
Under the Caps

Jaime Taylor and Susan Baker

Susan  Baker  and  Jaime  Taylor  had  to  arrive  at  the  Sleep
Country Amphitheater before 6 p.m. to get their spots near the
head of the line of graduates waiting for the Clark College
commencement ceremony’s 7 p.m. start. But for both women, the
wait for this moment was much longer than an hour.

“I started this journey in 1995,” said Baker, who works as a
teacher in the college’s Child & Family Studies department.
“And then I had children, and I had to put things on hold for
a while, but now here I am!”

Taylor–who, like Baker, was graduating with honors with an
Associate  of  Applied  Science  degree  in  Early  Childhood
Education  (ECE)–told  a  similar  story.  “It  was  kind  of  my
time,” she explained about her choice to enroll at Clark,
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where she worked in Baker’s classroom as part of her studies.
“My kids had gone to school and it was time for me to do
something for myself.”

Judith Gomez

All  along  the  line,  there  were  tales  of  dreams  deferred.
Judith Gomez–also among the ECE contingent at the head of the
line–first began taking classes in Clark’s non-credit English
as a Second Language program 16 years ago, soon after she
moved to Vancouver from her native Mexico. At the time, she
spoke no English, but she was determined to go to college. She
had to drop out twice when she had children, but eventually
she was able to improve her English skills to the point that
she could take for-credit classes.

“English isn’t my first language, so for me, doing papers was
double the work,” she said, beaming under her blue mortarboard
cap, from which dangled the golden tassel and insignia of Phi
Theta Kappa, the honor society for two-year colleges. “But I
was determined, and my teachers were amazing, so supportive.”
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Gomez, who also works in Child & Family Studies as an early-
intervention specialist, said she hoped her children–ages 19,
14, and10–would follow in her footsteps to pursue college
educations. “In ECE, we call it ‘modeling,'” she said. “You
model the right behavior, and the children see it and learn.
My children are so excited already. They’re all talking about
going to college.”

Kevin Ross was also hoping to being role model. “I am the
first one from my whole family to graduate from college,” he
said  as  he  waited  to  receive  his  Associate  in  Applied
Technology in degree in Supervisory Management. “We’re talking
parents,  grandparents,  brothers,  sisters,  aunts,  uncles,
cousins. It feels good–it feels great. It gives my family
members something to see. … I have a little brother. I want to
set an example for him, to show him that you can succeed, no
matter where you come from or what’s happened in your life.”

Juliab Dutkel, Carlos Cervantes, Gregory
Michael, and Kevin Ross

For Ross, life has not always been peaceful. He first started
thinking about attending Clark when he was incarcerated at
Larch  Corrections  Center.  He  got  to  know  Clark  College
President Bob Knight, who regularly visits the center to play

http://news.clark.edu/wp-content/uploads/2014/06/20140619_4962.jpg


basketball with inmates. “As I approached my time to come out
[of Larch], Bob started asking me, ‘What are you going to do
next? You should come to Clark,'” Ross recalled. “So I went to
Clark. It’s offered me an alternate route toward success.”

Ross said he plans to transfer to WSU Vancouver to pursue a
bachelor’s degree in business. He will not be the first former
inmate  to  do  so–in  fact,  Clark  College  has  long  run  an
educational program within Larch, and on the Friday following
commencement, a ceremony within the correctional facility’s
walls would celebrate the 34 inmates who earned their High
School Equivalencies during this academic year.

Standing next to Kevin Ross was Carlos Cervantes, whose cap
sat atop a long mane of curly gray hair. Cervantes came to
Clark when the housing-market crash put an end to his career
as a Realtor. He was graduating with a degree in Paralegal,
despite having suffered financial hardships after losing his
job.

“I was really struggling, but I got scholarships,” Cervantes
said.  “The  Clark  College  Foundation  made  my  education
possible.”

Katie Brilz and Lacey Mac-Rhyann

For  other  graduates,  this  commencement  wasn’t  a  dream
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deferred–rather, it was a dream accelerated. Lacey Mac-Rhyann
had decorated her cap with the slogan “17 with my AST.” Mac-
Rhyann  was  one  of  the  235  graduates  who  participated  in
Running Start, a Washington State program that allows students
to take college classes while still enrolled in high school.
“It was the most phenomenal thing,” she said of the program.
“It didn’t just give me college credit–it gave me college
experience.”

Ana Lai, who had decorated her cap with pictures of scientific
equipment  and  the  logo  of  University  of  Washington,  also
appreciated being part of Running Start. “It gave me a head
start,” said the Ft. Vancouver High student, who plans to
become a mechanical engineer. “I did the calculus and physics
sequences, and I loved it.”

Ana Lai

Alecsander Thompson, who attended Evergreen High School, said
he appreciated the serious atmosphere he experienced at Clark
through Running Start. “In high school, you don’t pay to get
an education,” he said. “In college, people are there because
they want to learn.”

Thompson was standing next to his friend Mark Hamilton, also a
Running Start student from Evergreen, and who like Thompson
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plans on transferring to Portland State University’s criminal
justice program. Another thing the two young men had in common
was that they originally chose Running Start in  part because
Clark’s schedule offered them the flexibility to work full-
time while attending school.

“You  kind  of  cut  out  sleeping  after  a  while,”  laughed
Hamilton.

Timothy Witcher, Alecsander Thompson,
Mark  Hamilton,  and  English
instructor  Kate  Scrivener.

As  the  bagpipes  began  to  sound,  the  graduates  quickly
adjusted  caps  and  gowns  in  preparation  for  their
procession.  This  was  the  moment  that  would  make  all  of
it–the  sleeplessness,  the  studying,  the  doubts  and
fears–worthwhile. Near the front of the line, Susan Baker
got  ready  to  complete  the  journey  she’d  begun  almost  20
years earlier.

“You know, when you’re a mom, you spend so much time telling
your kids that you’re proud of them,” she said. “It’s pretty
cool to be hearing my kids tell me they’re proud of me.”
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Photos: Clark College/Jenny Shadley. More photos of graduates
are available in the college’s Flickr album.

Student  Leader  Profiles:
Pathways Peer Mentors

Pathways Peer Mentors, left to right, Julie Mercado, Mark
Damian, Alana Leon-Guerrero, Jamie Brindley-Bagent, Chantear
Song, and Seunghyun Roh

Students who enroll in Basic Education at Clark College often
find themselves facing a host of challenges.

What kind of challenges? “Oh my gosh, there are so many!”
exclaims Pathways Peer Mentor Jamie Brindley-Bagent. “Everyone
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has different stories: if you don’t have money, if you don’t
have parents to help you, if you don’t have a place to stay,
if you think of yourself as dumb.”

Thankfully,  students  enrolled  in  Clark’s  Adult  Basic
Education–as well as its English as a Second Language and
IBEST programs–can turn to their Pathways Peer Mentors (PPMs)
for support and advice when the road gets rough. PPMs are
fellow students who have successfully transitioned from ABE,
GED, and/or ESL programs to college-credit academic classes at
Clark–or  who  are  first-generation  college  students.  Their
unique experience gives them insight into the challenges faced
by their peers, allowing them to provide necessary support,
guidance and encouragement to help those peers stay in school
and achieve their long-term educational goals.

This year’s Pathways Peer Mentors are:

Jamie  Brindley-Bagent,  19,  grew  up  in  Vancouver.  She  is
studying criminal psychology and hopes to earn her master’s
degree in this field, eventually becoming a detective. “I know
it’s really hard to go to college and I want to show people
that they can do it,” she says.

Mark Damian, 17, grew up in St. Petersburg, Russia. He is
pursuing  an  associate  transfer  degree,  with  the  goal  of
becoming  an  engineer.  A  Running  Start  student,  he  enjoys
working as a Peer Mentor because “there’s a lot of opportunity
to make new friends.”

Alana Leon-Guerrero, 21, is originally from the island of
Saipan in the Northern Mariana Islands. Currently studying for
her  Associate  of  Arts  degree,  she  plans  to  transfer  to
Washington State University Vancouver after graduating from
Clark. “I decided to become a Pathways Peer Mentor because I
want to help people and let them know that there are a lot of
resources on campus.”

Julie Mercado, 21, began at Clark taking ESL classes; she



currently is enrolled in the I-BEST Academic program, which
allows  students  to  enroll  in  academic  classes  while
simultaneously  receiving  Adult  Basic  Education  assistance
within the class. A native of Guadalajara, Mexico, she came to
the United States at age 18. “Now that I am a Pathways Peer
Mentor, I get the satisfaction of seeing how we help people,”
says the aspiring elementary teacher.

Seunghyun Roh is from South Korea, where he learned to enjoy
helping students during his time as an English tutor. Now
studying at Clark through International Programs, he decided
to  become  a  Peer  Mentor  because  he  “wanted  to  have  more
experience with people from other countries.” He hopes to
become an engineer.

Chantear  Song,  26,  grew  up  in  Washington  state.  She  is
studying elementary education. “My goal for the future is to
be a bright, influential teacher for students,” she says,
adding that she chose to become a Pathways Peer Mentor to
“challenge  myself,  get  out  of  my  comfort  zone,  and  help
people.”

This year, the PPMs have begun using a new tool in their work:
bright-orange “Look for the Good and Praise It!” appreciation
note cards. These notes offer students, staff, and others a
vehicle for offering thanks and encouragement. “It’s one thing
to talk about the power of appreciation; it’s another thing to
experience its uplifting, invigorating impact,” says Marilyn
Sprague, PPM Program Coordinator. “With the appreciation note
cards, PPM mentors have a simple, easy-to-use tool guaranteed
to build ABE/ESL students’ confidence.”

The notecards are available in the Pathways Center (TBG 229).

Story co-written with Suzanne Smith
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Moving Toward Their Future

As soon as President Bob Knight concluded his annual State of
the College address, many audience members grabbed their coats
and hurried out of Gaiser Student Center–not because they were
eager  to  leave,  but  because  they  wanted  to  see  the  new
location  of  Adult  Basic  Education/English  as  a  Second
Language. These programs, which were housed at Town Plaza for
five years, moved to the Roy and Virginia Anderson Educational
Complex (better known as the “T Building”) at the end of 2012.

The new facilities have many advantages over the old Town
Plaza location: more windows, better temperature regulation,
updated  classroom  technology.  But  perhaps  the  biggest
improvement is the location itself, just across Fort Vancouver
Way from Clark College’s main campus. This allows students
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easy access to college services like the Career Center and
Cannell  Library,  as  well  as  the  chance  to  participate  in
student life.

“Students from Day One are operating as college students,”
said Director of Basic Education Larry Ruddell as he greeted
visitors to his program’s open house.

Workforce Pathways Program Manager Tiffany Williams pointed
out that it wasn’t just students who benefited from access to
the main campus; she and her colleagues were now able to
easily take advantage of staff- and faculty-development events
that previously required a car trip for Town Plaza employees.

Williams was giving tours of the
new  Pathways  Learning  Center,
which  was  markedly  different
from  its  form  at  Town  Plaza.
There,  15  computers  were
arranged  at  tables  facing  the
walls, making it difficult to do
group  teaching  about  computer

skills; now, 24 computer stations are arranged at rows of
desks in a traditional classroom layout, with a space for an
instructor and a pull-down screen at the front of a room
filled with natural light. This has allowed staff and faculty
to begin teaching classes on everything from computer-based
job searches to introductory web design.

“We’ve already started serving more students,” said Williams.
“At our old location, we would average five to seven students
at our classes; just this week, we had 14. When we get here in
the  morning  to  open  the  door,  there  are  already  students
waiting to get in.”

Nearly 1,400 students took basic education classes at Clark
College during the 2012 fall quarter alone.

Ruddell said that students have adjusted well to the move,
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with few having trouble finding their way to the new location.
“We prepared them so thoroughly that on the first day of
[winter quarter] classes, we were getting more lost students
from  the  main  campus  than  we  were  from  our  own  student
population,” he said.
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