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Connie Gutierrez [00:00:00]:
It's okay to recognize that there are things that we don't know, and sometimes we don't know what we don't know. And I also want to encourage folks out there to understand that if you've worked with one student with a disability, you've worked with one student with a disability. And I say that to mean that our students are dynamic, different, and all have different needs. So don't let one experience color the entire population.

Tania Anders [00:00:32]:
Welcome, dear listeners, to the Mount San Antonio College podcast. My name is Tanya Anders, your host for today's episode. My guest is doctor Connie Gutierrez, who just recently joined Mount Sac as our new dean of access and wellness. Connie, thank you so much for taking the time to chat with me.

Connie Gutierrez [00:00:55]:
Absolutely, Tanya. I'm so excited to be here today and to join you. So thank you for the invite, and hello, Mount sac community out there. Thank you for listening.

Tania Anders [00:01:05]:
Thank you. So you've been with Mount Sac for just a few weeks now. You started here in January of 2024. And so, again, welcome to our campus. I hope you've been enjoying your time here, and I hope you're settling in well.

Connie Gutierrez [00:01:19]:
Thank you. Thank you so much. It truly is a privilege to be here.

Tania Anders [00:01:23]:
So, first of all, can you please share with our listeners a little bit about your background and maybe the path that brought you ultimately here to us at Mount Sac?

Connie Gutierrez [00:01:33]:
Absolutely. I would love to. You know, my path here, Tanya, has not been a traditional one. I grew up in a home where I was raised by a single mother. I always tell people that the community college system changed our lives because it was while she was part of the Calworks program that she was connected to a study to work program for La county. My mom always thought she was going to be a stay at home mom for her whole life, and that didn't, you know, come out the way she expected things. So having to return to school and look for a job was, you know, daunting with two young daughters. So because of that program, she was connected to a work training program through calworks, through the local community college near our home, which is La Harbor College.

Connie Gutierrez [00:02:20]:
And she was able to obtain training and full time employment through La County Department of Public Social Service. So she was able to get a really great job and raise my sister and I on her own. And I say that because while that job essentially took us out of living in poverty, it also put us in a situation where a single mother with daughters who would want to obtain higher education could not qualify for financial aid. So we were always in the position of like what? You make too much money. One of those types of situations, you know. So I always worked full time as a student. Then it was just my life reality that I was going to have to help pay for school. And when I was younger, I thought my cousin was going to be deaf as a baby, I could just sense something was a little bit off about his reactions and his behaviors.

Connie Gutierrez [00:03:20]:
And so I started taking a sign language class at my local community college, El Camino. And in that class, I met a woman who worked for the council on Deafness, and she told me they were hiring. I was like, well, I work full time, so I'll apply. And it was an eagle rock, so I started driving from the south bay, because I lived in the south bay to Eagle Rock every day. But within two years, I was fluent in american sign language. So that was probably the greatest blessing of learning the language from the deaf community.

Tania Anders [00:03:54]:
Beautiful story.

Connie Gutierrez [00:03:56]:
It was. It was amazing. So all of that to say, I never wanted to be an interpreter, though it was something I was doing to have the ability to pay for school. And while I was still a student at El Camino, I worked as a sign language interpreter. I found my major. I ended up becoming an anthropologist. So, believe it or not, I'm actually a trained archaeologist and did archeology for some time. But while I was an undergrad at Cal State Fullerton, because I'm a total public school kid, I went from El Camino College to Cal State Fullerton, where I too, and I earned both my bachelor's and my master's degree in anthropology with an emphasis in archaeology.

Connie Gutierrez [00:04:40]:
But that entire time, I always worked with the deaf community. So that was always my straddling of both worlds as an archaeologist, but always remaining close to dsps. Accessibility programs went off, became an archaeologist, taught for a while as an adjunct. But that reality of being a freeway flyer wasn't always appealing to me. So I always remained grounded in working with the deaf and hard of hearing community. Once I finished a terminal masters in archaeology, I wasn't sure what I wanted to do. So I ended up working for La County Sheriff's department, doing accessibility work and accommodations for inmates housed at Twin Towers and men's Central jail. For several years, I was with the sheriff's department doing that.

Connie Gutierrez [00:05:30]:
And you have an amazing background, so it's different. But, you know, it always kept me in the world of disability compliance and really kept me grounded in no matter where a person is, how society views them, it's always important to have access and to have the ability to take classes and have sign language interpreters to be able to navigate the social justice system and have work for time off programming. So I developed all of those types of things for the sheriff's department, and I loved it, and I did appreciate my time there. But working in the social justice system, it can be really heavy at times, and you see things and you're around things and people who don't always necessarily align with your personal values. And that's when I had realized, I think it's time for me to leave this. And I was fortunate enough to be hired at Compton College. So that was my return to academia as an administrator at Compton College, being the supervisor for their special resource center, which is very similar to the access department here. I worked several years there and then became director of disability support programs and services at Rio Hondo College and was there for nearly four years and completed my doctoral degree again at Cal State Fullerton.

Connie Gutierrez [00:06:58]:
So I'm a three. Peter.

Tania Anders [00:06:59]:
Wow.

Connie Gutierrez [00:07:00]:
Cal State Fullerton. I know. I love it. I love Cal State Fullerton. It's a special place to me. And then I just recently started here at Mount Sac. I tell everyone, as a student worker at El Camino College, Don Potter in the DHH program was such a great resource to me, even as a student worker. So it was amazing that I've always known about Mount Sac.

Connie Gutierrez [00:07:23]:
I've known about the amazing program that they have here, and it truly is, I say, a dream realized to be in this role.

Tania Anders [00:07:30]:
Thank you so much for sharing your story. It really goes to show how hard work from very early on. Right. And your mom and what she did for you and your sister and you working your way up and going through the educational system. That's a really beautiful story. Thank you so much for sharing that with us.

Connie Gutierrez [00:07:51]:
Thanks, Tanya.

Tania Anders [00:07:52]:
So as the dean of access and wellness, you oversee a large and diverse group. What are the departments that fall under your leadership now?

Connie Gutierrez [00:08:02]:
Absolutely. We have such a large and dynamic team of faculty, classified professionals, even hourly workers here in access and wellness. So it is a pretty large department, and under the umbrella of departments that I directly oversee, includes the main access office, the ATC, which is our technology center, the ABI program, which is the acquired brain injury program. We have a DHH program, which is deaf and hard of hearing. We're one of the few. I think maybe there might be one other college that has a DHH center on their campus, and that's because we are one of three community colleges that serve very large populations of deaf and hard of hearing students. So I'm very excited to oversee DHH. I also oversee the health center, which provides you medical services and psych services to our students here as part of their health fee that they pay to our institution.

Connie Gutierrez [00:09:06]:
And I also support the BWT team, the behavioral wellness team, which is probably one of our most important components right now on our campus. You know, when we think post pandemic, the students on our campus who are struggling with mental health issues, who have just a higher amount of basic needs that need to be met, food, housing, shelter, all of that is a component of BWT. So it's a large, very dynamic team. I have such admiration for all of the professionals in all the areas that I oversee. And it's exciting.

Tania Anders [00:09:44]:
It is very exciting. It is a lot of different groups. And I remember a number of years ago now when I was in the new faculty seminar, we got a tour of some of the areas. They are available for some of the groups that you were just mentioning already, and it's quite impressive. There's a lot of wonderful resources that we have for our students.

Connie Gutierrez [00:10:06]:
Absolutely.

Tania Anders [00:10:07]:
Is your division, as we were just saying, offers a lot of services for our students. So can you maybe talk us through some of the most common services that are utilized by our students and how many about utilize the services that we offer each semester, each year?

Connie Gutierrez [00:10:26]:
Absolutely. You know, most people, when they think of access and disability support, they're like, well, what do you do there? You know, I tell people a large component of the students that we serve come to us having had history of support already in the k through twelve environment. Those are our students who come to us who have qualified for support because they have an IEP or a 504 plan, which is essentially a document that states the student has some gaps in either learning or need additional support to support their specific learning style. So they qualify for support in the post secondary environment like Mount Sac. The support does look a little different. They are much more responsible for accessing the services. They have to disclose the fact that they do qualify for services and have a disability. When they do that, and they go through the onboarding process in our department, we engage in, and I, when I say we are faculty and certificated staff here in the department, engage in what we call the interactive process.

Connie Gutierrez [00:11:35]:
And essentially that's just an in depth conversation of where we really explore with the students, how can we best support you? Be the best student? What gaps do you feel that you have? And then we compare what the student tells us with what we have available for them. High tech software, books that can be digitized so that the students can both read and follow along to support their comprehension style. For our large population of deaf and hard of hearing students, we obviously provide sign language interpreters, and we do our best to match the right interpreter with the individual student to ensure that they're successful in the classroom and outside. We have a pretty decent size of students who require materials converted to braille. So that's where our amazing faculty in our high tech center, the ATC, will collaborate with faculty and ask for course materials. And that's why, faculty, it's very important to make sure your materials are accessible, because when they are, it makes that process nearly seamless for us to convert into braille materials or to convert into recordings that students can listen to support their learning style. So I would say those are probably the most utilized services. Also, we do have a pretty large testing center.

Connie Gutierrez [00:13:03]:
One of the most popular accommodations is test accommodations. So that means students usually tend to get time and a half on an exam. So that means the faculty give their class an hour. The student with approved accommodations will get an hour and a half to complete their exam. And again, it's just to support their learning style. Perhaps the processing time is a little bit slower, or they do need a quiet area that is distraction free to support their ability to complete that exam in the said time.

Tania Anders [00:13:37]:
Yeah. And as we have a larger, growing number of students, I guess utilizing the services, it's. I hope you have enough space for that, because I agree, as a faculty member, that's probably one of the more common ones that I've come across is a student requesting extra time for exams.

Connie Gutierrez [00:13:54]:
Absolutely. And, you know, we have an amazing vice president of student services, Doctor Melba Castro, and she is very cognizant of the limited and finite space that many of our programs are operating under. But, you know, being especially cognizant of the fact that access and wellness does depend on a certain size of space to ensure that we can continue to offer testing accommodations in the preferred manner for our students, making sure they're comfortable, and that our faculty also know that their test materials are never compromised.

Tania Anders [00:14:27]:
I would definitely appreciate that as a faculty member, and I'm curious because you brought up the pandemic earlier, the number of students that you're serving, are you seeing an increase since the pandemic? I'm just curious.

Connie Gutierrez [00:14:41]:
Many programs across the state that support students with disabilities saw drastic drops. I did a statewide webinar for the chancellor's office where we talked about the large amount of students with disabilities who simply just stopped out when the pandemic hit. You know, when we were all essentially having to stop and pivot to an online remote environment, it was very hard for many to ensure accessible course content immediately in that short amount of time. And I say that not to make excuses for people, but to honor the experience and honor the process that a lot of us were in, of trying to scramble to ensure accessibility in those remote environments. So as a state, we saw a huge drop of students with disabilities leave our community colleges. I pulled the data for Mount SAC, and I thought it was pretty reflective of one. The team that we have here in access and wellness, and also the team of faculty and the culture of care, that our campus really approaches the work that we do. In the year 2019, 2020, we served 2528 students.

Connie Gutierrez [00:16:08]:
Now, 2021, when we were in the middle of, like, the worst part of the pandemic, we did see a drop and went down to 2491 students. They lost 37 students here at Mount Sack. 37. I do say this is just my personal philosophy. The loss of even one student is too much. But when you compare 37 students to other institutions, that's really not a bad number, and it could be related to a variety of issues, right?

Tania Anders [00:16:45]:
Yeah.

Connie Gutierrez [00:16:46]:
But after the pandemic. 21 22 20 611 222-3289 and I do see an increase in students who have qualified for services because of a psychological disability.

Tania Anders [00:17:07]:
Oh, yeah.

Connie Gutierrez [00:17:07]:
And I always get really emotionally overwhelmed by that because, you know, I don't take for granted being connected to care and having access to care. And it makes me think about, you know, what do our students have? And I'm grateful that they have our program and our services and our institution to connect them to care. So it's a reality that we are seeing an increase in numbers.

Tania Anders [00:17:30]:
Yeah, absolutely. Thank you so much for sharing those numbers. And you already mentioned how we all care so much about our students, and the faculty are doing their share also. But for faculty who might be newer, how can they best guide students towards the services and the resources that are provided by your team?

Connie Gutierrez [00:17:53]:
You know, Tanya, I think one of the best preventative measures is simply by including the statement in your syllabus. You know, that syllabi statement that informs a student that you are aware that there is a program on campus that supports students with disabilities. I always encourage faculty on the first day of class. When reviewing the syllabi, make mention, hey, if you are approved for accommodations through access and wellness, please make sure you send those to me promptly so we can coordinate what I need to do to best support you. Making that general statement, including the statement in your syllabi. And then, you know, providing those friendly nudges, especially as you start getting closer to test time, like, hey, any of you got accommodations out there, you know, make sure you send them to me. If I don't have them, I can't send your test to the testing center. It just helps provide that friendly nudge to our students, because there are some students who do forget or I'm trying to really work with the team to devise a way to enhance how we're doing our accommodation request process.

Connie Gutierrez [00:19:03]:
I think it can definitely be refined both for our students and for our faculty. I'm a firm believer in working smarter, not harder, streamlining processes for everyone. You know, when we eliminate barriers for our students, I think we sometimes eliminate barriers for ourselves. So want to make it a little bit easier for faculty to access and eliminate some barriers for our students. So we're looking at doing that. But again, you know, with faculty, include that syllabus statement, provide those friendly reminders in lecture, and just make our students feel safe.

Tania Anders [00:19:38]:
Thank you. Yeah, thank you for sharing that and that advice. So I wanted to ask you if you maybe also have some stories that you can share that exemplify the importance and successes of the services that access offers.

Connie Gutierrez [00:19:53]:
Absolutely. You know, I'm not used to working at an institution that has such a large DHH population, and I know for years I've been hearing and at professional conferences where we all see each other because the disability world is very small. I kept hearing about the DHH cohort model that they have here at Mount Sac. I have friends that have taught here as adjunct faculty and have told me, like, hey, you know, I've got a full class of deaf students. And I'm like, whoa, you might be teaching a cohort this semester. So I'm especially proud of the DHH cohort model that our faculty counselor, Julie Bradley, coordinates with students. And it's a group of deaf and hard of hearing students who essentially go through all the general recs together to pass all of their courses and move towards a goal of either local degree obtainment or degree in transfer. So I'm really proud of that program and how successful it has been.

Tania Anders [00:20:56]:
Oh, I was going to just quickly add, I'm so glad you brought that one up as an example, because a lot of faculty may not be aware of that. And the reason I knew about it is because one of my colleagues in my department, he became part of that and offered his meteorology class through that. And so I think that's just such a fantastic model. But maybe not all faculty know about it, so I'm glad you chose to share that one and maybe you wanted to share something else, but this one.

Connie Gutierrez [00:21:23]:
Yeah, just really quickly, too. I really excited to learn more and support our nuance project, which is a project focused on our students who are on the spectrum. You know, it's a program led by our faculty counselors and one of our faculty from our ABI program. Just really changing the narrative that students on the spectrum have either been told or that they've heard about living with autism, you know, helping them feel empowered by what they do do well, as opposed to hyper fixing on what they don't bring to the classroom. So I know they've been doing amazing work. I'm excited to support them, and I hope that in the future I can highlight some of the great work they do for our campus to be aware of.

Tania Anders [00:22:12]:
Well, thank you so much. And like I said, I think there's so much work that your group does, and it's wonderful to highlight it. I always really appreciate that many groups from your area, whether it be faculty or classified, they share some of their program successes and student stories during flex days, for example. And I know that faculty always really enjoy hearing that we're almost out of time here. So I just wanted to ask if there's anything else you would like to add that we haven't talked about or something else you would like to highlight.

Connie Gutierrez [00:22:45]:
Yeah, you know, I just. Tanya my approach to the work, and I say this all the time, I like to bring an open mind and an open heart to what I do and to the work I do of student services. So I encourage everyone out there who's listening today, you know, think about, you know, keeping an open mind and an open heart. When you're working with a student with disabilities, it's okay to recognize that there are things that we don't know, and sometimes we don't know what we don't know. And I also want to encourage folks out there to understand that if you've worked with one student with a disability, you've worked with one student with a disability. And I say that to mean that our students are dynamic, different, and all have different needs. So don't let one experience color the entire population. So keep that open mind and open heart and, you know, advocate where you can.

Connie Gutierrez [00:23:40]:
I'm always looking for allies in the advocacy process. I'm really proud of being appointed to the advisory committee on legislation through the league, you know, Community college, League of California, I love legislation, and I'm one of those people who actually read trailer bills. You know, there's assembly bill 1885 that's out there right now. That's going to be a game changer for our students with disabilities. It's going to allow them the access to the student success completion grant with an accommodation of nine units. And so for the first time, allowing them to earn additional financial aid by completing nine units successfully each semester. So always looking for allies to advocate for our students. And again, you know, I tell everybody, if we are privileged to live long enough, we're all going to enter the world of disability in one way or the other.

Connie Gutierrez [00:24:33]:
So.

Tania Anders [00:24:34]:
Oh, I love that. It's so true. Yo, Connie. And it's been such a pleasure to talk with you. I think we are so lucky here at Mount Sac to have you join our team. Thank you. Thank you. And I'm looking forward to all the things to come out of your group.

Tania Anders [00:24:52]:
And I know that faculty greatly appreciate the work that all of you do for our students. So thank you very much.

Connie Gutierrez [00:25:00]:
Thank you, Tanya, for having me. And thank you everyone for listening. And I'm always here to support anyone. So please feel free to look me up. Give me a call, shoot me an email. Thank you again for having me today.

Kevin Truong [00:25:13]:
We hope you enjoyed today's edition of the Mount Sac podcast. Check back for other episodes to hear the incredible stories, happenings, and experiences we have in store for you on the Mount Sac podcast.

Tania Anders [00:25:24]:
Subscribe today and stay tuned for more fascinating stories, insights, and updates coming your way. Please reach out to us with requests to capture your event, stories, or voices. Thank you for tuning in and see you around campus.

