-evaluation focus
groups and one-on-one interviews. The professor
called it a three-step empowerment evaluation
method where the groups will gauge their own
concepts of unequal educational opportunities.
While this type of innovative collaboration
is relatively new, there seems to be a growing
interest in this method across the country, said
Holly Fields, Ed.D., assistant director of the college’s Research-Practice Partnerships.
“Our goal is to collectively identify grand
themes that will guide our work throughout our
educational community,” Fields said.

“Our plan is
to be better
every day.

Our faculty and staff did a lot of forward leaning
work for their programs and, as we are beginning
to see the results, we know it was worth it.”

The Right Path
Tanabe and his leadership team said they were
pleased with the college’s trajectory and called
it a group effort. They added that many of their
academic and community partners also have
acknowledged the positive changes.
Stephanie Otero, vice president of operations for the El Paso Community Foundation,
said UTEP’s College of Education's transformation during the past two years will dramatically
improve the quality and success rate of first-year
teachers, increase the quality and quantity of the
regional teacher workforce, and increase the
retention rate of the teacher workforce.
“UTEP’s teacher preparation program will be
a model for teacher preparation across the state
of Texas and nationally, and has already garnered
the attention outside our region,” Otero said.
She praised Tanabe for his “incredible” leadership and “unparalleled” willingness to collaborate. Additionally, she said the outcomes that
already have been achieved were made possible
by the collective efforts of the districts, higher
education collaborators, and community partners who shared common goals.
Amy O’Rourke, CREEED’s Choose to Excel
director, said the mentorship and coaching that
each student teacher receives will make a positive difference.
“Once the teacher candidates are hired by the
districts, they are ready to be effective teachers,
meeting the needs of the students in our region,”
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Carolina Perez, right, a
first-grade teacher at
Purple Heart Elementary
School, is one of scores
of beneficiaries of an
evolution taking place in
The University of Texas
at El Paso's College of
Education that has been
led by its dean, Clifton
Tanabe, Ph.D., left.

O’Rourke said. “This will go a long way in ensuring that every student has access to an exceptional
teacher, and more students in our region will
be ready to be successful in college and career.”
UTEP’s College of Education has seen an
improvement in teacher certification numbers.
In October 2020, the college sent its annual certification rates of teacher education graduates to
the Texas Education Agency’s (TEA) Legislative
Budget Board. Based on the board’s certification rate, the college’s education certification
rate was 99.2%.
This measurement indicates the effectiveness
of the college’s teacher education program’s production of certified educators, said Joyce Asing
Cashman, Ph.D., assistant dean for Teacher
Preparation Programs.
Asing Cashman added that the TEA graded
the college as “Accredited,” which is the highest certification status and an indicator that the
college’s Educator Preparation Program met
the Texas Education Code accountability performance standards. Also, the State Board for
Educator Certification approved the college’s
ability to prepare, train and recommend candidates for certification.
Tanabe said the college had about 200 student
teachers in the field during the 2019-20 academic
year, which is one of the college’s largest cohorts
in recent history. He called it a testament to the
hard work of the college’s faculty, staff and students, as well as its strategic approach to build
the highest quality programming possible.
“Our plan is to be better every day,” said Tanabe,
who added that he wants to build on the college’s
portfolio of partnerships and public impact initiatives. “Our faculty and staff did a lot of forward leaning work for their programs and, as
we are beginning to see the results, we know it
was worth it.”

utep.edu
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A COMMITMENT
TO CONNECTION
Written by Elizabeth Ashby

Photography by J.R. Hernandez
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UTEP Uses
CARES Funds
for Student
Success
Programs
Jasmine Crain, a
junior philosophy
major at The
University of Texas at
El Paso, always has
kept herself engaged
in on-campus
activities. A recipient
of the prestigious
Terry Scholarship, she
works as an English
tutor at the Student
Support Services
Program, has joined
UTEP’s Law School
Preparation Institute,
and is a member of
the University Honors
Program and the
Terry Scholars student
organization.
utep.edu
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AS THE FALL
2020 SEMESTER
PROG
PRO
GRESSED,
the first-generation college student and aspiring lawyer felt that she needed a remedy for the
sense of disconnection and inertia she felt since
UTEP’s transition to distance and hybrid learning to combat the spread of the COVID-19 virus.
She saw a promising engagement opportunity
when she got an emailed bulletin announcing
UTEP’s Employer-Led Professional Development
Institute (EPDI).
Crain is happy she took part.
“I feel like I hadn’t really gotten an idea of what
I wanted to do when I graduate,” she said. “This
program has really helped me to think about my
future and to focus on things I can start doing
now from home to prepare.”
The program was administered virtually
by UTEP faculty through intensive, one-hour
workshops led by local and regional employers. During the five-week program, students
gained firsthand knowledge about what companies look for in new hires and the tools they
need to hone professional skills.
The EPDI is one of the initiatives and programs available to UTEP students through funding by the Coronavirus Aid, Relief and Economic
Security (CARES) Act.
After learning about the second wave of federal CARES funds, a cross-section of campus
leaders and faculty members from various divisions and disciplines joined together to create
and administer programs that enrich students’
professional development, support the regional
economy impacted by COVID-19, and help sustain student engagement and learning.
“We’re hoping that every student who participates in one or more of these programs is further motivated to complete that degree, to get
that job, to apply for that graduate program,
because they’ve had a chance to apply their skills
and interact with an employer in their field of
interest,” said Louie Rodriguez, program leader
and UTEP’s associate vice president for divisional operations and strategic initiatives. “It
can be that spark that brings classroom learning to life in a new way. It’s an application of
their skill and their knowledge.”
The decision to invest in engagement and professional development programming serves as a
continuation of UTEP’s commitment to high-impact practices that enrich students’ lives and,
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“This program has really helped
me to think about my future and
to focus on things I can start doing
now from home to prepare.”
eventually, help boost retention from year to year.
“Beyond the well-researched evidence that
engagement enriches the lives of students, we
see daily how it impacts their confidence and
overall success,” said UTEP Vice President for
Student Affairs Gary Edens, Ed.D. "Now more
than ever, it is critical to provide our students
with the resources that can allow them to stay
connected to campus, other students, and their
educational goals. The investment of professional development programs demonstrate that."
According to recent numbers, UTEP’s retention stands at 73%, well above the 67% average
for other open-access universities, and close to
the 75% average among selective universities.
While the impact on retention by programs
such as EPDI cannot be fully assessed until
after they conclude in 2021, the participating
students already are experiencing their re-energizing benefits.
“When you’re going through college, your
classes, and your internships, you learn about
the actual profession and you learn how to fulfill the job or career you’re going for,” Crain said.
“But you don’t learn about these little details, like
how to dress for an interview, what to wear to
work every day, how to negotiate for your position if you’ve had internships or other experience in that certain field. It’s these little things
that make all the difference in helping to prepare for the professional world.”

Momentum-building
programs
When COVID-19 hit the region, UTEP staff and
faculty established previously untapped interdisciplinary collaborations and hit the ground
running to create several pilot programs.
The projects are led by Rodriguez, Ann Quiroz
Gates, Ph.D., vice provost for faculty affairs, and
Ivette Savina, assistant vice president for outreach and student access.
Along with the EPDI, there are three other
CARES-funded programs:
• The UTEP CARES Internship program
offers students an opportunity to participate

in professional learning experiences with private, nonprofit and public sector organizations
that could use help.
The funds from the CARES Act will pay for
100 placements in the region that will run in
spring 2021. Each student will be paid for 19
hours of work per week while they continue their
studies. This mutually beneficial arrangement
allows students to be compensated for experiential learning in a professional environment,
while local organizations have the opportunity
to receive additional support from a UTEP student without impacting their operating budgets.
The funds also are paying for engagement
coaches, who will lead the program’s structure
and framework through summer 2021.
The capacity building project invests in programs, such as LinkedIn Learning, which provides access to thousands of professional and
personal development resources for the UTEP
community; Give Pulse, which will enable the
Center for Community Engagement to better
track its community service and engagement
projects; and StrengthsFinder, which will help
students in the Entering Students Program’s
UNIV 1301 course to make a successful start
at UTEP. The StrengthsFinder will assess their
fortes and serve as the basis for a semester-long
conversation on what they bring to the classroom.
• The CARES Entrepreneurship Bootcamp
is a three-session workshop designed for students from all disciplines who are interested
in learning basic concepts and techniques to
develop their entrepreneurial skills. Each individual bootcamp is tailored by the college and
focuses on cutting-edge entrepreneurial practices with experts from the corporate, public
and nonprofit sectors.
The CARES-funded programs are meant
to offer practical and holistic learning tools to
propel students to success before and after they
earn their degree.
“We know the value of engaging outside
of the classroom, and what that can do not
only for practical skill development but for a
students’ sense of belonging and purpose in
their education,” Rodriguez said. “It can really
enhance momentum in a student’s progress
toward a degree.”
utep.edu
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“Through our
evaluation and
assessment
metrics, we can
now evaluate the
impact that the
model is having
on students and
the impact that
the adviser is
having on
individual
students.
Advising is not
just about
making sure that
students are
registered, it’s
about giving
them every
opportunity to
succeed, and
mitigating any
risks or
circumstances
that could
interfere with
their persistence
at UTEP.”
Heather Smith, Ph.D., associate
vice president for advising and
student services

Outsized impact on
minority students
Through existing campus efforts such as the UTEP
Edge, these programs build on the University’s
established method of encouraging students to
engage in high-impact practices. The emphasis on
these endeavors is a deliberate effort by administrators to place UTEP students, the majority
of whom are minority and first-generation college students, on a path to success.
“We know from the research also that high-impact practice engagement benefits students of
color in greater ways than a general student
population,” Rodriguez said. “So when we have
that outsize impact on (first-generation college students) and students of color, it makes
investment in these types of activities even
more meaningful.”
UTEP Associate Vice President for Planning
Roy Mathew, Ph.D., explained that immersive professional programs and the culture surrounding
them can enable students to become more academically engaged, which starts a domino effect.
“If you do well in class, you’re more likely to
be retained; if you’re more likely to be retained,
you are more likely to graduate,” he said.
Aside from this cognitive interest that leads to
persistence toward degree completion, Mathew
also noted that experiences such as the CARES
Internship Program can limit the adverse impact
of competing interests when a student is compensated for their time while engaging in these
practices.
“If a student has an unmet financial need, they
make that up by working. If they work more
than 20 hours, it then decreases their likelihood
of success,” he said. “When you provide financial support, and you reduce that unmet need,
we know that it allows them to engage more in
academic matters.”

Positive benefits
of culture shift
The holistic approach to student success is
a result of a philosophical and cultural shift
in UTEP’s delivery of advising. In 2017, after
receiving a grant from The University of Texas

System, the Academic Advising Center implemented a new cohort model that prioritized
personalized advising.
Instead of approaching advising with a generalized, “first-come, first-served” approach,
each adviser is assigned a cohort of students
from the time they enroll at UTEP until they
earn 45 credit hours, or the equivalent of three
full semesters.
Advisers meet with students three to five times
every semester to talk about academic progress, discuss engagement opportunities, and to
review any social or financial challenges or barriers students may be experiencing.
Heather Smith, Ph.D., associate vice president for advising and student services, said
that the Academic Advising Center now works
with contextual metrics that consider the different dimensions of students’ lives in addition
to their academic progress.
“Through our evaluation and assessment metrics, we can now evaluate the impact that the
model is having on students and the impact that
the adviser is having on individual students,” she
said. “Advising is not just about making sure that
students are registered, it’s about giving them
every opportunity to succeed, and mitigating
any risks or circumstances that could interfere
with their persistence at UTEP.”
Starting from a student’s first semester, advisers assess the student’s interests, commitments,
and goals and advise on undergraduate research
opportunities, career and professional development resources, and the high-impact activities that can help put them on the right track.
“The advisers play a key role in ensuring students get involved in engagement opportunities,” Smith said. “They’ve been educated and
trained to identify what risks have increased or
changed through the course of a semester and
now, through the course of a pandemic, what
adjustments students have had to make — academically, financially and socially — in order to
persist in their education. I think the advisers
are an important element because as campus
continues to encourage students to participate
in CARES programs and in other engagement
opportunities, advisers will continue helping students find the engagement opportunities that
align with both their interests and the realities
of their lives.”
utep.edu
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1960s

1980s

1990s

Alicia A. Valladolid Cuarón,
Ed.D. (B.S. ’61), Sister of St.
Francis of Penance and Christian
Charity in Denver, celebrated her
22nd anniversary since taking
her final Profession of Vows at St.
Joseph’s Redemptorist Church.

Daniel M. Kats (B.S. ’88) was
featured in “Safety and Health”
magazine published by the National
Safety Council.

Brian Paul Abraham (MPT ’99)
was named regional chief executive
officer of ClearSky Rehabilitation
Hospital of Weatherford, Texas,
and ClearSky Rehabilitation
Hospital of Flower Mound, Texas.

Tony J. Stafford, Ph.D. (M.A.
’61), the longest-tenured faculty
member in the history of UTEP’s
Department of English, retired after
55 years of service to the University.

1970s
Edith Eva Eger (B.A./B.S. ’70,
M.A. ’74) was interviewed by
Ireland’s Independent.ie news
site about how she rebuilt her
life after surviving the Auschwitz
concentration camp and the lessons
she learned.
Richard Edward Fox (B.A.
’73) displayed his work in the
“Suspending Time” exhibit at the
Siskiyou Arts Museum’s main
gallery in Dunsmuir, California.
Miguel Angel Loya (B.S.
’77) gave $1.5 million to the
HudsonAlpha Foundation to
establish the first endowed faculty
chair at HudsonAlpha Institute
for Biotechnology in Huntsville,
Alabama.
Robert J. Nava (B.S. ’79),
vice president for university
advancement and executive
director of the California State
University, San Bernardino’s
Philanthropic Foundation, was
selected to serve on the 18-member
Council for Advancement and
Support of Education (CASE)
Committee on College and
University Foundations.
Roxanne Weisendanger, (BSN
’78, MBA ’05) was named chief
nursing officer at El Paso Children’s
Hospital. She previously served as
the hospital’s interim chief nursing
officer.

Amy Jo Marcus (BBA ’83), B
Strong Shoe Giveaway chair, was
among the 2020 Women of Impact
selected by the El Paso Inc.
Deanna Sue Nasser (BBA ’88),
Senior Citizens Holiday Event and
Food Drive organizer, was among
the 2020 Women of Impact selected
by the El Paso Inc.
Tresa P. Rockwell (BBA ’82),
executive director of Progress 321,
was elected to the Kelly Center
for Hunger Relief 2020 Board of
Directors.
Rosario Rojas (B.S. ’87) retired
from the Socorro Independent
School District after 32 years
of service. She was a teacher at
Socorro High School.
Felipa G. Solis (B.A. ’83),
executive director of El Paso
Pro-Musica, was among the 2020
Women of Impact selected by the
El Paso Inc.
Guillermina Solis, Ph.D. (BSN
’86, Ph.D. ’10), assistant professor
of nursing at UTEP, was selected
as a Fellow of the American
Association of Nurse Practitioners
(FAANP).
Benjamin Alire Saenz (M.A.
’87), retired professor of creative
writing at The University of Texas
at El Paso, won the Texas Institute
of Letters’ prestigious Lon Tinkle
Award for Lifetime Achievement.
Irene L. Teran (B.A. ’80, M.Ed.
’91) retired from the Socorro
Independent School District after
31 years of service as a speechlanguage pathologist.

Alonzo Barraza (BIS ’95) is
the new principal at Douglass
Elementary School in the El Paso
Independent School District. He
has 25 years of experience in public
education and previously served as
principal at Crosby Elementary.
Dana Kristin Boyd (BIS ’99,
M.Ed. ’05), an educator in the
Ysleta Independent School District
for 21 years, is the new principal
at Parkland Elementary School.
Boyd previously was principal at
East Point Elementary School. In
May 2020, she received the H-E-B
Excellence in Education Award for
elementary school principals.

for 26 years, received the 2020
Meritorious Achievement Award
from the Texas Bandmasters
Association.
Maria Elena Guerra (BIS ’98,
M.Ed. ’05) is the new principal at
Cielo Vista Elementary School in
El Paso. She previously served as
principal at Douglass Elementary
School and has more than 20 years
of public education experience.
Maribel Guillen (B.A. ’99, M.Ed.
’04), an educator for 22 years, is
the new principal at Riverside High
School in El Paso. She previously
served as principal at San Elizario
High School.
Peggy Mae Gustafson (MPA ’94)
is the new principal at Morehead
Middle School in El Paso. She
had served as interim principal at
Morehead and Johnson Elementary
School. She has more than 30 years
of experience in education.

Kathleen M. Cox, DNP (BSN ’91),
assistant professor of nursing at
UTEP, was inducted as a Fellow of
the American Association of Nurse
Practitioners (FAANP).

Margaret Ann Gutierrez (B.S. ’90,
MAT ’05) retired from the Socorro
Independent School District after
15 years as an educator. She was a
teacher at El Dorado High School.

Alberto Esquinca (B.A. ’93, M.A.
’99), associate professor in San
Diego State University’s (SDSU)
Department of Dual Language
and English Learner Education, is
SDSU’s inaugural Cayleff and Sakai
Faculty Scholar in the Pride Center.

Claudia Ramona Hairston (B.S.
’97) is the new assistant director at
Port Arthur Public Library in Port
Arthur, Texas.

Faustino Flores (BBA ’91) was
named vice president of finance
for Methodist Mansfield Medical
Center. He previously served as
market chief financial officer and
assistant chief financial officer for
the Carondelet Hospitals in Tenet's
Tucson market.
Philip Eric Gabbard (B.A. ’94)
wrote, “THISday: Words for the
Vulnerable and the Venerable,”
published by Wheatmark
Publishing in December 2019.
Horacio Gomez (B.M. ’92),
Hanks High School band director

Wanda Lee Helgesen (MSN ’94),
executive director of BorderRAC,
was featured in the El Paso Inc.’s,
“Q&A: Wanda Helgesen” in June.
Monica Lynn Lyons (B.A. ’94,
M.A. ’09) is the new principal at
Guillen Middle School in El Paso.
She had served as the campus’
interim principal. Lyons has nearly
30 years of public education
experience.
Robert L. Martinez (B.S. ’91) is
the new principal at Eastwood High
School in El Paso. He has been
with the Ysleta Independent School
District for 26 years and previously
served as principal at Eastwood
Knolls International School.
Continued on page 44
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JORGE CERVANTES '85,'95

“OF THE FOLKS THAT I WENT
TO SCHOOL WITH, SOME
STAYED IN ENGINEERING
AND SOME RECEIVED GREAT
OPPORTUNITIES TO DO OTHER
THINGS.”

Civil Engineering, MBA
Grad Primed for Success as
City Manager for Las Vegas
For Jorge Cervantes, an innocuous comment made by an engineering professor during class at The University of Texas at El Paso proved prophetic.
Cervantes, the newly named city manager for the City of Las Vegas,
Nevada, vividly recalls the remark, a declaration from the faculty member
that six of every 10 students in the class would end their careers doing
something other than engineering.
“I’ve always remembered that comment because he was right,” said
Cervantes, an El Paso native who earned two degrees from UTEP, a bachelor’s in civil engineering in 1985 and a Master of Business Administration
in 1995. “The reason is that, in engineering, they teach you to be a critical
thinker, and it’s a skill set that helps you further your career. Of the folks
that I went to school with, some stayed in engineering and some received
great opportunities to do other things.”
Cervantes is among the latter group. After beginning his career as a
traffic engineer for the City of El Paso, he saw the need for the nature of
his duties to shift from number-crunching and analysis to engaging with

and managing people. So, to further hone those skills he
returned to UTEP as part of the first cohort of the campus’
newly established MBA program for working professionals.
A few years after graduating, a former colleague living
in Las Vegas informed Cervantes of an opportunity that
existed amid the construction boom taking place in one of
the world’s gambling meccas. The project manager position
piqued Cervantes’ interest and he left his hometown in 1998.
For more than two decades, Cervantes has maintained an
upward trajectory, successfully climbing the ranks of city
government. He previously served as the director of public
works and chief operations and development officer before
taking over as city manager Nov. 15, 2020. In his new role,
Cervantes will use numbers and human relations with
business people, community leaders and other government
entities to solve the issues facing the Las Vegas region,
especially those related to COVID-19.
“I am very excited about it,” Cervantes said. “I’m very
excited about leading our organization through what are
some challenging times that we’re facing throughout the
country and really throughout the world. We have great
employees and people that work for us.”
Cervantes credits his time at UTEP with preparing
him for his role as an administrative leader for one of the
country’s most vibrant cities. The Eastwood High School
graduate said UTEP provided ample opportunity for him to
explore his curiosity and tinkering nature. He is pleased the
University has worked steadily throughout the past three
decades to increase its degree offerings, and give current
and future students novel ways to succeed.
“That’s always been a concern I’ve had with universities,
is how to teach that broader skill set,” Cervantes said. “I
think it’s great that UTEP has moved in that direction to do
more for the students. I think it’s needed. One thing about
UTEP is that it is a commuter school mainly. Unlike other
universities, at UTEP most of us worked during the day
and studied in the evenings. But UTEP has always catered
to that need in the community.” - Pablo Villa
utep.edu
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Enrique Mata (BSN ’97) was
appointed to the Texas Family and
Protective Services Council by
Gov. Greg Abbott for a five-year
term. Mata is a senior program
officer with the Paso del Norte
Health Foundation.

James R. Stevenson (B.S. ’94)
was appointed director of the
maintenance division by the Texas
Department of Transportation
(TxDOT). He previously served
as TxDOT’s deputy director of the
maintenance division.

David Rene Medina (BIS ’99,
M.Ed. ’01) is the new principal
at Eastwood Knolls International
School. Medina, an educator for 21
years, was the principal at Pasodale
Elementary School in El Paso.

Laura Kyle Stipe (BIS ’99) a
community readiness classroom
teacher at Hornedo Middle School
organized a surprise drive-by
promotion ceremony at the homes
of three students who started high
school in fall 2020.

Roxanne Marie Merfa (BIS ’98,
M.Ed. ’03), an educator for 22
years in the Ysleta Independent
School District, is the new
principal at Del Norte Heights
Elementary School. She previously
served as principal at Parkland
Elementary School.
Lisa Marie Noe (B.S. ’90, M.Ed.
’95) retired from the Socorro
Independent School District
after 25 years of service. She
most recently served as assistant
principal at El Dorado High School.
James Arexton Nunn (B.S. ’99),
Socorro Independent School
District assistant athletic director,
won the 2020 Regional Athletic
Administrator of the Year award
from the Texas High School
Athletic Director Association.
Michael Rene Perez (B.S. ’94)
joined the UTEP football radio
broadcast team. He is the founder
of Mediwaste Disposal.
Sandra Perez (BIS ’98, M.Ed. ’03)
is the new principal at Hacienda
Heights International School in
El Paso. Perez, a 21-year educator
with the Ysleta Independent
School District, previously
served as principal at Del Valle
Elementary School.
Luz Maria Perez-Sanchez (BIS
’94) is the interim principal at
Johnson Elementary School in
El Paso, where she has served as
assistant principal.
Hillery English Smith (BIS ’97,
M.Ed. ’14) is the new principal
at Rivera Elementary School in
El Paso. She previously served
as assistant principal at Putnam
Elementary School and was named
the 2020 Region 19 Assistant
Principal of the Year.
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Natalie Alvarez (BIS ’06, M.Ed.
Instructional Specialist ’11,
M.Ed. ’12), an educator for 17
years, is the new principal at
Pasodale Elementary School in
El Paso. She previously served
as principal at Marion Manor
Elementary School.
Alonso Andrade, M.D. (B.S.
’06), assistant professor in the
Department of Surgery at Texas
Tech University Health Sciences
Center El Paso, began a three-year
term on the Surgical Infection
Society’s Ad Hoc Diversity and
Inclusion Committee. He also
joined the American College of
Surgeons’ Committee on Diversity
Issues in October 2020.
Nidia Avila (BIS ’06, M.Ed.
’11) was named principal of Jose
J. Alderete Middle School in
Canutillo, Texas. She previously
served as Canutillo Independent
School District’s math curriculum
coordinator.
César Blanco (B.A. ’05), Texas
State Representative for District
76, was elected to represent Texas
Senate District 29 in November.
Kathleen Kalameli Ese (B.A. ’00,
M.Ed. ’07) is the new principal
at Dr. Joseph Torres Elementary
School in El Paso. She was the
principal at Bradley Elementary
School and has nearly 20 years of
education experience.
Anthony Dean Feig (Ed.D. ’04)
ran for a seat in the U.S. House
of Representatives to represent
Michigan’s 4th Congressional
District.
Patrick Gabriel Gabaldon (B.A.

’08), an El Paso criminal attorney,
was chosen as the subject for the
mural for the Estrella Jalisco's
Artist in Residence program. The
mural is at Tovar Printing.
Mark Alexander Garcia (BBA
’08) was named vice president
and general manager of Nexstar
Broadcasting Inc.’s broadcast
and digital operations serving
the Midland and Odessa, Texas,
markets.
Mike Gonzales (B.S. ’05) is the
new athletic director and women’s
basketball coach at Bacone College
in Muskogee, Oklahoma. He was
previously head coach at Tohono
O’odham Community College in
Arizona.
Bulent Kemal Gurcan (B.S. ’06)
was a competitor on Discovery
Channel’s season six of the reality
television series, “Naked and
Afraid XL: Valley of the Banished.”
Pedro Gurrola (BIS ’04), a fifthgrade teacher at Vista Del Sol
Elementary School in El Paso, was
named the 2021 Education Service
Center Region 19 Elementary
Teacher of the Year. He also was
named Socorro Independent
School District 2020 Elementary
Teacher of the Year.
Young Mi Harrison (BSN ’04), a
family nurse practitioner, joined
the practice of Jeffrey Neuhauser,
M.D., and Christina Crum, M.D.,
at OhioHealth Hardin Memorial
Hospital in Kenton, Ohio.
Eric James Kappus (M.S. ’07)
published a scientific paper in New
Mexico Geology – an online forum
that publishes peer-reviewed
research papers – about the 30
new kinds of trace fossils that he
has discovered at Mount Cristo
Rey. The paper was published
with Spencer Lucas, curator of
the New Mexico Museum of
Natural History and Science in
Albuquerque.
Anthony Joseph Kelly (BIS
’02, M.Ed. ’04) retired after 16
years of service from the Socorro
Independent School District. He
was a teacher at Montwood High
School.

basketball coaching staff at Trinity
Valley Community College in
Athens, Texas, as assistant coach.
Francesca Adelle Lopez (M.A.
’02) was named Waterbury
Chair in Equity Pedagogy in the
Department of Curriculum and
Instruction at Penn State College
of Education in University Park,
Pennsylvania.
Nathan Mein (M.A. ’09) is the
new regional sales manager at
Kemco Systems, a global water and
energy technology company, in
Houston, Texas.
Devaki Ludmila Pedroza
(B.S. ’06) was appointed chief
executive officer of VeriToll. She
founded Team Verso, a technology
consulting company, in 2015.
Angela Marie Reyna (BIS ’03,
M.Ed ’05, Ed.D. ’17), principal of
Parkland Pre-Engineering Middle
School in El Paso, was named the
2020-21 Regional Middle School
Principal of the Year by the Texas
Association of Secondary School
Principals.
William H. Robertson, Ph.D.
(B.A. ’09), professor of teacher
education at The University of
Texas at El Paso, received the
2020 Ambassadors of Freestyle
Skateboarding Award from the
World Round-Up for Freestyle
Skateboarding. The honor
recognizes individuals for their
efforts to nurture the sport of
skateboarding.
Armando Isacc Rodriguez (BBA
’08) was selected as a board
officer on the Texas Association
of School Boards (TASB). He is a
Leadership TASB Master Trustee
serving his fourth term on the
Canutillo Independent School
District School Board, where his
fellow trustees have elected him as
board president, vice president and
secretary.
Damaris Crystal Rosado (B.S.
’09, M.S. ’12), physician assistant
with Texas Tech University
Health Sciences Center El Paso,
was chosen as a fellow by the
PA Foundation's 2020 Nutrition
Outreach Fellowship program.

Natasha Lacy (BMS ’07), former
WNBA player, joined the women’s
Continued on page 46
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UTEP Alumnus ‘Figures’ Art
Can Build Inclusivity

“WHAT I’M REALLY TRYING TO DO IS MAKE SCULPTURAL
WORK THAT IS INCLUSIVE TO THE AUDIENCE IN THE
COMMUNITY WHERE IT IS BEING SHOWN.”

G E O R G E R O D R I G U E Z '06

George Rodriguez dabbled in drawing
through high school, but his focus sharpened by the time he got to The University
of Texas at El Paso where he developed a
passion for sculpture and ceramics. Today
the art world is passionate about him.
The El Paso native and first-generation
college student earned his Bachelor of Fine
Arts degree in ceramics from UTEP in
2006. Since then, he has earned his MFA
from the University of Washington, as
well as awards and recognition that have
led to international travel and respect as
one of the field’s top artists.
Rodriguez, an artist in residence at
Temple University’s Tyler School of Art
and Architecture, recently was featured
in the “Storytellers” episode of the PBS
series, “Craft in America.” Crews shot his
segments during the summer of 2020 in
his Seattle, Washington, studio. His topics included how his El Paso roots have
influenced his art.
Among his more famous pieces are his
figures of marginalized communities to
include Black, Muslim and transgender
people. The artist presented several of
those pieces locally at “George Rodriguez:
Where is Our Exile,” a 2017 exhibit in
UTEP’s Stanlee and Gerald Rubin Center
for the Visual Arts.
Rodriguez said he hoped that those
sculptures, as well as all of his art, would
build a sense of unity and start conversations because of their narrative quality.
“What I’m really trying to do is make
sculptural work that is inclusive to the
audience in the community where it is
being shown,” said the artist who temporarily lives in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania,
but calls Seattle home.
Rodriguez lauded UTEP for its role in his
success. He said the University provided him
with mentors and a studio where he could
work on his ideas. The artist particularly
praised Vince Burke, associate professor
of art and head of the ceramics program,
who pushed him to explore the ceramics
field at a national level and to investigate
opportunities to grow as an artist.
Burke said he was struck immediately
by Rodriguez’s natural ability as an artist.
“His work was arresting, layered and
complex, and was uniquely his own,” said
Burke, who has known the artist since
2003. “His (artistic) voice was already
very strong, even as an undergraduate.”
- Daniel Perez
utep.edu
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Raul Saldana (BIS ’08, M.Ed. ’09,
Ph.D. ’15) was hired as school
leader of Asheville PEAK Academy
in Asheville, North Carolina. He
previously served as assistant
principal with Las Cruces Public
Schools in New Mexico.

(STEM) educators in the U.S.
awarded $3,000 from the Society
for Science and the Public to
support science research from
home and ensure that students
do not fall behind in STEM fields
during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Chanah Nasi Schwartz (M.A. ’16)
is the new executive assistant to
Project Amistad’s chief executive
officer.

Jodie D. Gadwa Callison (B.S.
’11) completed the Doctor of
Dental Medicine degree at the
College of Dental MedicineArizona of Midwestern University
and accepted a position with Terry
Reilly Health Services in Marsing,
Idaho.

Mica Rebecca Short (B.A. ’02,
MPA ’04), vice president of
development for the Paso del
Norte Community Foundation,
was appointed to the University
Research Initiative Advisory Board
by Texas Gov. Greg Abbott.
Suman Sirimulla, Ph.D. (M.S.
’07, Ph.D. ’10), assistant professor
of pharmaceutical sciences at The
University of Texas at El Paso, was
awarded $80,000 from the National
Science Foundation through
UTEP’s Partnerships for Research
and Education in Materials Center
for Advanced Materials Research
to support his investigation to
develop antiviral drugs that will
target COVID-19.
David Christopher Solis (BBA
’03) was appointed director of
accounting and payroll at Ysleta
Independent School District.
He previously served as finance
director at Tornillo Independent
School District.
Marianne Arzadon Torales
(M.Ed. ’09, Ed.D. ’20), an
intervention coach at Montwood
High School, was the first
student to graduate from UTEP’s
Department of Educational
Leadership and Foundations
Doctor of Education hybrid
program with El Paso Community
College and the Socorro
Independent School District.
Gloria Velazquez (B.S. ’06, MBA
’09), an engineering program
manager with Intel, was featured
in Wrangler News for Hispanic
Heritage Month.

2010s
Ramon Benavides (MAT ’16),
a Del Valle High School teacher,
was one of 66 science, technology,
engineering and mathematics
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Arthur M. Gomez (MACY
’19) was promoted to tax
senior at SBNG Certified Public
Accountants. He has been with the
firm since 2017.
Treyvon Marques Hughes (B.A.
’18, M.A. ’19) is a new assistant
coach for the Montwood High
School football team.

Yadira E. Castellanos (BBA ’19)
was promoted to small-business
accounting supervisor at SBNG
Certified Public Accountants. She
has been with the firm since 2017.

Jeffrey R. Kugelman (Ph.D. ’10),
an Army major, received the Medal
of Honor from the French Military
Health Service on Nov. 11 at a
ceremony at the French Embassy
in Washington, D.C. He serves
as the director of the Center for
Genome Sciences at the U.S. Army
Medical Research Institute of
Infectious Diseases (USAMRIID)
at Fort Detrick, Md.

Crystal P. Costa (B.A. ’12,
MPH ’20) was the first Returned
Peace Corps Volunteer from The
University of Texas at El Paso to
participate in the Paul D. Coverdell
Fellows Program.

Iris Lopez (B.A. ’13), a weather
anchor on ABC-7 in El Paso,
kicked off “Mija, Yes You Can,” an
El Paso women’s empowerment
organization, which is part of “The
Mija Project.”

Marissa M. De La Rosa (MACY
’19) was promoted to audit and
assurance senior at SBNG Certified
Public Accountants. She has been
with the firm since 2017.

Bijal Maniar (MACY ’19) was
promoted to tax supervisor at
Lauterbach, Borschow & Co. She
has been with the firm since 2016.

Vianey Esparza (B.A. ’12) is the
new community relations manager
at Project Amistad.
Lauren Blair Falco (B.A. ’13),
event marketing coordinator at
El Paso Live, was featured in the
IAVM Industry Blog’s 30 Under 30.
Brian Arthur Flom (M.A.
’12), an Army command
sergeant major, assumed the top
noncommissioned officer role at
the U.S. Army War College in July
2020. His previous assignment was
as command sergeant major of
the Army Criminal Investigation
Command at Quantico Marine
Corps Base, Virginia, and of the
Army Corrections Command in
Arlington, Virginia.
Benjamin Elliot Fyffe (MPA
’11) was appointed as the City
of El Paso’s new director for the
departments of Museums and
Cultural Affairs and Parks and
Recreation. He is a 19-year City of
El Paso employee.

Andres Aaron Martinez (MACY
’19) was promoted to audit and
assurance senior at SBNG Certified
Public Accountants. He has been
with the firm since 2018.
Alysandra Erika Martinez (B.A.
’15) joined Kemp Smith as an
associate in its trial department.
She clerked at Saucedo Chavez law
firm and at the Rodey Law Firm in
Albuquerque, New Mexico.
Mychal Gabriel Minjarez
(BMS ’14) is the new girls head
basketball coach at Ysleta High
School in El Paso.
Jesny Liceth Miranda (BSW
’18, MSW ’20) was one of five
fellows selected to the Cohen
Veterans Network 2020 Class of
Scholars and Fellows. The program
provides hands-on experience for
individuals pursuing professional
careers in support of veteran’s
mental health.
Cheryl Lea Becknell Patterson
(M.A. ’10) retired from the
Socorro Independent School

District after 15 years of service.
She was a teacher at Montwood
High School.
Erik Ladislao Pavia (BBA ’10)
founder and chief executive
officer of Pantheon, a tech startup
that creates wellness apps and
programs for corporate clients,
created the app called “Moment,”
which visualizes the user’s lived
time and hypothetical time
remaining.
Yasmin Ramirez (MFA ’13)
wrote an op-ed titled, “Brown Girl
Writing” for the El Paso HeraldPost.
Candice Marie Reyes-Mireles
(B.M. ’12) and Juan Abel MirelesPayan (B.M. ’12) founders of the
Jazz Exchange, hosted “Virtual Jazz
Sessions” on their social media
platforms and YouTube channel.
Performances featured musicians
from El Paso, cities in New York,
New Jersey and New Mexico, and
Juárez, Mexico.
Jorge Alonso Rodriguez (B.A.
’13, M.A. ’16), El Paso CityCounty emergency operations
coordinator, and assistant fire chief
of technical services for the El Paso
Fire Department, was featured in
the El Paso Inc. story, “Jorge A.
Rodriguez: Man with a Plan,” in
June 2020.
Angela Saavedra (B.A. ’15),
a social media strategist at
Barracuda Public Relations, earned
a certificate in digital marketing
strategies from Northwestern
University's Kellogg School of
Management in Evanston, Illinois.
John Martin Gabriel Bermeo
Sabandal (B.S. ’17) is a member
of a research team led by KyungAn Han, Ph.D., UTEP professor
of biological sciences, which
published the article "Concerted
Actions of Octopamine and
Dopamine Receptors Drive
Olfactory Learning," in the Journal
of Neuroscience.
Michael Anthony Sauceda (BBA
’12, MACY ’16) was promoted to
senior tax associate at Lauterbach,
Borschow & Co. in El Paso. He
joined the firm in 2019 as a tax
associate.

Continued on page 48
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UTEP’s Athletics
Hall of Fame
Celebrates First
Inductee from
Tennis Program
Tanja Magoc was a fierce and dominant tennis
player during her time at The University of Texas
at El Paso. From 1997 to 2000, she made headlines
as she shattered school records and defeated
nationally ranked opponents. Two decades later,
Magoc’s contributions to the annals of Miner
tennis history continue as she will become the
program’s first member to be inducted into the
UTEP Athletics Hall of Fame.
Magoc described the moment she learned of
her induction as a little light in a year darkened
by the COVID-19 pandemic.
“That news just came out of nowhere,” Magoc
said. “I remember getting called at 8 p.m. and it
made my whole week and much more than that.
To be honest, it was unexpected. I’m happy to be
the first one (tennis player), and I hope I’m not
the last one.”
Magoc, a native of Serbia, is the only player
in program history to notch 30 singles wins in a
season – a feat she accomplished in 1997 and 1998.
She racked up 110 singles victories as a Miner,
another school benchmark, and she defeated 22
nationally ranked foes.
While in the midst of a record-breaking career,
Magoc said she never counted the wins and did
not realize the history that was being made until
others told her.
“I cared more about beating a girl that was ranked
eighth than winning 30 matches,” Magoc said.
After her tennis career concluded, Magoc entered
UTEP’s Graduate School and earned her doctoral
degree in computer science in 2009. Currently,
Magoc works as a data analyst for the University
of Florida’s College of Medicine.
Magoc never realized that being on an athletic
team in college or participating in group projects as
a student would help her professionally, but those
lessons came in handy and still are being used.
“Being a part of the tennis team, I struggled to
get in a class I needed or I had to turn in assignments earlier because of a trip,” Magoc said. “I
thought that was difficult, but when I compare
it to what I’m facing in my career now, when my
boss asks for something in the next hour, UTEP
prepared me for that. I didn’t appreciate it that

“I REMEMBER GETTING CALLED AT 8 P.M.
AND IT MADE MY WHOLE WEEK AND MUCH
MORE THAN THAT.”
much before, but life tells you how helpful it is.”
Magoc is a proud UTEP alum and was happy to hear that her alma mater received
the R1 top tier research university designation from the Carnegie Classification
of Institutions of Higher Education. She is one of many students who helped the
University achieve that designation.
“I always believed in UTEP,” Magoc said. “I succeeded in my career, and (the
University’s) getting this designation made it official that UTEP was capable.”
- Jesse Martinez
utep.edu
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Daniel Steven Seegers (BBA
’17) was promoted to senior
tax associate at Lauterbach,
Borschow & Co. in El Paso. He
joined the firm as an intern in
2017.
William Sheriff (M.S. ’10) was
appointed to Exploits Discovery
Corp.’s board of directors. He
serves as the executive chairman
of enCore Energy Corp. and
chairman of Golden Predator
Mining Corp.
Laura Turón (BFA ’14) is the
artist of the “Paradox Pyramid”
art installation at Galeria Lincoln
in Juárez, Mexico.
Kimberly Vela (B.S. ’17) is the
new lab manager at Reynolds
Army Health Clinic in Lawton,
Oklahoma.

2020s
Farid Jahantab (Ph.D. ’20)
is a new assistant professor
of management at Penn
State Scranton in Dunmore,
Pennsylvania.
Qifeng Wu (Ph.D. ’20) was
hired as an assistant professor of
accounting in the Department
of Accounting and Information
Systems at The University of
Texas at El Paso.

UTEP Alumni Association
Announces New President,
Board Members
Martha Isabel Aguayo became president of The University of Texas at El Paso Alumni Association
on Sept. 1, 2020. She replaced Laura E. Biggs.
Aguayo graduated with a bachelor’s degree in journalism and a minor in marketing from UTEP in
1994. Today, she is a Realtor and a sales and marketing specialist with Home Pros Real Estate Group.
As president, Aguayo wants to encourage alumni to join the UTEP Alumni Association through the
new and free Picks Up Membership, and to stay engaged with UTEP to help fellow Miners.
“We must serve as role models for our current students and provide the opportunities and avenues
they need to be successful,” Aguayo said. “As alumni of this great institution, we should also feel proud
to represent the Miner Nation all over the globe.”
Other 2020-21 UTEP Alumni Association executive committee members are Bernardino Olague,
president-elect; Biggs, immediate past-president; John Mack, vice president for ways and means;
Fred Lopez, vice president for membership; Maria Zampini, vice president for student engagement;
James Jones, Ph.D., vice president for alumni engagement; Manuel Castruita, treasurer; and Rebecca
Ramos Birch, secretary.
This year’s at-large board members are Rick Acevedo, Ph.D.; Javier Aguilar; Arturo Barrio; Helen
Castillo, Ph.D.; Michelle Esparza; Sergio M. Estrada; George K. Farah; Rudy Gutierrez Jr.; Pilar Herrera,
Ed.D.; Venkateswara Kolli, M.D.; Brandy L. Peterson Maddox; Anthony Martinez; Elizabeth Reyes;
Florida Simon Dotson; Monica Castillo-Thomas; and Daniel Valdez. – Darlene Barajas
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JOHN
MICHAEL
DOWNEY

J

ohn Michael Downey, one of the creative minds behind
some of The University of Texas at El Paso’s most imaginative marketing efforts in the past 30 years, died Oct.
14, 2020, from cancer. He was 62.
Downey, an El Paso native who grew up in a military
family, started to work as a graphic designer for UTEP’s
News and Publications Office (now University Communications)
in 1989. His distinct style could be found on flyers, book covers,
billboards, magazines, holiday cards and the like. One of his
favorite designs was the twin shadowed pickaxes on the basketball floor of the Don Haskins Center that was installed in 2013.
Among the award-winning artist’s most distinctive efforts
was the invitation to the UTEP home football game against
The University of Texas at Austin in 2008. The announcement
was sent to state legislators and officials within The University
of Texas System. Downey’s invite, created in collaboration with
Liz Thurmond, director of University Events, showed Bevo, the
Longhorn’s mascot with a pick branded on his back flank. The
animal was inside a gate held closed by his tail. When you moved
the tail to open the card, it let out a loud “moo.”
“We were told that you could hear mooing coming from all
across Austin the day (the invitations) were delivered,” said
Thurmond, who lauded Downey’s ability to turn concepts into
reality.
Kathleen Downey, one of the artist’s five sisters, said that
her brother enjoyed the creative aspects of his University job.
“John used to always say that he got paid to do what he
loved,” she said.
Family, friends and co-workers described Downey as kind,
caring, mellow, humorous and the epitome of cool.
“Every once in a great while, you come across an incredibly
decent human being,” said Laura Trejo, University Communications
photography coordinator, who joined the staff a few months
before Downey. “John definitely was one of them.”
When not at work, Downey enjoyed family time and pursued
his interests in history to include participation in Renaissance
fairs and Old West re-enactments.
Downey is survived by his wife, Melissa, his daughters, Lea and
Mirella, five sisters, two granddaughters, in-laws, and extended
family. – Daniel Perez

DAVID
HACK E T T,
PH.D.

D

avid Hackett, Ph.D., an associate professor of history at
The University of Texas at El Paso who retired in 2014
after more than 40 years at the institution, died Nov. 15,
2020, from complications associated with COVID-19.
Among Hackett’s most notable projects was the publication of his 1995 book, “The Buchenwald Report,” a translation of
paperwork originally prepared by German-speaking U.S. Army officers
who interviewed survivors of the Buchenwald concentration camp that
was liberated in April 1945.
Hackett, who was fluent in German and whose academic specialty was
German and European history, transcribed, translated and edited the
information he read on the brittle, yellowed and sometimes barely legible
carbon copy pages. He called the project, which took five years to complete,
“one of the most significant documentary discoveries from the World War
II period,” in his book’s preface. One reviewer called it “a crucial document
from the history of the Holocaust.”
Aside from his work as an author and researcher, Hackett was known as
a delightful scholar and educator who helped the Department of History
transition into the digital age to include helping colleagues learn new
research technologies.
Hackett, who served as department chair in the late 1990s, presented
some of the department’s most popular courses to include those about the
Holocaust and Nazi Germany, said Jeffrey Shepherd, chair and professor
of history.
“(Hackett) offered riveting lectures based on his own research and travel
throughout Europe,” Shepherd said. “His colleagues remember him as a
kind and gentle friend, a dedicated teacher and a superb historian.”
Christian Clarke Cásarez, a former student who earned her bachelor’s
degree in journalism from UTEP in 1994, described Hackett’s death as
“heartbreaking.” The communications specialist with the Austin (Texas)
Independent School District considered him an influential mentor.
Hackett was born in Indiana and moved to El Paso as a teenager. He
graduated from Austin High School in 1958 and earned his bachelor’s
degree in history from Earlham College in Indiana, and his master’s and
doctoral degrees from the University of Wisconsin, Madison.
“He was happy to be offered a position at UTEP and be near his family,”
said Mary Hackett, David Hackett’s eldest daughter. “He considered El
Paso his hometown.”
Hackett is survived by his wife, Anne, three children, six grandchildren
and extended family members. – Daniel Perez
utep.edu
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IN MEMORIAM

The University of Texas at El Paso
acknowledges the passing of the
following graduates:
1940s
Harold E. Alexander (B.S. ’43)
El Paso, Texas; Sept. 18, 2020
Coletta Ward DeArman (BBA ’47,
M.A. ’52) El Paso, Texas;
Sept. 11, 2020

1950s
Ronald R. Calhoun (BBA ’56)
Albuquerque, New Mexico;
Aug. 29, 2020

Bertha Crowder Carver (M.Ed.
’65) Austin, Texas; Sept. 11, 2020

Margaret Davidson Harvie (B.M.
’71) Houston, Texas; Oct. 24, 2020

Tamra Lynn Gately (M.A. ’82)
El Paso, Texas; Aug. 30, 2020

Miguel A. Casillas (M.A. ’66)
Little Rock, Arkansas; Aug. 31,
2020

Ronald D. Hause (BBA ’70)
El Paso, Texas; Sept. 24, 2020

Roberto Guerrero (B.S. ’85)
El Paso, Texas; Aug. 23, 2020

Elizabeth Shirley Lachey (BSN ’74)
Albuquerque, New Mexico; Oct. 1,
2020

Jenny Gay Robinson (M.A. ’85)
El Paso, Texas; Oct. 11, 2020

Carl L. Glaser (B.S. ’63) El Paso,
Texas; Oct. 8, 2020
Billy Joe McDaniel (B.S.’63, M.Ed.
’66) Madill, Oklahoma; Aug. 25,
2020

Eugene LaJeunesse (B.A. ’75)
Fountain Hills, Arizona; Oct. 22, 2020
Clifford L. Moore (BBA ’77)
San Angelo, Texas; Sept. 2, 2020

Helen Thurston Cox (B.A. ’54)
El Paso, Texas; Aug. 29, 2020

Art L. Napoles (BSEE ’60)
Rancho Mirage, California;
Sept. 5, 2020

Mary Karam Davis (B.M. ’50)
El Paso, Texas; Sept. 18, 2020

Richard C. Parra (B.A. ’65)
El Paso, Texas; Oct. 21, 2020

Kurt E. Goetting (BBA ’57)
El Paso, Texas; Aug. 19, 2020

Sandra Lee Basom Peck (B.S.Ed.
’67) El Paso, Texas; Aug. 4, 2020

Abel Arturo Vargas (BBA ’75,
M.Ed. ’78) McAllen, Texas; Aug. 27,
2020

Carol Conklin Gordon (BBA ’54)
El Paso, Texas; Oct. 5. 2020

David Gerald Thornton (BBA ’63)
Carmel, Indiana; Oct. 3, 2020

Luis S. Villalva (B.A. ’74)
El Paso, Texas; July 14, 2020

Pedro P. Herrera (B.S. ’52)
El Paso, Texas; Sept. 22, 2020

Thomas R. Treece (B.A. ’64)
Frederick, Maryland; Aug. 26, 2020

Edna Mae Walker (B.S. ’75, M.Ed.
’85) El Paso, Texas; Sept. 18, 2020

1970s

Henry Y. Westbook (BBA ’77)
Douglasville, Georgia; Oct. 5, 2020

Sam R. Kobren (B.A. ’51)
El Paso, Texas; Sept. 25, 2020
Andres Mares (B.A. ’55, M.Ed. ’64)
El Paso, Texas; Aug. 15, 2020
Colette Cline Meeks (B.A. ’56)
Richardson, Texas; Aug. 25, 2020
Manuel Pacillas Jr. (B.A. ’56)
El Paso, Texas; Oct. 8, 2020
Alicia Alarcon Rogawski (B.A. ’52)
Crystal Lake, Illinois; July 22, 2020
Nick L. Silva (B.A. ’56)
El Paso, Texas; Sept. 18, 2020

1960s

Juan Aranda (B.S. ’73)
El Paso, Texas; Sept. 6, 2020
Louise L. Burnett (BSN ’74)
El Paso, Texas; Sept. 24, 2020
Walter Jorge Canchucaja Heredia
(B.S. ’72, MBA ’80)
Albuquerque, New Mexico;
Oct. 16, 2020
Judith E. Dively (B.S. ’74)
Palestine, Texas; Oct. 7, 2020
Maria Elena Enriquez
(B.A. ’73, M.Ed. ’77)
El Paso, Texas; Sept. 16, 2020

Hector Ayub (BBA ’63)
El Paso, Texas; Sept. 6, 2020

Armando Gurrola (B.A. ’74)
El Paso, Texas; Oct. 13, 2020

Herbert Bustillos (B.S. ’62)
El Paso, Texas; Oct. 5, 2020

McClellan Harris III (M.A. ’75)
El Paso, Texas; Aug. 19, 2020
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Jeannine Kinchen Smith (M.Ed.
’71) Denver, Pennsylvania; Aug. 8,
2020

Elaine Bleakley Williamson (B.A.
’72) El Paso, Texas; Sept. 21, 2020

1980s
Fernando Alvarado (BBA ’84)
El Paso, Texas; Sept. 21, 2020
Catarina Aubel Bernier (B.S. ’84) El
Paso, Texas; Sept. 25, 2020
William F. Comstock (BBA ’84)
Oklahoma City, Oklahoma; Sept. 23,
2020
Ignacio Flores (BBA ’82)
El Paso, Texas; Aug. 20, 2020
Virginia Torres Garcia (B.S. ’85,
M.Ed. ’99) El Paso, Texas; Oct. 23,
2020

Dawn Denise Schulz (B.S. ’86)
El Paso, Texas; Sept. 26, 2020
Beverly Jessen Worley (B.S. ’89)
El Paso, Texas; Sept. 9, 2020

1990s
Milissa Monique Acosta (B.S.
’90, M.Ed. ’99) El Paso, Texas;
Sept. 28, 2020
Patrick M. Griffiths (BBA ’93,
MBA ’96) El Paso, Texas; Oct. 10,
2020
Pedro G. Mora (B.S. ’91)
Alpharetta, Georgia; Sept. 15, 2020
David N. Permenter (BBA ’93)
Garland, Texas; Sept. 27, 2020
Ralph Petty (M.Ed. ’92)
El Paso, Texas; Aug. 18, 2020
John Adams Roane Jr. (MPT ’99)
Hampton, Virginia; Aug. 18, 2020
Luis B. Tinoco (BBA ’94)
El Paso, Texas; Aug. 18, 2020

2000s
Juvenal M. Villegas (B.A. ’06)
El Paso, Texas; Sept. 1, 2020

OBITUARIES

PEETER
KIRS,
PH.D.

P

eeter Kirs, Ph.D., dedicated his life to serving students
while doing what he loved – teaching. The professor of
information systems at The University of Texas at El Paso
died Dec. 3, 2020.
“It brings great sadness to learn of Dr. Peeter Kirs’ passing,” said James Payne, Ph.D., dean of UTEP’s College of
Business Administration. “Dr. Kirs was a longtime faculty member in the
College of Business Administration and a well-respected colleague among
the faculty and staff. His long-lasting contributions to the information
systems program as both a scholar and teacher will be greatly missed.”
The avid scholar held numerous bachelor’s and master’s degrees and a
doctorate in management information systems from the State University
of New York at Buffalo. He joined the professoriate at UTEP in 1984.
“Professor Kirs was a great friend and colleague of several of the faculty
members at the University,” said Godwin Udo, Ph.D., professor of information systems at UTEP. “He was a pleasant and humorous person who
always had good and positive things to say about people. He was highly
respected and admired by experts in his field because of the quality and
impact of his publications.”
Colleagues remember how his passion for his profession reflected in
his daily work and research and how his students were always his top
priority. He enjoyed reading about international affairs and was highly
knowledgeable about current events.
Kallol Bagchi, Ph.D., professor of information systems, recalled how
you could catch Kirs almost every Friday at Mesa Street Grill, which he
coined his ‘second office.’ Bagchi said he will miss sitting and chatting
with his friend and colleague at Kirs’ favorite spot.
Frank Espino was Kirs’ teaching assistant during the fall 2020 semester
and was inspired by the professor’s unflinching commitment and care
for his students’ learning outcomes and success despite the challenges
brought on by distance learning.
During his tenure, Kirs helped develop several information systems
related courses for graduate and undergraduate student programs. He
had numerous publications to his credit.
“Professor Kirs was a good colleague and department faculty, and
trusted mentor of members of the Association of Information Technology
Professionals,” said Giorgio Gotti, Ph.D., department chair of accounting
and information systems. “He was able to smile even in difficult situations, and his humble and quiet demeanor will be sincerely missed.” He
is survived by his wife, Andrea; elder brother, Jury; nieces and nephew.
– Christina Rodriguez

JOSEPH H.
PIERLUISSI,
PH.D.

J

oseph H. Pierluissi, Ph.D., professor emeritus in electrical
and computer engineering, was the epitome of a Renaissance
man who excelled in many endeavors to include academia,
research, engineering, philanthropy and even ballroom
dancing. He died Nov. 13, 2020, at age 83.
Many who knew the esteemed professor fondly remember
how he loved to dance and how they equally enjoyed watching him
gracefully take the floor. The New York native joined the faculty
at The University of Texas at El Paso in 1969 upon completing his
doctoral degree at Texas A&M University. During his 46-year career
at UTEP, Pierluissi served in multiple administrative positions from
associate chair to interim dean of the Graduate School. He retired
from the University in 2015.
Pierluissi led efforts to implement the second doctoral program
at UTEP – in electrical and computer engineering. In 2018, the Dr.
Joseph H. Pierluissi Graduate Fellows Endowment was established
to provide fellowships to UTEP students pursuing a doctorate in
electrical engineering.
Throughout his career, Pierluissi made many contributions to
his field through his research, mentored many students and helped
mold numerous successful professional careers. At home, he was as
strict of a parent as he was a professor and raised his sons to value
continual education.
Nathan Pierluissi recalls his father’s unique sense of humor. As
an adult, he appreciates his father's firm parenting that he credits
with motivating him to become a rocket scientist.
“My father was very strict, but as we grew up, we realized that
it was a good thing as we learned a lot from him,” Pierluissi said.
“He taught us that every time you do a job, do your best and always
leave things better than you found them.”
Pierluissi’s professional career included positions at the Radio
Observatory in Arecibo, Puerto Rico; General Electric Research
Laboratory in Syracuse, New York; and a joint appointment with
Schellenger Research Laboratory at UTEP.
“During my tenure at UTEP, I had the wonderful opportunity to
have Joseph as a collaborator in the direction of the department as
graduate programs director and as an adviser on Puerto Rican affairs
in El Paso,” said Miguel Velez-Reyes, chair of UTEP’s Department
of Electrical and Computer Engineering. “I had the opportunity to
see first-hand his commitment to UTEP and to the success of its
students and faculty.” – Christina Rodriguez
utep.edu
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Lou Ella Burmeister, Ph.D.

Helping
Higher
Education
Giving to UTEP means
giving to the next
generation of students by
enhancing the number of
scholarships available,
bolstering facilities and
funding programs. There are
many ways to give to the
University. Learn how in the
pages ahead.
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L

ou Ella Burmeister, Ph.D., said her
interest in travel started when she was
a third-grade student in Milwaukee,
Wisconsin. She spoke of her fascination
with the brochures and mementos her
teacher shared with the class from his journeys abroad.
Burmeister said her family did not travel
much when she was young because of
World War II, but that they often made the
long drives around the United States and
Canada after the war. She began to use her
passport more often while a student at the
University of Wisconsin, Madison, where
she earned her bachelor’s, master’s and doctoral degrees.
She traveled around the country in 1968
for job interviews and said she was happiest
after her visit to The University of Texas at
El Paso.
“It was so peaceful, and the people were
so nice,” said Burmeister, who was curious
about what it would be like to live in the
desert and near Mexico. “I decided to come
here.”
Burmeister became a leader in the fields
of teacher education, reading and literacy.

In 1977, the Faculty Research Committee
recognized her with its Faculty Research
Award for her outstanding scholarly activities in reading education. The award was the
highest distinction the faculty could bestow
on one of its own. She was published often
to include articles in professional journals,
several successful textbooks and also workbooks in a popular series used to teach children how to read. She made presentations
around the country and in Canada, which
meant more travel for her.
Named professor emerita in 1988 after
20 years of service to UTEP, Burmeister was
proud of how she used what she learned
from her travels to enhance her students’
classroom experience. In retirement, she
has continued to advocate to University
leaders about the benefits of student travel
and has backed up her words with her own
funds.
Thanks to successful investments,
Burmeister has been able to generously
support UTEP graduate and undergraduate students with scholarships and travel
funds. With the help of UTEP’s Office of
Institutional Advancement, she established

Learn more about planned giving on page 57

in 2018-19 the initial gifts for students from
the colleges of Education and Liberal Arts
for travel expenses tied to research and
cultural enrichment. She plans to make
additional gifts for these programs. Her goal
is for the students to share what they experienced on those trips in future classrooms.
One of the students who benefitted
from Burmeister’s generosity was Jennifer
Young, who earned a bachelor’s degree in
linguistics with a minor in translation and
interpretation in May 2020. She is working
on a second bachelor’s degree in Spanish
with a minor in Chicano Studies. The El
Paso native traveled to Spain and enrolled
in a month-long language and culture program offered at the University of Alcala de
Henares during the summer of 2019.
“I got the opportunity to go to so many
places and see so many things that most
people will only get to see in pictures,” said
Young, who visited landmarks in several cities to include Madrid, Sevilla and Barcelona.
“It definitely was one of the best opportunities I have had, and I am so grateful for it.”
Andrew Fleck, Ph.D., associate professor
of English and director of UTEP's Liberal
Arts Honors Program, called Burmeister
“a real UTEP treasure” to the students
whose lives she touched as a professor and
a philanthropist. He said her efforts will
provide access to one of the most enriching
experiences students can have – studying
abroad – and have a transformative impact
on their academic careers.
“Students will benefit from Dr.
Burmeister's generous spirit for years to
come," Fleck said.
The professor emerita said she made the
initial gifts in anticipation of larger, more
permanent endowments. She recently
worked with Institutional Advancement to
create several deferred endowments that
will come from her estate and charitable gift
annuities.
The Dr. Lou Ella Burmeister Student
Travel Excellence Endowment will help students in the Liberal Arts Honors Program
to participate in national and international travel and/or to attend academic
conferences related to their field of study.
The Enriching Horizons Student Travel
Excellence Endowment will assist education students who plan trips for research,
cultural enrichment or professional
conferences.
“I thought it would be so nice for our education students to enrich their experiences
so they could share with their students,”
said Burmeister, who rattled off some of the

many destinations she had visited – Fiji,
Turkey, Australia, New Zealand and countries throughout Europe. “I’ve been all over.
You learn a lot, but it’s also a lot of fun.”
The destinations through the Horizons
endowment would be up to the students
based on their interests, but Burmeister
suggested places of historical value such as
Washington, D.C., or wildlife refuges such
as the ones in California where students
could volunteer their services.
She said that she shared her plans with
leaders from the colleges of Liberal Arts and
Education, and their representatives were
interested, supportive and enthusiastic with
her proposals.
Denis O’Hearn, Ph.D., dean of the College
of Liberal Arts, praised Burmeister for her
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“I got the
opportunity to go to
so many places and
see so many things
that most people
will only get to see in
pictures. It definitely
was one of the best
opportunities I have
had, and I am so
grateful for it.”
— JENNIFER YOUNG, STUDENT WHO BENEFITTED FROM BURMEISTER'S GENEROSITY

generosity, and looked forward to when
COVID-19 travel restrictions would be
lifted so students in the honors program
could utilize her gift.
“The funds will become particularly useful when students can go abroad for longer
periods of time, enabling them to more fully
experience what it means to live in different
countries and cultures,” O’Hearn said.
Clifton Tanabe, Ph.D., dean of the College
of Education, called Burmeister a visionary
partner who has worked with him on several projects.
“Dr. Burmeister’s plans to provide future
teachers with the opportunity to gain
valuable travel experience that they will be
able to bring back to their classrooms are
important and wonderful,” Tanabe said.
Patricia Ainsa, Ph.D., professor in UTEP’s
Department of Educational Psychology

and Special Services, was a colleague of
Burmeister’s for about 13 years and spoke
glowingly about her friend and former mentor who she described as considerate, intelligent and dedicated.
“Through her teaching, she modeled contagious caring and insightful views,” Ainsa
said, adding that she often discussed the
value of academic travel with Burmeister,
who understood how each trip made her a
better, more well-rounded teacher.
“I think travel is like cutting a diamond
in your mind,” Ainsa said. “Each new place
or experience cuts another facet in the diamond and adds more light and brilliance
to thought. It can definitely enhance a student’s teaching talent. To travel for a specific
educational purpose is a blessing for students. It will enhance their career.”
Burmeister, an animal advocate who lives
with her cat, Tommy, said she decided to
create the endowments because she was
grateful to the El Paso community and the
University, which allowed her to develop
professionally.
While most of her bequests will focus
on student travel, Burmeister also worked
with Institutional Advancement to create
the Dr. Lou Ella Burmeister Graduate Fellow
Program, a permanent endowment for
College of Education doctoral students who
specialize in reading and/or language arts
or related disciplines, and the Dr. Lou Ella
Burmeister Acquisition Gift Fund for the
University Library that will be overseen by
The University of Texas Board of Regents.
– Daniel Perez
utep.edu
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Jaswinder “Jassi”
Singh Chadha, Ph.D.

J

aswinder “Jassi” Singh Chadha, Ph.D., said a commitment to hard
work has been instrumental in his successful journey toward becoming an entrepreneur.
But Chadha, who earned a master’s degree in industrial engineering
from The University of Texas at El Paso in 1992, acknowledges that he
had plenty of assistance throughout his academic journey after he left
his native India for the United States with $600 in his pocket.
Along with a slew of mentors, including his own mother who herself
was a university professor, Chadha also benefited from a scholarship
and graduate assistant position while working toward his UTEP degree.
That aid eventually led him to a passion for entrepreneurship. Today,
Chadha is president and CEO of Axtria, a big-data analytics and cloudbased software provider that he co-founded in 2009 with his brother,
Navdeep "Navi" Singh Chadha, also a University alumnus.
While his professional success is noteworthy, Chadha credits those
contributions from others as a vital part of his — and every successful
student’s — journey. That is why he believes it is important and essential
that alumni help their alma maters.
“This is the essence of education and ‘giving forward,’” said Chadha,
who earned a doctorate in industrial engineering from Texas A&M
University.
The proud alumnus mentioned a 2019 visit to UTEP where he met
with students, faculty and administrators, and left impressed by how
much the institution had grown and its impact on the community.
Chadha said he has many fond memories of his time at the University.
“I remember the beautiful campus built in the unique style of
Bhutan's majestic architecture,” he said. “I enjoyed working with Vladik
Kreinovich, Ph.D., on my master's thesis when he arrived at UTEP as
a young lecturer. As a research assistant, I loved spending countless
hours working in the machine vision laboratory run by professor W.C.
Johnson. This lab is where I learned to write software programs that
later helped me to start software companies.”
When Chadha began forming his company, a friend gave him valuable
advice.
“He mentioned that one needs three things to succeed in business —
luck, intelligence and hard work,” Chadha said. “You can't do anything
about the first two. You must be the hardest working person in the
industry to have a chance at success.”
Today, Chadha continues to help and inspire UTEP students to be
entrepreneurs. As a way to give back to UTEP, its students and the El
Paso community, he accepted an invitation to join the Advisory Council
of the Mike Loya Center for Innovation and Commerce. In addition,
Chadha has supported various campuswide efforts with annual gifts that
went toward student scholarships and programs that promote diversity,
inclusion and equity, and more recently, to the Student Emergency Fund.
– Darlene Barajas

“This is the essence of education
and ‘giving forward.’”
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Learn more
Annual gifts to the University, in any amount, have an
immediate and positive impact on student success and provide
a pool of funds that can be easily directed to where they are
needed most.
Yearly support from our alumni and friends is pivotal to
UTEP’s mission to provide access to an excellent higher
education. Through your annual gift, UTEP can enhance the
quality of our academic programming by providing necessary
resources for deans, chairs and directors to explore new and
innovative learning experiences, faculty-led student research
projects, and other hands-on educational opportunities. Larger
gifts can become named scholarships and provide direct
financial support to help students cover incidental costs tied to
their college experience.
Often, gifts of this type are recurring and can be given
annually, quarterly or monthly. The frequency is up to you. By
giving what you can each year to the area of your choice, you
help students grow and experience an education like no other.
To learn more, contact the Office of Institutional Advancement
at 915-747-8533 or givingto@utep.edu. You can also visit our
website at www.utep.edu/giving.

Learn more about Pick a Project on page 57
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Virginia Fraire, Ph.D.

V

irginia Fraire, Ph.D., is a firm believer in giving
back to the community.
For The University of Texas at El Paso’s
associate provost, it means a better world for
humanity.
“We have social problems of magnitude proportions
that we have not been able to solve,” Fraire said. “We
have gone to the moon, achieved massive technological advances, and cured diseases around the world
and yet the stubborn, heartbreaking social problems
persist. Poverty, growing income inequality, health
disparities, and hunger, to name a few, are pervasive.”
The COVID-19 pandemic has shone a light on the
hard and painful suffering by millions of people. It is
also why giving back matters now more than ever.
The opportunities for charitable giving are everywhere — and even the smallest action has well-being
benefits you might not expect.
This is not lost on Fraire, who contributes regularly to the University’s Institutional Advancement
crowdfunding projects – the UTEP Food Pantry, in
particular.
“I have been blessed because of the generosity of
many,” she said. “I am a daughter of Mexican immigrants. I grew up in public housing and attended college with the support of grants. I owe my progress to
my parents for having the courage to leave their country in search of a better life. I owe so much to social
programs and networks of kind and generous people
who helped my family get a leg up.”
Pick A Project is the official crowdfunding platform
for the University. It presents opportunities to support a range of UTEP’s unique and diverse research
projects, student initiatives and campus activities.
“Virginia is truly ‘all in’ for UTEP,” said Daphne
Griffin, the senior director of marketing and communications for Institutional Advancement. “In the
short time she’s been on campus, she’s found herself
on numerous committees to promote student success.
She believes strongly in the potential of our students
and gives all she has to ensure they have the resources
they need to reach their most aspirational goals.”
Because of her role as associate provost, a position
she has had since July 2019, Fraire has had the opportunity to help many students.
“My mother recently referred a student whose
mother was desperately looking for help for her
daughter to complete the FAFSA,” she said referring
to the Free Application for Federal Student Aid. “I
had another student who was referred to me because
he had challenges with his residency status. Another
student reached me because they couldn’t quite figure out how to drop a course. Giving back is not just
about monetary contributions, it’s about using your
position and your networks to serve all of our students, no matter how they get to us.”

“I believe dreams and aspirations are
common threads that bind all humanity.”
Fraire said education is the most reliable path for upward mobility and she gives
back to the community through education and in service of creating opportunities
for our students.
“When we contribute anything — our talents, energy, resources — we are not just
contributing to a program or service, we are contributing to helping dreams come
true,” she said. “I believe dreams and aspirations are common threads that bind all
humanity. We all have dreams and aspirations. They are what gives us hope in the
face of despair. The hope that comes from dreams and aspirations is what I believe
creates strong, engaged and connected communities. Never have we needed this
more in my lifetime. Some of us have been able to achieve those dreams because of
the kindness of others who have given of themselves. Let’s be generous in this great
time of need.”
An El Paso native, Fraire understands what our students are made of.
“Students are strong, resilient, curious, ambitious and have so much to offer our community and our country,” she said. “I have learned that our students have a deep respect
and loyalty to the Miner brand, and this is a reflection of how well the University has
served our community. We must find a way to support their aspirations during these
profound and difficult times we are living in.” – Victor R. Martinez
utep.edu
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“When you meet these
student-athletes and you
hear their background,
you hear their stories,
you can’t help but want to
support them.”

Carlos O. Viesca, M.D.

C

arlos O. Viesca, M.D., is quite comfortable with the notion of helping
others.
As an attending pain medicine specialist
for El Paso Orthopaedic Surgery Group,
Viesca delivers quality patient care that
focuses on patient comfort and seamless
recovery. But the scope of Viesca’s commitment to care extends beyond the confines
of the medical offices he has worked in for
nearly two decades.
Viesca also takes good care of student-athletes through his generous support
of athletics programs at The University of
Texas at El Paso. He and his wife, Rocio, are
longtime season ticket holders for football
and basketball, and he regularly gives to
the Miner Athletic Club Scholarship Fund
and UTEP Athletics capital campaigns. The
couple’s support was instrumental in the
construction of the Foster Stevens Basketball
Center, which houses the men’s and women’s
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basketball programs. With support from
Viesca, UTEP student-athletes have a greater
opportunity to chase their academic dreams
and compete for championships across 16
Division I sports programs.
The Mexico native, whose family moved
to Juárez, Mexico when he was 11, earned
his medical degree from the Universidad
Autónoma de Ciudad Juárez Instituto de
Ciencias Biomédicas. He said his support
for the Miners is part of a natural evolution
that values and cherishes the opportunities
offered by higher education.
“An institution of higher education can lift
a community,” Viesca said. “For a long time,
UTEP was the only higher education institution in El Paso. I didn’t get my degree from
UTEP, but this is still my community. To be
able to pass on the gift of higher education to
someone is something I am fortunate to be
able to do. If you can allow someone else that
gift, then that’s what it’s all about.”

Viesca’s fondness for sports originates
from his days playing football, basketball and
soccer in high school. After completing a residency in general surgery at the Universidad
Autónoma de Ciudad Juárez, Hospital
General de Ciudad Juárez, Viesca went to
Lubbock, Texas, for a residency in anesthesiology and subsequent fellowships at Texas
Tech University. There, he was exposed to the
passion and pageantry of Red Raider athletics
and its impact on the local populace.
“That really made it click for me how much
college sports can mean to the region,” he
said. “In Lubbock, the city shuts down when
Texas Tech plays football or basketball. In El
Paso, we’ve had some big names in basketball,
Don Haskins, Greg Foster, Tim Hardaway. It’s
just as much of a big-time environment.”
When the Viesca family returned to El Paso
in 2004 with two young children in tow, they
brought that fervor with them. Viesca also
brought a grand appreciation for the work
that his parents and others carried out to help
complete his academic journey. The family’s support of UTEP began with attending
games. Through his professional affiliations,
Viesca met Foster, a former Miner standout
player and coach. That led to attendance at
UTEP Athletics functions where he met more
student-athletes.
“When you meet these student-athletes
and you hear their background, you hear their
stories, you can’t help but want to support
them,” he said.
And Viesca has continued to do just that.
While the COVID-19 pandemic has hindered
his attendance at games during this academic
year, he and his family continually search for
other ways to support athletics. But, Viesca
said, support for UTEP can come in many
forms. He said that any individual who supports a student’s journey toward their degree
doesn’t solely help the student, they also help
themselves.
“It helps you personally and professionally
to know you helped,” he said. “You feel something mentally and spiritually when you know
you are passing it on. It doesn’t take much
and it’s very rewarding.” – Pablo Villa
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Learn More About How
You Can Make
an Impact at UTEP
Planned Giving
With a little planning, like Lou Ella
Burmeister, you can provide for your loved
ones, receive tax benefits, and generate
income while helping UTEP fulfill its promise
to provide access to an excellent higher
education.
Common misconceptions
about planned giving:
1. Planned gifts are complicated and
confusing.
They don’t have to be. There are many
types of planned gifts. Most are affordable
and straightforward, like naming a gift in
your will or living trust. You just need to find
the one that best meets your needs. That’s
where we come in.
2. Planned gifts are only for the wealthy.
Anyone can make a planned gift—no matter
the size of your estate. Gifts of all sizes make
a difference at UTEP. In fact, you may even
be able to make a bigger impact than you
thought possible when you make a planned
gift.
3. Wills are only for older adults.
Having a plan for the future is important—no
matter your age. An estate plan makes your
wishes known and provides your loved ones
with peace of mind.
If you’re interested in learning how you can
take care of your loved ones and create
a lasting legacy at UTEP, visit our website
at utep.edu/giving, or contact the Office of
Institutional Advancement at 915-747-8533
or givingto@utep.edu. We can go over
options and help you decide which type of
gift fits into your long-term financial plans.

Gifts to UTEP Athletics
UTEP’s reputation for competitive excellence,
our outstanding coaches and facilities,
and rich athletic legacy, as well as the
University’s increasing academic stature and
ongoing commitment to the upward mobility

of our students, enable the recruitment of
extraordinarily talented student-athletes.
Gifts to UTEP Athletics, such as those from
Carlos and Rocio Viesca, provide these
outstanding young men and women with
opportunities to excel in competition, in the
classroom and in the community. You can
help our student-athletes in a variety of
ways – from annual scholarships, facilities
enhancements, and excellence funds to
endowments, planned giving opportunities
and gifts in kind. To learn more, contact
the Miner Athletic Club at 915-747-8759 or
MAC@utep.edu. You can also visit
www.minerathleticclub.com.

Pick A Project
Faculty and staff at UTEP are the foundation
— the bedrock — for student success. They
have a unique perspective into students’
lives, see their needs first-hand, and understand how and where gifts to the University
can offer the greatest impact.
Of the many ways that they – and you
– can make an impact through charitable
giving to UTEP, none is more immediate
than through UTEP’s official crowdfunding
platform, Pick A Project. Gifts made to UTEP
through crowdfunding, such as those from
Virginia Fraire, support a broad range of
unique and diverse research projects, student initiatives, and campus activities. Your
contribution, in any amount, will make an
impact.

Through Pick A Project, you can:
• Discover limited-time projects launched
by UTEP students, organizations,
departments, and university affiliates.
• Make tax-deductible donations using a
convenient and secure online form.
• Share projects with other advocates to
help generate even greater interest in the
campaign.
• Keep up with progress made toward
goals, and stay up-to-date on the impact
made with your philanthropy.
Make your gift today at
pickaproject.utep.edu.
utep.edu
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Protect yourself.
Protect your campus.
Protect your community.
Take the Miners Pledge.
We’re calling on all Miners to help fight
COVID-19 by taking the Miners Pledge.
Share why and how you’re doing your part
to stop the spread, whether it's through
wearing a face mask, getting regular tests,
or maintaining social distancing.
Take the Pledge: utep.edu/minerspledge
Universitytake
of Texas atthe
El Paso pledge? Share it on social media using #minerspledge.
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