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The Clark County School District, one of the largest in the country, is 
slated to be a different beast beginning with the 2017-2018 school 
year.

A landmark education bill authorizing the CCSD’s complete overhaul 
passed in the final hours of the 2015 state legislative session. Since 
then, work has been underway to craft a plan to totally change the 
way the district manages and finances the education of its 320,000 
students.

The changes could have major implications for Nevada State College 
School of Education graduates who go to work for the CCSD. Many 
teacher advocates believe the changes will benefit teachers and help 
alleviate the district’s chronic teacher shortage.

Trustees File Suit to Stop Overhaul, but Legislature Fires Back
The Clark County School Board of Trustees has opposed the reorga-
nization and voted in early March to refile an earlier lawsuit opposing 
it. In enacting the plan, the Legislature “overstepped its authority and 
failed to complete a required financial impact study while burdening 
the district with unfunded mandates in violation of state law,” accord-
ing to the suit.

Determined to push ahead with the ambitious plan, four of the state’s 
most-powerful politicians representing both branches of the Legislature 
held a rare joint hearing March 29. During it, they presented proposed 
legislation that would incorporate many of the plan’s requirements into 
state law, pre-empting the objections in the trustees’ suit.

“We want to do what’s best for Nevada students,” The Nevada Indepen-
dent quoted Democratic Assembly Speaker Jason Frierson as saying, 
as he introduced the bill with Democratic Senate Majority Leader 
Aaron Ford, Republican Senate Minority Leader Michael Roberson 
and Republican Assembly Minority Leader Paul Anderson.

While contending CCSD is “not fearful of the reorganization,” Super-
intendent Pat Skorkowsky urged lawmakers at the hearing to proceed 
more cautiously. “This reorganization, if codified into law, will last long 
after all of us are in this room,” he said at the hearing, according to 
The Nevada Independent. “We need to make sure it is done right.”

Reorganization Would Empower Individual Schools
If the latest bill becomes law as expected by the legislative session’s 
June 5 conclusion, the reorganization will grant individual educators 
and their surrounding communities much more control over each 
school’s operations. In exchange, schools would be held to higher 
standards to better educate students.

As of the next school year, each of CCSD’s 336 schools will be its 
own “precinct,” with control over 80 percent of its budget, along 
with hiring and policies. This would be a huge change from CCSD’s 
current centralized operations. 

According to a report published August 2016 by the advisory com-
mittee overseeing the reorganization, Skorkowsky’s role would be 
reduced as well. Instead, a new position would be created: the school 
associate superintendent. “The school associate superintendent is 
responsible for ensuring that the responsibilities assigned to the local 
school precincts are carried out in a timely manner,” according to the 
report. The goal would be to save principals from having to go through 
multiple levels of bureaucracy to get something done.

Teachers Favor Individual “School Organizational Teams”
One feature many teachers will probably favor is the opportunity to 
be on a “school organizational team,” which will consist of parents, 
interested community members, and two-to-four teachers from each 
school. This team will address issues such as staffing and budget-
ing. The principal, instead of being the main decision-maker, will be 
a non-voting member. This way, the school will function not just the 
way the principal sees fit, but as the community and the teachers 
see fit as well. “A successful school consists of much more than a 
one-man operation” was the rationale for this change, according to 
the August report.

Creation of these teams will help address Clark County’s low teacher 
retention rate as well, said Amber Lopez-Lasater, political and strategic 
communications director for the Clark County Education Association, 
the union that represents about 65 percent of the CCSD’s roughly 

18,000 teachers and other licensed 
professionals. It will create a better 
school environment for everyone, 
especially teachers, who often feel 
like they don’t have a say in what 
happens at their schools, she added.

Future teachers can also look for 
a school that fits who they are as 
educators, Lopez-Lasater said. “I 
think that each school will most 
likely have its own specific culture,” 
she added.

Implementation is largely up to each 
school and most already have start-
ed creating their own organizational 
teams, with varying success. Harold 
Harvey, a biology teacher at Boulder 

City High School, said he hasn’t seen any changes yet. “The members 
are still trying to iron out the true role of the committee,” he said.

Next year will be interesting in the CCSD, both for veteran teachers 
and new recruits. “It’s a pretty ominous undertaking, but at the same 
time there’s so much opportunity to take our school district and trans-
form it,” Lopez-Lasater said.

CCSD Reorganization Promises Big Changes for District’s Schools and Teachers
By Ashley DeWolf

Clark County School District, the nation’s fifth-largest school district, is implementing 
an ambitious reorganization plan designed to give individual schools and their teachers 
greater control over operations.

Amber Lopez-Laster, strategic communication and 
political director of the Clark County Education 
Association
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NSC Alumnus Ethan Avanzino Discovers Personal Purpose as Transgender Advocate
By Lindsay Newark

Ethan Avanzino leveraged his NSC Visual Media degree into an 
internship and then a job with Southwest Airlines in Texas. Photo 
courtesy of Ethan Avanzino. 

Nevada State College Class of 2010 graduate 
Ethan Avanzino has established professional 
success as a multimedia developer for Southwest 
Airlines, and more recently, also has discovered  
personal purpose as an advocate for the trans-
gender community. 

When Avanzino first came out to his family, friends 
and employer, he received overwhelming support, 
something uncommon for many transgender 
individuals. Aware of how fortunate that made 
him, Avanzino knew he had to be an advocate 
for his transgender “siblings.” “I realize that 
there are people who lose everything when they 
come out, and because I didn’t lose anything, I 
realized I had a place to be out there and vocal 
for them,” he said. 

Avanzino refers to members of the transgender 
community as his “siblings and family” because 
the subset is relatively small within the much larger 
LGBTQIA (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Queer, Intersex 
and Asexual) community, and he’s committed 
to supporting those considering transitioning, 
or those who already have. This also includes 
individuals who are non-binary, which means 
an individual’s gender identity does not fit male 
or female.  

Avanzino’s Path to Transgender Activism
Now a Dallas resident, Avanzino testified at a 
hearing before the Texas state Senate in Austin, 
about proposed legislation affecting transgender 
residents and visitors, including the controversial 
“bathroom bill.” The proposed legislation would 
require transgender people to use bathrooms 
in Texas public buildings based on their “bio-
logical sex,” and would supersede any local 
nondiscrimination laws that allow them to use 

bathrooms that correspond with their gender 
identities. Avanzano also made a presentation 
to Southwest. 

Avanzino is chair of the Transgender Council at 
Dallas’ Cathedral of Hope, which bills itself as 
the world’s largest predominantly gay church. He 
is also on the Board of Directors for Authentic 
Life, a group that aims to make the transitioning 
process easier by supplying scholarships, sup-
port and other needs to transgender families.

Changing Legal Documents Difficult
One issue that makes the process more difficult 
is that there is no set national standard on how 
to legally change names and gender designa-
tions that appear on birth certificates, driver’s 
licenses and other important documents. Laws 
and policies are different in every state, and can 
even vary down to the county level, where many 
such documents originate and often must be 
changed. Because of issues he’s faced trying 
to have his NSC transcript and diploma updated 
to reflect his identity, one of the improvements 
Avanzino suggested is that the Nevada System of 
Higher Education and NSC establish an official 
process for making such changes.

After graduating from NSC with a degree in Visual 
Media, he began his tenure at Southwest as an 
intern in January 2012, eventually being hired 
to a full-time position. He began to transition in 
January 2015, and found that his company and 
colleagues were supportive.

It was in his Southwest position as a multimedia 
developer that Avanzino was able 
to film his “coming out” video 
using the resources available to 
him. The video, which he posted 
to various social media outlets 
including YouTube, where it’s 
still available, served as a way 
to communicate his transition 
with those in his life. The video 
was Avanzino’s way of answer-
ing questions people may have, 
without having to repeatedly go 
through the coming out process. 

Avanzino stresses to transition-
ing individuals that this is also 
a big change for people in their 
lives. “Be firm, but be patient 
because everyone around you 
has to process this,” he advised. 

Communicating His Transition
Avanzino communicated to his professional 
colleagues via an email he sent Dec. 17, 2015, 
shortly before he legally became Ethan on Jan. 
4, 2016. The email stated that he was now to 
be referred to as Ethan, which his colleagues 
immediately began to do. 

Southwest has a perfect score on the Human 
Rights Campaign’s Corporate Equality Index, 
earning the company a spot on HRC’s “Best 
Places to Work for LGBT Equality” list in 2017. 
Being aware of a company's stance is an import-
ant part of the research process for transgender 
individuals and their allies when deciding on 
what companies to support with their business.  

When deciding on the name “Ethan,” Avanzino 
chose it based on memories of playing pretend 
as a young child with his sister. “I remember 
playing make believe with my sister and going 
by ‘Sean Ethan,’ and I decided to play off of this 
name.” Avanzino said that showing support is 
one of the key items anyone can do, especially 
parents, because, “You get to a point where 
you are willing to lose everything to just feel 
like yourself.”

There are support groups for both family mem-
bers and those that identify as transgender. For 
example, in Las Vegas, The Center (http://www.
thecenterlv.org) offers a support group specifically 
for transgender teens called Identi-T*.

When asked for advice for those unsure about 
their sexuality or gender, or who are fearful of 
transitioning, Avanzino said, “The only way to 
close the gap and erase the fear of the unknown 
is to build a bridge and shine a light.” To him, 
this means to meet people where they are at 
in their lives, and show them the importance of 
being true to themselves.

"I realize that there are people who lose 
everything when they come out, and because 
I didn’t lose anything, I realized I had a 
place to be out there and vocal for them."
-NSC Alumnus Ethan Avanzino

2010 NSC Alumnus Ethan Avanzino at a rally in Dallas held in support of transgender rights. 
Photo courtesy of Ethan Avanzino
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Started as an informal student activity in 2010 when Nevada State 
College consisted of only two buildings, ping pong has gained a 
large fan base and underscores the need for a dedicated student 
lounge within the new Rogers Student Center, students contend.

The now semi-annual NSC ping pong tournament attracts more 
than 30 participants to the tables on the first floor of the center. 
Contestants include administration members Dean of Students Dr. 
Richard Yao and Information and Technology Supervisor Rodney 
Dizon. The tournament’s popularity led to formation of the NSC 
Ping Pong Club, with a goal of competing against other schools.

The most recent tournament, held March 31, attracted a wide variety 
of students, and used a bracket system to determine the order for 
matches. Anyone is allowed to enter the tournaments.

“Ping pong allows people of different athletic abilities to play and 
enjoy the sport,” said AJ Wagner, a member of the Nevada State 
Student Alliance. This semester’s winner, Marco Lopez, credits 
ping pong for a much-needed outlet for students and encouraging 
friendships within the NSC student body.

The ping pong tables also provide a platform for staff and faculty 
to mingle with students in an informal setting. “It offers a consis-
tent way for [staff] to interact with [students],” Dizon said. Other 
recurring on-campus events such as the Mount Scorpion Hike also 
offer staff-student interaction opportunities, but they occur only 
once a semester. 

But the lack of a student lounge makes it challenging for students 
to socialize and interact. “It drives the point that there needs to 
be [a designated] room for the students in the student center,” 
Wagner said.

The recent addition of the NSC gym in the Dawson Building was a 
small step toward offering student amenities, but the location away 
from the campus’ main buildings has limited its use to an average 
of only 25-to-30 people per week, according to NSC Student 
Activities Manager Phil LaMotte. Does its more remote location 
affect attendance? “Definitely,” said Taylor Gagni, a student worker 
assigned to the gym.

As popularity of ping pong grows, the decibel-level of 
hotly contested games has at times become an issue 
for students studying in the library. “It is a mutual respect 
between us and the library, but it is hard at times,” Lopez 
said. “We are college students.” That issue will likely re-
main unresolved without a designated student socializing 
area within the student center.

Ping Pong’s Popularity Shows Need for NSC Student Lounge
By Lindsay Newark

"It drives the point that there needs to be [a designated] 
room for the students in the student center." – NSSA Board 
member AJ Wagner on the popularity of ping pong in the 
lobby of the Rogers Student Center

NSC Student Jeffrey Solorzano Pocasangre competed during the recent 
ping pong tournament at NSC’s Rogers Center. Photo by Lindsay Newark
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A survey of Nevada State College students about their desire for 
mental health services has led the college to establish an on-campus 
program free for all students.

The results of the Spring 2015 survey, which involved 356 students, 
prompted Dean of Students Dr. Richard Yao to spearhead a contract 
with Healing Reflections, a Las Vegas-based mental health service 
owned by Lisa Schapiro. Schapiro is a licensed marriage and family 
therapist who is now on campus every Wednesday.

College is a busy and vulnerable time in students’ lives. About 42 
percent of college students experience some form of anxiety, and 36 
percent suffer from depression, according to the American Physiological 
Association. Students often can benefit from professional guidance. 

“Therapy can help identify areas for change and build new skills and 
resources to improve overall mood and well-being,” Schapiro said. 
“Ultimately, therapy is a resource to help students be successful 
academically.”

Services are Completely 
Confidential
Therapy can help students 
cope during crucial times 
when pressure related 
to grade point averages, 
financial aid and recom-
mendation letters can 
trigger stress. Students 
also may be dealing with 
work, family expectations, 
dating or other relationship 
issues, Schapiro said.

“It truly is a balancing act, 
and is common for even 
the most resilient students 
to experience anxiety and 
depression symptoms at 
some point in their college 
years,” she added.

All information related to 
counseling, including that students even accessed services, is strictly 
confidential. No information will be released to NSC’s administration, 
faculty or staff, or to parents or outside agencies without prior written 
authorization from the student. The only exception ever made is if there’s 
imminent danger that the student could harm themselves or others.

On-Campus Services Can Expand to Other Providers
Students initially will be limited to three or four on-campus sessions 
with Schapiro, who works out of the Dawson Building. 

Introductory appointments involve learning about the students’ needs 
and reviewing information students are willing to confidentially share. 
Shapiro initially works on skills students immediately can put to use, 
and coping skills on how to handle issues appropriately. 

That may be all a student needs, but Schapiro also may tap other 
therapeutic techniques, including behavioral and trauma therapy, 
imagery, mindfulness and distress tolerance. 

Students may then meet with Case Manager Kristin Collins, a graduate 
student at the University of Nevada, Las Vegas. Collins can assist stu-
dents in finding off-campus resources, including drug or family therapy, 
grief groups, and even housing. “My role is to ensure that students’ 
transition to an outside therapist is somewhat seamless,” she said.

If students have private insurance, Collins will work with them to identify 
providers who accept their coverage. She manages this part of the 
process because it can be tedious and discouraging for students to 
find the right provider.

UNLV’s CAPS is Another Available Resource
Students without insurance or access to Medicaid may be referred to 
the Wellness Center at UNLV’s Student Counseling and Psychological 
Services, which also provides services to NSC through a contract. 
The center can offer students short-term therapy with interns and 
clinicians. Collins also may research agencies that offer services on 
a sliding-scale fee based on the students’ household income. 

Future mental health services at NSC will be influenced by student 
demand, but could include skills-building and group therapy. 

Students interested in the services may confidentially contact Schapiro 
at 702-332-5874 or at Lisa.Schapiro@hotmail.com. General information 
about all the mental health services described above is available at 
https://nsc.edu/student-resources/counseling-services.aspx.

NSC Now Offering Free Mental Health Services
By Erika Stockbridge

Lisa Schapiro, LMFT 
Office Location: 

Dawson Building 104B 
(702) 332-5874 

(Please contact Lisa Schapiro directly for appointments)

Kristie Collins 
NSC Case Manager 

(702) 992-2513 
RSC 250

On-Campus Case Management Support Also Available 

Goals of Short-Term Therapy Model Include 
Stabilization

Symptom Reduction

Skill Building

Now scheduling appointments on Wednesdays 

NSC has 
contracted with 

Healing Reßections
The NSC Case Manager, Kristie Collins will also work with students to connect them with community 

resources, outside therapy providers, create plans with the student and follow up if need be.
Lisa Schapiro

"It's common for even the most resilient students to experi-
ence anxiety and depression symptoms at some point in their 
college years." - Therapist Lisa Schapiro

ectly for

Lisa Schapiro, LMFT 
Office Location: 

Dawson Building 104B 
(702) 332-5874 (702) 332-5874 

Kristie Collins 
NSC Case Manager 

(702) 992-2513 
RSC 250RSC 250

On-Campus Case Management Support Also Available On-Campus Case Management Support Also Available 
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Remembering NSC’s Dr. Russell Raker
By AJ Wagner

Dr. Russell “Russ” Raker was one of the most influential members of Nevada State 
College’s community to date. His tenacious fundraising is a big reason NSC is 
where it is today.

Raker passed away Dec. 21, 2016, at the age of 76, after a 53-year career in fund-
raising leadership. He led teams that raised more than $1 billion for charities and 
non-profit organizations, including $10 million for NSC.

After retiring in late 2006 and moving to Southern Nevada, Raker was elected asso-
ciate vice president for development of the Nevada State College and Foundation. 
The foundation was established in 2001 “to encourage and promote the growth 
and improvement of Nevada State College, and to receive and administer private 
gifts provided to the college.” 

Raker’s incredible personality, tenacity and goofy smile brought millions of dollars 
in donations to the school, which financed everything from scholarships to new 
buildings. He regularly demonstrated his impressive ability to persuade people to 
make donations, and as those he worked with can attest, it was impossible to say 
“no” to him. He even created a scholarship with his personal donations.  

Raker had a passion for higher education and loved students more than anyone 
else. He took great pride in seeing students succeed. Despite his busy schedule, 
whenever students wanted to talk to him, he always made time for them.

Raker also dedicated a great deal of time to advancing projects initiated by the Nevada 
State Student Alliance. For example, upon completion of the Scorpion Statue in the 
NSC Plaza, he was instrumental in establishing the “Brick Campaign,” a fundraising 
initiative that allows NSC alumni and supporters to purchase personalized bricks 

that will be permanently placed in the plaza, with proceeds funding student scholarships.

Beyond NSC, Raker was one of only about 80 individuals nationally to hold the Advanced Certified Fundraising Executives designation 
granted by the Association of Fundraising Professionals. He also was instrumental in creating the organization’s advanced certification.

Few students or faculty perhaps knew his name or would have recognized him, but Raker left a legacy at NSC, and shoes that will not be 
easy to fill. His spirit will forever live on through NSC students who may not know how they were supported by his dedication to the college.
Rest in peace, Dr. Raker. Thank you for your dedication to improving our college.

Dr. Russell "Russ" Raker

Comic by Jose-Angel Corral Rodriguez 
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Paige Hall
Paige Hall graduated from Nevada State College in the fall of 2015. She initially worked for a local attorney’s 
office, but left it to seek a job with better benefits while preparing to attend law school. Dr. Kathryn Tucker, 
director of the NSC Writing Center, offered Hall an interim position at the school, which she welcomed 
because she missed the NSC community. “The salary and health insurance also didn't hurt,” Hall quipped. 
She began as the college’s writing center programs coordinator in 2016.

To NSC seniors, Hall recommended that they network as much as possible because one never knows what 
opportunities may arise from people one meets. She also advised students planning to attend graduate 
school should, “attempt to find an internship or entry-level position in their field, to gain some insight and 
experience before heading off.” Hall will leave NSC in June to attend law school, hopefully in Las Vegas.

Danette Barber
Danette Barber is the coordinator for embedded peer programs, including in the course assistant programs 
for the Schools of Liberal Arts and Sciences and Education, and the supplemental instruction program in 
the Academic Success Center. She graduated in May 2016 and started working at NSC three months later. 
She chose to work at the school because, “the culture is driven by hardworking, passionate rock stars who 
care intimately about student success.” If she wants to be the best, Barber reasoned, she must work with 
and learn from the best. 

To NSC seniors, Barber advised, “If you aren't sure what the next step looks like, don't worry. It's like that for 
most of us. Even though you're graduating, there are still resources here at NSC that you can use. I know 
it's scary, but you're about to accomplish graduation, which is spectacular! You've demonstrated that you 
can do this amazing thing, so if you feel scared, that's normal, but that's not going to stop you, is it? Nope!”

Phil LaMotte
Phil LaMotte graduated in May 2013 and began working as NSC’s Student Activities Manager in December 
2015. He chose to come back to work at the college because it’s a special place for him that gave him a 
second chance to live up to his potential as a student. “When this position opened up, I saw it as an op-
portunity to give back to the NSC community, while also continuing to grow as a person and professional,” 
LaMotte said.

His advice to graduating seniors: “You will be faced with tough decisions and you can't make everyone happy 
always. Understand your personal principles and value system. If you apply the same logic to all situations 
and stay true to your personal values, you'll always be able to live with your decision.”

Anam Qadir                                  
Anam Qadir is an academic advisor who graduated in 2013. She returned to work for the school the year 
after she graduated because she feels as though NSC is a second family to her. NSC “provided me with 
so much support as a student, so when I had the opportunity to come back and make a difference in our 
student’s lives I took it!” she said.

As an academic advisor, Anam encounters stressed-out students all the time. To seniors about to graduate, 
the stress is likely high, so she recommended that they take a moment to breathe. “You are starting a whole 
new adventure in your life,” she advised. “Be open-minded and ambitious.”

NSC Alumni Employees Offer Advice to Graduating Seniors
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