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A performance by  
Susan Werner.

Don went to document the makeup 
for the theater department’s 
production of “Bat Boy.”

When Valencia took over 
the reins of the Central 
Florida Fire Academy,  
Don shot the trainees  
in the “burn building.”

Valencia student Vedda Kanglora  
posed with a violin that Valencia 
students created on a 3-D printer.

Each fall, Don captured 
images of students in long 
lines for registration.
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FPO
Carol Palacio, ‘04
When Carol Palacio was attending University High School 
in Orlando, she knew her parents didn’t have the money to 
pay for college. And, because her parents hadn’t attended 
college themselves, Palacio was facing the maze of financial 
aid rules and the complicated college admissions process  
on her own. 

When her guidance counselor suggested Valencia  
College’s Bridges to Success program, Palacio immediately 
recognized it as a lifeline to her future.

“I took full advantage of it,” says the Colombia native, 
who graduated from Valencia in 2004. Palacio is now the 
economic development coordinator for Orange County,  
and credits her career achievements to the Bridges program.

“They teach life skills, anything from etiquette to future 
goals,” she says. “One time they sat us in an auditorium  
and asked, ‘Where do you see yourself in five years?’  
I had never asked myself that question. They helped  
me learn how to develop goals and plans, not just live  
in the moment day by day.”

Palacio says she encourages young people she encounters to 
attend Valencia and take advantage of its resources, including 
Bridges to Success. “Find a mentor to guide you through not 
only the professional and academic path but also someone to 
guide you in life in general,” she advises. “Find someone to 
ask you ‘What are your dreams? Where do you want to go?’”

After graduating from Valencia, Palacio received her 
bachelor’s degree in international relations from the 
University of South Florida and her master’s in public 
administration from the University of Central Florida. 
While working in the nonprofit sector, she served on several 
governmental advisory boards, which sparked her interested 
in working for government. In her current job, Palacio 
focuses on international trade and business development. 

And she remains thankful for her Valencia  
College experience.

“I’m just very grateful to Valencia College,” she says. 
“It was kind of like my start. If you compare yourself to 
an entrepreneur, it was like that first investor. You always 
remember that first investor.”
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1  Kyle Johnson, ‘04
Kyle graduated magna cum laude 
from Rollins College in 2007 with 
a bachelor’s degree in English. He 
serves as the vice president and 
chief sustainability officer for both 
Lighthouse Central Florida (LCF) 
and Lighthouse Works. LCF is 
the only private, local nonprofit 
providing comprehensive, vision-
specific rehabilitation, education, 
and training to Central Floridians 
of every age living with low vision 
or blindness. Lighthouse Works is 
a social enterprise business working 
to create competitive employment 
opportunities for persons with low 
vision or who are blind. He and his 
wife live in Maitland with their  
three children, Laney, Ella and Kye.

2  Melissa Anne Radecki, ‘06
After graduating from Valencia with 
an Associate in Science in Nursing, 
Melissa earned her RN, a bachelor’s 
degree in nursing from UCF in 2010, 
and a master’s degree in nursing 
from UCF in 2012. She accepted a 
full-time nursing instructor position 
at Florida Southern College, School 
of Nursing & Health Sciences and 
started August 2016. She has been 
accepted into the nursing education 
doctoral degree program at Walden 
University and started October 2016.

Jacqueline Elise Deere, ‘09
(Not pictured)
Jacqueline was recently promoted to 
regional vice president of Primerica, 
Inc., a leading financial products 
company. After graduating from 
UCF in 2010, Jacqueline earned a 
number of certifications, including 
Investment Advisor Representative, 
Limited Principal, Series 6 and Series 
63. She lives in Boca Raton.  

3  Mark K Berrios-Ayala, ‘11
After graduating from Valencia with 
an A.A., Mark earned a bachelor’s 
degree from UCF and is currently a 
law student at Florida International 
University. Slated to graduate in May, 
Mark serves as the Hispanic National 
Bar Association’s Law Student 
Division President of Florida.  

4  Nikki Larchar , ‘11
Recently Nikki co-founded 
simplyHR LLC, a human resource 
consulting company. She and her 
business partner work with small 
business owners, typically under 
50 employees, to provide human 
resource guidance and partnership. 
They cover areas like wage and hour 
compliance, employee classifications, 
recordkeeping practices, employee

relations, onboarding practices,  
and employee engagement, retention 
and hiring and. Nikki will graduate 
from Colorado State University  
this December with her bachelor’s  
degree in human development  
and family studies.
 “Life has taken a crazy route for  
me, but Valencia has always been  
the biggest stepping stone,” says 
Nikki. “I can’t wait to see what  
the future holds!”

5  Hana George, ‘13
Hana is a graduate of the Valencia 
nursing program. She graduated 
with her bachelor’s degree in nursing 
from the University of South Florida 
in May 2016. Soon thereafter, she 
applied to work as a travel nurse  
and took her first assignment at  
a teaching hospital of Harvard 
Medical School, Beth Israel 
Deaconess Medical Center (BIDMC) 
in Boston, Mass. Hana’s calling for 
service does not end at patient care 
inside the hospital walls. For the last 
two years, she has dedicated part of 
her time to service the indigenous 
peoples of Tocoa, Honduras, in 
Central America. Hana leaves her 
family and friends behind for a 
little over a week to travel with the 
organization called Open Door 
Ministries. She hopes to tightly knit 
her passion for service medicine and 
technology as she advances her career.
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 CONNECT  
TO CARE.

valencia .com

Continue to build on the connections you have made at Valencia 

College with Alumni Connect. Expand your professional network 

to advance your career, give back by mentoring a student, or 

simply re-connect to stay in touch with old friends—all from this 

new, engaging social platform.

16ALU008

Let Everyone Know What You’ve Been Up To!
The Alumni Association can also help to spread the word! Let us know about your 

meetups, networking events, annual retreats, reunions and save-the-dates that your fellow 

alumni might like to attend or did attend with you. Whether it’s getting a group together 

for sporting events, charity fundraisers, a day at the parks or just brunch and lunch,  

let us know. And if you send pictures, we might just include them in the next issue.  

We can share your adventures and good times with our readers, so that next time they  

can plan on joining in on the fun!  

And don’t forget: If you have an idea for a future article, please contact the  

Alumni Association. Send all suggestions to: alumni@valenciacollege.edu

To be featured in Class Notes, visit 

valenciacollege.edu/alumni/class_notes 

and fill in the submission form or mail to: 

Class Notes Editor, Valencia Alumni Association,  

1768 Park Center Dr., Orlando, FL 32835.
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F O U N D AT I O N  S P O T L I G H T

Eddie Coleman never forgot the 
Valencia Foundation board member 
who changed his life. He never met 
him or her. And 17 years later, he 
still doesn’t know the person’s name 
or what she or he looks like. Just the 
same, he never forgot.

“I always think about that person. 
I don’t know if they know how  
much it meant to me throughout 
my life,” said Coleman, who owns 
WavaTron, a computer software  
and IT consulting firm.

Without Valencia, he knows 
he might never have been able to 
work with Xerox and CenturyLink 
or create software solutions for 
electronic medical records for several 
Central Florida doctors. “One of 
my greatest accomplishments came 
in the form of an AA degree from 
Valencia College,” he said. “I knew 
I had to pay it forward. I wanted to 
help others go to Valencia.” 

The result was the Eddie E. 
Coleman Scholarship Award for 

graduates of Jones High School in 
Orlando, where he attended. The 
award is celebrating its 10th year.

Back in 1989, however, Coleman 
was simply excited to enter Valencia, 
hoping to become an engineer. He 
loved how “Valencia College fostered 
an environment reflective of my 
family values while encouraging 
academic excellence.” But he had 
no idea of the setbacks he was to 
encounter or how an anonymous 
benefactor’s support would guide 
him through a dark time.

Coleman worked while taking 
classes, but he needed more help. He 
applied for a substantial scholarship 
and was disappointed when not 
selected. “It was going to take longer 
to graduate,” Coleman said. “But 
entrepreneurial spirit flowed through 
my veins.” So he shook off the 
sadness and kept going.

Then came the news. An 
anonymous board member from  
the Valencia Foundation had  
been impressed and had set up a 
private fund so Coleman could  
buy books and college supplies.

“I couldn’t believe it,” he said. 
“I got very emotional to think that 
someone saw something in me and 
wanted to help.” He lived at home, 
kept working and graduated in 1991 
with an A.A. degree. He next stop 
was the University of Central Florida 
to study engineering. 

His parents cheered him on, as  
he worked to become the first in  
the family to earn a four-year degree. 
His father, a Korean War veteran 
and longtime postal worker, was 
especially proud. “My father was a 

huge influence. I learned at a very 
early age to listen to him.” 

Shortly before Coleman started at 
UCF, he and his father were taking 
a leisurely evening drive, talking 
over the future when his dad, who 
was sitting in the passenger seat, 
suddenly slumped over, suffered  
a massive heart attack and died.

Coleman was overwhelmed. 
“It traumatized me and caused 
me emotional setbacks,” he said. 
“Money was running out. I didn’t 
have enough to put gas in the car.”  
But his father had instilled a strong 
sense of self-reliance, so to save costs, 
he drove the car only a short distance 
to Orlando’s main downtown bus 
station, found a free parking place, 
took what could be a 90-minute ride 
to UCF for classes and another back, 
often arriving home after 11:30 p.m.

“I was working. I didn’t have time 
to study. My grades fell. I had to 
retake some classes.” But with prayer 
and his family’s emotional care, he 
steadied himself. He also leaned on 
the memory of his father’s support 
and of that unknown person from 
Valencia who believed in him. “I 
knew I couldn’t stop. There were  
too many eyes on me.”

Coleman eventually graduated 
UCF in 1995 with a degree in 
computer science, a minor in 
business administration and an  
even stronger bond with a Valencia 
person he never met.

“I hope they’re still out there,”  
he said. “I always thank them. 
Whoever they are, I hope they’re 
happy with their return on their 
investment in me.” 

The Gift of Gratitude: Valencia Grad Creates 
Scholarship Fund to Honor a Donor
// B Y  J A Y  H A M B U R G
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Valencia Alumni Association

P.O. Box 3028
Orlando, FL 32802–3028
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Ybeth Bruzual, ’98  
News Anchor, Central Florida News 13 
Orlando, Florida
Valencia Alumni Association Member

Stay Connected.
Join the Valencia College Alumni Association. It’s the best way to know 
what’s going on with Valencia, other alumni and the community—and it’s 
free! For a list of member benefits and to apply, please visit our website at 
valenciacollege.edu/alumni or contact us at 407-582-3426.


