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2013 GEAR UP Leadership Awards

NCCEP is proud to present the  
2nd Annual GEAR UP Leader- 
ship Awards, which honor the 
achievements of individuals  
in five categories of GEAR UP  
leaders: Parent, Professional, 
Community Partner, Youth and  
NCCEP/GEAR UP Volunteer of  
the year. 

As was evidenced through the 
many nominations, GEAR UP 
programs around the country have 
outstanding individuals who are 
having a significant impact on 
students’ opportunities for post-
secondary educational success.  
We are grateful to those who  
submitted nominees this year.  
As we recognize the 2013 winners, 
we hope their examples of leader-
ship inspire you and your work  
in the months ahead. 

We thank ACT, Inc. for their  
sponsorship of the 2013 Awards 
Ceremony.

GEAR UP COMMUNITY 
PARTNER OF THE YEAR

Maria Rivera 
Ann & Robert H. Lurie  
Children’s Hospital 

Maria Rivera and 
the Ann & Robert 
H. Lurie Chil-
dren’s Hospital 
of Chicago have 
been partnering 
with the Chicago 

GEAR UP Alliance since 2002. Since 
then, Chicago GEAR UP students 
have participated in Discovering 
Healthcare Careers, an innovative 
summer job-shadowing program 
that Maria developed. Discovering 
Healthcare Careers is a six-week 
program that exposes high school 
juniors and seniors to a variety of 
healthcare careers. The partner-
ship is a win-win. Chicago GEAR 
UP Alliance recruits Latino partici-
pants who are bilingual in Spanish, 
helping to increase their numbers 
in the healthcare workforce. Maria 
developed the program to include 
a stipend for students, free lunch, 
and exposure to a wide variety of 
healthcare careers. Because of 
Maria’s initiative and creativity, 
other programs that engage GEAR 
UP students through work-study 
projects and opportunities for 
employment for GEAR UP college 
students are a regular part of the 
programming. In 2011, Maria and 
the hospital leveraged the suc-
cess of these programs to receive 
a large grant from the JP Morgan 
Chase Foundation. The funding 
supports and sustains the existing 
programming, but also increased 
the number of students who can 
participate. Because of Maria’s 
dedication to these programs,  
students can learn about and ex-
perience real life healthcare work 
opportunities. 

GEAR UP PARENT LEADER  
OF THE YEAR

Griselda Cardenas 
Texas, Region One ESC GEAR UP 
Partnership

A committed  
parent to her chil-
dren, an advocate 
for GEAR UP, and 
a voice for GEAR 
UP students and 
their families, 

Griselda Cardenas selflessly vol-
unteers her time through the GEAR 
UP Parental Committee at PSJA 
Kennedy Middle School in Pharr, 
Texas. Kennedy Middle School is 
located in a rural community that 
is predominantly Spanish speak-
ing and home to a large number of 
recent immigrants. While college is 
a dream for families in this com-
munity, Griselda is a key reason 
why families are realizing those 
dreams. Griselda spends hours 
calling parents, making home 
visits, and doing everything in her 
power to make sure that parents 
are actively involved in the lives 
of their children. Griselda’s work 
has helped GEAR UP Family Nights 
experience a record-breaking num-
bers of participants. You will find 
Griselda at many GEAR UP events, 
eagerly sharing what she learns. 
Her approachable style enables 
her to recruit more parents, and 
increase their comfort and under-
standing of the steps they need 
to take to help with their child’s 
education. Griselda and her fam-
ily have made GEAR UP a family 
initiative, and everyone plays a 
part in making phone calls, visits 
and posts on Facebook to Spanish-
speaking parents. Griselda’s 
energy is contagious, and she is 
a powerful role model for other 
volunteers.
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GEAR UP PROFESSIONAL  
OF THE YEAR

Yvonne Lovell
GEAR UP Kentucky 

As the Direc-
tor of GEAR 
UP Kentucky, 
Yvonne Lovell has 
provided state 
leadership and 
staff inspiration 

for three consecutive grant cycles. 
Taking great pains to assess and 
learn from every success, as well 
as every setback, Yvonne recog-
nizes each as an opportunity to 
evolve, refine, and strengthen 
GEAR UP. Because of Yvonne’s 
work to integrate GEAR UP’s goals 
and services into Kentucky’s state-
wide college awareness, access, 
readiness and success initiatives, 
GEAR UP is identified as a college 
readiness powerhouse in the state. 
Yvonne is fearless and unwavering 
in the certainty that every student 
is capable and deserving of the 
opportunities that college success 
affords. Yvonne’s dedication to 
using research and data to drive 
decision-making is reflected in the 
successes of the program. A snap-
shot comparison of the college-
going culture in 2000, before the 
GEAR UP program began in Ken-
tucky, and in 2010, near the end 
of the second grant cycle, shows 
that the number of students who 
planned to attain a postsecondary 
degree increased 18 percentage 
points, and the number of students 
advised about college entrance re-
quirements increased 35 percent-
age points. Yvonne’s colleagues 
describe her as a person with keen 
insight, enthusiasm, and a selfless 
approach who can forge powerful 
and unique partnerships. Yvonne 
is ever-exploring the promise and 
practices of the GEAR UP program 
both in Kentucky and across the 
country, and she has given the 
community a tremendous example 
of what it means to be a leader.

GEAR UP YOUTH  
OF THE YEAR

Juanito Moises 
University of Hawaii at Manoa 
GEAR UP Waipahu

Since 2010, 
Juanito has 
held leadership 
positions in the 
GEAR UP Club, 
a student-led 
organization that 

supplements their GEAR UP 
program to inform members of 
activities. Juanito is not only 
President of the GEAR UP Club, 
he is Vice President of Skills USA, 
a member of the National Honor 
Society, and a member of his high 
school basketball, track and cross 
country teams. He is also an honor 
roll student. You can find Juanito 
volunteering with the Salvation 
Army holiday toy drive, or helping 
classmates who need tutoring in 
math. Juanito strives to be a role 
model for his peers through his 
activities and his actions. He has 
been awarded numerous honors in 
academia and athletics, including 
Outstanding Student in gifted and 
talented Math and Social Stud-
ies; 1st place in the Martin Luther 
King, Jr. Peace Poetry contest; and 
1st place in the Boys 300 Meter 
Hurdles JV Western Championship. 
In 2011, Juanito was selected to 
participate in the Stanford Design 
Thinking Hawaii bootcamp, and 
volunteered to teach schools and 
company supervisors in Hawaii 
about the Design Thinking process, 
while promoting his high school as 
the school to model. Juanito is hard 
working, energetic, and motivated 
— all of which he has used to con-
tribute to GEAR UP, his school and 
his community.

NCCEP/GEAR UP  
VOLUNTEER OF THE YEAR

This winner will be announced  
during Wednesday’s Morning 
Plenary! 

GEAR UP Alumni  
Leadership Academy

Congratulations to  
the Class of 2013–2014 
Alumni Leaders! 

Alma Aguilar, Toppenish, Washington 
School District GEAR UP

Rolanda Allen, Michigan GEAR UP

Hector Araujo, Arizona GEAR UP

Joshua Barreda, Arizona GEAR UP

Amion Carridine, Florida GEAR UP

Maysoun Chawiche, Yale-Bridgeport 
GEAR UP Partnership

Josue Cruz, GEAR UP Santa Ana

Walfre Cruz, Palomar College GEAR UP 
Partnership

Elizabeth Gonzalez, Oregon GEAR UP

Kathleen Hill, Nevada State GEAR UP

Maria Ibarra, Texas Region One ESC 
GEAR-UP

Yareli Iglecias, GEAR UP UTPA

Leslie Jimenez, California State  
University, Fullerton GEAR UP

Lasheca Lewis, Dowling College,  
GEAR UP Partnership

Ronald (Trey) Lockhart, West Virginia 
GEAR UP

Juan Mancera, Chicago GEAR UP  
Alliance

Ryan Mandado, University of Hawaii  
at Manoa GEAR UP

Wendy Martinez, GEAR UP Wyoming

Julius Nani, Fayetteville State  
University GEAR UP Fayetteville

Cody Paiva, Vermont State GEAR UP

Daisy Perez, GEAR UP – Project REACH, 
Sul Ross State University

Natalie Petit, GEAR UP Massachusetts

Jesus Rodriguez, Passaic High School, 
New Jersey GEAR UP

Stephani Ruiz, College of Southern 
Nevada GEAR UP Scholarship Program

Ashton Smith, Montana GEAR UP

Mekal Smith, GEAR UP, University  
of Tennessee

Brooke Stewart, GEAR UP Kentucky

Timenee Thomas, Louisiana GEAR UP

Khanha Vong, GEAR UP 4 LA

Benjamin Whitlock, GEAR UP Kentucky
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