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Five questions for Sylvia Mendez

[1]

[2]

Underrepresented ethnic minorities make up about one-third of the U.S. population, but when it comes to
undergraduates who earn engineering degrees, only 4 percent are African-Americans, 10 percent are Latinx, and less
than 1 percent are indigenous. Even fewer underrepresented minorities – only about 6 percent – become engineering
faculty members, according to the National Science Foundation (NSF).
A recently awarded NSF grant to the University of Colorado Colorado Springs, along with partner institutions, will seek
to improve opportunities for underrepresented minority postdoctoral fellows to enter the professoriate and earn tenure.
Sylvia Mendez, associate professor and chair of the Department of Leadership, Research and Foundations in the
College of Education, is serving as the principal investigator for the grant. Much of her career has involved improving
access and opportunities for students as well as faculty. It’s a way for her to honor her own mentoring experiences
and give back.
[3]

Her experience as a McNair Scholar at Washington State University introduced her to undergraduate research
opportunities and helped her make connections with faculty members. It also played a critical role in directing her
toward her study interests: educational attainment and schooling experiences of Mexican-descent youth in the
mid-20th century, creating optimal higher education environments for student success, and effective faculty mentoring
practices.
“I had wonderful mentorship throughout my higher education experiences at Washington State University, Colorado
State University and the University of Kansas from both faculty and staff that I am still connected to today,” she says.
“Those people served me well, and in response, I have a passion for opening access and pathways for success for
others to and through higher education. I feel a sense of responsibility to give back, which led me to my research
interests and thinking about broadening participation at the undergraduate level all the way through the professoriate.”
1. The five-year, $514,819 NSF grant funds a project titled “Collaborative Research: The AGEP Engineering
Alliance: A Model to Advance Historically Underrepresented Minority Postdoctoral Scholars and Early Career
Faculty in Engineering.” What does the project entail and what do you hope to accomplish?
The grant is designed to support underrepresented minority postdoctoral fellows in engineering at Georgia Institute of
Technology, Rice University and Florida A&M University, which are our collaborators on the grant. We are offering
prescribed and tailored professional development opportunities, as well as mentoring to aid these fellows in their
transition into a tenure-track faculty position. Underrepresented minorities often experience a lack of access to
socializing activities, like mentoring, so we are proactively offering those kinds of opportunities.
What is exciting and unique about this project is that we are leveraging the experiences and the expertise of emeriti
faculty who will serve as mentors to the postdoctoral fellows. We know that faculty are hesitant to retire, and once in
retirement, they experience a loss of professional identity. Mentoring provides them a bridge in retirement that keeps
them connected to the university and their academic discipline. The emeriti faculty that we’ve worked with in prior
grant projects have demonstrated a strong commitment to aiding in diversifying the engineering professoriate and have
enjoyed sharing their networks and giving back to the next generation of engineering faculty.
Some of the professional development activities we are offering are what we consider must-haves like leadership soft
skills and strategies for grant procurement. We are in the midst of recruiting our pilot group and will begin the pilot later
this spring, with a full program launch in the fall.
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Oftentimes, majority faculty already have established networks to receive professional development and mentoring.
Underrepresented minority faculty may have less access to those types of opportunities. Part of the reason is simply
the lack of underrepresented minorities in campus leadership positions to offer support and guidance. Sometimes
forgoing academia and seeking a position in industry is more attractive. Also, research shows –and the faculty we
work with share – that micro-aggressions and subtle racism and sexism are regularly experienced in higher education
environments, which can lead underrepresented minorities to choose not to enter the professoriate or quickly exit.
2. How did you become involved in this grant work?
When she first arrived at UCCS, Valerie Martin Conley, dean of the College of Education, asked me to join her on a
proposal to NSF that would engage emeriti faculty in mentoring early and mid-career underrepresented minority
engineering faculty. Our collaborative projects all focus on broadening participation in the engineering professoriate
and this is our third award from NSF. In the AGEP Engineering Alliance grant, Dean Conley and I will specifically be
conducting the social science concurrent research effort. Our research plan includes advancing knowledge on postgraduation plans and faculty pathways of engineering doctoral recipients, as well as best policies and practices of
engineering programs that produce the highest number of underrepresented minority Ph.D. graduates who enter the
professoriate.
3. How does this dovetail with your current or previous research or work?
My research focuses more on the student experience, but my service to the university is related to the grant work,
especially through our campus and systemwide efforts that are focused on faculty, such as our campus Faculty
Minority Affairs Committee, systemwide Ethnic Minority Affairs Committee, and the systemwide Equity and Inclusive
Excellence Taskforce. Because of those affiliations, I am able to leverage and create synergy between my service and
research efforts.
This year, I have been able to work with Andrea Herrera, the associate vice chancellor for Equity, Diversity and
Inclusiveness, on a steering committee partly designed to study and engage in improving our campus climate and
make it more attractive for underrepresented minority faculty to be recruited and retained on our campus. She is
proposing a multipronged strategy that includes leadership professional development activities and formalized
mentoring opportunities.
4. What are some areas of student success that you have pursued and what have been the impacts?
Over Thanksgiving break, Dr. Patty Witkowsky, who coordinates our Student Affairs in Higher Education program, and
I took about 15 students to Japan to learn about their higher education system and the unique ways they support their
students. I was able to participate in a study abroad trip to Belize during my master’s in student affairs program, and
so when I arrived here and we had enough students interested, I made it part of our curriculum. The Japan trip was our
fourth study abroad trip. Students report returning to their campus energized to infuse more global perspectives into
their workplace and to consider how they can work on internationalizing their higher education institution.
We have students who work at UCCS, CU Denver and CU Boulder, but also outside of the CU system, including at
Pikes Peak Community College, Colorado College, Colorado State University-Pueblo, and Pueblo Community College.
It’s gratifying to offer students the real-life experience of needing a little empathy and compassion as they navigate a
new place. Their own experience translates well to their work environments as they support students who may be
struggling to adjust to the collegiate environment, including international students who are experiencing cultural and
sometimes language shifts. Students also share the study abroad experience not only increases their intercultural
competence but also their patience.
What is interesting is that we are much further along in our student affairs work than many of the institutions in the
countries we have visited. That gives us the opportunity to reflect and consider the ways in which we can support
students more purposefully because we are able to see more clearly how some students lack access or opportunity
once they are on campus. It also allows for us as faculty and staff to consider the theoretical framing of our field and
how we support that knowledge transfer to institutions outside of the United States. In future study abroad trips, Dr.
Witkowsky and I plan to offer workshops or presentations on student affairs professional competencies to support our
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host institution’s areas of interest so we can give back while abroad.
In another area, Dr. Phillip Morris, who is an assistant professor in our department and serves as the director of our
Office of Veterans and Military Student Affairs, and I, in partnership with Dr. Witkowsky, have conducted research
related to veterans and their transitional experiences on our campus. This research has provided us the opportunity to
consider systematically the ways in which our campus can approach the needs of our veterans from a strengths-based
approach, from identifying the right major to thinking about life after graduation.
5. Is there someone who has inspired your journey or your work or do you have an item or artifact that holds
special meaning for you?
I have a paperweight that Dr. Barbara Swaby gave to me when I received tenure a few years ago. She retired from the
faculty after spending her entire career at UCCS. She’s a literacy expert, celebrated children’s author, and is deeply
committed to ensuring all children have the opportunity and resources to read. I like to keep the paperweight on my
office desk to remind me of the hard work we must engage in to ensure all students experience equitable and excellent
learning environments. She is a remarkable woman who in retirement provides reading evaluations and services to
children in the Pikes Peak region and provides books to children throughout the state through her LOGO (Literacy On
the Go) Project. Her work is inspiring, so I treasure the paperweight and keep it close.

CU Faculty Voices: Deliberately focusing on authenticity

[4]

[5]

Editor’s note: This is the first in a series of commentaries by CU faculty, presented by the Faculty Council
Communications Committee and CU Connections. Learn more here[6] and submit your own column pitch.[7]
[8]

In my first year as a faculty member, I was swept away with the tidal wave of teaching a 4-4, prepping new courses,
engaging in research and service while also managing my life as a mother of a 3-year-old and 6-month-old with a
partner who travels five months of the year for work.
I describe those first few years as treading water in an angry ocean, just trying to stay afloat. Wave after giant wave
relentlessly crashing down left barely enough time to take a small breath before the next wave. During that time, the
learning curve was steep. Every day, I was pushed to the limit of my abilities and beyond my comfort zone so
improvements in my teaching naturally followed, and quickly.
After a while, the waves became smaller and fewer and farther between and I became more comfortable in my ability
to teach. I found a sense of stability, possibly a false sense but a sense nonetheless. For a while, the sense of stability
was a welcomed change and I found that I had more time and energy to invest in other parts of my job. However, with
that stability came more comfort and with that comfort I noticed a slower rate of improvement in my classroom.
While my Faculty Course Questionnaire scores and feedback were always encouraging, I realized that teaching is
exhausting for me and that wasn’t becoming easier. I began to question why teaching was so tiring and I worried how
that was impacting my students. I wondered, maybe I need to get better for teaching to feel better. I knew I needed to
figure it out; I just had to find a way to do it.
I heard someone on the radio say, “Think about this – any moment of joy, happiness or success you’ve had only came
after a sacrifice or discomfort.” This statement held true for me and brought me back to my days as a college athlete
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where our coach would yell at us: “Get comfortable with being uncomfortable!” It was only after the fact that my
teammates and I realized being uncomfortable is actually an essential ingredient for growth. After thinking about my
college days, I started having this nagging feeling that I needed to find the courage to swim back out into the ocean to
become uncomfortable again. If anything, it would keep me from a mundane existence or premature burnout.
I then recalled the book “Talent Is Overrated” (Colvin, 2010),[9] which describes how expertise is less associated with
talent and more related to how one practices (i.e., practice versus deliberate practice). Practice is a mechanistic,
mindless repetition of a skill-set you already possess, which I equate to finding comfort away from the waves.
Deliberate practice, on the other hand, is the intentional, purposeful repetition of activities designed to improve
performance that pushes you beyond your current ability and is linked to the development of expertise (Ericsson et al.,
1993)[10]. Through the use of ongoing self-reflection and observations from a coach, you work to identify mistakes and
devise a plan to correct them. I decided that this deliberate practice stuff might be my guide in examining my teaching.
I reached out to Margaret Wood and Donna Sobel[11] at the Center for Faculty Development at CU Denver to seek
assistance in developing my own deliberate practice plan. We have had many conversations regarding the
characteristics of good teaching and watched a video of my teaching to identify potential areas for improvement. These
conversations have been interesting and helpful, however, I continued to struggle to truly pinpoint why teaching was so
exhausting and what that meant for student success.
A part of my deliberate practice plan is to identify a coach who embodies the skill I wish to achieve. Therefore, I
reached out to David Thomas[12], whom I have seen speak multiple times about fun in the classroom and each time I
saw something in his approach that embodies the innovative teaching for which I strive.
Through several conversations with David, I have begun to believe I am less interested in typical improvements in
teaching (e.g., curriculum design, classroom planning, adjustments in lessons and or activities); instead, I have come
to believe the changes I am seeking are on a personal level. I began wondering if I had simply learned to act like a
professor and maybe not being congruent with who I am as a person was leaving me depleted. I wondered if perhaps
integrating my authentic self in my teaching would come more naturally, require less energy, and it might just connect
with my students on an authentic level potentially leading to deeper learning.
The biggest struggle I have had is pinpointing exactly what “authentic teaching” means. In order to be authentic, I
can’t model my teaching after anyone else’s or simply incorporate best-practice teaching strategies. I have to figure
out what authenticity means for me, how to incorporate it in the classroom, and find the connection between
authenticity and student achievement. I have found this, initially, simple and general desire to improve my teaching has
led me down a complicated path, yet a meaningful and much needed path of self-discovery.
Admittedly, I am still lost and confused at times. But after months of self-reflection and with the encouragement from
David, I have created a strong foundation for becoming true to who I am in the classroom. Conversations with David as
well as his feedback from observing my teaching have allowed me to continuously adjust my deliberate practice plan to
better define authentic teaching and devise a plan to incorporate it within my lessons.
Although this is still a work in progress, I am finding ways to incorporate fun, games and genuine connections with my
students while purposefully linking course objectives and student outcomes. Some of what feels more authentic in the
classroom is extremely difficult to put into words – it simply feels like I have begun to let go of what teaching should be
and have allowed my natural ability, humor and way of being to come through.
I would certainly say incorporating authenticity feels uncomfortable and risky. However, I have noticed that not only do I
feel more energized after my classes, my students also seem to be more engaged in their learning.
Perhaps my purpose in sharing this journey with you is to recruit fellow faculty to join me in deliberate practice whether
it be your teaching, research or other some other skill altogether. I invite ideas, conversations, connections and maybe
someone who wants to join me in the waves.
Lisa Forbes[13] is an assistant clinical professor at CU Denver in the School of Education and Human Development in
the Counseling Program since January 2016. She earned her Ph.D. in counselor education and supervision with an
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emphasis in couples and family therapy from the University of Northern Colorado. At CU Denver, Lisa teaches
counseling techniques, group counseling, counseling children and adolescents, practicum and internship. She is
training to become a registered play therapist and engages in research on intensive mothering, gender conformity, and
mental health outcomes.
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