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(Pinal County, Arizona, home of the Pinal County Community College District, has a total area of 5,374 square miles. This is equivalent to 3,439,360 acres.)
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Janet K. Weir

History is not truth

Truth is the telling.

—Robert Penn Warren (1905–1989)

August 15, 2025

The truth of the early days of Central Arizona College lies in the telling—in the experiences and memories shared by the students, staff, and teachers of the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s.

For more than forty years, we have known each other as teachers and friends —Jeffrey Ross, an English professor at Central Arizona College, and I, Janet K. Weir, the Public Services Librarian at the same college. I regularly presented in-depth “Library Research” sessions to his students and many others.

These stories—and the book* that supplements them—would not exist without the determination of a community that saw the need for higher education there, in the desert between Phoenix and Tucson—and they made it happen. They carved it out of Pinal County’s 3,439,369 acres.

The college gave local students a place to begin, helped workers gain new skills, and became a center for art and community life.

This book is our way of saving those memories. We want you to hear the voices, feel the times, and know what Central Arizona College—CAC—meant to the people who lived it.

*A Community College District’s History. Coolidge: Pinal County Community College District, 1976. (Available in the Signal Peak Library Archive Collection)
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Jeffrey Ross

August 11, 2025

Janet Weir and I had no plans to write a book such as this as recently as December 2024. But the passing of several long-term CAC employees (beloved employees, I might add) during early 2025 alerted Janet to the fact that CAC’s unofficial history, life stories, and memories were slipping away. She contacted me and asked if I’d be interested in helping her put together a book of recollections- - from “the old days”—about the college. I couldn’t say no.

I was 25 years of age when I became a full-time CAC employee in 1979. Most of the staff then were in their 30s, 40s, and 50s. The math is painful...but revealing. We are a dwindling group of “old” friends and colleagues. Time and age are relentless and unforgiving.

So, back in March 2025, Janet and I began reaching out to our former colleagues and students through social media, emails, snail mail, over lunch or coffee, phone calls, and newspaper articles. We asked for memories and tributes and bits of official college history from students, faculty, and staff who were at Central Arizona College in the 70s, 80s, and 90s. Over 50 contributors responded.

Call this a historical document...or ethnography with a twist...or a multimethod compilation. The specific genre is debatable.

But it was certainly a labor of love. And we are pleased with the outcome.

We think it is a unique effort and approach at preserving a community college’s history.

Surely, the stories will remind you how different higher education has become in the 21st century. Maybe better, maybe not. But certainly different.

By the way...let me apologize in advance for any name misspellings, date confusions, job title spellings, capitalizations, and errors with positions held when and where. All of that. I have a pretty good handle on “member-checking” and the “audit trail” as they pertain to qualitative research.

But please grant some leeway, some room for error, in this book. My sense is that we are 98% standard and accurate with grammar and spelling in this text, but remember, this book is built around memories and perceptions.

In our informal “requests for submissions,” we asked for appropriate time period memories about people, places, and events- - with a positive vibe. By and large, that is exactly what we received. (Mostly. Hah.)

Sometimes the language is a bit colloquial, sometimes very formal. We have tried to provide only basic editing in relation to mechanics, spelling, and obvious syntax issues. We just didn’t want to interfere much with the context, the content, or the passion of these wonderful memories. Just go with the flow and enjoy this detail and name-rich trip down CAC Memory Lane.

We did not include photographs in this book. Although there is no doubt the text would be enhanced by images, our focus, from the beginning, was clearly on preserving written memories.

Also, sadly, many significant people and events from the time period reviewed in this book did not get mentioned.

It really is my sincere hope that this is the beginning of a collection of published CAC Memories. A collection of photographs, and another 250 memories and celebrations of past staff and activities, would be wonderful.

Perhaps a web site should be established which would encourage ongoing informal posts about CAC’s past- - and provide for a rich and constantly expanding historical data base (for text and images).

Thank you so much to all our contributors. And readers. And a very special thank you to Janet K. Weir, an excellent librarian, teacher, and researcher who had the idea to put this book together!

Sequel, anyone? Volume 2? Volume 3?

Let’s Get Ready to REEEEAAAAAD!
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Dr. Terry Calaway

CAC President 2003-2007

CAC Vice President 1999-2003

When Dr. Jeff Ross asked me to write an introduction to his latest book, I was quite honored but also intimidated. I always viewed Dr. Ross and many of his faculty colleagues as icons at Central Arizona College. The college in the 1990s was an institution in flux...enrollment was static, relationships in the community and with local employers were broken, the financials of the college were difficult if not impossible to understand, and the College Board was deeply divided. I had several colleagues ask me if I knew what I was getting myself into, but being young and probably a little overconfident, I felt I could help lead us to a better place.

Throughout my days at Central Arizona College, I found we had exceptional faculty and staff at all three campuses; they simply needed to be supported in their efforts. On my first day at the college, I met Professors George Fridell and Al Chew. They were “crusty old guys” who had each been at the college for twenty-plus years. They had taken turns over the previous few years serving as Chair of the Faculty Association, and they saw their job as fighting anything that came from the administration. They felt many administrators didn’t really understand what educating a college student was all about. My plan was to understand what motivated George and Al as faculty members and leaders, but also how we could make a better environment for all at the college together.

I found that Al and George met early every morning for coffee and to do crossword puzzles, so I would head to the cafeteria several times a week and join them to talk and understand their perspectives. In the process, I heard many stories of the battles they had been fighting and began to understand the culture of the college as well as their teaching/professional motivations. I came to admire them in a very deep and real way. They were exceptional teachers, and they loved their students. I found the battles were very personal for them. Over the course of the next nine years I spent at the college, I always considered the values Al and George brought to the classroom every day; I leaned on them regularly for advice and counsel; I learned as much from them about leadership at a community college as I had from many others in my career.

Along the way, I also made an intentional connection with Dr. Mel Everingham, the second president of the college and one of the most respected leaders in the college’s history. Mel and his wife Lucy were very welcoming and gracious to me; they had me to their home on more than one occasion, during which we would talk over coffee about the college and the players who were influencing perceptions at the college. Mel was probably my first true mentor in presidential leadership.

He cared deeply for Central Arizona College. He never minced words, and he never had much use for self-centered administrators. Mel would coach me on how to go about engaging in the college and community to best serve our students. While he never wanted to come to campus, he would call on occasion and let me know when he heard we were making some good progress. He also would call if he heard that I had messed up something from his perspective, and he would share his advice on how to move forward in a better way. Mel passed in 2002, just a short time after I had moved into the president’s role. I missed his good advice, and I know the college will always honor his legacy as colleague and leader.

As I began to meet the faculty and staff at the three campuses (Superstition Mountain, Aravaipa, and Signal Peak), I found the culture and perspectives were very different. Each campus had a very different “feel.” The dynamics and the motivations that influenced the organizational culture and how the culture manifested at each of the campuses were intriguing. The team at Superstition Mountain was, to a person, exceptional. They had done more with such limited resources than any group I have ever seen. I was inspired by their creativity and commitment to students. The faculty and staff all knew each student by name, and the students were extremely bright and very focused on their next steps. This group understood the power of “engagement” with students before anyone was even considering the word.

The campus had been pretty much ignored by leadership, and, if given the opportunity, I am sure they would have preferred to separate from the district and form their own community college. They certainly had the talent to do so. Jeff Ross, Ellen Elson, and Terry Kochenderfer were the faculty who set the pace in those early days, but the campus had an innate ability to recruit experienced faculty talent in the Apache Junction area. I think of Janet Weir, Mary Puglia, and Leslie Alexander—amazingly talented teachers. John Neibling and Joanna Michelich each served in the early days as campus Deans. They were instrumental in influencing the campus culture and establishing the campus as a pivotal resource within the community. They fought hard for SMC and then went on to very successful community college leadership careers after leaving the college—John as a President and Joanna as an Academic Vice President. Today, the SMC campus is a critical partner in the economic development structure in the Apache Junction/Gold Canyon community, and these faculty and academic leaders set the cornerstone for that success.

Aravaipa Campus had initially been developed as a technical college designed to support the local mining industry. In the early days the campus thrived with thousands of mining employees getting their initial training at the campus. Over the course of the years the campus’s enrollment grew or got smaller in direct correlation to how the local copper mining business fluctuated. Unfortunately, as mining profits waned in the 1990s, so did the campus enrollments and the community populations. One thing which never waned, however, was the support from local communities like Ray, Mammoth, Winkelman, etc.

I was always struck by how close the community ties were with the Aravaipa campus. Everyone in the area knew each other and each other’s children and always asked how they were and what they were doing, even if they had not seen each other for years. The campus enrollment was small in the 1990s, sometimes as few as 200 students per term, but a student once on campus was forever a part of the Aravaipa family. Commencement was a very special day in the life of the Aravaipa community. Everyone came to celebrate the success of the grads, even if they didn’t have a student on campus at the time. The community joined in the celebration and the after-party potluck was like nothing I had ever experienced.

Some years we might have had only fifteen or twenty grads, but every individual was special in the eyes of this community. In the same way faculty and staff were committed to each other, they were proud to be a part of the college. The faculty were celebrities in the local community. And everyone was very formal. Anytime I was on campus, faculty, staff and community members referred to me as Dr. Calaway, even though I preferred to be called by my first name. I think of faculty like Professor of Science Dr. Jeff Bunkleman, who was so committed to students.

Another faculty member, Dr. Linda Leigh, taught earth science and was an original Biosphere II crew member. One semester she created a mini biosphere in a science lab for the students to explore. The students conducted experiments and recorded oxygen readings being produced by the plants in the mini biosphere. Incredible really. The campus also had some strong leaders in this time period—people like Dixon Faucette, Jim Lamb, and Joan Warren—but no one person epitomized Aravaipa more than Gloria Anne Guzman.

Mrs. Guzman was an elementary school teacher in the area and served as the CAC Board member in that district for nearly thirty years. She was Aravaipa through and through and celebrated every person who stepped foot on campus. She was everything a community college board member should strive to be when they choose to serve. Mrs. Guzman was a beloved local elementary school teacher; her career spanned over forty years, and when she was elected to our Board of Governors, she set the tone in many ways for the future. She became deeply involved in the national Trustees Association (Association of Community College Trustees) and served on its national board. She loved going to Washington D.C. and telling the CAC story on Capitol Hill. I came to admire her very deeply, and her family in a very real way adopted us into the Guzman family.

Signal Peak Campus was called by many the main campus, but really it was just the largest campus due to its location being the closest to a larger population area in Pinal County. The Casa Grande and Coolidge communities were nearby, and each community saw the campus as their home college. While the college was in an unincorporated section of the county and was surrounded by dairy farms, cotton fields, and other agriculturally related businesses, the campus and the community wanted us to be more than just a local rural college.

The first president of CAC, Dr. Don Pence, was a musician by training and so one of the early buildings was a quality performing arts facility. The acoustics in the building were surprisingly strong. As a result, the music program was always prominent and brought in faculty like Jim Lee and Kim Freyermouth who were exceptional musicians. Kim was also a world class singer. They drew in good students with their musical talent. Years later, with the addition of Norm Wigton, who had the theater management talent, we were able to present high quality theater productions.

Later, Rick Moore joined us from Wyoming. He raised the talent and production level to an even higher place, and his energy and entrepreneurial skill encouraged students from across the state to come to study at the college. We also had a sensational visual arts team led by Tom Belden. Tom is a renowned artist in his own right, but under his leadership we opened a small but mighty art gallery and began showing work from local artists Tom knew. Several were Native American artists who brought their work to the college; for a few, this played a part in launching their careers. A year or two into the gallery shows we even had a couple of “controversial” pieces on display. That concerned a few Board members, but we helped them understand that art can be used as a learning tool and is often the reflection of an artist’s life and experiences. There is no question Tom raised local awareness on the power of art, and maybe even deepened this rough and tumbling rural community’s appreciation for art.

The campus had a number of really wonderful personal interest stories including that of Terry May, the first successful heart and lung dual transplant patient. Olympic medal winning track athlete George Young served for decades as the college athletic director. Lin Laursen served for nearly thirty years as our women’s basketball coach and retired as a Basketball Hall of Fame member and, at the time, the winningest coach in NJCAA D-I history. Dr. Steven Gonzales, who came to us as a twenty-something year old high school math teacher, today is the much-respected Chancellor/CEO of the Maricopa Community Colleges, our nation’s largest and most respected community college district.

But my fondest memory of Central Arizona College is the students. Every year on the first day of class we had the opportunity to welcome so many excited young people to our campuses and then just a couple of years later give them hugs and their diplomas as they walked across the stage at graduation. For me, it always was about the students—being a part of helping create wonderful opportunities, bringing the best faculty and staff to the campus to guide their educational journey, and along the way learning from them how we could be even better for the next cohort that came to us.

I do know that the happiest days of my forty-seven year career were spent at CAC working with the best faculty one could ever desire. I just hope I didn’t get in the way too often. Even more so, I hope I was a part of bringing the best opportunities to them to create great learning opportunities for the Pinal County students. When I am in Arizona, I still stop by the campuses. I generally don’t tell anyone I am there or what role I played back in the day. I just love to sit in the cafeteria and watch the students engage with their teachers or each other, or I go watch a few innings of a baseball or softball game. It always does feel like home.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Paula Pearce Prock
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Former student and staff member

Central Arizona College has been an integral part of my life from day one—and I absolutely do mean “Day One.”

The College District was formed in 1961, the same year I was formed. My father, Paul Pearce, was a Founding Board Member and a true believer in bringing higher education to Pinal County. He served as a CAC Board Member for many years and also served as the State Community College Representative for the College for many years as well. The Paul Pearce Technology Building at the Signal Peak Campus pays homage to his years of dedicated service.

Here is some additional information about that Founding Board...

The Board members listed as of 1962:


	Claude Compton

	C. Leroy Hoyt

	Paul Pearce

	Dr Leslie Wakefield

	Dr GH Walker



Additionally, Lee BeDillon is listed as the State Board Representative as of 1962.

I began as a student at Central Arizona College in 1980. My first boss was Dr. Jeffrey Ross—he hired me as an English tutor during my student years. (Thanks, Jeff!) I graduated with my Associate’s Degree in 1982. One of my proudest life moments was having my father stand up on the Pence Center auditorium stage and hand me my College diploma during the graduation ceremony.

After doing some slight roaming, I applied for a job at CAC in 1994 and was hired. I worked in Community Education, the Dean of Instruction’s office, the Finance Office, and then I finally found my niche in Human Resources. My stretch of CAC employment lasted nearly thirty years.

I have many fond memories of the College, but the best memories have to be the skits and videos I wrote for many different events. When a beloved employee reached retirement, there would always be an ice cream social and a comical skit or video to mark their leaving. I was honored to be part of those (both acting in them and writing them). There were such memorable titles as: “This Is Your CAC Life,” “Slo, the Regressive Insurance Rep,” “Farewell to Forms,” “The Wizard of ‘Oz—tin’,” “Central Wars,” and many more. Everyone had a wonderful sense of humor as well as a wonderful sense of family.

I made lifelong friends at CAC and the bonds will never be broken.

Central Arizona College has been a part of my life from the very beginning, and I will be forever grateful for everything I received from this institution.
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Personalized Education Program CAC-SP 1979-1985

Communications Division Chair/Prof of English CAC-AJ and CAC-SMC 1985-2008

Adjunct Professor SMC 2008-2020

​During the spring of 1979, I worked as a part-time paraprofessional tutor for the Personalized Education Program (Title IV funded—Special Services for Disadvantaged Students). I had returned from Nebraska, where I had just completed the coursework for my MA in English, at the University of Nebraska back in December, to visit my folks and “chill” for a while. My plan was to return to Lincoln that summer and start work on a PhD in Whitman or Thoreau. Well, I never made it back to UNL. Here are the strands to that story....

I had driven from Nebraska to Casa Grande in December 1978, in my repainted but still rusty tan 1967 Barracuda with my dad and pet cat, Winchester. My dad had flown back to Lincoln and contributed to the driving chores on the trip to Arizona. Winchester, a Siamese male, howled for 1270 miles.

Upon arrival in Arizona, I actually stayed with my folks for a week or two, but I soon found a room to rent...and a job as a clerk at a U-Totem convenience store to pay rent and buy meals.

I noticed in the Casa Grande Dispatch newspaper that a federal program at Central Arizona College was looking for paraprofessional tutors in math and English. This perusal of the classified ads proved to be a pivotal event in my life.

I applied, and shortly thereafter, I was interviewed by Diane Albrecht, Program Director, and her assistant, Mr. Sherwood Lewis. Both were very student-focused individuals. It was fun working with them.

I received a twenty-hour a week appointment, with the Personalized Education Program, as a paraprofessional English tutor. I mostly worked with writing students and their essay assignments. (I also occasionally looked at research papers for history, philosophy, and psychology students. The pay was $4.00 an hour. That’s $80 a week. I enjoyed working with our program students for sure, but I also came to know many of the English Department faculty such as Department Chair Dorothy Bray, Prof. Bill Laubner, and Dr. Margaret Mizer.

I was part of the Student Affairs Division and learned a great deal about this helping profession even though my background was in academics. Dr. Joanna Michelich, the Dean, was an excellent leader and supervisor. Mr. Pete Celeya, counselor, and Mr. Bob Thompson, Financial Aid Director, were of great help to me as I listened and learned over lunches in the snack bar or visits on the second floor of the (now Signal Peak Campus) library where the PEP offices were housed.

I met many of the faculty, like Dr. Ek Buys and Mr. Al Chew, who made visits to the learning center area to provide a little training and feedback to the various tutors who were working with their students.

Here’s an interesting fact. I had completed the coursework for my MA at Nebraska U back in December 1978. But I still needed to pass the comprehensive written examination for the degree. I had planned to fly back to Lincoln for the tests. However, through phone calls and letters, the UNL English Department allowed Dr. Charles Hall, CAC Dean of Instruction, to serve as proctor of the exam on the CAC campus. I passed!

Interestingly, I actually completed my MA at CAC in March of 1979. I have always been grateful for Dr. Hall’s willingness to help out.

Yes, at the time, we did our one-on-one tutoring, both walk on and appointments, on the second floor of the library. (Computers were just barely emerging as tools...there was no online activity). We had four tables available. We were instructed to keep our voices low...but sometimes a member of the library staff would climb the stairs...and remind us of the “quiet protocol.” Shush!

During February and March or so, I thought my stint at CAC would last only that semester. Then—I saw another ad in the Dispatch. CAC needed crew leaders for the federally-funded Youth Conservation Corp program the summer of 1979. YCC worked on campus improvements, like adobe ramadas and gravel paths, and ventured off campus to improve trails in camping areas and national forests. We were easily identifiable in our denim long sleeves and blue jeans. Everyone wore a hard hat. Shovels, rakes, and wheelbarrows were the tools of our trade. We were up very early and finished the outside work at 2 pm under the blazing Sonoran Sun.

(We constructed the picturesque and durable adobe-walled/vigas roofed ramadas near the original student service building which endured until new construction forced their removal in 2018).

The pay was good—I believe around $1400 for training and 6 weeks of program—and included housing and meals. A crew leader was responsible for a group of high school-aged young people. I applied for the job, and was interviewed by Bill Kinnison and Frank Westerman...both professors at the school who brought their botanical and technical expertise to the YCC program. Fortune smiled upon me once again...even though I learned later that Frank and Bill got a real kick out of my interview outfit—suit, tie, and polished janitor shoes. Hah.

The sixty or so crew members and seven crew leaders (both male and female) were housed in the CAC residence halls and ate meals in the CAC cafeteria. The outdoor work was hot outside when we were on campus, but quite enjoyable at Big Lake near 6000 ft. elevation Springerville.

One of my best experiences was attending a hands-on workshop, put on by a fellow named Nigel from Prescott Valley, for making adobe bricks.

Sometime during late summer, I received word that Prof. Dorothy Bray was looking for adjunct instructors for ENG 090 for Fall 1979. I contacted her and learned I could teach two sections. At that moment, I decided to delay my return to Nebraska. I still had my part-time job as a tutor, I could teach two sections of developmental English, and I could work a few hours at U-Totem on the weekend. (Incidentally, Prof Dorothy Bray was the editor of the well-received Western Apache-English Dictionary released in 1998.)

I was thoroughly enjoying myself, and learning so much about the many helpful things community colleges contribute. (Trust me...CAC was celebrating diversity long before the notion became trendy in the 21st century.)

There’s a little more to this start-up story. I mentioned the University of Nebraska above. But years earlier, I obtained my Associates degree (1974) from York College, a Church of Christ junior college in York, Nebraska. My success at YC made me very fond of two year colleges. I felt very comfortable at York...to this day I believe attending a two-year school first gave me the confidence to continue schooling and eventually earn my doctorate in Curriculum and Instruction at Northern Arizona University in 1992. And I do believe, thanks to York, that I wanted a career at a two-year school.

Oh. Earlier I attended public schools in Casa Grande AZ for grades 6-11. I remember seeing the brand-new CAC campus being developed, being built, in the late sixties when I was beginning high school. I have clear memories of bulldozers, backhoes, and graders parked in the scraped desert just north of the intersection of Woodruff and Overfield Roads between Casa Grande and Coolidge. My friends and I romped around the desert in jeeps and motorcycles back then. Little did I know the new school was my future.

A quick list of cultural themes and highlights circa 1980







1. The TV show Dallas had everybody talking.

2. The 70s seemed to be more of an extension of the 60s than a foreshadowing of the changes coming in the 80s. There were lots of 60s era cars in the college parking lots. They were often big, fast, loud, and smoky.

3. Speaking of smoke. There were ashtrays in every office on campus. No one smoked in the classroom, but cigarettes were constantly being consumed in the offices and at meetings. I remember one professor had a long black cigarette holder...

She would often smoke a couple of cigs during her office hours.

Of course, large cylindrical and sand filled ashtrays were placed outside in strategic spots all over campus. Seldom were they lonely for very long.

(Later, in 1985 or so, when I was helping develop the CAC Apache Junction Campus, I took up pipe smoking and enjoyed a bowl of Chocolate Treat tobacco four-five times daily. I was never chastised or criticized....as long as I stayed outside.)

During the 1980-1981 school year, I was living in Casa Grande and making the twenty mile or so round trip to CAC daily. Sometimes I drove my blue two-door Datsun truck—sometimes I rode my white 1979 Yamaha RD 400 motorcycle. I remember budgeting $25 a week for gas, lunches, and incidentals. My goal was to always have enough left over, Friday afternoon, to stop at the convenience store, just south of the college, on the way home and pick up a six pack of ice-cold b*** for the weekend...without going over budget!

Incidentally, through some other twists of fate...I became the Project Assistant for the Personalized Education Program in the Fall of 1979 when Mr. Lewis took another career opportunity. We were not long after funded for another Title IV program, Upward Bound, and I became the project director when Diane left CAC for another position.
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