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San Jacinto College
Foundation launches
Gala with a Twist

The San Jacinto College Foundation
has invited the community to participate
in its 2020 Gala with a Twist,
announcing the fundraising campaign
at the College’s January board of
trustees meeting.

This year’s campaign supports student
emergency funding, with 100 percent
of proceeds benefitting San Jac students
with immediate needs. Donations will
offset the cost of tuition, books, food,
clothing, transportation, and child care
for student recipients who have found
themselves in unexpected circumstances
and need urgent assistance.

“We’re thrilled to take a new, virtual
approach to our gala this year,” said
Ruth Keenan, the foundation’s executive
director. “It’s a new decade, and we’re
excited to mix things up a bit. Taking a
break from our traditional dinner event
allows us to eliminate costs and focus

on what matters most—helping our
students succeed.”

The foundation serves more than
30,000 students each year and has

awarded more than 12,000 scholarships
over the past decade to help San Jac
students reach their educational goals.

Community members wishing to
contribute to this year’s Gala with a
Twist fundraiser can learn more about
the campaign and can donate at
sanjac.edu/twist or by calling
281-998-6104.

Process technology
students volunteer
to build playground

The process technology
student council from San Jacinto
College’s Central Campus recently
volunteered its time helping to build
a Kaboom playground at Atkinson
Elementary School.

“I found out about the event via the
school’s Facebook page and brought it
to our p-tech student council,” said Jeff
Pearce, coordinator for education and
workforce at the LydondellBasell Center

for Petrochemical, Energy, & Technology.
“They quickly organized over

20 people to volunteer. They spent their
day off working for their community and
giving back. It was so inspiring to see.”

The students donated their time to
spread mulch, assemble equipment,
mix and pour concrete, landscape,
and so much more.

“The day of the build, there were
San Jac hard hats, shirts, and students
all over the job site,” Pearce said.
“I’m proud to be a part of an
organization that pushes to make a
difference in their communities.”
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By Melissa Trevizo
SAN JACINTO COLLEGE

San Jacinto College theatre department
chair and artistic director Jerry Ivins
will be awarded the prestigious Kennedy
Center Gold Medallion for Region VI
during the Kennedy Center American
College Theatre Festival (KCACTF)
in February.

“I was shocked. I appreciate this award
so much,” Ivins said. “Educational theatre
in Texas is incredibly rich, and I’m so
proud to be a part of it.”

This is the highest award the festival
gives and is considered a great honor
in theatre education. Region VI covers
Arkansas, Louisiana, New Mexico,
Oklahoma, and Texas.

Each year, the eight KCACTF regions
honor individuals or organizations that

have made extraordinary contributions
to the teaching and producing of theatre
and who have significantly dedicated
their time, artistry, and enthusiasm to
the development of the Kennedy Center
American College Theater Festival.

Ivins has taught at San Jacinto College
for 25 years. He not only is the artistic
director for the College’s Central Campus
theatre program but has been active with
KCACTF for more than 30 years and has
served as the Texas chair and vice chair for
KCACTF for two years each. He currently
serves as a respondent and member of the
regional committee, traveling to watch
KCACTF entries across the region and
deciding which productions move on to
present at the Kennedy Center.

In addition to his work with KCACTF,
Ivins is also heavily involved in the
University Interscholastic League (UIL)

one-act play competition. He serves as
a judge and adjudicator for UIL theatre
and one-act play and as a licensed contest
manager, running two area, two regional,
and the state one-act play contests each
year for 4A, 5A, and 6A schools.
For the Texas Education Theatre
Association (TETA), Ivins serves as
the director of operations for the state
theatre competition.

“My colleague at the University
of Houston once said, ‘If there is
something happening in theatre education
in Texas, Ivins either knows about it or is
running it,’” Ivins said. “I can’t help it;
it’s my passion.”

And Ivins wouldn’t have it any
other way.

“Sometimes people wonder why they
receive emails from me at 3 a.m.,” Ivins
said. “I work at San Jac during the day

and then go home to be with my family.
After my girls are asleep, I continue
working into the wee hours of the night.”

Ivins says his passion stems from his
own experience as a theatre student.

“Theatre saved my life. I couldn’t look
anyone in the eye or speak to anyone,”
Ivins said. “I joined theatre to meet a girl,
and it ended up being my life’s work. It has
provided me a safe haven, and if I can do
that for someone else, I’ve done what
I needed to do.”

IvInS reCeIveS preStIgIouS
Kennedy Center gold MedAllIon

Jerry Ivins

Image courtesy of San Jacinto College
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INSPIRED BY RESCUERS, FoRmER LIFE FLIght
PatIENt PURSUES PaRamEDIC PRogRam
By Courtney Morris
SAN JACINTO COLLEGE

While it engulfed bystanders in a
sandstorm, the Life Flight helicopter
landing at San Jacinto College’s North
Campus took Victoria Duran back to
another event. Eight years earlier, Duran
flew inside Life Flight—as the victim of a
T-bone collision.

Waking up later in ICU, the high school
junior knew life would forever be different.
What she didn’t realize was the accident
that led to her being life-flighted would
also launch her life mission: to become
a flight medic.

The reunion
Now a first-year paramedic student

at San Jacinto College, Duran is fulfilling
this mission. And this December, she
fulfilled a second one: meeting the
compassionate first responders who
inspired her career choice.

EMS instructor Kristine Kern arranged
the reunion after hearing Duran’s story.

“I asked Victoria if she had ever met
the flight crew. She said she had not but
always wanted to meet them,” Kern said.
“This started my mission!”

Within minutes of posting on Facebook,
Kern began connecting dots to Duran’s fire,
EMS, and Life Flight rescuers. She invited
them to meet the paramedic-in-training
during an EMS field day at the North
Campus Dec. 7.

Five original crew members—four from
the Baytown Fire Department and one
from Life Flight—showed up. Life Flight
also routed a helicopter to the reunion so
Duran could enjoy a real tour this time.
Wiping away tears, Duran presented each
group a framed thank-you letter with
before and after recovery photos.

“The odds were against me that day,”
she wrote, “and if it weren’t for your
fast-acting and incredible care, I don’t
think I would be here today.”

Duran’s flight nurse, Clint Kneuven, gave
her a “Flight Crew” T-shirt and patch and
showed her around the “bird.”

“It’s kind of cool because sometimes I
hear about someone a month out but never
this far out,” Kneuven said. “It’s neat to
see (Victoria’s story) come full circle.”

Baytown Fire Department’s Lieutenant
Lukasz Bednarek said the accident stands
out in his memory.

“To hear she not only made it but is
also pursuing a career in this makes it
worthwhile to do what we do,”
Bednarek said.

Duran is following in Bednarek and
Kneuven’s footsteps since both completed
San Jacinto College’s paramedic program
more than a decade ago.

The accident
On Easter Sunday 2012, Duran, her

mom, and sisters were heading to a family
get-together when a truck T-boned their
SUV, slamming into the right backseat
door where Duran sat. She was ejected
from her seatbelt, and the SUV rolled
several times. When first responders
arrived, Easter baskets and smashed
confetti eggs littered the highway
and median.

Although her family had only minor
bruises, Duran was bleeding internally
and had broken almost everything on
the right side of her body—jaw, arm, hip,
and leg. Emergency responders rushed to
stabilize her and move her to a safe area
for Life Flight pick-up.

Between being hit and waking up in
ICU with her mouth wired shut and
her mom sitting beside her, Duran
remembers nothing.

“When I was finally stable enough,
my mom told me the damage that was
done,” she said. “I wasn’t crying or

complaining, just taking it in.”
Hospitalized for 23 days, she endured

several surgeries, breathing treatments,
and a skin graft. An outgoing cheerleader
just weeks earlier, she left the hospital in
a wheelchair, her mouth still wired shut.

Through physical therapy that spring
and summer, Duran learned to walk, eat,
and talk again. She also completed missed
school assignments and finals so she could
start her senior year on time.

Her biggest recovery milestone, though,
was returning to varsity cheer as a flyer,
the cheerleader lifted during stunts. She
trusted only one other cheerleader to lift
and catch her—her younger sister.

“I knew she wouldn’t let me fall,”
Duran said.

Inspired by rescuers continued on page 7

SaN Jac HappeNiNgS

Date event time Site
Feb. 5 Master of Balance Fitness for Adults 55+ 12-1 p.m. Central Campus, CPD Community Education Center, C1.108
Feb. 6 Information Session: How to Apply for Free Job Training 1-3 p.m. Central Campus, CPD Community Education Center, C1.108
Feb. 12 Softball vs. McClennan 2 p.m. South Campus, Softball Field, S25
Feb. 12-16 Theatre Performances: Radium Girls Various Powell Arena Theatre, C13
Feb. 13 College Community Day- No classes held All campuses and online
Feb. 14 Softball vs. Angeline 1 p.m. South Campus, Softball Field, S25
Feb. 15 San Jacinto College Foundation fall 2020 scholarship application opens All campuses and sanjac.edu
Feb. 19 Softball vs. Temple 2 p.m. South Campus, Softball Field, S25
Feb. 26 Active Living After Cancer Information Session 12-1 p.m. Central Campus, CPD Community Education Center, C1.108
Feb. 27 Master of Balance Fitness for Adults 55+ 12-1 p.m. Central Campus, CPD Community Education Center, C1.108
Feb. 20-Apr. 16 A Matter of Balance Workshop 12-1:30 p.m. Central Campus, CPD Community Education Center, C1.108
Feb. 29 Softball vs. Frank Phillips College 12 p.m. South Campus, Softball Field, S25

All times and event schedules listed are subject to change. For more information, visit sanjac.edu.

Photo courtesy of Sophia Primera, San Jacinto College
Life Flight’s Clint Kneuven surprises Victoria
Duran with a “Flight Crew” T-shirt.

Photo courtesy of Sophia Primera, San Jacinto College
Victoria Duran presents a framed letter
and roses to her first responders (from left)
Baytown Fire Department’s Gary Carlton,
Lukasz Bednarek, Keith Lowell, and Matthew
Mitchell and Life Flight’s Clint Kneuven.

Photo courtesy of Sophia Primera, San Jacinto College
A Life Flight helicopter approaches over the
science and allied health building at the North
Campus for the reunion.



By Courtney Morris
SAN JACINTO COLLEGE

Minute Maid Park was full
of excitement Dec. 13 as the
registrar-certified associate degree
and certificate candidates, family, and
friends in the stands cheered for 2,688
San Jacinto College graduates ready
for the next step.

That moment marked an open door
to better workforce opportunities or
university transfer for first-generation
college students, dual credit students,
and many others.

About 1,000 graduates attended the
College’s fall 2019 commencement
ceremony. The graduating class included

160 military veterans and a wide range
of ages, with the youngest graduate aged
17 and the oldest 69.

Texas Senator Larry Taylor gave
the keynote address.

Wearing black gowns and tasseled
mortarboards, students filed across
the stage to accept diplomas from
Chancellor Dr. Brenda Hellyer,
College administrators, and
the board of trustees.

The fall commencement ceremony
also marked the first time for San
Jacinto College to use Gowns for Grads.
The gown lending program provided
51 students in need with graduation
robes for the event.

See more photos on page 5
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gLaD to gRaD(UatE):
SAn JAC CeleBrAteS FAll CoMMenCeMent

Photos courtesy of Courtney Morris and Melissa Trevizo, San Jacinto College

          

  
   

We’re hosting a virtual
gala – no actual event – just
innovative fundraising,
online engagement, and

100% of proceeds
benefiting our students.

Visit sanjac.edu/twist
or call 281-998-6104

to donate.
An Equal Opportunity Institution
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URGENT NEEDS
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By Andrea Vasquez
SAN JACINTO COLLEGE

San Jacinto College students got an
opportunity of a lifetime witnessing an
astronaut training session first-hand at
the NASA Johnson Space Center’s Sonny
Carter Training Facility/Neutral Buoyancy
Laboratory (NBL).

Named in honor of the late astronaut
M. L. “Sonny” Carter, who was
instrumental in developing many of
the current space-walking techniques
used by the astronauts, the NBL is also
famously featured in the Hollywood films
Armageddon and Space Cowboys.

Students were taken on a tour by Shawn
Alexander, Raytheon project engineer and
San Jac alumnus. In addition to seeing a
life-size model of the International Space
Station (ISS) underwater in the facility’s
giant 6.2 million-gallon swimming pool,

students also got a rare experience to
see Astronaut Chris Cassidy perform an
underwater ISS repair training exercise.
Just getting Cassidy suited up for the
training took four staff members and a
crane to lower him into the pool since
his suit, once on and secured, weighs
more than 300 lbs.

“Seeing the NBL in all its glory never
gets old,” Alexander said. “Every day
there’s something new to experience.
Bringing students in to see what goes on
behind the scenes is one of my favorite
ways to pay it forward. San Jac helped
me find my passion and achieve my
career goals. I hope that by seeing what
opportunities are available in engineering
and the space industry other students will
be inspired to explore their interests in
STEM (science, technology, engineering,
and math) and see where it takes them.”

Faculty were just as amazed as the

students were. Biology professor and
NASA field trip coordinator Dr. Sheema
Nasir said that collaboration is always key.

“I am so thankful to have been able to
work with Sean and his team to coordinate
this event. These opportunities for our
students would not be possible without the
wonderful collaborations and partnerships
we have with industry leaders like NASA.
College leadership, especially our life
sciences department chair Lambrini
Nicopoulos, is always supportive of how
we can go above and beyond for our
students with experiences like this.”

Dr. Christopher Wild, San Jacinto
College South Campus department chair
of physical science and engineering,
added that opportunities like these are
what help the College remain a leader in
STEM education.

“When students get to see what’s out
there and how their degrees pay off, it
ignites a spark that encourages them to
keep going,” Wild said. “It broadens their
perspectives about what a career in STEM
entails, they see what they get to do in
those careers, and it shows them how
the opportunities are attainable.”

For more information on STEM
programs at San Jacinto College,
visit sanjac.edu/stem.

StUDENtS go BEhIND thE SCENES
oF aStRoNaUt tRaININg

Photos courtesy of Andrea Vasquez, San Jacinto College
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 William Walker earned his degree while
working 40 hours a week and wasn’t
afraid to show off his accomplishment.


The South Campus Gallery offered
an interactive video installation
that allowed students to work up
a sweat between classes.

 Kayla Brandon shared her graduation
photo with a touching message to her son.

THIS MONTH IN SOCIAL MEDIA

An Equal Opportunity Institution
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Selina Lightfoot Bellar kept her annual
tradition by attending the Central Campus
production of Santa’s Christmas Magic:
The Musical.

 Occupational therapy assistant students
celebrated the “o-fish-al” end of the
semester with aquatic humor.

 Instagram user @katierinp took a break from
studying to snap this photo in the library.

 The San Jacinto College softball
team kicked off the holiday season
with a donation to Toys for Tots.

 The San Jacinto College baseball
team spread goodwill by volunteering
at the Houston Food Bank.
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By Courtney Morris
SAN JACINTO COLLEGE

It’s almost official. Pending all required
approvals, San Jacinto College will launch
a Bachelor of Science in nursing
(RN-to-BSN) program this fall at the
Central Campus.

The BSN program will give working
registered nurses higher credentials and
greater professional opportunities.

The College has already received
approval from the Texas Higher Education
Coordinating Board (THECB) and Southern
Association of Colleges and Schools
Commission on Colleges (SACSCOC). As
of press time, it anticipated the final green
light—from the Texas Board of Nursing
(BON)—in late January.

How did the BSN program start?
The vision for San Jacinto College’s

first baccalaureate program started
a decade ago.

In 2010, an Institute of Medicine report
called for 80 percent of RNs to hold BSN
degrees by 2020 to keep up with the
evolving health care industry. The College
recognized the time to expand beyond
pre-licensure vocational and registered
nursing pathways to meet this demand for
higher credentials.

“Many nurses and nursing educators
are retiring. We have an aging workforce,”
said Susanne Benisch-Tolley, professor of
nursing. “It’s imperative we have

BSN-prepared nurses who are able to go
on with their degree and get their master’s
and doctorate.”

San Jacinto College Chancellor
Dr. Brenda Hellyer and other College
administrators and faculty engaged
hospital partners to discuss what a
BSN curriculum should include and
how it could benefit the local
health care community.

In 2017, the Texas Legislature
authorized community colleges to offer
workforce-related bachelor’s degree
programs, including BSN. Following
legislative approval, the College’s health
science deans prepared comprehensive
proposals to the THECB, SACSCOC,
and BON.

How do you top excellence?
Visionaries behind San Jacinto College’s

BSN program had a tough act to follow:

associate degree in nursing (ADN) with a
50-year success story. But the community
needed RNs with higher education, and
the time to act was now.

“Looking at the history of San Jacinto
College, we’ve always answered the call of
workforce needs in our area,” Dr. Rhonda
Bell, Central Campus dean of health
and natural sciences, said.

Dr. Bell assembled a nursing faculty
team from Central and North Campuses to
develop the program. It included nursing
professors Susanne Benisch-Tolley,
Katherine Hayes-Daniels, Nisha Mathews,
Dr. Edward Nichols, and Dr. Veronica
Jammer, who was later named the
RN-to-BSN program department chair.

These masterminds assisted with the
proposals, created the BSN outcomes
and curriculum, reviewed textbooks, and
tailored the program to the community.

What will the BSN program involve?
Geared toward the working RN,

the BSN program will have the same low
tuition rate as other courses, include
small class sizes, and focus on face-to-
face and online learning opportunities.
Participants will also have the same
financial aid and educational resources as
traditional students.

“The concept of a bachelor’s-prepared
program at a community college is

growing across Texas. For us, the driving
force is to be accessible and amenable to
our community,” Dr. Jammer said.

Designed around working nurses’
schedules, the BSN program will give
RNs flexibility and incentive to earn
higher credentials, improving the
health care profession.

The program will build on skill sets RNs
already use in the workforce while training
them in leadership and community/global
health. Faculty have woven evidence-based
practices based on national and global
health initiatives into the curriculum.

Why choose San Jac’s program?
While the BSN program will provide

RNs with more leadership and research
skills, San Jacinto College continues to
focus on an even bigger picture: providing
an attainable, affordable pathway to
earn the degree.

“Why would a student want to come to
our program? It’s because of how we’ve
designed it,” Dr. Bell said. “We’re nurses.
We know how it is to juggle families,
school, and work. From the very beginning,
we made sure not to lose that vision.
We want the nurses in this community to
have the opportunity to return to school,
but we also want the school to meet them
where they are.”

For more information about the BSN
program, visit www.sanjac.edu/bsn or
email sanjacbsn@sjcd.edu.

San Jac readieS to launch BSn program

Inspired by rescuers continued from page 3

The journey
Two days before the reunion,

Duran celebrated her last
accident-related medical
appointment: dental implants.

Despite 16 reconstructive
surgeries and internal
hardware, she has kept a
positive attitude about
the accident.

“This event is really what
drew me to EMS,” she said.

“I wouldn’t be here walking
and talking without these first
responders. I would like to give
back to someone else who could
be in the same situation down
the road.”

As she anticipates earning

her associate degree in EMS
in 2021, she credits her thick
skin and career passion to the
journey she’s experienced.

“This is real life here.
These men and women are
risking their lives to save

others’ lives,” Duran said.
“It gives me strength to move
on and attend my clinicals
and appreciate everything I do.
Schooling is tough, but
I’m more than happy to be here
and do this.”

Photo courtesy of Courtney Morris, San Jacinto College
Instrumental in creating the BSN program were
(from left) Dr. Edward Nichols, Nisha Mathews,
Dr. Veronica Jammer, Katherine Hayes-Daniels,
Susanne Benisch-Tolley, and Dr. Rhonda Bell.Photo courtesy of San Jacinto College

Photo courtesy of Courtney Morris, San Jacinto College

Photo courtesy of Courtney Morris, San Jacinto College
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Surrounded by monuments of history,
industries and maritime enterprises of today,
and the space age of tomorrow, San Jacinto
College has served the citizens of East Harris
County, Texas, since 1961. The College is
fiscally sound, holding bond ratings of AA
and Aa2 by Standard & Poor’s and Moody’s.
San Jacinto College is a 2019 Aspen Prize
for Community College Excellence Top
10 institution, a 2017 Aspen Prize Rising
Star Award recipient, and an Achieving the
Dream Leader College. The College serves
approximately 45,000 credit and non-credit
students annually and offers eight areas of
study that put students on a path to transfer to
four-year institutions or enter the workforce.
San Jacinto College’s impact on the region
totals $1.3 billion in added income, which
supports 13,044 jobs.

COMMUNITY
IMPACT

Vision — San Jacinto College will advance the
social and economic mobility of all members
of our community. We will be known for
our excellence in teaching and learning, our
intentional student-centered support, and our
commitment to every student. We will be the
preferred workforce and economic development
partner in the region and a champion for
lifelong learning. San Jacinto College will inspire
students to explore opportunities, define their
educational and career paths, and achieve their
goals and dreams.

Mission — San Jacinto College is focused on
student success, academic progress, university
transfer, and employment. We are committed to
opportunities that enrich the quality of life in
the communities we serve.

VISION &
MISSION

An Equal Opportunity Institution

SUPPORT STUDENT
SUCCESS

A gift to the San Jacinto College Foundation
transforms lives, enriches our community, and
provides tomorrow’s community leaders. For
more than 20 years, the foundation has helped
thousands of students reach their goals. Our
former students and graduates have filled vital
roles in hospitals, classrooms, executive offices,
manufacturing plants, and laboratories across
our region and beyond. They have also won the
World Series and NBA championships, starred
in major motion pictures, and created major
theatrical productions. Help our students today
with the gift of education. Contact the San
Jacinto College Foundation at 281-998-6104 or
visit sanjac.edu/foundation.

YOUR GOALS. YOUR COLLEGE.

NORTH CAMPUS
5800 Uvalde Rd., Houston, TX 77049

CENTRAL CAMPUS
8060 Spencer Hwy., Pasadena, TX 77505

SOUTH CAMPUS
13735 Beamer Rd., Houston, TX 77089

MARITIME CAMPUS
3700 Old Hwy. 146, La Porte, TX 77571

ONLINE
sanjac.edu
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