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Five questions for Julia Willis

[1]

[2]

Julia Willis never imagined she would someday be helping college students become success stories when she earned
her undergraduate degree from CU Boulder, but she says the path her career took makes sense now, and credits
feminism and family for pointing her in this direction.
Willis is director for instruction at the Student Academic Success Center (SASC), which serves more than 2,000
learners from underserved communities, including low-income and first-generation students, and those who have
graduated from urban and rural high schools that don’t typically send students to CU.
SASC houses TRiO Student Support Services, the McNeill Academic Program, the TRiO McNair Scholars Program,
Be First, Bachelor to Graduate Degree, and White Antelope Memorial/First Nations Program, all of which have a
success mission particular to the students they serve.
Willis oversees the center’s instructional programs, including courses in math, writing, leadership and STEM fields
where success in the gateway courses is critical to retaining students in their chosen professional fields.
“Our main mission is to support our students, but in the process, we have developed inclusive pedagogical practices
that serve all students, and our work as an incubator of best practices is part of our value to the campus as a whole,”
Willis says.
She has twice received the Chancellor’s Award for Excellence in STEM Education and earlier this year was honored
with the Thomas Jefferson Award[3] for her work to expand learning connections within the university, the state and
beyond.
“SASC has always been committed to listening to students, in part because they are the experts on their own
experiences, and in part because the challenges evolve over time, and unless we really listen to students, our work
could become irrelevant,” she says.
1. How did you choose this career path and was there a person or event that influenced you?
I think my biggest influence was feminism. I am from a generation of feminists whose main challenge was broadening
analysis and action beyond middle-class, white women to include the broad range of experiences of men and women
globally.
When I was in college, feminism was fundamentally wrestling with bringing race, class and sexual orientation into the
center of the work, through books like “This Bridge Called My Back” and the work of women of color like Audre Lorde,
Gloria Anzaldua, as well as Gayle Rubin and other “sex wars” writers. Intersectionality is much more widely
understood now, but we were struggling through coalition work to finds ways to talk and act more inclusively.
I was inspired by the women’s studies faculty at CU, especially Michele Aína Barale and Janet Jacobs, and by my
friends in the Feminist Alliance and Lesbian Caucus. We read and organized and agonized together, and I have
continued to work for an equitable community wherever I go. SASC shares this mission of inclusive excellence, and I
was able to offer my training and experience as a mathematician, literary scholar and writing teacher in service to this
learning community.
2. Your Thomas Jefferson award nomination noted, “Julia’s gift to SASC and to CU Boulder has been to
expand (the primary connection between teacher and learner) beyond the classroom, not only to include other
sites of learning – laboratory, studio, field work – but also to expand the definition of learning community to
encompass the campus, its town and our state as the new territory where the success of marginalized learners
impacts the broader public welfare of us all.” First, how have you expanded learning beyond the classroom,
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and second, what do the Jefferson and Chancellor’s awards mean to you?
Fundamentally, the work of SASC is to support the aspirations of our students. SASC students are mostly firstgeneration, and they often come to campus not solely for their own ambitions, but to change the destinies of their
whole family. We work to get to know them and provide a bridge to campus resources, so they can pursue leadership,
professional success, and service in their home communities. I know we are successful at this because I can see their
work across the state, as educators, engineers, scientists, lawyers, medical professionals, and political leaders. When
we broaden the range of people we educate, CU expands its reach and influence.
One example of “beyond the classroom” might be our embedded study abroad course, where students in our lower
division writing course travel to the Dominican Republic over spring break, in a program crafted specifically for our
students, with invaluable help from CU’s Education Abroad office.
I think all these awards recognize the SASC community. Our Chancellor’s Awards for STEM Education funded our
development of courses in chemistry and biology that are making contributions to retaining underrepresented students
in STEM fields. I am happy to support this work, but credit really belongs to our whole team, especially Rebecca
Ciancanelli, our brilliant chemistry instructor and STEM coordinator. All of us working together identified the gaps in
student STEM learning and used the awards to fill them.
The Jefferson Award presented a bit of dilemma, because of Jefferson’s obviously agonizingly mixed legacy. He
unapologetically practiced chattel enslavement and was also a great advocate for education, science and the arts.
Jefferson reflects the ongoing contradictions in America’s contribution to the world, both deeply democratic and
profoundly inequitable. As a white educator working in an intentionally multicultural community, I had to figure out
whether and how to accept this award, and I do so in the name of SASC and two generations of visionary educators of
color who built the foundation of this learning community.
The Jefferson Award also reflects the values I learned from my family, who taught me to be engaged in civic service.
Both of my parents come from farming and ranching families out on the drylands of northeastern Colorado, where
members of the community needed one another to get through the worst hard times of the depression. I am from a
herding people. My father organized people for all kinds of projects, from building the softball field that was the center
of community in tiny Briggsdale, to golf leagues and days of cattle branding on my grandparents’ ranch. My mother is
possibly the smartest person I know, and she has lived a life of community service, including work with the invaluable
League of Women Voters, where she is still leading voter information programs to educate people in a nonpartisan way
about ballot initiatives.
3. Are there other projects you are working on?
SASC always has lots of projects in the works. One of the reasons I love working there is because it is a learning,
forward-thinking organization.
My biggest new project is developing a robust network of our alums. We have alumni going back to the late 1960s,
including students who were in Educational Opportunity Programs, Fall Institute, the University Learning Center, and
two generations of TRiO students. We hope that alumni in varying stages of their careers would love to meet and
mentor our current students and draw on each other for career development. We are conducting a community engaged
research project to identify and reach out to our alums in hopes that they will be willing to offer job shadowing,
informational interviews and other professional development opportunities to SASC students.
We also currently have a departmental UROP grant and are working to build a culture of undergraduate research
throughout our department. We have just started a partnership with an important local research facility to build a
pipeline where students can develop research skills in a supportive, equity-minded environment.
4. What is one (or more) of your favorite memories from your time at CU?
My favorite CU memories are probably not suited to publication, including slightly extra-legal actions from my
undergraduate years. The ready-for-prime-time memories all involve powerful student voices, including graduate and
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alumni speakers at our graduation celebrations. I’m thinking about Jim Do, a physician who graduated from CU’s
medical school, after being told that he would never be accepted and should switch to another career track. Or Sabrina
Sameshima, who is now an immigration attorney and created a grant at her law firm for SASC students to take an
LSAT prep course. Or Dorje Dolma, a Boulder artist who has published a wonderful memoir called “Yak Girl” about
growing up in a tiny village way up in the mountains of Nepal.
We have a one-credit class called Leadership and the Art of Storytelling, in which students craft their stories and tell
them live on stage. It was developed after a lot of work in our writing program and with contributions from students who
said they wanted to have a performance venue. The first event, in 2012, was one of the most moving things I have ever
seen in my work. Seeing those young people, standing on stage, talking about really difficult or funny or raw
experiences – the world cracked open for me. It was a shining moment. The students were embraced by the
community and the bravery and brilliance of those students empowered others to tell their own stories. We’ve
continued to do this once a year as a home-family event, with students inviting family and friends and staff to attend.
Trusting students to lead always pays dividends.
5. What leisure activities do you enjoy and why did you write a guide for families titled “Key Issues and
Resources for People With Aging Parents”?
I learned bird watching from one of my longtime pals, Tara Tull, who worked at Metro State University in women’s
studies and human services for many years, and it has become a major family activity. My sisters, my parents and my
aunts have all become enthusiastic birders, and we have done a lot of traveling to see the stunning array of North
American birds. What I love most about birding is the chance to be outside and see nature everywhere, including
weedy field margins and birds that have taken to roosting atop fast-food restaurants in Florida (the crested myna). It is
a great exercise in patience and observation, because you might spend 15 hours seeing nothing and then get a foursecond look at a rare bird that makes the whole back-breaking day worth it.
I am strictly an occasional poet. I write for particular people on particular occasions. I am drawn to traditional forms, like
the sonnet and sestina, and enjoy crafting the details of time, place and relationships into memorable forms. But never
for publication!
I love choral singing because it feels like the most fully human thing I do. I am singing in Resonance, a Boulder
women’s chorus, whose director, Sue Coffee, is community-minded and musically, politically and aesthetically
engaged in sharp, original ways. She has brought together a wonderful community of kind, smart, funny women. Like
teaching, choral singing takes everything I have: all my intellectual, emotional, social, physical and organizational
intelligences. I feel alive all the way out to my skin in Resonance.
My father died from Alzheimer’s disease, over the course of about eight years, and seeing him through this illness with
my family taught me a ton about how to be with people who are aging and dying. When he was first diagnosed, I was
knocked out completely, unsure how any of us would manage such a devastating disease, but we figured it out, one
terrible, funny, painful, lovely day at a time.
I wrote a draft of a handbook in order to share what I had learned with other people who are grappling with issues of
aging and dying, our own and that of the people we love. The document reflects my way of thinking, that is, it’s a
combination of storytelling and bulleted lists, perhaps typical of someone who loves literature and language and has
spent half a career as an administrator, where the day is often saved by a great “To Do” list. Right now, the guide is a
Google doc, and I’m hoping that other people will add their own stories and advice. I would like it to be a community
resource, handed off person-to-person as needs arise.
I don’t know that I have insight beyond just a deep belief that we should pay attention to aging and dying and not
insulate ourselves or sanitize those experiences. There is great meaning to be found and made in these difficult
moments, and I am grateful to have grown up near my beloved extended family where I was able to witness the grace
and wit of the sick and the old.
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Smith, Hill to join Board of Regents; Gallegos returning

[4]

Colorado voters on Tuesday chose two new members of the University of Colorado Board of Regents and re-elected
one incumbent.
First-time candidates Lesley Smith and Chance Hill won their races, as did Regent Glen Gallegos. They’ll begin
serving six-year terms in January, when they’re sworn in.
The political party split on the nine-member board will remain 5-4 in favor of the Republicans.
The arrival of Smith will mark the first time that women have held five seats on the board.
Regent Glen Gallegos, R-Grand Junction, returns to his seat representing the 3rd District. He garnered 147,659 votes,
or 51.3 percent, against challenger Alvin Rivera, a Pueblo Democrat (123,896 votes, or 43.1 percent). Election totals
are those as reported Wednesday by the Secretary of State[5].
“I’m happy it’s over and I’m glad I won, because there are things I want to continue to accomplish,” Gallegos said. “I
think that we have a pretty clear agenda: We want to hire the best president we can. We’ve also got some metrics
we’ve been working on. If we are diligent about spreading the word of those metrics to the four campuses, we can get
a long way with what we’re doing for students and where we want the university to be in the next five to 10 years.”
Gallegos worked for 26 years as a teacher, coach, principal and executive director of instruction for Eagle and Mesa
County school districts. He retired in 1997 and joined the family construction business, The Gallegos Corp., as
president of operations, overseeing multiple projects and a workforce of up to 1,000.
He said his 2012 regents campaign and the one just ended both were demanding in terms of travel and fundraising.
“It’s a real journey, you know. In my case, it’s a congressional district that’s the third-largest in the United States,” he
said. “In the first campaign, it was all new to me. This time, it was equally as long and as tedious. Anyone who has
done this knows that it’s extremely hard work.”
In her statewide campaign, Lesley Smith, D-Boulder, said she’d bring much-needed faculty perspective to the board.
She succeeds Regent Stephen Ludwig, D-Denver, who is completing his second term.
Smith arrived at CU Boulder and the Cooperative Institute for Research in Environmental Studies (CIRES) in 1989 and
worked 29 years as an educator and research scientist. She retired in April. In the at-large race, she received 933,388
votes, or 50.2 percent; Ken Montera, a Colorado Springs Republican, received 842,125 votes, or 45.3 percent.
“I’m proud that I’ve been elected by the voters of Colorado to be their next CU regent at large,” Smith said. “I had
learned that if I got elected, it would be the first time the board had a majority of women. When I mentioned that on the
campaign trail, there was a lot of excitement from the women out there. I’m certainly looking forward to working with
my fellow regents and hiring the next CU president. I’m hoping we can work together in a collaborative manner.”
Smith, who now has a son who attends CU Boulder, said she heard from many community members during her
campaign who are concerned about affordability at CU.
“I had not realized that the Boulder campus is the only one that has guaranteed tuition and has dropped class fees,”
she said. “I would like to see if there’s some way we can get those two initiatives across all the campuses. I view that
as an equity issue. I know finances are tight, so I’m not sure how we do that, but it’s worth exploring.”
Chance Hill, R-Colorado Springs, will succeed Regent Kyle Hybl, R-Colorado Springs, who, like Ludwig, was term
limited after serving on the board for 12 years. In District 5, Hill received 142,211 votes, or 62.5 percent, against Tony
Wolusky, a Colorado Springs Democrat, who had 85,298 votes, or 37.5 percent.
Page 4 of 8

CU Connections Issue: November 8, 2018
Published on CU Connections (https://connections.cu.edu)

“As a CU regent starting in January, my focus will remain on promoting intellectual diversity and free speech, reducing
needless costs and continuing the upward trajectory of all four CU campuses,” Hill said. “I look forward to working with
fellow regents, administrators, faculty, boosters, staff and students to gradually move the needle in a positive direction
on all those issues and others.”
Hill called his two years of campaigning “a difficult process – as it should be.”
“I certainly learned a lot along the way,” he said. “I recognize that, like any new regent, I’ll have a lot to learn. I like to
think I’m more prepared now after a really long, intense campaign than I was before this all began.”
A Colorado Springs employment attorney, Hill previously served as an officer and analyst with the CIA and in the Navy,
which included a one-year deployment to Iraq.
Hill called the board’s task of appointing the successor to President Bruce Benson “an incredibly important decision.”
“As a former military guy, I recognize that leadership and management experience really matters, especially in setting
the tone of an organization,” he said. “I look forward to casting my vote for someone who will continue to put the CU
system on a glide path to continued success in the years and decades to come.”

Registration open for CU Diversity and Inclusion Summit

[6]

Registration[7] is open for the 2018 CU Diversity and Inclusion Summit[8], set for 9 a.m.-5 p.m. Nov. 13-14 at CU
Boulder’s University Memorial Center.
“Intent vs. Impact: Improving Inclusive Interactions” is the theme of the event, which is free and open to all faculty,
staff and students systemwide.
From the organizers:
“Too often, diversity and inclusion experts hear about individuals or groups receiving well-intended communication
from others that leads to unwanted or harmful impact. This dynamic can play a key role in leaving individuals or groups
feeling divided — and in preventing our progress as an inclusive community.
“Our goal with this year’s Diversity and Inclusion Summit is to bridge this gap and lessen the divide between intent
and impact. The summit sessions will offer information on becoming aware of such occurrences and learning behaviors
to mitigate them. The goal is to bring individuals and groups from across our four campuses — from many different
backgrounds and lived experiences — closer together in our collegiality and humanity.
“We are building upon and beyond discussions of implicit bias and microaggressions this year to engage our broad
university community in dialogue and practices that promote our values and improve inclusive interactions.”
[9]

The keynote address will be delivered by Beverly Tatum, Ph.D., at 10 a.m. Nov. 13. She is the author of the bestselling “Why Are All the Black Kids Sitting Together in the Cafeteria? and Other Conversations About Race.”
Tatum, president emerita of Spelman College, is a clinical psychologist widely known for both her expertise on race
relations and as a thought leader in higher education. Her 13 years as president of Spelman College (2002-2015) were
marked by innovation and growth and her visionary leadership was recognized in 2013 with the Carnegie Academic
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Leadership Award.
Questions: odece@colorado.edu[10]

Faculty Council Committee Corner: LGBTQ+

[11]

Editor’s note: This is part of an ongoing CU Connections series in which the Faculty Council[12] highlights each of its
committees and their efforts. See past installments here.[13]
The Faculty Council LGBTQ+ Committee[14] has been charged with considering concerns of gay, lesbian, bisexual, and
transgender faculty, including: (1) assessing the cultural climate of the university as it pertains to opportunities for
LGBTQ+ faculty for academic advancement, productivity, and appropriate compensation; (2) making recommendations
for creating an academic environment that fosters the academic success of LGBTQ+ faculty; (3) working to assure
fairness in the recruitment and retention of LGBTQ+ faculty; and (4) developing support networks and recommending
policy to address the needs of LGBTQ+ faculty.
Over the past several years, the LGBTQ+ Committee has advocated for and achieved inclusion of transgender-healthrelated services in university insurance coverage, coordinated CU’s sponsorship of and representation in Denver’s
PrideFest, and co-hosted multiple intersectional symposia in collaboration with the EMAC (Ethnic and Minority Affairs)
Committee.
This year, the committee is focusing on a couple of policy initiatives.
First, the committee will continue its work advocating for the opportunity for employees to voluntarily disclose
information regarding sexual orientation and gender identity. Students have recently been provided with the ability to
disclose this information, and the committee would like employees to have the same option.
The committee also is working this year on developing a more streamlined process for transitioning individuals to
update their relevant information within all of the university’s system, and creating resources to help folks navigate the
process.
The committee also would like to remind everyone of this year’s Transgender Awareness Week (Nov. 13-20) and the
Transgender Day of Remembrance/Resilience on Nov. 20. This day memorializes all transgender and non-binary
individuals killed each year due to violent transphobia, and emphasizes the strength of trans and gendernonconforming communities of color.
Out Boulder has information regarding Transgender Awareness Week (https://www.outboulder.org/events/taw[15]). More
information about the Transgender Day of Remembrance is available
at https://www.glaad.org/tdor[16] and https://www.hrc.org/campaigns/transgender-day-remembrance[17], and about
Transgender Day of Resilience at https://www.tdor.co/[18].
Finally, the Committee will be hosting a lunch at each of the four CU campuses over the course of the year to meet
faculty who may be interested in joining us and discussing specific LGBTQ+ issues on each campus. Be on the lookout
for an invitation to the lunch on your campus.
2018-19 Committee Membership
Lauren Fontana, Co-Chair CU Denver, Office of Equity, School of Public Affairs Matt Brown, Co-Chair CU Boulder,
Sociology Jan Gascoigne CU Anschutz, Public Health Rita Lee CU Anschutz, Medicine Mary Dinger CU Anschutz,
Public Health Katherine Frasca CU Anschutz, Medicine Kenton Owsley CU Anschutz, Medicine Scarlet Bowen CU
Boulder, Center for Inclusion and Social Change Steven Frost CU Boulder, Media, Communication and Information
Deborah Tuffield CU Colorado Springs, Nursing David Bondelevitch CU Denver, Music & Entertainment Industry
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Studies Ed Cannon CU Denver, Education and Human Development Joanne Addison CU Denver, English* Karissa
Stolen CU Denver, Office of Equity Kaelin Alexander CU Denver, University Communications* Darren Chavez CU
System, Office of Academic Affairs Liaison*
*Nonvoting member
All Faculty Council committees have representatives from the CU system and each of the campuses. Please direct any
questions to LGBTQ+ Committee co-chairs Lauren Fontana (lauren.fontana@ucdenver.edu[19]) and Matt Brown
(brownmc@colorado.edu[20]).
The Faculty Council Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, and Queer+ Committee website: https://www.cu.edu/facultycouncil/committees/gay-lesbian-bisexual-transgender-and-intersex-issues-glbti-committee[14]

How ideas go viral in academia

[21]

From superheroes to Hogwarts, Bell’s research on children’s identity,
race and inclusivity rings true
[22]

Engineering retention program nets NSF grant, $1 million for
scholarships
[23]

Children with autism spectrum see benefits from equine therapy

[24]

Gov. Hickenlooper joins with CU health leaders to take steps to curb
youth vaping
[25]

DiStefano named Quigg and Virginia S. Newton Endowed Chair in
Leadership
[26]
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Verner promoted to director of communications

[27]

Four employees, alumni and partners receive Mayor’s Young Leader
Award
[28]
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