
CAL STATE FULLERTON
SUNDAY, SEPTEMBER 29, 2024 » MORE AT FACEBOOK.COM/OCREGISTER AND TWITTER.COM/OCREGISTER ocregister.com

W
ith the addition of three 
new themed housing com-
munities this fall, Cal State 
Fullerton students opt-

ing to live on campus can now choose 
among six affinity-centric communities, 
each giving students a deeper level of 
connection and stronger sense of com-
munity with other students from similar 
backgrounds.

The new communities are Titans Uni-
dos, a community that embraces diverse 
Latinx cultures, APISAA, a space for 

Asian, Pacific Islander and South Asian 
American students, and Titan Transfer 
Gateway, which is tailored to the needs 
of transfer students.

The new spaces join with Ujima, 
(pronounced OO-Jee-ma), a commu-
nity geared toward African American 
students and culture; Rainbow House, 
a welcoming space for students of di-
verse gender identities and sexual ori-
entations; and Athena, a community 
focused on empowering and connecting 
residents from diverse backgrounds and 
cultures centering around gender equal-
ity and empowerment.

Offering housing options for students 
from groups that have been tradition-

By Lou Ponsi 
contributing writer
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3 THEMED COMMUNITIES ADDED 
TO ON-CAMPUS HOUSING

Latinx, APISAA and transfer students supported

EXPANSION
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Cal State Fullerton President Ronald Rochon, left, helps Alisson Dingoasen during move-in day Aug. 22.
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ally underrepresented is the impetus for 
establishing these specialized commu-
nities, said Kafele Khalfani, director of 
Housing and Residential Engagement at 
CSUF.

Housing and Residential Engagement 
comes under the umbrella of the Divi-
sion of Student Affairs.

“The hope and the goal is to create 
a safe living and learning environment 
where the students feel welcomed, rep-
resented, respected and appreciated,” 
Khalfani said. “Many students also want 
the option. The APISAA community, for 
example, came from a proposal by one of 
our RAs (resident advisers).”

Residents in Rainbow House have 

direct access to the recently opened 
Losquadro Keller LGBTQ Resource Cen-
ter.

Ujima students collaborate with the 
African American Resource Center of-
fering social, educational and culture-
themed events.

Titans Unidos hosts events and of-
fers programming designed to celebrate 
diverse Latinx cultures. Residents will 
gain a deeper understanding of current 
issues and events affecting Latinx com-
munities.

The APISAA community promises to 
engage residents “with educational and 
affirming programming that celebrates 

ASI president vows 
to ensure every 
student has a voice
Community, organizations are priorities

INCLUSION

By Jenelyn Russo 
contributing writer
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Joe Morales – CSUF ASI president 2024–2025

With the fall semester of the 2024-
2025 academic year in full swing at Cal 
State Fullerton, Joe Morales is eager to 
serve the Titan student body this year as 
president of Associated Students Inc.

Morales has been on the road to this 
role since before he arrived on cam-
pus. The San Diego native always had 
an interest in student government, but 
his high school athletic and academic 
commitments, along with the COVID-19 
pandemic, didn’t allow him time to ex-
plore that path.

After graduating in 2022 from Olym-
pian High School in Chula Vista, Mo-
rales headed to CSUF as a criminal jus-
tice major.

In his first semester, he enrolled in a 
general education political science class 
taught by Judy Stambaugh, and her 
course curriculum prompted him to re-
consider his choice of major.

“She was such a great lecturer, and 
the way that she spoke about some of 
the topics in the course was always so 
insightful,” Morales said. “She helped 
me find my passion about politics. … I 
realized that it’s the perfect combination 
of politics and history.”

But Morales didn’t stop with a change 
in major. He wanted to become involved 
in student government, and at the end 
of his freshman year, he was elected as 
an ASI Board of Directors representative 
from the College of Humanities and So-
cial Sciences as well as ASI board trea-
surer, serving in both positions during 
his sophomore year.

“I decided to run because there were 
some things that I wanted to be able to 
have the opportunity to advocate for stu-
dents such as myself, and be the voice 
for students who didn’t have the oppor-
tunity to get involved in student govern-
ment,” Morales said.

His experience last year inspired Mo-
rales to take on an even larger role in 
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WHAT’S NEW

A bachelor’s degree, an academic concentration among the upgrades
Urban learning, 
real estate enhanced

By Larry Urish 
contributing writer

From left, Jasmine Nolasco, Alyssa Galvez and Melissa Galvez walk to class on Aug. 26.

Students play volleyball.

Hieu Phan, right, and Kelly Moc enjoy catching up on the first day.

Bryan Rodriguez works on music during 
the first day of the fall semester Aug. 26.
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Vanessa Onofre reads a book on the first 
day.

To paraphrase an ironic and often-
cited quote by the ancient Greek phi-
losopher Heraclitus: The only constant 
in life is change. This certainly applies 
to the goings-on at Cal State Fullerton. 
For example, last spring the university 
named a new president, Ronald S. Ro-
chon. In addition, two new deans: Celes-
tina Barbosa-Leiker and Jessica Yirush 
Stern, will lead the university’s College 
of Health and Human Development and 
College of Humanities and Social Scienc-
es, respectively. Two other notable devel-
opments include a new bachelor’s degree 
and a new academic concentration.

Urban learning degree
Beginning this semester, the univer-

sity’s College of Education is offering an 
undergraduate bachelor of arts degree 
that will prepare students to become 
teachers engaged in providing a just, eq-
uitable and inclusive education. The new 
urban learning degree, geared for those 
committed to making effective changes 
in the profession, focuses on social jus-
tice issues for today’s diverse classrooms.

“Opportunity gaps between students 
in marginalized groups — in terms of 
race and ethnicity, language, ability and 
socioeconomic status — are historical 

and pervasive,” said Calli Lewis Chiu, 
director of urban learning and associate 
professor of special education. “This de-
gree will aim to transform education and 
prepare students to be changemakers in 
their communities by valuing differences 
as assets, not deficits.

“For example, students who do not 
have English as their first language are 
often seen as having a language deficit 
that needs to be remediated. Our stu-
dents will learn about the tremendous 
value that students with diverse linguis-
tic repertoires and their families can 
contribute to classrooms and schools.”

Although open to anyone seeking to 
make a positive impact, “The degree is 
ideal for those wanting to be an elemen-
tary or special education teacher,” Lewis 
Chiu said.

Along with interdisciplinary classes 
offered at the university, the new major 
includes five new offerings: Structural 
and Institutional Bias in Schools; Cur-
riculum as a Lever of Change; Urban 

Policy and Practice; Living, Learning 
and Translanguaging Across Identities 
in Schools; and Just, Equitable and In-
clusive Classrooms.

Lewis Chiu emphasized that peer-
centric support will be paramount. “We 
intentionally designed the program to be 
a cohort model to foster a strong sense 
of belonging and community among our 
students,” she said. “We want them to 
thrive in our program and have strong 
connections with others who share a vi-
sion of promoting equity in schools and 
communities.

“We know that CSUF graduates often 
remain in our local community after 
graduation,” Lewis Chiu added. “We are 
so excited to build this group of students 
who will likely become teachers in their 
own communities.”

Real estate concentration
The College of Business and Econom-

ics’ Finance Department is offering a 
new academic concentration this semes-
ter, one that focuses on the real estate 
sector. Open to upper-division finance 
majors, the concentration looks at a 
broad range of specialties: development 
and construction, financing, brokerage 
and leasing, property management, ap-
praisal, urban planning, government af-
fairs and more.

The new concentration is in response 
to an ever-increasing demand for real 
estate professionals. California remains 
one of the largest states in terms of real 
estate transaction volumes, with month-
ly overall sales between 300,000 and 
500,000. Of the 962 local Realtor asso-
ciations in the country, 96 are in Califor-
nia. In addition, SoCal has the greatest 

share of real estate transaction volumes 
in the Golden State and is one of the 
most prominent markets among profes-
sionals in this business sector.

Students wishing to become real es-
tate brokers will have a huge advantage 
by completing this concentration, said 
Jia Xie, associate professor of finance 
and academic director of CSUF’s Center 
for Real Estate.

“There are two types of (real estate) li-
censes,” Xie said. “One is the entry-level 
license, called the salesperson license, 
and the other is the more advanced bro-
ker license. To hold a broker license, one 
must first hold a salesperson license for 
two years. But if you graduate with the 
CSUF Real Estate Concentration, the 
California Department of Real Estate 
will waive the two-year-experience re-
quirement.”

Part of a broader Cal State University 
resource, the Center for Real Estate hosts 
guest speakers and career days, serves as 
a home for local and national industry 
conventions and conferences, offers as-
sistance with job opportunities and net-
working, and furnishes on-campus Ar-
gus financial analysis training.

 “The Center for Real Estate plays a 
crucial role in connecting with industry 
professionals and fostering strong rela-
tionships,” Xie said.

Xie expects to see students enroll in 
this brand-new concentration later this 
semester. “As our new real estate concen-
tration gains momentum, I anticipate in-
creased interest from industry partners 
in our program and our talented gradu-
ates,” Xie said. “Our goal is to make the 
real estate concentration a flagship pro-
gram in our institution.”

43,000
Number of students 

enrolled

4,500
New or first-year 

students

7,000
New undergraduate 
transfer students

35
New tenure-track 
faculty members

69
Current faculty 

members who received 
tenure or a promotion

CSUF BY THE NUMBERS

SOURCE: CSUF NEWS MEDIA SERVICES. ENROLLMENT IS ESTIMATED AS FINAL NUMBERS ARE NOT YET AVAILABLE.
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CA BALLOT BOWL

NEW MINOR

Efforts to register new voters on campus are underway

Uniting students from Southwest Asia and North Africa

Cal State Fullerton is once again an ac-
tive participant in the California Ballot 
Bowl, a friendly competition organized 
by California’s Secretary of State to see 
which college or university can register 
the largest number of new voters.

In 2020, CSUF won the competition, 
registering 2,716 new voters.

This year, the universitywide effort 
to engage students is in full swing, said 
Scott Spitzer, professor of political sci-
ence who teaches undergraduate and 
graduate students.

“Students will learn about the compe-
tition from their faculty as well as digi-
tally,” he said, explaining that a notice 
about it will pop up every time students 
log into their student portal. They are 
also hearing about it at campus events, 
such as the recent talk given by politi-
cal expert Mike Madrid, author of “The 
Latino Century: How America’s Largest 
Minority Is Transforming Democracy.”

The idea is to get young people en-
gaged civically so they participate in 
democracy, Spitzer said. Although youth 
voter turnout has been on the rise since 
the mid-term elections in 2018, “it’s still 
well below older groups in terms of the 
percentage of that age group that partici-
pate,” he said.

He’s part of Cal State Fullerton’s Civic 
Engagement Working Group, which in-
cludes members of administration staff, 
government relations, faculty and stu-
dents who work year round to come up 
with ways to inspire students to become 
civically involved.

“One way I personally am doing this is 
by talking in my American government 
class about the expansion of the right to 
vote over time and within the context 
of a larger discussion about democracy, 
liberty, equality, democracy and justice 
as primary values in American politics.” 
He reminds them that until relatively re-

cently, not everyone in America was al-
lowed to vote.

“When we first started, only white 
men who owned property were eligible 
to vote. Even that was a huge improve-
ment over our European counterparts. 
But over time, obviously women, African 
Americans, pretty much every American 
citizen now is eligible to vote. Young peo-

ple got the expanded right to vote in 1971 
with the 26th Amendment.”

That amendment lowered the legal 
voting age from 21 to 18.

A QR code has been created for Cal 
State Fullerton students who want to 
register to vote. By using this code to 
complete their registration form, or by 
filling out a preprinted registration form 
available on campus, they will be auto-
matically added to the Cal State Fuller-
ton count in the Ballot Bowl. The office 
of the California Secretary of State Shir-
ley Weber posts updated numbers for 
each university and college in the state.

This is not a partisan effort. “I would 
never say you should register as a Demo-
cratic or Republican – that’s not at all 
what this is about,” Spitzer said. “This is 
just about young people learning, as part 
of their college education, that taking 
part in democracy is a very important 
part of being one of the leaders of the 
next generation.”

The Associated Students Inc. will host 
a Titan Turnout event with food trucks 
and Tuffy, the university mascot, to en-
courage the community to register to 
vote, said Annie Yea, interim associate 
vice president in the office of Govern-
ment and Community Relations, who is 
also part of the Civic Engagement Work-

ing Group. “We will also have our tradi-
tional review of ballot propositions,” she 
said, noting this is a virtual event.

“Our housing folks have really stepped 
it up,” Yea said. “Three residential halls 
are competing among themselves to see 
which residential hall can get the most … 
students to register.”

Yea senses more excitement and en-
ergy on campus about this upcoming 
presidential election than in previous 
elections. “I think the campus under-
stands the importance of the election, 
whether you’re Democrat or Republi-
can,” she said.

Cal State Fullerton has been a vote 
center for the last three elections and 
will be this year, too. “We will be an in-
person vote center at the Titan Student 
Union,” Yea said. “We also have a perma-
nent ballot drop box on campus.”

Spitzer is excited to see students take 
action on their right to vote. “I really 
believe that our politics need some heal-
ing,” he said. “There’s always this hope 
that I have as a faculty member that this 
young generation will renew our politics. 
They will change it in a positive way. 
More involvement, more concern, more 
passion and engagement all make our 
democracy strong. That’s why I’m doing 
this stuff.”

Intercollege competition 
sponsored by the state

Association leads 
to academic path

By Nicole Gregory 
contributing writer

By Nicole Gregory 
contributing writer
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Shaquille Manley, senior community coordinator in Cal State Fullerton’s Housing and Residential Engagement department, speaks 
with a student about the voter registration process.
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A flyer for the Ballot Bowl event aims to boost student voter registration.
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2022–23 SWANA board members at Discoverfest, a two-day event for students to 
learn about on-campus clubs and organizations

A new minor offered at Cal State Ful-
lerton this fall was initiated by students, 
who proposed the idea to faculty mem-
bers with research showing how it could 
be done.

Now, the 15-unit minor, a study of the 
Southwest Asian and North African area, 
which includes Morocco, Afghanistan, 
Turkey, Yemen and other countries, is in 
place. Students earning this minor will 
learn about the diverse cultures, econo-
mies, languages, religions and histories 
the region, often called the Middle East.

One advocate for the minor was Mary 
Chammas, whose family is from Leba-
non. She graduated from Cal State Ful-
lerton in 2023 and is now in law school, 
but when she arrived at CSUF as a fresh-
man she felt alone and isolated and 
wanted to transfer to another university.

“I really wanted to go somewhere that 
had some representation on campus 
toward people of Middle East descent,” 
Chammas said. “I saw that Cal State Ful-
lerton had none of that.”

While she waited for her chance to 
transfer to USC, she started the Leba-
nese Student Association on the CSUF 
campus, and to her surprise it grew. “I 
saw how many people gravitated toward 
that organization, whether they were 
Lebanese or not,” she said. This inspired 
Chammas and her friends to create the 
SWANA (an acronym for Southwest 
Asian and North African) student orga-
nization.

Middle East is primarily a Western 
term, explained Talia Boukhalil, who is 
a business administration student and 
now president of the SWANA student 
organization. “It is not accurately repre-
sentative of the region,” she said.

“The term Middle East leaves out 
countries like Armenia and Afghanistan, 
which otherwise would still have to ap-
ply as white or other on the census,” 
Chammas said.

The SWANA organization became so 
popular that Chammas reconsidered her 
plan to leave CSUF. “I decided to stop my 
transfer applications and just build the 
community at Cal State Fullerton from 
the bottom up,” she said, “and so that’s 
what I ended up doing.”

She and other students focused on 
advocacy work and succeeded in having 
SWANA added as an optional ethnicity 
box to be checked on Cal State University 
applications.

Chammas and her friends saw another 
need. “We needed a resource center for 
these students to academically succeed 

and also to get to know each other and 
the resources on campus,” she said.

There was one hitch. “We were told 
that we needed to tie a resource center 
back to an educational curriculum on 
campus,” said Boukhalil, who was born 
and raised in Lebanon and came to the 
U.S. nine years ago.

At the time, Chammas was the chair 
for the board of directors of Associated 
Students, Inc. and Kira Dawson was vice 
president. They, along with Boukhalil, 
began extensive research into similar 
programs on other campuses and soon 
discovered that many classes already 

taught at Cal State Fullerton focused on 
the region from different aspects.

“We saw that we already had classes in 
history, language and business that relat-
ed to the SWANA region,” Boukhalil said.

“The three of us came together and 
we went through every single college on 
campus, the College of Engineering, the 
College of Business, the College of the 
Arts, the College of Humanities,” Cham-
mas said. “We went through every single 
class and read every single summary of 
every class to see what could fall under 
this minor. And we made an Excel sheet 
of all the classes that could be incorpo-
rated into the syllabus.”

The group met with department chairs 
and Jessica Yirush Stern, dean of the Col-
lege of Humanities and Social Science, 
and made their case that the classes were 
there to create a minor, and plenty of stu-
dents were interested in signing up.

“There was so much out there, but no 
one really pieced it all together,” Cham-
mas said.

Professor Zakyi Ibrahim, chair of the 
Department of Religious Studies, volun-
teered to take on the interdisciplinary 
program under religious studies, and the 
minor was established.

Chammas believes that the SWANA 
student organization and now the SWA-
NA minor provide an important boost 
to Cal State Fullerton students whose 
families come from the region. “It helps 
them in many ways. When I first came to 
Cal State Fullerton, I had no one. I felt 
so alone. I didn’t want people who were 
entering Cal State Fullerton to feel the 
same way.”

The SWANA student group works to 
raise awareness of the region for the 
entire campus, hosting events, such as 
SWANA week. “Every single day there is 
a different event to educate the campus 
community and also for those who iden-
tify as who want to come together and 
just be community with one another,” 
Chammas said. “We all come from the 
same countries. We almost all speak the 
same languages. And so it’s a way for us 
to unite and just be together. When you 
have that community and that support 
behind you, you do academically better 
in school.”
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The ‘Future of Black Barbie’: CSUF scholar featured in documentary

Amirah Saafir is definitely a Barbie 
girl.

“I absolutely loved playing with Bar-
bies, and I especially loved Black Bar-
bie. She has a really special place in my 
heart,” said Saafir. “We had everything 
Black Barbie in my house growing up.”

Now an assistant professor of child 
and adolescent studies at Cal State Ful-
lerton, Saafir’s research looks at chil-
dren’s identity development and how it’s 
impacted by racial and ethnic contextual 
factors such as diversity, representation 
and pop culture staples like Barbie.

So when executive producer, Aaliyah 
Williams, approached Saafir about a new 
documentary that focused on the histori-
cal significance of Black Barbie and its 
influence on future generations, it was a 
perfect match.

The 2024 Netflix documentary, “Black 
Barbie,” tells the story of the first Black 
Barbie doll. Set up in three chapters, 
the film looks at the Black women at 
the helm of the doll’s development, how 
it resonated with audiences around the 
world and what it means to kids.

Saafir is featured in the third chapter, 
“Future of Black Barbie: Center of Her 
Own Story.” She designed a study that 
was inspired by Kenneth and Mamie 
Clark’s 1940s “doll test,” in which re-
searchers asked hundreds of children to 
answer questions about Black and white 
dolls.

“I wanted to design a modern-day ver-
sion because our societal context is much 
more diverse now, and we really wanted 
to see how kids are thinking about dolls 
in this context,” said Saafir.

Throughout the test, experts showed 
focus groups of children dolls with such 
varying characteristics as hair color, skin 
color, body type and occupation. Unlike 
the original test, which asked young 
participants to assign certain attributes 
to the dolls like “nice” or “mean,” Saa-
fir’s study focused on how the kids felt 
about each doll. She included questions 
like “Which doll do you like the most 
and why?” and “Which one are you most 
likely to play with?”

The kids’ answers provided rich in-
sight into how younger generations 
think about representation, inclusion 
and diversity and the significance of toys 

in helping children develop and under-
stand their identity.

Saafir found that children tended to 
gravitate toward dolls that had similar 
characteristics to their own features or 
people in their family. However, they 
also understood that classic Barbie dolls 
are considered “normal,” and other types 
of Barbies came along much later. This 
creates a hierarchy structure in toys that 
children know exists, Saafir explained.

The cast list for the film included ex-
perts and researchers like Saafir as well 
as famous names like “Grey’s Anatomy” 
creator Shonda Rhimes, who served as 
an executive producer, and Beulah Mae 
Mitchell, the Mattel employee who was 
among the first to ask the company to 
make a Black Barbie in 1980.

“It was really powerful to add my voice 
to this project,” said Saafir. “When I came 
into that space, I was looking at them 
like ‘Wow, look at this really important 
work you’ve done.’ And they were look-
ing at me like ‘Wow, look at this really 
important work you’re doing.’ It was re-
ally affirming for us to see each other in 
that way.”

Although the film has officially 
wrapped, Saafir said she isn’t done study-
ing the fashion forward, accomplished 
heroine that is Barbie.

At CSUF, the identity expert teaches 
such courses on research methods, cul-
ture and ethnicity, and development. She 
is also a mentor for the Black Under-
graduate Student Creative Activities and 
Research program, which was funded 

by the Scott Jewett Fund for Innovation 
and Student Success to support Black 
undergraduate fellows’ participation in 
research and creative activities.

After working with Netflix, Saafir 
took her Barbie research back to CSUF, 
working with Black Undergraduate Stu-
dent Creative Activities and Research 
students to analyze the complete data 
from the focus groups and turn it into a 
manuscript that Saafir plans to publish 
alongside her students.

“It’s been really cool to turn this ex-
perience into something that I can pay 
forward with my students,” said Saafir. “I 
benefited greatly from research mentors, 
so when students reach out and they 
want to do that work, I’m always happy 
to connect with them and help.”

CSUF News Media Services
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$1.5 million grant project prepares students for careers in genomics

Cal State Fullerton has been award-
ed a $1.5 million National Institutes of 
Health grant to create a program de-
signed to help students dive into the 
fascinating world of genomics and build 
diversity in the field.

The grant funds “Project EAGER: En-
abling Access to Genomics Experience 
and Research,” which allows undergrad-
uate students to work on cutting-edge 
research in genomics and related fields 
like computational biology and bioinfor-
matics, said Nikolas Nikolaidis, project 
director and professor of biological sci-
ence.

Genomics is a branch of science 
that explores genes and how they in-
fluence health, disease and even indi-
vidual traits. The project partners with 
renowned genomics researchers at UC 
Berkeley, where CSUF students will con-
duct summer research.

“Students will participate in research 
projects ranging from analyzing large 
genomic datasets to studying the evolu-
tionary history of genes across species,” 
said Nikolaidis, an expert in bioinfor-
matics and molecular evolutionary bi-
ology, which are critical components of 
genomics research.

“This hands-on experience will allow 
students to apply their classroom knowl-
edge to real-world scientific problems.”

The program begins this fall to recruit 
diverse and underrepresented students 
majoring in biological science, math-
ematics, computer science and public 
health interested in genomics and com-
putational biology.

Eight students will be selected each 
year and receive a stipend of $7,200 to 

cover housing and food at UC Berkeley, 
as well as paid travel expenses to attend 
an NIH research conference. Students 
will enroll in preparatory coursework at 
CSUF this academic year and begin re-
search experiences at UC Berkeley next 
summer.

The project is funded through the NIH 
National Human Genome Research In-
stitute’s Genome Research Experiences 
to Attract Talented Undergraduates into 
Genomic Fields to Enhance Diversity. 
The university is receiving $236,349 in 
first-year funding for the five-year grant.

Co-directing the project are CSUF’s 
Joshua Der, associate professor of bio-
logical science, an expert in population 
genetics and evolutionary genomics; 
Sam Behseta, professor of mathematics 
and 2022 Outstanding Professor; and 
Jessica Jaynes, associate professor of 
mathematics and director of the Center 
for Computational and Applied Math-
ematics.

Behseta and Jaynes are experts in sta-
tistics and data science. Through Project 
EAGER, students will have the chance 
to acquire fundamental knowledge and 
skills required for entering the work-
force, with a focus on evolution, genom-
ics and data science, Jaynes said.

“Data science and computational 
knowledge are indispensable for manag-
ing, analyzing and extracting meaning-
ful insights from genomic data, which is 
fundamental to advancing research and 
applications in genomics,” she added.

John Huelsenbeck and Doris 
Bachtrog, professors of integrative biol-
ogy at UC Berkeley, also are co-leading 
the project. Huelsenbeck has devel-
oped models and computational tools 
that allow researchers to understand 
the processes driving genetic diversity. 
Bachtrog, an evolutionary geneticist, 

has made fundamental contributions 
to understanding the evolution of sex 
chromosomes.

Students participating in the project 
will gain a foundational understand-
ing of genetics and DNA, which are the 
building blocks of genomics.

While genetics focuses on studying 
individual genes and their roles in in-
heritance, genomics is broader. Niko-
laidis explained that the discipline ex-
amines the entirety of an organism’s 
genome, including how genes interact 
with each other and the environment.

“Students will gain valuable skills, 
experience and knowledge, including 
how personal genomes can lead to per-

sonalized medicine,” Nikolaidis said. 
“In today’s world, understanding DNA 
— the blueprint of life — can lead to 
breakthroughs in personalized medi-
cine, where treatments are tailored to 
an individual’s genetic makeup.”

Project EAGER also aims to prepare 
students for advanced degrees and ca-
reers in science and medicine that could 
change the future of health care.

“By encouraging students from di-
verse backgrounds to explore genom-
ics and its applications, Project EAGER 
promotes diversity in science, leading to 
more inclusive and innovative solutions 
for health care and beyond,” Nikolaidis 
said.

PHOTO COURTESY CSUF NEWS MEDIA SERVICES

Amirah Saafir, assistant professor of child and adolescent studies

PHOTO COURTESY ADOBE STOCK/ZAKIROFF

Futuristic depiction of DNA strand in a digital environment, symbolizing biotechnology 
advancements
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From left, Joshua Der, associate professor of biological science; Sam Behseta, professor of mathematics and 2022 Outstanding Professor; Jessica Jaynes, associate professor of 
mathematics and director of the Center for Computational and Applied Mathematics; Nikolas Nikolaidis, professor of molecular biology and expert in bioinformatics
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First-generation Cal State Fullerton 
student Vyanka Mezcord is committed to 
addressing cancer health disparities.

Mezcord grew up in Costa Rica, 
shaped by the philosophy known as 
“pura vida.” The “pure life” philosophy 
emphasizes maintaining a positive out-
look, resilience and making the most of 
every opportunity.

“This philosophy, combined with my 
personal experiences, drives my determi-
nation to find solutions that can reduce 
health disparities and approach chal-
lenges with optimism and dedication,” 
said Mezcord, a senior biological science 
major.

For the past year, Mezcord has had 
the opportunity to pursue her interest in 
cancer health disparities research as part 
of CSUF’s Cancer Health Equity Research 
Partnership with UC Irvine, directed by 
Marcelo E. Tolmasky, chair and profes-
sor of biological science. The university 
was awarded a $905,787 grant from the 
National Institutes of Health’s National 
Cancer Institute for the program.

Mezcord is a UCI faculty-student re-
search team member who identified 
a key enzyme contributing to cancer 
health disparities within the Latin Amer-
ican population. She is a co-author of the 
study published in Nature Communica-
tions.

The research focuses on developing a 
molecular-based digital test for patients 
with an aggressive subtype of acute lym-
phoblastic leukemia, or ALL, which is 
most common among Hispanics with 
Latin American ancestry.

“This experience has deeply influ-
enced my perspective on the importance 
of advancing cancer research,” she said.

Cancer research fascinates her be-
cause it combines complex molecular 
biology with real-world implications 
for patient care. But she also is person-
ally motivated. Her grandmother bat-
tled with cancer, exposing her family to 
health care disparities.

“The potential to uncover new meth-
ods for preventing or treating cancer is 
incredibly motivating,” said Mezcord, 
who moved to the U.S. with her parents 
as a teenager. “But I am driven by the de-
sire to address the inequalities in health 
care that have affected my family and to 

make a meaningful contribution to the 
field of molecular biology.”

Mezcord aspires to a career as a re-
search scientist and is on track to gradu-
ate in January. She plans to apply to 
graduate school this fall and pursue a 
doctorate in molecular biology or a re-
lated field, focusing on cancer research.

For the past three years, Mezcord has 
been studying antibiotic resistance un-
der the guidance of CSUF’s María Sole-
dad Ramírez, professor of biological sci-
ence. She has contributed to multiple 
publications — 11 to date — as a lead stu-
dent researcher.

Mezcord is investigating how vitamin 
B12 impacts resistance in gram-negative 
bacteria that cause pneumonia and other 
life-threatening infections.

“The study aims to enhance our un-
derstanding of resistance mechanisms, 
which could help develop better antibi-
otics and strategies against multidrug-
resistant pathogens,” Mezcord said.

To help support her CSUF research 
efforts, she received an Undergraduate 
Research Opportunity Center Fellowship 
Award in 2024. She was also awarded the 
Greg Wright Fellowship in 2022 from the 
College of Natural Sciences and Math-

ematics, given to outstanding students 
studying cellular and developmental bi-
ology or molecular biology and biotech-
nology.

Mezcord has gained a solid foundation 
for graduate studies and her future re-
search career through hands-on labora-
tory experiences at CSUF and UCI and 
rigorous coursework, which enhanced 
her critical thinking, data analysis and 
public speaking skills.

“My goal is to use research to help 
bridge the gap between scientific discov-
eries and the communities most affected 
by health disparities,” she said.

Exploring cancer disparities within Latin American population
STUDENT RESEARCHER
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Student researcher Vyanka Mezcord works in the lab with faculty adviser Marcelo E. Tolmasky, chair and professor of biological 
science.
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Sophie Jacquez rolls her belongings during CSUF’s move-in day.

Ron Perez helps Caleb Perez, his son, move in.

Patrick Tilley enjoys move-in day Aug. 22.

Ava Crantz and her father Eric Crantz head to her residence.

campus politics by campaigning for ASI 
president.

“Sitting in those conversations with 
university officials and hearing about 
the overall climate on campus made me 
realize that I didn’t want to be limited,” 
Morales said. “I wanted to be able to 
speak out and advocate for larger issues 
and make a difference aside from what I 
was able to do as treasurer.”

Morales and ASI vice president Su-
zette Morales were elected last spring, 
and despite running unopposed, the two 
made it a priority to be accessible and 
engage with the Titan community.

In preparation for the role, Morales 
attended a weeklong summer leader-
ship seminar through the Panetta Insti-

tute for Public Policy, where he was able 
to receive valuable insight and training 
alongside representatives from each 
CSU campus.

“Everybody there encouraged each 
other to fight for what they’re passion-
ate about,” Morales said. “It was a great 
way to learn how to advocate about dif-
ferent things that students on my cam-
pus might face.”

The three main priorities that Morales 
and the ASI board are focusing on for 
this academic year are increasing aware-
ness for student government, enhancing 
community engagement and boosting 
participation in campus activities.

To the goal of increasing awareness of 
student government, ASI is a co-sponsor 
and a strong presence at Discoverfest, a 
two-day event held at the start of each 
semester where all CSUF student clubs 
and organizations showcase opportuni-
ties for engagement and involvement.

Additionally, ASI is working to en-
hance community engagement through 

Beyond the Conversation at CSUF, 
where guest speakers come to campus 
to share on topics such as diversity and 
social justice. The speaker earlier this 
month was Grammy- and Tony Award-
winning English actress and singer Cyn-
thia Erivo.

And since it is an election year, ASI 
is hoping to boost participation in cam-
pus activities and election awareness 
through the California University and 
College Ballot Bowl, a friendly competi-
tion in which campuses across the state 
compete in voter registration and civic 
engagement efforts.

 “We are doing our best to see how 
we can equip and educate our students 
to make a difference … and make sure 
that students are civically engaged and 
continue to do this, even when they’re 
not attending Cal State Fullerton,” Mo-
rales said.

Above all, Morales’ goals are to make 
sure he is accessible to the Titan com-
munity and provides a voice for every 

student on campus.
“I have noticed all throughout history 

that college campuses have been the 
place where a lot of change takes place 
and a lot of advocacy work is done,” Mo-
rales said. “I want to make sure that on 
our campus at Cal State Fullerton, all 
of our students feel that they are given 
the opportunity to do that same exact 
thing.”

As for his future plans, Morales hopes 
to pursue immigration and criminal law. 
He credits his parents, Joe and Rosie 
Morales, for their constant support and 
encouragement. As a first-generation 
college student, his time at CSUF has 
made a significant impact on his jour-
ney.

“I love being a Titan because Cal State 
Fullerton has honestly changed my life,” 
Morales said. “The beautiful thing is 
that not only are we so diverse, we are 
united in the fact that we have been giv-
en this opportunity, and we’re all trying 
to make the most out of it.”

the wide diversity within the APISAA 
diaspora.”

Titan Transfer Gateway is character-
ized as a “vibrant and engaging housing 
experience with programming and com-
munity events for transfer students in 
collaboration with TAPP, the Transfer, 
Adult Re-entry, Parenting and Pregnant 
Student Center.”

“The goals for our themed commu-
nities are to provide an inclusive and 
welcoming environment and for our 
residents to use our special programs 
to better understand their identity and 
culture even more,” said student Brian 
Rubion, a resident assistant living in 
the Titan Unidos community. “It is all 
a growing and learning experience for 
us, being able to share our stories with 
others and to highlight our community 
above all.”

The Ujima and Rainbow communities 
accommodate 125 students each, Titans 
Unidos and APISAA segments can each 
house about 95 students and Athena 
and Titan Transfer Gateway communi-
ties can house 40 students each, Khal-
fani said.

Rainbow House was established in 
2015, Ujama in 2020 and Athena in 2021.

The specialized communities are dis-
persed around campus, in residence 
halls, suites and apartments.

Between themed and un-themed 
spaces, CSUF can house about 2,100 
students, with the majority of students 
still choosing to live in nonspecialized 
spaces, Khalfani said.

Resident advisers also collaborate on 
ways to “create and incorporate inter-
sectionality,” Rubion said.

For example, Titans Unidos and the 
Rainbow community partner on an 
event in the spring titled Drag Loteria, 
he said.

“This will incorporate different as-
pects of our identity into one event,” Ru-

bion said. “Little things like this. “We all 
do our best to collaborate and bring to-
gether as many students as we can and 
have them represented.

In its coverage of Move-in Day in Au-
gust, CSUF News spoke with Lorna Car-
iaga, a transfer student from Glendale 
Community College, who moved into 
the Titan Transfer Gateway.

“Having other transfer students on 
the same floor gives me the opportunity 
to make friends with people who un-
derstand the community college to uni-
versity experience,” Cariaga said. “This 
community will give me a safe space, 
which will make my academic and social 
life much easier to adjust to.”

Many universities within the Cal State 

System provide themed housing options.
Cal State Los Angeles offers Living 

and Learning Communities that offer 
STEM-, Business-, Health Professions- 
and Psychology-themed spaces.

Thematic Communities at Cal State 
Long Beach include International, First 
Gen, Pride and Black & Pan-African 
Scholars houses.
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Mark Collins wasn’t in the mood for 
a history lesson. He didn’t drive from 
Huntington Beach to Rancho Mirage to 
chat about the Pleistocene Era New York 
Football Giants. Or any other Giants era.

But Bob Papa, the voice of the Giants 
and the PGA Tour Champions, aka the 
senior tour, was. Papa was in the des-
ert, calling the Tour Champions event at 
Mission Hills Country Club for the Golf 
Channel. But he wasn’t in the mood to 
talk golf with Collins. Instead, Papa wel-
comed Collins inside the putting-green 
ropes with an expansive speech about 
the history of the Giants, who joined the 
NFL in 1925 as one of the league’s five 
original teams.

“I’m thinking we’re going to talk busi-
ness and I’m going to watch a little golf. 
But he starts with this speech about the 
history of the Giants, how there’s over 
10,000 players who have put that uni-
form on,” Collins said. “I’m thinking, 
‘What’s wrong with this picture?’ He told 
me where my place was on the list of top 
100 players, and I’m trying to ignore that 
and talk business when he said, ‘You’re 
No. 56 on this list.’

“I thought, ‘Well, that’s cool.’ He goes 
and does his work. I watch a little golf, 
then drive back to Huntington Beach 
and I don’t say a word to anyone. It’s 
April. May passes and I don’t say a word 
to anyone. I’m traveling, doing stuff and 
I can’t say anything anyway. It was no big 
deal to me.”

Come July, it became a big deal to 
Collins, the former Cal State Fullerton 
defensive back, stalwart of some of the 
Titans’ best teams from the mid-1980s 
and 13-year NFL veteran. Come July, the 
history lesson Papa imparted that spring 
day on the Mission Hills putting green 
hit him like a blind-side block.

“I told my family and they said, ‘That’s 
huge.’ I was thinking the same thing,” 
said Collins, who played eight of his 13 
seasons with the Giants. “It hit me this 
team has been around 100 years. This 
team is iconic. When you think iconic 
teams in North America, you think the 
Boston Celtics. You think the Yankees, 
the Montreal Canadiens, the Green Bay 
Packers. You think about teams that are 
more than 100 years old, and I’m going, 
‘This guy just told me I’m number 56 out 
of 10,000 players who put this uniform 
on over 100 years. I’m one of the best 
players in this franchise’s history.’ That’s 
special.

“That’s how it hit me. After we got the 

(celebration) itinerary, I thought, ‘That’s 
special. I must have done something 
right.’”

Collins has done plenty right on the 
football field, and being named one of 
the Giants’ Top 100 players is merely 
the latest acknowledgment of that fact, 
the proof of which began at Pacific High 
School in San Bernardino. There, Col-
lins was a man among boys, dominating 
games in one of the then-top leagues in 
the CIF-Southern Section: the Citrus Belt 
League.

His senior season, Collins won the Ken 
Hubbs Award, emblematic of the top se-
nior athlete in San Bernardino County. 
The award, named after the Colton na-
tive and 1962 National League Rookie 
of the Year for the Chicago Cubs, who 
was killed in a 1963 plane crash flying to 
spring training, has a winner’s roll that 
includes NFL Hall of Famer Ronnie Lott, 
former major leaguer Greg Colbrunn, 
former NFL players Charles Johnson 
and Allen Bradford, current Oakland 
Raiders’ running back Alex Mattison and 
2023 Heisman Trophy winner Jayden 
Daniels, who received his 2019 award 
from Collins.

CSUF was the next stop on Collins’ 
path to history, and that ability to take 
over games as an electric defensive and 
special teams presence didn’t take long 
to manifest itself. Collins set records that 
won’t be touched, intercepting seven 

passes as a sophomore and six as a ju-
nior for a 10-1 Titans’ team enshrined in 
the university’s Athletic Hall of Fame. 
His 20 career interceptions will forever 
stand as No. 1 in PCAA/Big West history 
while placing him in a tie for 10th on the 
NCAA career interception ladder.

“In my opinion, he was the greatest 
Titan football player of all,” said long-
time CSUF booster and former assistant 
sports information director Kirk San 
Roman. “Not only did he command the 
secondary and force the opposing quar-
terback to throw the other way, he was 
breathtaking on special teams, as he had 
the ability to take any punt to the house. 
Some of my favorite Titan football mem-
ories are of Mark intercepting the ball 
and hoping that he could take it to the 
end zone.”

Growing up in the Inland Empire and 
playing at CSUF imparted Collins with a 
humility and far-sightedness that served 
him as well in the NFL as his 27 career 
interceptions did. You don’t play 168 
games over 13 seasons in the Darwinian 
hothouse that is the NFL — where your 
job is constantly imperiled by someone 
younger, faster and cheaper — without 
understanding the deeper implications 
of how to not only constantly bring out 
your talent but do so in a way that goes 
beyond the tangible and obvious.

That humility manifested itself when 
Collins returned from the weekend cel-

ebrations in New York, where the living 
members of the Giants’ Top 100 Play-
ers were honored. Collins returned to 
his Kansas City home and began calling 
some of his former Giants’ teammates 
who weren’t on the list. For the ones he 
couldn’t reach, Collins put out a post on 
Facebook.

He wanted to thank them “for helping 
me get to where I was and for making 
me the player I was.”

“I never got too involved with singu-
lar awards. That was never my focus,” he 
said. “I wanted to be accountable to my 
teammates, be accountable to the coach-
ing staff and be accountable to the orga-
nization. I wanted to win. Anything else 
that comes along with that is icing on the 
cake.

“… To me, (being named one of the top 
100 Giants) wasn’t important at the time. 
I put it in its compartment, and I didn’t 
think about it. I never thought about in-
dividual awards; that wasn’t me. Now if 
you want to talk about the two (Giants) 
Super Bowl teams, if you want to talk 
about beating Redlands High in 1981, I’ll 
talk about that all day.”

Because Collins has a mind that never 
stops whirring, he will talk about a lot 
of things: the made-for-TV golf show he’s 
working on pitting American football 
players against soccer players, the phone 
call two years ago from former coach Bill 
Parcells at 3:30 a.m. asking if he could 
still jam receivers like he did in the old 
days — a call Collins saved on his phone. 
Or the jazz club he proposed to a local 
Kansas City entrepreneur looking for a 
way to promote his event center.

And if you want an entertaining story, 
get Collins talking about the kilt he wore 
to the Top 100 ceremonies, the one he 
got from a Scottish rugby team nearly 30 
years ago and the one former teammate 
and Hall of Fame linebacker Lawrence 
Taylor teased him about.

“Lawrence said, ‘You wore a kilt in 
New York?’ I said, ‘Yeah, Lawrence. I 
played left cornerback eight years in the 
toughest media market in the country. I 
can wear a kilt. I’m secure in what I can 
wear and bring to the table,” Collins said. 
“He said, ‘Good point,’”

His disdain of individual awards now 
has an asterisk. Collins is secure under-
standing that being a key chapter in a 
legacy franchise’s history book is a lesson 
that never gets old. Humility and history 
can coexist comfortably.

“It’s a big deal. It’s special. I never 
knew or thought a guy like me from San 
Bernardino, going through Cal State Ful-
lerton, could get something this big. This 
is as big as it gets.”

Mark Collins reflects on his storied career with the Giants
SPORTS
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Cornerback Mark Collins #25, next to head coach Bill Parcells, cornerback Everson Walls 
#28 and assistant coach Bill Belichick of the New York Giants stand on the sideline 
against the Buffalo Bills during Super Bowl XXV at Tampa Stadium on January 27, 1991 
in Tampa, Florida. The Giants defeated the Bills 20-19.

By Brian Robin 
contributing writer

At Cal State Fullerton, I found a supportive  
community for returning students, explored  
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my passion for higher education.

Create Your Opportunity.

I WANT TO
MAKE MY CHILDREN   

PROUD 

fullerton.edu

#CSUFOpportunity


