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In 1994, Dr. Tasha Willis (pictured to the right) received a BA de-

gree from Kenyon College in International Studies, with a focus on 
sociology/anthropology in Africa.  She received her master’s de-

gree, along with a Pupil Personnel Services credential, from the 
University of Chicago School of Social Service Administration in 

1996.  Her doctorate in Education and Leadership  was conferred 
in 2012  from California State University Long Beach in 
2012.   Her dissertation research used an intersectional lens to 

explore racial and gender micro-aggressions experienced by fe-
male African American community college students who studied 

abroad.   

Dr. Willis has worked in public education settings on social justice 

issues. She has also worked with youth, communities and workplaces on human relations issues 
and institutional oppression. Most recently, she served as a liaison in our Field Education Depart-
ment.  Dr. Willis’s research agenda includes international social work education, intercultural 

communication/intergroup dialogue, personal and professional identity development, and edu-

cational equity issues. 

Greetings, 

We are happy to announce that the start of the new academic year brings with it the addition of 

several new faculty members.  Below we introduce our two new assistant professors, Dr. Joanna 

Doran and Dr. Tasha Willis.  The following page highlights new field faculty members—Lisa 

Valenzuela, Arlene  Mercado, and Rosa Medina—along with our new Director of Field Education, 

Hermila Melero.  In addition, our faculty and students have been very busy the past several 

months and we are delighted to describe some of this work. 

Sincerely, 

Dr. Dale Weaver, Director 

Dr. Joanna Doran (pictured to the left) is a University of California 

Berkeley alumna, having received her BA in psychology and an-
thropology there in 1998, MSW in 2006, and PhD in social wel-

fare in 2013.  Her practice background includes working with 
persons with disabilities and phone counseling on a suicide pre-

vention hotline.  She also has experience with community orga-

nizing and advocacy for students in campus settings.   

Her dissertation research was the first to systematically explore 

the immigrant experience with the Individual Development Ac-
count (IDA) program, which is an asset-building program for the 

working poor. Dr. Doran plans to continue this work at CSULA and 
contribute to the growing field of financial social work.  She is 

currently implementing the first wave of a multi-year research project that seeks to understand 
and promote the asset-building and financial capacity of people in the local communities sur-

rounding CSULA (including CSULA students).  



We have also been fortunate to have several new adjunct faculty join our SSW: Dr. Vonterance Bell, Ms. 

Chavez Ramona, Ms. Inger Christensen, LCSW, Ms. Lorna Gregory, Ms. Beth Jakubanis, LCSW, Ms. Denise 
Mellein, LCSW, Ms. Megan Oestereich, LCSW, and Mr. Kent Weishaus, LCSW.  We are proud that many of 

our adjunct faculty members are alumni of CSULA and are returning to teach future generations of social 

workers.   

In addition, we are pleased to announce the addition of three new faculty members joining our Field Educa-
tion department.  Our new Coordinator for the University Consortium for Children and Families (UCCF, for-
merly known as the Inter-University Consortium [IUC]) is Lisa Valenzuela.  Ms. Valenzuela earned a BA in 

Psychology from University of California Los Angeles (UCLA) and a MSW from USC.   She was a student of 
the IUC program and immediately began working at DCFS, first in Adoptions, and then in Family Mainte-

nance and Family Reunification.  She comes to us with over 18 years of County service with DCFS, during 

which she also served as a field instructor.   

Arlene Mercado is our new Field Liaison for the UCCF program. A graduate of our BSW program (2006), Ms. 
Mercado received her MSW from USC in 2009.  Prior to her current position with us, Ms. Mercado worked 

for several years in a clinical setting, providing individual and group counseling to survivors of domestic 
violence, childhood sexual abuse, and other forms of trauma. She also worked with undocumented popula-
tions around issues of acculturation and immigrant rights and resources. During her time in the field as a 

clinician, Ms. Mercado also served as a field instructor to MSW students from USC.  

Rosa Medina-Carillo, our new Field Liaison, is an alumna of CSULA, having received her BSW here in 1996. 

Ms. Medina-Carillo received her MSW from CSU Sacramento in 2001 where she was a California Social 
Work Education Center (CalSWEC) recipient. The CalSWEC program provides stipends to students in ex-

change for a commitment to work in public child welfare after graduation.  She comes to us after a long 
career at DCFS, where she was a lead worker in Emergency Response.  She also conducted dependency 
investigations and worked in the Family Maintenance and Family Reunification units. When Ms. Medina-

Carillo was working at DCFS, she also taught field seminars for our SSW as adjunct faculty.   

New Faculty Members 2 

Our new Field Education Director is Hermila Melero, LCSW (pictured to the right).  Ms. Melero 

comes to us from Human Services Association (HSA) where she served as Program Director.  
While at HSA, Ms. Melero directed day-to-day program operations and managed their Family 

Preservation Program serving Southeast Los Angeles County and two regional Department of 
Children and Family Services (DCFS) offices.  She has extensive administrative and macro 

social work experience, serving as the Program Director for Rainbow Services and AltaMed 

Youth Services Program.   

Throughout her career, Ms. Melero has supervised interns as well as clinicians gaining their 

clinical hours towards licensure. Her own clinical experience has focused on trauma, primarily 
working with monolingual Spanish speaking women, survivors of domestic violence and sex-

ual abuse. She received her BA in Government from Pomona College in 1994 and her MSW 

from the University of Southern California (USC) in 1998.     

Lisa Valenzuela 

Arlene Mercado 

Rosa Medina-Carillo 



After a long and fruitful career in academia, Dr. Pauline Agbayani, Professor, recently an-

nounced that she will be retiring under the Faculty Early Retirement Program after this 
academic year.  Dr. Agbayani received her undergraduate and graduate degrees from 

UCLA: she received a BA there in sociology in 1979, a MSW in 1984, and a PhD in social 
welfare in 1993.  She was the first Filipino-American to receive a PhD in social welfare/

social work in the United States. 

Her first tenure track position was as an Assistant Professor at the University of Washing-
ton, School of Social Work, in 1989.  She was recruited by the then-School of Social Work 

at UCLA in 1993 and received tenure there.  In 2002, Dr. Agbayani came to our School of 
Social Work and was promoted to full professor. Over the years, Dr. Agbayani has re-

ceived NIH and NIMH grants focusing on Filipino-American mental health and domestic 
violence.  Most of her research then and now has focused on the intersections of mental 

health, domestic/dating violence, gender, and ethnicity.  

Dr. Agbayani has received numerous awards including the UCLA Department of Social 

Welfare Alumni of the Year award in 2001.  Most recently, in April 2012, she received the 
USC School of Social Work Paul Chikahisa Endowed Lecture Award, which recognized her 
leadership and outstanding contribution to Asian-American research. Dr. Agbayani was 

also recognized by the CA State Senate and Assembly for seminal research on Filipino Americans.  

As a woman of color, mentoring students of color and other minority groups has been and will always be a priority for Dr. Agb a-

yani: she served as doctoral chair for several students at UCLA and as thesis advisor for over 100 students here at CSULA.  
Some of her former mentees are now professors or in doctoral programs.  Her plans for the future include finishing a book on 

group conflict for Haworth Press and writing research articles.  In the summer of 2014, she plans to open a small literacy 
school for documented and undocumented students, free of charge.  Last, but not least, Dr. Agbayani plans to spend time with 

her loving and supportive family.   

Faculty Highlights 

 Dr. Siyon Rhee, Professor, presented Child maltreatment in Cambodian refugee families: Characteristics and implications 

for practice, at the International Social Work Conference on Children and Youth, a collaboration between the University of 
Washington-Royal and the University of Phnom Penh Department of Social Work. The conference took place in June 2013 in 

Phnom Penh, Cambodia and was sponsored by the CSWE Asian Pacific Islander Social Work Educators Association. 

 In July of 2013, Dr. Joanna Doran presented Poverty, inequality, and wealth in the US: Tax policy as a new frontier for asset 

building for the poor, at the International Consortium of Social Development Conference in Kampala, Uganda. 

 Dr. Raquel Warley, Assistant Professor, and MSW students Joseph Daniel and Yair Torres, presented Masculinity and vio-
lence: The intersection of sex, race, and socioeconomic status, at the Diversity Challenge Conference (October 2013) in 

Boston, MA.   

 Dr. Tasha Willis’s co-authored case study, Practicing diversity issues related to college student identity development: Explor-
ing cultural climate and identity at a midstate university, was published in an edited volume, entitled Diversity and inclusion 

on campus: Supporting racially and ethnically underrepresented stu-

dents (R. Wingle-Wagner & A.M. Locks, 2013). 

 In June of 2013, lecturer Adrienne Hament presented Academic-

community pathways to spirituality-infused services in the Los Angeles 
County Department of Mental Health at the 7th International Confer-

ence on Social Work in Health and Mental Health at USC.  

 Lecturer, Dr. Herschel Knapp had his third textbook, Introductory statis-

tics using SPSS, published by Sage Publications in August 2013. 

 Dr. Donald Baumeister, lecturer, had a co-authored article published in 

the NASW Specialty practice sections, entitled Improving academic per-

formance for Pacific Island students. 
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Dr. Pauline Agbayani Announces Retirement 

   Dr. Doran in Uganda L-R: Dr. Warley, Joseph Daniel, and 

Yair Torres 



Social Work Students and Alumni engage in International Advocacy and Aid  

 
In August 2013, the International Social Work Caucus (ISWC) continued its summer tradition of traveling abroad to gain 

understanding of international social justice issues. This year, the destination was Venezuela and the purpose was to study 
systems and racism and participate in the cultural traditions and ceremonies of the predominately Afro-Venezuelan population.  

They visited a cacao plantation to learn about the production of cacao and were able to eat a traditional Barlovento meal with 
the family who owns the plantation.  While visiting the town of Curiepe,  they participated in activities related to the Feas t of 

Saint John the Baptist—a mass with traditional music and drums, and dancing on the streets and 

in the homes of local residents. 

With the help of Corazon de Vida, a non-profit organization committed to helping 

orphaned and abandoned children in the Tijuana area of Mexico, the ISWC led a 
delegation this past September to the Hacienda Orphanage located in the 

Matamoras region there.  They donated items collected from a drive earlier in the 
year and spent time with the children. Many of the children in the orphanage 

come from abusive families or were abandoned due to poverty, homelessness, 
and/or drug addiction.  Supplies such as clothing and  school materials are in 
great need and the delegation was able to donate many such items. Pictured to 

the right are ISWC president, Sylvia Tan (above) and MSW student Chelsia Durkee (below) at the orphanage. 

In the Local and Global Community 4 

BSW Student Volunteers Time to Domestic  Violence Shelter  

Pictured to the right, BSW student Gilma Palma is a senior who is successfully balancing course work with vol-
unteer work in the community: she works at a domestic violence shelter, providing child care for women while 

they attend support groups. She is also pursuing a child maltreatment and family violence certificate.   

Second year MSW student, Ted Adams, learned about community organiz-

ing during his first year of our MSW program.  While writing a community 
analysis paper on Echo Park for one of his spring quarter classes, Mr. Ad-

ams learned about some of the problems facing the community.  As a re-
sult, over the summer, Mr. Adams became involved in community group 

called S.T.A.Y. (Standing Together Advocating for our Youth), which was 

formed to fight a proposed gang injunction in Echo Park.  

S.T.A.Y held its first meeting in early July to address the proposed gang 

injunction that would affect Echo Park and its surrounding neighborhoods. 
The first meetings for S.T.A.Y. served as a platform for community mem-

bers to express their side of the story related to the impact of gang injunc-
tions.  The organization then began its mission to educate community 

members about the unintended consequences of the gang injunction and 
mobilize to stop its approval.  Mr. Adams attended these meetings and volunteered to provide community outreach; he devel-

oped a bullet-point flyer that was distributed door-to-door and in parts of the community.  

With the support of young leadership voices from the Youth Justice Coalition and a diverse group of community members dedi-
cated to social justice, S.T.A.Y. took to the streets gathering signatures, attending neighborhood council meetings, holding 

fundraisers for legal fees, and marching through the streets with signs. With this strong community voice, the Greater Elysian 
Echo Park Neighborhood Counsel voted unanimously not to support the injunction.  Although there had been a planned meet-

ing to review the proposed gang injunction on October 30th, it was approved on September 26th by the new City Attorney’s 
office.  S.T.A.Y. remains committed to over-turning the injunction, and Mr. Adams continues to work with the organization to-

ward that effort.  He will be conducting his thesis research on this issue in order to inform S.T.A.Y.’s efforts while at the  same 

time contributing to the social work knowledge base, as there is very little empirical research about gang injunctions.    

Community Action a Priority for MSW Student 

L-R: Bruna Soares, Sylvia Tan, 

Paulina Celeya, and Chelsia 

Durkee at the cacao plantation 



Alumni Updates 

Spotlight: William Wong (MSW 1999)                

A native Chicagoan who completed his undergraduate studies at the University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign, William Wong is 
a graduate of our SSW’s inaugural MSW class.  He has continued his affiliation with our SSW as an active member of the 

school’s advisory board and as a part-time faculty member. 

A 14-year veteran of DCFS, Mr. Wong is currently assigned as a Placement and 
Recruitment Coordinator in the DCFS Adoption and Permanency Resources Divi-

sion.  During his tenure, Mr. Wong has twice been honored by the Los Angeles 
County Board of Supervisors for his innovative work in adoptions. In addition, Mr. 

Wong received the DCFS Director’s Special Recognition award in January of 2011. 
That same year, in October, Mr. Wong was 

awarded the highest public child welfare award 
for adoptions work: the Congressional Coali-
tion’s “Angels in Adoption Award,” issued by 

members of Congress after his nomination by 

U.S. Senator Dianne Feinstein, CA (D). 

Mr. Wong is also co-producer of the Emmy 
Award-winning news segment Wednesday’s Child, produced in partnership with DCFS, the 

Freddie Mac Foundation, and KTTV Los Angeles FOX 11.  He took over the Wednesday’s 
Child program 11 years ago and revamped it to include therapeutic and culturally sensitive 

practices, making the segments empowering and relevant to each child’s experiences and 
needs. The segments give the children a safe place to tell their stories and have their 

strengths showcased, dispelling the stereotypes and derogatory labels often assigned to children in foster care.  

The program’s success rate in finding permanent or long-term connections is above 60%, and over one-third of all adoption 
inquiries received by DCFS are the direct result of the Wednesday’s Child broadcasts and the visibility created in the commu-

nity.  In 2011, Mr. Wong received an honorable mention and his 
own Emmy statue at the 63rd Annual Los Angeles Area Emmy 

Awards, Academy of Television Arts and Sciences, for his col-

laboration on the Wednesday’s Child program. 

In his spare time, Mr. Wong is a freelance press photographer. 
He utilizes his photographic skills to enhance the Wednesday’s 
Child program by ensuring that children have photos of them-

selves and siblings as visual records for their life books.  He is 
also actively involved with the Association of Student Social 

Workers (ASSW) organization here on campus. 

Katie Gates Coatta (MSW, 2011) 

 

Katie Coatta is a social worker at the Will Rogers Motion Picture Pioneers Foundation. She conducts intakes and assessments 
along with providing case management and counseling to clients experiencing difficulty due to unemployment or disability. 

 

Tiffany Liu (MSW, 2005) and Helena Ditko (MSW, 2007) 
 

Tiffany Liu and Helena Ditko, LCSW, are social workers at the Office of Family Engagement in the Los Angeles County Depart-

ment of Mental Health (DMH).  In addition to their work and supervising MSW interns, they published their own DMH eNews. 

Vutheara Ouk (BSW, 2011) 

Vutheara Ouk worked for DCFS for almost 20 years as an eligibility worker and technical assistant. After receiving her BSW, 

she worked as a children’s social worker for a year and is now enrolled in our MSW program. 
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  William Wong and anchor Christine Devine at a  

  studio shoot for Wednesday’s Child, which airs dur-   
  ing FOX 11 News at  10pm 

  William Wong treating ASSW officers to a Dodgers game for all their hard  

   work (L) and with ASSW  volunteers at the Wednesday’s Child Annual  

   Reunion at Knotts’ Berry Farm (R)  

William Wong with at an information 

table at a pre-Emmy event in 2013 



School Updates 6 

Innovative Training for Child Welfare Workers and Students using Simulation Stage  

The vision of CSULA’s Center on Child Welfare (CCW) Director, Harkmore Lee, the new interdisciplinary Simulation Stage 
(SimStage) provides DCFS personnel, University faculty, and students with an innovative and immersive environment where 

critical thinking skills and social work competencies can be evaluated and strengthened.  Specifically, the new SimStage al-
lows for practicing, testing, and reinforcing competencies necessary to make effective forensic assessments and tactical deci-

sions about child safety, placement stability, and family engagement.  The SimStage also creates opportunities for interdiscipli-
nary team trainings—bringing expertise and resources from DCFS and other County departments, law enforcement agencies, 

and several CSULA schools and departments (e.g., California Forensic Science Institute; Nursing; Criminalistics and Criminal 

Justice; Child Abuse and Family Violence Institute; and Juvenile Court Partnership).   

The concept and creation of the SimStage was modeled after similar well-regarded, simulation-based training programs util-

ized in other professions where face-to-face, human interactions occurring in a “real-life” physical environment are empha-
sized so that skills can be practiced safely and repetitively in a controlled environment. Examples of simulation-based trainings 

include: patient hospital rooms for nurses; moot court for law school students; field response tactical trainings for law enforce-
ment personnel; flight simulators for pilots; and live “building fires” for firefighters.  However, the use of simulation as a peda-

gogical approach to develop critical thinking and professional skills for social workers has not been fully explored. The Sim-
Stage is an opportunity to begin examining and testing the effectiveness of this approach beyond the typical “role play” scenar-

ios often used. 

The SimStage is a temporary, 440 square foot, one-bedroom apartment that includes a bedroom, bathroom, closet, kitchen 
area, living room, and front door façade.  Various props have been added to the stage to re-create a home environment.   As a 

result, a range of child abuse and neglect case scenarios can be created and presented in a controlled environment. Under the 
watchful eye of training faculty, trainees and students can practice, interact, and test their skills and knowledge, such as how 

to enter a home, how to conduct a safety assessment, and how to interview family members.  The overall goal of the SimStage 
is to provide a controlled environment where social workers and other professionals (e.g. nursing school students, law enforc e-

ment) can work collaboratively to better equip their respective staff to respond effectively to child abuse and neglect cases  and 
other situations requiring intervention. Research to evaluate the effectiveness of the SimStage as a training tool are curren tly 

being planned. 

For further information, please contact Harkmore Lee, MSW, Director of the Center on Chidl Welfare, at 323-343-6889 or by 
email at hlee93@calstatela.edu.  CSULA’s CCW wishes to acknowledge and thank DCFS, CSULA’s College of Health and Hu-

man Services and School of Social Work, and Jesse Soto from CSULA’s Theater Department for their guidance and support for 

this innovative and exciting project. 

Above: front door of SimStage home 

 The living room is pictured above; Below is a different view   

  showing the kitchen area adjacent to the living room Parts of the bathroom and bedroom are 

pictured above (left and right, respectively);    

Below is a close up of the kitchen area 

mailto:hlee93@calstatela.edu
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Bridging the Gap between Under-represented Students and PhD Programs 

The Bridges to the Doctoral Program was recently funded again for three more years, part-
nering our SSW with the University of Michigan’s School of Social Work.  The program also 

includes a similar partnership between our two university’s Schools of Nursing. The Bridges 
program involves a competitive process in which selected students are provided academic 

preparation and skills to facilitate transition into and successful completion of PhD pro-
grams that support behavioral sciences and health disparities research. While completing 

their MSW degree, students participate in mentored research projects at their home institu-
tion 20 hours per week. They also receive preparation for the Graduate Record Examination 
and must participate in an 8-week long Summer Research Program at the University of 

Michigan over the summer. The Bridges program focuses on under-represented populations 
in order to increase access to higher education. Since the inception of the program 3 MSW 

students have started doctoral programs. Dr. Anh-Luu Huyhn-Hohnbaum, pictured far left, is 
the Principal Investigator; she will be a mentor again this year, along with Assistant Profes-

sor, Dr. Sofya Bagdasaryan, pictured to her right. 

In Memoriam 

Marc Mendoza, a valued member of the SSW community and trainer at our Center on Child Wel-

fare, passed away on September 20, 2013.  The following is taken from his obituary, which can be 

found on-line at www.dignitymemorial.com. 

Marc will be remembered by many as a very kind, authentic, and loving son, husband, 'daddy,’ 
brother, best friend, co- worker, professor, and friend. His career as an Adjunct Professor at CSULA 

served many students with his social services courses, trainings, and seminars, and earned him 
respect from many social service and child protection agency professionals and paraprofessionals.  
Marc had a passion for music, strummed the guitar occasionally, loved his magical moments at 

Disneyland and always celebrated his favorite holidays—Halloween and Christmas—with joy and 
vigor. Marc is survived by his wife Denice, daughter Lennon, son Alaric, parents, Xavier and Sylvia 

Mendoza, brother Damien Mendoza, sister Eva (Torres) Mendoza, brother-in-aw Larry Rodriguez, 
and sister-in-law Diana Rodriguez. His passion for life and his genuine love for human nature will be 

missed. Marc left a legacy of love and peace to all and left this world quoting his favorite song title 

by the Beatles, Let it Be.       

Marc Xavier Mendoza 

June 4, 1968 - Septem-

ber 20, 2013 

 BSW Director, Dr. Joanne Altschuler (pictured to the right, top left), partnered with stu-

dents to start a new Phi Alpha Honor Society—Tau Eta Chapter.  The chapter president, 
BSW student Brittany L. Martinez, is currently working on the logistics of advertising this 

special group.  Interested students should contact the Associated Social Work Students 

for more information. 

 Former Director of our SSW, Dr. Karin Elliott Brown (pictured to the right, top right), was 

recently named Associate Dean of Graduate Studies and Research. 

 Patty Lam, Administrative Support Coordinator (pictured to the right, bottom left) began 

her MS Public Administration program at CSULA this fall 2013. 

 Judy Guzman, Administrative Support Assistant for our SSW (pictured to the right, bottom 

right) was recently promoted to a position in CSULA’s financial aid office.  We wish her 

the best and we have the greatest appreciation for all that she has done over the years. 

http://sitemaker.umich.edu/bridgestophd/health_disparities
http://sitemaker.umich.edu/bridgestophd/bridges_summer_program
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For more information about the SSW, please visit our website at: http://www.calstatela.edu/academic/hhs/sw/  
 

Or contact us using the information below: 
 
CSULA School of Social Work 

5151 State University Drive 
Simpson Tower 8th floor 

Los Angeles, CA 90032-8164 
Tel: 323 343 4680 

Fax: 323 343 4682 
E-mail: Patty.Lam12@calstatela.edu 
 

To donate to our SSW, please visit: https://www.calstatela.edu/philanthropy/annual-giving.php 
After clicking the “Give Now” button, make sure to select “Other” under the “What prompted you to make this gift?” so that 

School of Social Work can be entered in that field. 

Contact Information 

CSULA School of Social Work 

Simpson Tower 8th floor 

5151 State University Drive 

Los Angeles, CA 90032-8164 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

       To:  


