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Medicare Advantage  
Options For You
From Prominence Health Plan (HMO)
Prominence Health Plan now offers a Medicare Advantage plan 
designed to fit your lifestyle and budget. 

Prominence Health Plan (HMO) Medicare Advantage is available 
with prescription drug coverage and includes:

• $0 monthly plan premium that includes prescription coverage

• NO medical and NO prescription deductibles

•  Monthly allowance for over-the-counter drugs with delivery  
at no cost to you

•  Mail-order prescription drug program

•  Emergency and urgently needed care when you  
travel worldwide

• No copayment for annual physical exams

•  Supplemental benefits include routine vision and hearing  
exams, plus allowances for eyewear, hearing aids and  
health club/fitness membership reimbursement

• Low primary care copayment

• Coverage in the Gap for plans in South Texas

You must continue to pay your Medicare Part B premium.

Prominence Plus HMO Medicare Advantage is available  
to residents in Hidalgo, Starr and Brooks counties.

Visit our website for more information 
prominencehealthplan.com/medicare

Call for seminar dates  
and locations
1-855-969-5863 

$0 monthly plan premium 
with prescription coverage

NO medical and  
NO prescription deductibles

Prominence Health Plan is an HMO plan with a Medicare contract. Enrollment in Prominence Health Plan depends on 
contract renewal. You must continue to pay your Medicare Part B premium. Benefits, formulary, pharmacy network, 
provider network, premium and/or co-payments/co-insurance may change on January 1 of each year. Limitations,  
co-payments and restrictions may apply. The benefit information provided is a brief summary, not a complete description 
of benefits. For more information contact the plan. A sales person will be present with information and applications. For 
accommodation of persons with special needs at sales meetings call 855-969-5882. TTY users call 711.
This information is available for free in other languages. Please call our customer service number at 855-969-5882, 
TTY/TDD users: 711 8 am to 8 pm, 7 days a week from October 1, 2014 - February 14, 2015 and 8am to 8pm, 
Monday - Friday from February 15, 2015 - September 30, 2015. Esta infomación está disponible gratuitamente en 
otros idiomas. Por favor llame al departamento de servicio de miembros al 855-969-5882, TTY/TDD: 711 para 
mas información. 1 de Octubre de 2014 al 14 de Febrero de 2015, 7 Días de la Semana - 8am a 8pm. 15 de Febrero 
de 2015 al 30 de Septiembre de 2015 - Lunes a Viernes - 8am a 8pm.

Y0109_MKTX15AD_09_CMS Accepted 
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Edinburg • McAllen • Mission •  Rio Grande City • Weslaco

Specialty Coumadin® Clinic
Coumadin is a special medication that 
prevents blood from clotting. Some national 
safety organizations call Coumadin a high-risk 
drug because it is not a “one-size-fits-all” type 
of medication – it requires different dosages 
for each individual. 

The Heart Clinic offers a specialty Coumadin 
Clinic dedicated to helping patients reduce 
the risk of complications and to receive 
optimum benefits. The clinic focuses on:

•  Point-of-care testing
•  Educational services
•  Dose adjustment
•   Individualized counseling  

and feedback regarding  
anticoagulation levels

For an appointment or information,
CALL 956-630-5522

Learn more at  
www.heartclinicpllc.com

Taking Part in the Coumadin Clinic 
The clinic is open to patients being 
treated with Coumadin and their family 
members and caregivers. Your physician 
will be notified after each visit and will 
receive a copy of test results. The more 
you know about Coumadin, the less risk 
you have for complications.
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PUBLISHER’S NOTE

SEASONS
Job 12:10

 
Living in the Rio Grande Valley, the heat tends to linger longer 

than we want it to.  But when the fall weather finally arrives, it’s 
as crisp as we had hoped.  We all delight in the long anticipated 
change of season.

There are 32 verses in the bible about seasons.  Without time, 
we can prepare for the blessings that are prepared for us through 
the seasons.

In every issue, we bring you success stories of local heroes, 
business owners, medical professionals, and educators.  One 
thing most of them have in common is that they had all gone 
through a season of difficulty before reaching personal success. 
Take for example Dr. Ozuna, as we feature his journey in becom-
ing the Dean of UTPA’s College of Business.

But our cover story is one that gives hope to a specific group of 
people who are going through a season consumed by bondage 
and fear.  The Family Crisis Center is the beacon for those who 
are “sure of what they hope for and certain of what they do not 
see.”

During this holiday season we bring you a story of hope as you 
read about these women.  They have prevailed during a terrible 
season in their lives that lingered longer than they had ever an-
ticipated.  Just as Gold shines brighter after being put through 
the fire, the faith of these women as shared by the Family Crisis 
Center illuminates a dark pocket of our culture that is often ne-
glected.

RGVision strives to provide stories of real issues that have a 
direct impact on the people, as well as the growth of the Rio 
Grande Valley. 

Continue to stay educated, informed, and inspired as you read 
this issue of RGVision. Thank you!

STAY UP TO DATE ON LOCAL EVENTS 
@WWW.TWITTER.COM/RGVISIONMAG

JOIN US ON FACEBOOK 
@WWW.FACEBOOK.COM/RGVISIONMAGAZINE

www.rgvisionmagazine.com

For advertising information, please call us at 
210.618.8930 or e-mail us at info@rgvisionmagazine.com.

For editorial comments and suggestions, please
send e-mails to info@rgvisionmagazine.com.

Copyright by rgVision Publications Inc. All rights reserved. Reproduction 
without expressed written permission of the publisher is prohibited.  The 

opinions and views expressed in the magazine don’t necessarily reflect 
those of our advertisers or collaborators. rgVision magazine is published 

bi-monthly and circulates 12,000 copies across the Rio Grande Valley in 389 
locations with a direct mail distribution to major hospitals and Superin-

tendents within Region 1. The rgVision office is located at 1100 E. Jasmine 
McAllen, TX 78501 ste 201.

To receive an annual subscription of RgVision publications for $29.99,  
email info@rgVisionMagazine.com.

Visit www.rgvisionmagazine.com.

GABE PUENTE  
PUBLISHER/CEO
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1800 S. 5th Street, Suite 207 | McAllen, Texas 78503 
CLINIC HOURS 

Monday – Friday: 8 am – 5 pm

Medicare, Medicaid and most medical insurance plans accepted.

For an appointment, call 855-VCC-APPT

Specialty 
Plastic Surgery

Care you can trust
Neysan Bayat, MD

Plastic Surgeon

PLASTIC SURGERY

Whether you are in need of critical hand repair, reconstructive 
surgery or you are interested in aesthetic plastic surgery,  
Dr. Bayat provides individualized care to help you improve  
your quality of life by restoring functionality, enhancing 
appearance and facilitating a positive self-image.

Specialty procedures include:

•  Cosmetic surgery
•  Skin grafts
•  Microsurgery
•  Chemical peels

•  Reconstruction surgery
•  Hand surgery
•  Post-gastric bypass surgery
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A dean’s office might often be an intim-
idating place, but not at the University 
of Texas – Pan American, where business 
students find in Dr. Teofilo Ozuna less 
of a distant advisor and m o r e 
of a friend and leader who’s 
been in their shoes.

 The Edcouch 
native has experi-
enced many of the 
doubts and obsta-
cles faced by stu-
dents. His upbring-
ing was in a migrant 
farmworker family 
and he picked fruits 
and vegetables all 
over Texas, Califor-
nia, and Nebraska. 
“Because of the diffi-
culty and long hours 
of farm work, my 
parents taught me 
the value of an edu-
cation,” he explains. 
As a result, Dr. Ozu-
na’s good grades earned him a college 
scholarship in 1973. “That only lasted one 
semester,” he shares of his brief time as a 

UTPA student. But quitting school didn’t 
mean Dr. Ozuna stopped working hard. 
“There was a rule in our home that you 
had to either study or work and help the 
family.” He continues to acknowledge the 
wisdom from his parents, who encour-

aged him to be the 
best at whatever he 
choose to do.

 The turning 
point for Dr. Ozu-
na came when he 
married his wife, 
Mirna, in 1975. 
“She was the one 
who convinced 
me to attend the 
University again,” 
he recalls. This im-
portant step would 
require more than 
a simple decision. 
“Since I was going 
to be attending the 
Universidad Au-
tonoma de Nuevo 

Leon, I had to go back to high school in 
Monterrey, Mexico for credits in phys-
ics, calculus, biology, chemistry, and  

THE DEAN
NEXT DOOR

Giving Students Confidence 
To Take Over The World

“When someone comes  
to my office wanting to  

leave school because of 
children or work, I ask,  
what’s the problem?”  

he tells of how his  
experiences motivate  
UTPA students today.  

“You can do anything  
you really want to.”

BY ANNE PRADO  ||  PHOTOS BY CLARK TERRELL
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Dr. Ozuna received his undergraduate 
degree in 1981 with three kids, a support-
ive wife and the desire to reach a higher 
level of education. “Once I started my 
PhD, we lived in married school hous-
ing,” he mentions, pointing out his wife’s 
talent in managing their finances. “I don’t 
think I could’ve done what I’ve done if it 
had not been for her.”

 Besides his family, Dr. Ozuna also cred-
its his success to the support he received 
during school. His great intellect and 
relationship with his mentor, Dr. Lonnie 
Jones, and the faculty at TAMU earned 
him a position as a tenure-track assistant 
professor  one semester before finishing 
his PhD in 1989. He proceeded to teach 
at A&M until his move to UTPA in 2000. 

 Fourteen years later, Dr. Ozuna is glad 
for this decision, as well for the path that 
led him to where he is. “I still remember 
lessons I learned working in the fields,” 
he states. “Being proud of what you do, 
where you come from, and doing the best 
you can.” Today, Dr. Ozuna appreciates 
even the hardships of his school years. 
“At Christmas, we’d get a dead tree, paint 
it white and decorate it with cranberries 
and pocorn,” he smiles. “When you don’t 
have a lot of money, you become innova-
tive.”

The former shy farm worker now has 
a passion for inspiring confidence. With 
the help of UTPA’s business faculty, Dr. 
Ozuna developed the Business Leader-
ship Initiative, training about thirty stu-
dents in leadership each semester, and 
the Executive Mentor Program, where 
sophomores are paired with an executive 
in the Rio Grande Valley. “That exposes 
them to a business environment and de-
velops their professionalism and confi-
dence,” he highlights.

 As UT Brownsville and UT Pan Ameri-
can become UTRGV, Dr. Ozuna believes 
more programs will be developed that 
enhance the success of business student 
as well as students in other majors. “That 
will be tremendous to this area,” Dr. Ozu-
na assures. “It increases the possibilities 
for  all our students and moves the mind-
set from change to progress and well- 
being.”

 Positive that opportunities for Rio 
Grande Valley’s graduates are on the 
rise, he advises our educators to value 
interpersonal skills as well as academics. 
“Look students in the eye and tell them 
they will succeed,” he suggests. “When 
that confidence is there, we can move out 
of the way and they’ll take over the world 
in a good sense.

botany,” he explains. Armed with a new-
found determination, Dr. Ozuna finished 
the classes in one semester.

 His next educational milestone would 
be attending the Universidad Autono-
ma de Nuevo Leon in Monterrey, Mexi-
co. “By this time, I had my first son and 
my daughter was on her way,” Dr. Ozu-
na remembers. To provide for his grow-
ing family, he returned alone to work in 
Houston and subsequently transferred 
to Texas A&M University in College Sta-
tion where he received a scholarship to  
continue his studies.

 While looking forward to vacations 
with his family in Monterrey, his days 
were filled with classes and a full-time 
job. “The busier I was, the less I thought 
about missing my wife and kids,” Dr. Ozu-
na notes. Such dedication paid off, as he 
finished his Bachelor of Science in Agri-
cultural Economics with a concentration 
in Agribusiness Management without 
any loans. “When someone comes to my 
office wanting to leave the university be-
cause of children or work, I ask, what’s the 
problem?” he tells of how his experienc-
es motivate UTPA students today. “You 
can do anything you really want to but 
you need to find your mentors to help 
you through the difficult times whether  
academic or personal.” 

“Look students in the eye 

and tell them they will  
succeed,” he suggests. 

“When that confidence  

is there, we can move  

out of the way and they’ll 

take over the world in  

a good sense.” 
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Proud Supporter Of  

Relationship Banking in Mission
Now Open in Mission and across the Rio Grande Valley

Mission Banking Center
2300 E. Griffin Parkway

956-682-BANK (2265)                                                                              texasregionalbank.comEQUAL HOUSING LENDER  l  MEMBER FDIC



R G V I S I O N M AG A Z I N E . C OM    N O V E M B E R / D E C E M B E R  2 0 1 4

EDUCATION

16

EDUCATIONAL

REVOLUTION

DR. SantaPaula Garcia:

IN THE RIO GRANDE VALLEY
BY LAURI REVILLA  ||  PHOTOS BY IVAN RAMIREZ
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N
obody understands the challenges faced 
by students living in the Rio Grande Valley 
better than Dr. SantaPaula Garcia, the new 
executive director for Teach for America in 

the Rio Grande Valley. In an area where the median 
household income is at least 14 percent lower than 
the Texas average, a large number of students are 
facing poverty. Many of them also face additional 
barriers to education, like struggling to learn a new 
language or being the first-generation students in 
their family. 

Dr. SantaPaula Garcia is very familiar with these 
obstacles and was able to overcome them herself. “I 
am a first generation college graduate. I was living in 
Mexico for the first ten years of my life and English 
is my second language. My parents were migrant, 
minimum wage workers,” shares Dr. Garcia. “The one 
thing they instilled in me and my brother is that the 
only way to have a better life was to stay in school. 
Both my brother and myself are college graduates. 
Now we are in a position where we are able to help 
out our parents because of the opportunities they 
afforded us.”

Dr. SantaPaula Garcia was pursuing her graduate 
studies in History when she came across a flyer for 
the Teach for America program. “The idea of work-
ing with a group of people that are like-minded for 
a common mission excited me and attracted me to 
Teach for America,” says Garcia. She enrolled in the 
program in 1998 and taught in the Mission area for 
over three years. 

After graduating from the program, she continued 
on a career focused on changing education in the 
Valley. She served as project manager for Educate 
Texas, was the founding principal for IDEA Donna, 
served as education specialist for RGV Lead, and 
directed three Teach for America summer teacher 
training institutes. “We are so excited to have Paula 
leading Teach For America in the Rio Grande Val-
ley,” said Julian Alvarez, President and CEO of RGV 
Partnership and a member of the Teach For Amer-
ica–Rio Grande Valley advisory board.  “Paula has 
been working to bring greater education opportuni-
ties to the children of the Rio Grande Valley for over 
15 years and will be an ardent leader for the great 
work of Teach For America in the Valley.”

ABOUT TEACH FOR AMERICA
Just like Dr. Garcia, the teachers participating in 

the program are strongly committed to achieving ed-
ucational equality in disadvantaged communities. 
Teach for America seeks to eliminate educational in-
equality by enlisting a diverse group of high-achiev-
ing recent college graduates and professionals to 
teach. Program participants are matched to the par-
ticular needs of specific schools so they are able to 
make a long-lasting impact in the community.

Since its arrival in the Rio Grande Valley 23 years 
ago, Teach for America has brought over 1,000 
teachers that are committed to providing a high 

MY PARENTS WERE MIGRANT, MINIMUM 

WAGE WORKERS. THE ONE THING THEY 

INSTILLED IN ME AND MY BROTHER IS 

THAT THE ONLY WAY TO HAVE A BETTER 

LIFE WAS TO STAY IN SCHOOL.”

“
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quality education to the underserved in this area. The program’s 
model has proven to be very effective. According to the 2013 
National Principal Survey, 95 percent of principals working 
with Teach for America corps members felt that these teachers 
made a positive difference in their school. A report by Mathe-
matica Policy Research found that students taught by Teach For 
America teachers made an annual progress in math equivalent 
to 2.6 additional years of learning. In the recent years, Teach for 
America has experienced a huge growth spurt in the Rio Grande 
Valley. In 2014, the amount of TFA corps in the area tripled from 
30 to 90. Eighty-one percent of the program’s alumni remain in 
education-related positions. Dr. SantaPaula Garcia attributes 
the program’s success to the diversity and commitment of TFA 
corps members, as well as their participation in over 100 hours 
of professional development courses each year.

Dr. Garcia strongly believes that the only way to eliminate ed-
ucational inequality in an area where only 12 percent of public 
school students earn some type of degree after high school is 
by having dedicated teachers that will change their students’ 
mindset that higher education is out of reach. 

INSIGHTS

95%

+2.6  YEARS

3X

The percentage of principals 
working with TFA corps 
members that believe these 
teachers made a positive  
difference in their school.

Students taught by TFA  
teachers made an annual  
progress in math equivalent to 
2.6 additional years of learning.

TFA corps membership in  
the RGV has tripled from  
30 to 90.

+   – 
%  x

I WANT TO ENSURE THAT EVERY SINGLE 

CHILD IN OUR CLASSROOMS HAS THE 

OPPORTUNITIES I HAPPENED TO HAVE 

BECAUSE I HAD GREAT TEACHERS.” 

“
GOALS

As the new executive director for Teach for America in the 
Rio Grande Valley, Dr. Garcia will be responsible for the daily 
management of the organization, building community partner-
ships, and cultivating public and private foundation support. 
One of her top goals is to expand the program’s Board of Direc-
tors so they are able to tell the story of Teach for America in the 
area and how it will remain committed to being an active par-
ticipant in improving economic conditions in the Rio Grande 
Valley through education. She hopes to continue expanding 
program participants from 90 to 150 annually within the next 
few years. One of her top priorities as a director is to create op-
portunities where Teach for America corps can continue devel-
oping their leadership skills to obtain higher-level positions in 
the field of education. 

Although educational inequality in the Rio Grande Valley 
cannot be fixed overnight, Dr. Garcia strongly believes that the 
landscape of education can be changed through partnerships 
with other educational institutions. “We are not in competition 
with other institutions. We are all working with a common goal 
in mind for our students,” says Garcia. “I want to ensure that 
every single child in our classrooms has the opportunities I hap-
pened to have because I had great teachers.”
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FIND IT ALL ... 

Discover a passage through time in bilingual, state-of-the-art multimedia settings. View educational 

videos in integrated theaters. Stand in the shadow of a full-sized mammoth, explore our steamboat 

replica and Museum Store, learn about the old Hidalgo County Jail built in 1910 and more. 

To learn more or book a tour:
+1-956-383-6911 
MOSTHistory.org
info@mosthistory.org
#MOSTHistory

Museum of South Texas History H 200 N Closner Blvd H Edinburg, TX 78541 H USA

OUR HISTORY 
CAN EDUCATE THEIR FUTURE

FIND IT ALL ... 

Discover a passage through time in bilingual, state-of-the-art multimedia settings. View educational 

videos in integrated theaters. Stand in the shadow of a full-sized mammoth, explore our steamboat 

replica and Museum Store, learn about the old Hidalgo County Jail built in 1910 and more. 

To learn more or book a tour:
+1-956-383-6911 
MOSTHistory.org
info@mosthistory.org
#MOSTHistory

Museum of South Texas History H 200 N Closner Blvd H Edinburg, TX 78541 H USA

OUR HISTORY 
CAN EDUCATE THEIR FUTURE
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Download this issue of 
RGVision online at 
rgvisionmagazine.com
& read on your smart device
wherever you go!
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Download this issue of 
RGVision online at 
rgvisionmagazine.com
& read on your smart device
wherever you go!
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 HCISD Focuses On Early Childhood Literacy 
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itting in his seat at the Harlin-
gen Consolidated Independent 
School District’s Performing 
Arts Center and happily sing-
ing along to a catchy tune, kin-
dergarten student David Avalos 

hardly realizes that he’s learning the fun-
damentals of rhyming at the same time. 

Avalos was one of hundreds of pre-k 
and kindergarten students, along with 
their families, that joined in on the sing-
ing during the district’s first Early Litera-
cy Night on Oct. 16. The goal of the event 
was to allow students and their families 
to have fun while learning about the 
importance of reading and the early de-
velopment of skills that lead to reading 
proficiency, said Coordinator for Library 
Services Mireya Galvan.

Parents enjoyed the evening while wit-
nessing their child’s eyes light up with the 
fun games and activities related to read-
ing. Students who attended were also 
given a book so they could continue their 
fun with reading at home. 

“I know reading is important when it 
comes to how he will do in school now 
and in the future,” said Iris Avalos, moth-
er of David Avalos. “To see him have fun 
with reading this early is amazing and as 
a parent I hope that as he grows so will 
his love for reading. He will be better off 
for it.” 

The event is only one of a series of ini-
tiatives and programs the district has re-
cently launched to not only encourage 
students to read, but to promote overall 
academic achievement through early 

childhood literacy, said HCISD Early 
Childhood Specialist Carmen Alvarez.  
Initiatives are targeted toward grades 
pre-k through fifth grade. 

“College readiness begins with early 
childhood literacy,” said Superintendent 
Dr. Art Cavazos. “By giving students a sol-
id foundation in reading, you place them 
on the path toward success in elementa-
ry, secondary and higher education. This 
can only happen by working with our 
entire district to make it a focal point for 
our early grade students and working to-
gether to ensure reading fluency by third 
grade.” 

Further bringing the initiative into the 
day-to-day classroom activities is one of 
the keys in helping students develop the 
vocabulary needed for reading success, 
said Alvarez. This year, kindergarten 
through fifth grade teachers were given a 
list of non-negotiable vocabulary words 
that their students will be able to use and 
understand by the end of the year. 

“Reading is the foundation of much of 
what our students will be doing in our 
classrooms and in life,” said Alvarez. “We 
are setting high expectations for our stu-
dents to surpass the word counts set by 
the state.” 

By creating this unified list, it allows all 
students to leave the school year at the 
same word level regardless of the campus 
he or she attends.  Already seeing posi-
tive results almost halfway through the 
school year, Iris has seen an increase in 
her son’s vocabulary. 

“He’s using longer sentences to express 

himself,” said Iris. “ As a parent, it helps us 
communicate better at home. I can only 
imagine him at the end of the year.”

Seeing teachers as the gatekeepers to 
information, much of the professional 
development that has taken place this 
year for reading has been focused on the 
method of delivery. Before the school 
year started, teachers were presented 
with tools on how to further comprehen-
sion and develop classroom activities 
that all tie back to literacy.    

Early childhood literacy is a team effort 
at HCISD. Campus and district adminis-
trators have also offered a helping hand 
by taking time to mentor second grade 
students twice a month. Lasting until the 
end of the year, the goal is to introduce 
new reading activities each visit while en-
couraging students to practice the skills 
needed for reading comprehension. 

At the end of the year, students will be 
given a book to remember the year by 
and use as they continue on to the next 
grade level.

Focusing on literacy is nothing new for 
HCISD. This summer the district host-
ed its Summer Reading Program, which 
was kicked off with the introduction of 
the district’s book mobile. The mobile 
library toured elementary campuses and 
distributed books for all grade levels to 
students. Activities including story time, 
literacy related projects and themed les-
sons would also be available to students. 
This summer will follow suit, as there are 
currently plans to expand the program 
and its offerings to students.  

“Reading is the foundation of 
much of what our students will 
be doing in our classrooms and 
in life,” said Alvarez. “We are 
setting high expectations for 
our students to surpass the 
word counts set by the state.” 
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Jeff Fleckenstein was intrigued by Pharr-San Juan-Alamo (PSJA) school 
district’s early college program. In fact, he was so impressed with what 
PSJA was doing when he made a visit last year to South Texas that he 
and other college liaisons at Madison High School in North Carolina 
immediately launched their own version of an early college program. 

“What I saw when I went to participate 
was a truly passionate superintendent 
who believed that every student could 
attend college and graduate,” Flecken-
stein said. “We’re trying to apply the 
early college model to a rural communi-
ty and we were looking at PSJA’s model 
of an early college (program) as well.” 
Fleckenstein said there are similarities in 
regards to students needs between PSJA 
and schools in North Carolina, which is 
what gravitated him and others to the 
PSJA’s programs.  
But Fleckenstein isn’t the only one 
impressed with PSJA’s early college di-
rection. In fact, hundreds of visitors over 
the years have visited several campuses 
in order to see first-hand what it is that 
makes the school district’s early college 
program so successful. With so many 
visitors filing in to visit the area, the dis-
trict thought it would better serve those 
visitors by hosting what it turned out to 

be a national conference. 
Thus, the “College For All” conference 
has been launched and PSJA held its 
first gathering on Oct. 23 and 24 at the 
McAllen Convention Center. Aside from 
lectures and discussing strategy, partici-
pants also did site tours at various PSJA 
ISD campuses. 
For Fleckenstein, North Carolina has a 
version of what PSJA offers its student 
body, but not quite at the level of PSJA 
ISD. 
“North Carolina New Schools believes 
that every student deserves to go to 
college and have a career and give back 
to the community. North Carolina is 
completely in line with PSJA,” Flecken-
stein said. “North Carolina and PSJA 
are, in a sense, collaborating. I think it’s 
a wonderful experience we have with 
this sharing between the school leaders 
in North Carolina and the great folks at 
(PSJA).”

‘TO 
AND 

THROUGH’

‘TO 
AND 

THROUGH’
PSJA ISD taking center stage nationally for “College For All” initiative

BY OSCAR GONZALEZ  ||  PHOTOS BY IVAN RAMIREZ

PSJA Superintendant Dr. King speaking with representative from educate Texas

Aside from lectures on early college 
campuses, the conference held sessions 
about dropout recovery and interven-
tion, instructional strategies, and the 
Texas House Bill 5 — which limits the 
number of end of year testing and allows 
the student to choose their curriculum 
while maintaining “academic rigor” — 
and career pathways.
Dropout recovery and intervention 
looks to bring back those students not 
only to gain their diploma, but prepare 
them for college and earning a college 
degree. 
“I’m expecting something a little 
different. I expect to share with many 
innovative school leaders in our North 
Carolina network to change the commu-
nity,” Fleckenstein said. “I think also I’m 
interested in how PSJA will share lessons 
learned.” (Delete?)
Speakers at the conference included 
those from the Texas Education Agency, 
South Texas College, Educate Texas, 
Jobs for the Future, Texas-Pan American, 
Region One, RGV Focus, IDRA, ARISE 
and PSJA ISD. 
Fleckenstein was delighted at the chance 
to head back to the Valley. 
“They are doing great things there,” 
Fleckenstein said, “and they are definite-
ly lessons to be learned from there.”
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Looking for a faster and safer way to travel to Port Isabel and South  
Padre Island?  Starting in mid-December, a new portion of SH 
550 will open along the northeast side of Brownsville to the 
port entrance thus allowing drivers to bypass many traffic  

intersections and a railroad crossing. It is the latest of several 
legs that are projected to open during the 
next 18 months that will connect the Port 
of Brownsville to Interstate 69 and US 77/
US 83. The new route will not only allow 
drivers a faster way around the northeast 
side of town, but will also help alleviate 
traffic congestion within that area’s resi-
dential areas.

“It’s a good tool depending on their desti-
nation and how safely and quickly (drivers) 
want to get to their destination,” said Pete Sepulveda, executive 
director of the Cameron Country Regional Mobility Authority 
(CCRMA). “By mid-December we’ll have this phase open for 
traffic and it’ll be a big improvement on our existing route—es-
pecially if the Laguna Madre Island area or the port is the desti-

nation. It is a much safer and quicker route to get to the island.”
Drivers will still have the ability to travel through the resi-

dential areas toward the port, but the CCRMA has already seen 
good use of the portion that is already open. It is expected 
there will be a big jump in use once the next phase is complete 

in December.
Eventually, this 10-mile 

stretch of limited-access toll 
roads will also offer the Port of 
Brownsville expanding busi-
ness opportunities. The port’s 
new, north-side entrance will 
have a direct connection to 
Interstate 69 and allow com-

mercial trucks to have efficient 
interstate access from the Port of Brownsville.

“The importance for the port to have an interstate high-
way leading to the port is huge,” Sepulveda said. “This gives  
businesses an option and avenue to get their loads from point 
A to point B a lot quicker and increase their just-in-time deliv-
eries.” 

FASTER, SAFER ISLAND 
ROUTE OPENING SOON

“It’s a good tool depending on their destination 
and how safely and quickly (drivers) want to 

get to their destination,” said Pete Sepulveda, 
executive director of the Cameron Country 

Regional Mobility Authority (CCRMA).

BY RACHEL ZANARDI 
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SH550 not only allows the Port of Brownsville to attract more 
business by offering a quicker route; it also allows the port to 
more advantageously develop industrial parks along its three-
mile stretch of toll road. “It’ll take five to seven years to see the 
area grow . . . but along the entire 10-mile stretch there will be 
development on both sides and that will provide local jobs.” 
Sepulveda said. “The majority of the land is open, so it’ll devel-
op into industrial parks and retail developments, and it’ll offer 
secondary access to Padre Island.” 

The most economical way to travel the toll road is with a Tx-
Tag. The tag offers a 25-percent discount from the pay-by-mail 
option. With the TxTag, an electronic reader sends a signal to a 
microchip embedded in a TxTag sticker that you place on the 
back of your rearview mirror. The fees will then be deducted 
automatically from your prepaid account—and it is good state-
wide on all toll roads. (You can register for TxTag by visiting 
www.txtag.org.) Drivers will also have the option to pay by mail, 
in which their license plate is scanned and a bill is sent to the 
address on the vehicle’s registration. 

The TxTag also offers international commercial truckers the 
ability to more economically and effectively account for their 

toll payments. The same TxTag bar code can be used for the 
international toll bridges, so businesses will receive one state-
ment a month that will detail all of their toll payments in Texas. 
While there hasn’t been a large increase in TxTag registrations 
in Cameron County, it is expected more drivers will also see the 
advantage in having a TxTag once the first stretch from the Port 
of Brownsville opens in December. 

The $44-million project that has utilized state and federal 
funds is aligned with the CCRMA’s mission “to make significant 
contributions to the region’s quality of life by providing effec-
tive, safe, accelerated mobility improvements that will encour-
age economic development and job creation in South Texas.” 
You can track the progress of SH550 and other projects at 
www.ccrma.org/projects/. 
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kiss my

Pharr-San Juan-Alamo Independent School District has rapidly become a state and national leader in creating 
academic opportunities for all students. A tri-city public school district offering a pre-kindergarten through 

twelfth grade curriculum, PSJA caters to a 32,000 student body and is focused on graduating all students College 
Ready, College Connected and College Complete.

With a High School Completion Rate of almost 97 percent, PSJA ISD is leading the region, state and nation in the 
percent of students graduating from High School. PSJA has a very successful Early College program, with four 
High Schools designated as Early College and almost 3,000 High School students enrolled in College courses each 
semester through dual and concurrent enrollment programs. Some of PSJA’s most successful programs such as the 
Dual Language Program, Early College Initiative and Dropout Recovery Program have been highlighted nationally for 
effectively closing the gap in post-secondary educational attainment.

AT PSJA ISD ALL STUDENTS CAN: 
EARN COLLEGE CREDIT 
(up to an Associate Degree or 2 years of College FREE)

GRADUATE BILINGUAL AND BILITERATE

BE PART OF ATHLETIC EXCELLENCE &

RENOWNED FINE ARTS PROGRAMS

COMPLETE EARLY! GO FAR!
START COLLEGE NOW!

PHARR-SAN JUAN-ALAMO INDEPENDENT SCHOOL DISTRICT

www.PSJAISD.us
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you would have to 
be living under a 
rock if you haven’t 
heard the word 
Crossfit.

This revolutionary fitness program has 
taken the world by storm. You can find it 
everywhere– from the Crossfit gyms pop-
ping up on every street corner to your 
friends’ workout pictures on your Face-
book newsfeed. Although Crossfit has 
developed quite a cult following, it has 
also faced its fair share of criticism and 
misconceptions. Kiss My Crossfit own-
ers, David Carr and Jeremy Clemons, are 
introducing a different approach to the 
Crossfit lifestyle in Mcallen and want to 
dispel the myths that keep people from 
trying it. 

Although it’s everywhere, Crossfit has 
only been around for 14 years. Its found-
er, Greg Glassman, was a former teenage 
gymnast that trained clients from his 
garage in Santa Cruz, California in the 
1970s. Greg realized that many of the 
athletes that he worked with were often 

experts in one or two abilities, but were 
unable to perform other kinds of fitness 
activities. He began training his clients 
with shorter sessions that focused on 
developing many different capabilities 
to achieve a more general fitness. The 
results were amazing – his clients were 
fitter, stronger, and more powerful than 
ever. Glassman’s fitness regime drew cli-
ents from all over the nation and became 
a worldwide success soon after he created 
the Crossfit franchise in 2000.

Greg Glassman’s “jack of all trades, mas-
ter of none” philosophy is what makes 
Crossfit such an attractive program. In 
Crossfit, you don’t have to be born with 
innate talent or potential to excel at a 
sport; with commitment and practice you 
will eventually become good at every-
thing. “In Crossfit you train not to be the 
best in one thing, but to be above aver-
age in everything,” says Jeremy Clemons, 
co-founder of Kiss my Crossfit. The goal 
is for athletes to develop 10 key physical 
activities –cardiovascular and respiratory 
endurance, stamina, strength, flexibility, 
power, speed, coordination, agility, bal-
ance, and accuracy – to reach a physical 
level where they can do anything. The 
entire program is based on functional fit-
ness movements that are useful for every-
day activities, such as lifting a heavy item 
or stretching to reach something.

The program’s variety is what originally 
attracted Kiss My Crossfit owners to the 
sport. “I was interested in Crossfit be-
cause I wanted to take my fitness to an-
other level. I was getting tired and bored 
of my general workouts,” says David Carr, 
co-founder and owner of Kiss My Cross-
fit. ”I quickly began seeing better results. 
It’s the fittest that I have ever been since 
high school.” Carr met Clemons while 
they practiced Crossfit together, and they 
soon realized that this had become a pas-
sion and a way of life for both of them. 
The pair felt that there was still a great 
need for a Crossfit gym in Mcallen and 
decided to open one together.

Since it’s opening in July of 2014, Kiss 
my Crossfit has been an instant success. 
The box currently has over 60 active 
members and is still growing. Most of its 
members had never tried Crossfit prior 
to joining Kiss My Crossfit, but this has 
never been a problem. “A lot of people 
have the misconception that they have to 
be in shape before they start Crossfit. We 
want people to know that it can be scaled 
down for each person,” says Clemons. 
“We have something for everyone -from 
the guy that hasn't worked out since high 
school or the kid that wants to go to re-
gionals next year. We want to cater for 
everyone in a comfortable environment.” 
Both owners are so set on attracting new 

JEREMY CLEMONS
Kiss My Crossfit Owner

DAVID CARR
Kiss My Crossfit Owner
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“A lot of people have the misconception that they have to be 
in shape before they start Crossfit. We want people to know 
that it can be scaled down for each person,” says Clemons.

people to Crossfit that they offer a free 
beginners class every Saturday for peo-
ple to try it out. 

Fear of injuries is another common 
myth that keeps people away from Cross-
fit. Although the workouts are intense 
and can involve very heavy weights, in-
juries can be prevented by scaling the 
workouts to the particular capabilities 
of the person and by using proper form. 
Both Carr and Clemons have undergone 
the rigorous training and certification 
process that are required to become 
Crossfit certified coaches. “There is a lot 
of science behind creating the workout 
and customizing them for your custom-
er,” says Clemons. “All the techniques that 
we teach and the way that we scale our 
workouts are very important because it 
is what keeps people from getting hurt.”

 Safety and injury prevention is the ut-
most priority for Kiss My Crossfit. “We 
would rather pay more overhead and 
have a greater number of staff monitor-
ing people to avoid injuries. For the size 
of our gym, we have a very big staff,” 
explains Carr. The gym goes above and 
beyond prevention and offers spinal as-
sessments by local chiropractor, Dr. Pab-
lo Tagle III and foam rolling classes by 
Arrosti clinics.

One of the most appealing aspects 
about Crossfit is the camaraderie and 
small group support that participants 
get from their fellow Crossfitters. Both 
Carr and Clemons strongly believe in the 
power of social motivation and provide 
plenty of opportunities for everyone to 
interact outside of the class. They foster 
an atmosphere of friendly competition 
through an app that tracks everybody’s 
results, a very active Facebook page 
where everyone can keep in touch, and 
group barbeques for members to social-
ize.

For David Carr and Jeremy Clemons, 
Crossfit is not only a sport or a fitness 
program –it has become a way of life.  
For them, Kiss My Crossfit is not about 
making money, but about helping peo-
ple live more active and fulfilling lives. 
“We really want the public to know that 
we are pushing general fitness for ev-
erybody and want to promote a healthy 
lifestyle– for all sizes, for all ages, whether 
you want to lose fat, gain muscle, or get 
your cardiovascular system going,” says 
David Carr. “It’s not just heavy weight 
training, it’s an overall workout that 
will help you achieve a better fitness.” 
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ealthy diets in the Valley 
are hard to maintain for 

a number of reasons, mainly 
due to the endless fast food 
chains and unhealthy op-
tions that supply the need to 
feed people on the go.

The Clean Eating Kitchen in Harlin-
gen, however, is providing a healthy 
alternative to local residents seeking 
a better meal that is cost affordable as 
well as delicious, because the individual 
who runs the restaurant cares about the 
food people consume. She is aware of the 
continuous health issues that plague the 
community which can be attributed to 
poor diet and lack of exercise. 

Monica Martinez-Campos, founder and 
co-owner of the restaurant, along with 
her husband and cook, Arnold Campos, 
followed her passion to do not only more 
for herself but for her community as well.

“We started off in the beginning from 
home and we distributed through Foot-
works, a running store, so we had clients 
who would sign up for a month at a time, 
and we would deliver for them twice a 
week with lunch and dinner or whatever 
they wanted. They paid a specific price, 
and I created a different menu every time 
we delivered. That took a lot of time and 
hard work, but for the past five months 
we have been open, business has been 
pretty steady.”

That hard work and determination 
eventually landed Martinez-Campos a 
place to set up shop, and that is how The 
Clean Eating Kitchen came to fruition. 

“I was cooking for up to 30 clients at 
one time, three meals a day, so we knew 
that we needed to open up a place. It was 
just a question of getting the backing 
to do it. I was careful not to jump in too 
quickly, but Jun Ellorimo called me and 
offered to help, so we brought a refrigera-
tor through the back of his store at Foot-
works, and we brought everything over 
there. He then had customers walking 
into his place who would not have other-
wise. It was great because it was a win-win 
for the both of us.”

She says that the restaurant has seen 
some amazing results with the healthy 
improvement of its customers, especially 
with a woman who has lost 71 lbs. since 
May all because of eating better and 
maintaining a healthier lifestyle. 

Everything is made from scratch, and 
the food items are placed in microwav-
able containers, which help with portion 
and calorie control, but some items do 
not need to be reheated, such as the tuna 
pasta salad. According to Martinez-Cam-
pos, this is crucial for people who are on 
the move and need to be able to prep 
their meals in two minutes or less. 

“Customers will purchase several days 
worth of meals from us, so they can have 
them at home ready to go without any 
thought process on what to make, elimi-
nating the burden of having to plan, pre-
pare, and shop for groceries with enough 
variety to keep them satisfied.”

The menu itself is satisfactory with a 
healthy selection of items such as the pop-
ular Diablo Chicken Pasta, which is angel 
hair noodles with homemade marinara 
and fresh red peppers, mushrooms, and 

zucchini. There is also a special feature of 
the week which is not on the menu.

Aside from the breakfast, lunch (which 
is the biggest seller), and dinner op-
tions, there are fresh fruit and vegetable 
smoothies available for purchase. 

Arielle Fernandez, nutritional consul-
tant and daughter of Martinez-Campos, 
has played a vital role in providing high 
quality food and drink combinations.

“Course portion control was the big-
gest thing, along with variety, in regards 
to finding the right balance. Many foods 
are made with complex carbohydrates in 
the glycemic index which contributes to 
diabetes, and we don’t want blood sugar 
level to spike or drop, so we want to keep 
that number low. When developing the 
menu, we kept that in mind for every 
meal.”

To add to this notion, Martinez-Campos 
and her daughter believe it’s important to 
eat every three hours as opposed to hav-
ing three big meals which helps to keep 
the metabolism burning throughout the 
day. This, along with maintaining healthy 
blood sugar levels, will contribute to a 
much stronger and healthier body.

“Our customers are dropping the 
pounds by remaining consistent with 
their newfound diet and feel so much 
better because of it. They have so much 
more energy than they did before, and if 
they eat anything unhealthy, their bodies 
feel gross. Once you detoxify, you begin 
to notice the difference in the way you 
feel, even in your weight. It’s hard to go 
back to eating fast food.”

A Heal thy Al ternat ive
CleanLiving: 

BY M.D. SOLIS | |  PHOTOS BY IVAN RAMIREZ
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CleanLiving: 

MONICA MARTINEZ-CAMPOS
Owner

ARIELLE FERNANDEZ
Nutritionist

ARNOLD CAMPOS 
Cook
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THE TOWN: 

Bringing Innovation and 
Growth to Mission

BY LAURI REVILLA
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In the past decade, computing has become the 
driving force behind a city’s innovation and job 
growth.  According to Code.org, there will be 1.4 mil-
lion computing jobs by 2020 but only 400,000 work-
ers trained in this field. The Code the Town initiative, 
created by the Mission Economic Development Cor-
poration and the City Council, aims to put Mission 
at a whole different level by teaching its residents 
computer programming skills.

Although Mission has experienced a huge growth 
spurt in the recent years, it still lags behind when it 
comes to innovation and technology. Although the 
city is demographically very young, only a few col-
lege graduates possess degrees related to computing. 
“When we talk with companies, we find that there is 
still a great need for people to fill technology-related 
positions, “ says Alex Meade, CEO of Mission Eco-
nomic Development Corporation. “Increasing the 
number of computer programmers in the city will 
attract technology-based firms and startups to estab-
lish their business in Mission.”

The Code the Town program presents a great op-
portunity for Mission residents to not only learn to 
code, but to develop creative and critical thinking 
skills that are necessary for work in any field. The 
core principles of computer science are key knowl-
edge even for jobs not related directly to computing 
skills. “Technology permeates our everyday lives at 

home and in business, says Mission EDC CEO, Alex 
Meade. “If we are to remain competitive, we must 
better understand the language and skills to master 
this technology. In the future, learning how to code 
will be as necessary as knowing how to read and 
write.”

Because coding will be such a necessary skill in 
the future, Mission EDC has partnered with Sylvan 
Learning to extend the initiative to elementary stu-
dents. “We are a big supporter that 21st century skills 
need to be developed,” says Susan Valverde, Execu-
tive Director of Sylvan Learning in the Rio Grande 
Valley. “We partnered with Mission EDC because we 
want to be part of the solution. We want to teach our 
children other categories of skills that our students 
need to learn to be successful.” 

Sylvan will offer two-week boot camps consisting 
of daily eight-hour sessions in which Mission ele-
mentary students will be the first to pilot their new 
STEM curriculum. Children will learn the founda-
tions of algorithmic thinking, basic coding, how 
to build an app, and how to build a videogame in 
a fun and engaging way. The children will also have 
the opportunity to collaborate with other children 
on building a project that they will present during 
Computer Science Education Week on December 8 
-14, 2014. 

IF MISSION WANTS TO CONTINUE LIVING 

UP TO ITS TITLE AS THE FASTEST GROWING 

CITY IN THE UNITED STATES, IT NEEDS TO 

DEVELOP A WORKFORCE EQUIPPED WITH 

21ST CENTURY SKILLS. 
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Learning these computing skills will not only put 
children ahead of the game very early on, but will 
also provide them with necessary life skills, such as 
learning to work as a team and solve problems using 
critical thinking. “Coding has become such a nec-
essary skills that TEA has made it very clear that it 
is considered a foreign language,” says Valverde. “If 

the state of Tex-
as thinks it is an 
important skill, 
we think it’s 
very important 
to start planting 
that skill very 
early on.”

The Code the 
Town program 
is not only 
about preparing 
Mission resi-
dents with skills 
that are market-
able to the tech-
nology industry. 

The goal is to create a culture of forward-thinking, 
creativity, and thinking outside the box.  Mission 
EDC hopes that as a result, residents will apply their 
knowledge towards developing startups and tech-

nology-focused businesses. The organization is a big 
supporter of entrepreneurship and offers other pro-
grams, such as Ruby Red Ventures, that help Mission 
residents obtain funding to start their own business. 

Over the past years, Mission has transformed from 
a small, agricultural town to a city booming with 
growth and new businesses. WalletHub named Mis-
sion the fastest growing city from an analysis of 516 
U.S. cities using 10 key metrics ranging from popu-
lation growth rate to unemployment rate decrease. 
It was also the second city with the highest income 
growth. All of this has been possible because of the 
vision and commitment of Mission EDC and the 
city’s leaders to identify opportunities for the city 
to grow and develop initiatives that support entre-
preneurship. With Code the Town, these leaders will 
provide the resources for the city to take part in this 
500 billion dollar opportunity. “Many assume that 
with the rapid evolution and increased use of tech-
nology, raising the level of digital literacy in a com-
munity is effortless,” says Susan Valverde. “It only 
seems that way when a community takes the time 
to plan, stays focused, and invests in the appropri-
ate resources. We are proud to be a part of this effort 
and applaud Mission EDC and the City of Mission 
for having the foresight and leading the region in 
this effort.”

“Coding has become such a 
necessary skills that TEA has 
made it very clear that it is 

considered a foreign  
language,” says Valverde.  

“If the state of Texas thinks 
it is an important skill, we 
think it’s very important to 
start planting that skill very 

early on.”
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If the Rio Grande Valley was the nex-
us of the universe, the city of Wesla-
co would be the sun. 

Nestled smack in the middle of the Val-
ley — in the center of the Mid-Valley to be 
even more precise — the city has boomed 
in economy and retail over the years. A 
decade ago, who would have envisioned 
a Starbuck’s, Chick-Fil-A, Chili’s and such 
big box stores making their home here? 
Sure, Carl’s grocery store is gone, but so 
much more additions have been made to 
Weslaco. 

The historic Villa De Cortez has had a 
makeover, and the downtown area of the 
city is looking at a potential facelift. All-
in-all Weslaco seems to be on the verge 
of an economical bonanza. And the guy 
charged to make sure the roundup goes 
well is Economic Development Corpora-
tion of Weslaco Executive Director Joey 
Trevino. 

“It wasn’t a childhood dream of mine, 
but it was just gradual,” he said about 
being involved in the Weslaco EDC. “I al-
ways said it was easier to tear things down 
than to build them up. That’s what excit-
ed me.”

This isn’t Trevino’s first go-round in 
Weslaco. He interned with the city right 
out of college before moving on to Flor-
ida for two years. After that stint he re-
turned to the Valley, working for the 
University of Texas-Brownsville before 
seeing another opportunity in Weslaco 
again. 

“I did the three months here, I left for a 
while and when I lost my job over there 
I came home and started working for 
UTB,” he said. “Then I got an opportunity 
to come back (to Weslaco) after two and 
a half years.”

Trevino was hired as a city planner, but 
then his career jumped up to planning 
director. 

“It was an opportunity for growth,” Tre-
vino said. “In that time there was a lot of 
residential subdivisions here in Weslaco. 
I think I counted two or three thousand 
residential plots.

“I attribute it, Weslaco in my mind, to 
being center of the Valley, and the center 
of the Mid-Valley. Being the main focus 
in the central Valley, Weslaco has had a 
really strong health care community with 
Knapp Medical Center, South Texas Col-
lege, IDEA Public Schools. It’s become a 
hub.”

The old downtown strip on Texas is also 
getting some work done, although they 
may look just fine the way they are now. 

“In addition the stores downtown are 
very popular and are the nicest (look-
ing) in the Valley,” Trevino said. “There 
was the remodeling of the Cortez Hotel. 
The owners took an aggressive stance to 
redevelop the area. Subsequently they re-
designed it.”

“I’ve been here six months, and in those 
six months when I first started, (my goal) 
was to bring the community together and 
start a strategic plan for economic devel-
opment. I’ve already had a head start on 
that. I’ve got some priorities, and what 
we’re going to do now as far as those pri-
orities.”

Priority No. 1, he said, was redeveloping 
Weslaco’s downtown area. The second is 
creating quality of life projects like hike 
and bike trails and pedestrian-focused 
walkways. 

“What I envision is developing some 
kind of cultural arts district downtown 
and developing a corridor along Business 

83 and developing some kind of venue 
where we can bring retail, some amphi-
theater and a farmer’s market. Things like 
that,” Trevino said. 

Other pins on the Weslaco map are its 
nature tourism locations like Frontera 
Audubon, the Valley Nature Center and 
Estero Llano Grande State Park. While 
these locations may be fuzzy on the mem-
ory of local citizens, many national and 
international tourists pass through these 
sites each year. Visitors locally, state-wide 
and internationally travel to these loca-
tions by the thousands each year. 

“We have three world-class nature sites,” 
said Vanessa Barrios, Business Retention 
and Marketing Director for the Econom-
ic Development Corporation of Weslaco. 
“Ecotourism is a million dollar industry 
in Weslaco and the Rio Grande Valley. 
People come to Weslaco from interna-
tional destinations specifically for these 
three attractions; they spend the night 
here, eat at our restaurants, and enjoy 
everything Weslaco and the Rio Grande 
Valley have to offer.”

Frontera Audubon has seen visitors 
from Australia, Canada, the United King-
dom, Sweden, Holland, Austria, the Neth-
erlands, Mexico and Germany.

“Most of them come from cold climates, 
so they don’t want to be inside when 
they’re here,” Barrios said. “These places 
are fairly inexpensive to get into.”

Between the economic boom, the geo-
graphic location and Frontera Audubon, 
the Valley Nature Center and Estero Lla-
no Grande State Park, Weslaco’s stock 
seems to be rising along with other Valley 
cities. 

W E S L A GO !
The city of 

Weslaco is on
 the rise.

BY OSCAR GONZALEZ  ||  IMAGES BY JANINE MARIE PHOTOGRAPHY
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The Family 
Business:

THE KE Y TO PRESERVATION IS 
PLANNING

// BILL MARTIN CFP®

Bill Martin, CFP®  
VICE PRESIDENT 

MORGAN STANLEY 
956-683-9158

WWW.MORGANSTANLEY.COM/FA/B.MARTIN

When a business is a core component of family 
wealth, ensuring that it retains its value for future 

generations requires planning on a number of 
fronts. 

Business planning involves a complex array of personal, 
legal and financial decisions. To execute an effective 
plan, small business owners typically need an integrated 

team of financial professionals to guide the process.
Some Common Transfer Strategies
Many strategies are available to assist small business owners 

in transferring--and preserving--both business and personal 
wealth while also minimizing tax consequences. Following are 
general descriptions of a few of the more commonly used in-
struments. 

Family Limited Partnerships (FLPs) are used by business own-
ers to shift income and equity to the next generation without 
surrendering management control. Assets placed in an FLP are 
converted to “limited partner” and “general partner” shares. As 
the general partner, the owner retains control over the business.  
The limited partnership interests are gifted to beneficiaries, 
generally at a discount from the underlying value of the busi-
ness.  The ability to apply a discount results in reduced gift tax 
liability. The discount applied to the limited partnership assets 

results from the fact that the limited partnership interest  are re-
stricted--less liquid, harder to sell--and consequently, their value 
can be  discounted for tax purposes.1

Grantor Retained Annuity Trust (GRAT) is a type of irrevoca-
ble trust that allows a business owner to gift assets to the trust, 
retain an income stream from the trust for a period of years, and 
pass the appreciation in the value of the business free of tax to 
his or her beneficiaries at the end of that period.  However, in or-
der for the GRAT to work as intended, the business owner must 
outlive the term of the trust.

Life insurance is used by many family-owned businesses to 
transfer assets and/or fund estate taxes, either through an ir-
revocable life insurance trust or in connection with a buy-sell 
agreement.

Private annuities allow business owners to transfer the busi-
ness to another family member in exchange for a lifetime 
stream of income. By doing so, the owner removes the value of 
the business from his or her estate (and relinquishes interest in 
the business).  In order to be effective, the  value of the annuity 
must equal the value of the business.

Systematic Gifting removes future appreciation of the gifted 
assets from your estate and may enable you to take advantage 
of valuation discounts. The current gift tax annual exclusion 
amount is $14,000.  This means that a gift of $14,000 can be 
made to as many people as you wish without incurring any gift 
tax or the need to file a gift tax return.2

When a business is a central part of the wealth equation, trans-
fer strategies such as those outlined above represent just a small 
part of the planning that is required to ensure a smooth pass-
ing of wealth from one generation to the next. Other equally 
important elements include a business valuation and net worth 
assessment, a contingency plan to protect the business and the 
owner’s family in the event of sudden death or disability, and 
liquidity strategies to help the owner facilitate other financial 
goals.

If you count yourself among the many business owners who 
have navigated their companies through the past several years 
of economic hardship and are ready to pass the baton on to the 
next generation, contact your CPA, legal counsel and/or tax 
planning professional to explore the opportunities and chal-
lenges involved in implementing the best wealth transfer strate-
gy for you and your family.

Sources: 
1Inc. Encyclopedia, Family Limited Partnership.
American Institute of CPAs, “Family Business Succession Planning.” 
Journal of Accountancy, “Wealth Harvesting: More Than Just Retirement or Succession Planning.”
2Formulating Your Business Succession Plan, Morgan Stanley,  CRC611116 (1/2014).
If you’d like to learn more, please contact Bill Martin, CFP®.  
Article by Wealth Management Systems Inc. and provided courtesy of Morgan Stanley Financial Ad-

visor.
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www.munizpharmacy.com

1117 S. Commerce St. Harlingen, TX 78550 
 phone: 956.423.1753  fax: 956.423.2955
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Best Pharmacist - Dr. Michael Muniz Pharm.D

Best Medical  Equipment & Supplies
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VHC Valley Health  
and Night Clinic: 
A Confluence of Modern Medicine  

and Traditional Care

// Leticia Elizondo  

 

 

 

 

BY LETICIA ELIZONDO  ||  PHOTOS BY JANINE MARIE PHOTOGRAPHY
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Located mid-Valley, in the small 
town of San Benito, the VHC Valley 
Health and Night Clinic embodies 

all the defining characteristics of a suc-
cessful business. In taking the seemingly 
ordinary task of providing medical care, 
yet with a steadfast determination to do it 
better than just about anyone else, while 
instituting a personal, multi-faceted ap-
proach to modern medicine, the final 
product is something quite exceptional.   

Dr. Israel Vega grew up in the town of 
Los Fresnos, the older of two children, in 
a family where faith played a central role 
in their everyday lives.  Upon graduating 
from Los Fresnos High School, knowing 
he wanted to pursuit a career in medical 
field, he promptly enrolled at the Univer-
sity of Texas Brownsville Pre-pharmacy 

program, where he went on to obtain a 
bachelor’s degree in Biology. “Originally 
I was studying to become a pharmacist. 
I had finished up my pre-pharmacy and 
had begun work at Valley Regional Med-
ical Center pharmacy department. It was 
during this time that I had the opportu-
nity to interact with a lot of nurses there, 
and decided to make that career change. 
I got into nursing, really enjoyed it and 
never looked back” explains Dr. Vega.  
With a desire to continue serving the 
South Texas region, Dr. Vega then went 
on to earn a Master’s of Science Degree as 
a Family Nurse Practitioner from Texas 
A&M Corpus Christi, and then eventual-
ly a Doctorate degree from Texas Chris-
tian University in Ft. Worth. 

Although the clinic has only been in op-
eration since 2010, it has quickly earned 
a positive reputation among patients, pa-
tients which in 2014 nominated Dr. Vega 
as Best Family Doctor for the Valley Morn-
ing Star.  “I was actually pretty amazed, 
surprised, and excited about it. It was re-
ally humbling to know that my patients 
thought of me and voted, as a nursing 
practitioner actually winning this award 

means a lot” Dr. Vega recalls.  The victo-
ry was especially sweet for Dr. Vega, who 
has built his career on the principle of 
superior customer service and dispelling 
any preconceived notions about the crit-
ical role that Nurse Practitioners play in 
the medical field he explains. “As an NP, 
I constantly have to prove myself to a lot 
of the medical doctors, that we as nurse 
practitioners do provide a high standard 
of care.”  For Dr. Vega, part of fulfilling 
that commitment involves staying on top 
of the latest medical advances and pro-
cedures. “I try to stay 10 steps ahead of 
the game, always on top of my studying 
the newest and most groundbreaking re-
search” he assures. 

Increased access to medical care in re-
cent years has created a demand that 

cannot be fulfilled solely by traditional 
physicians. These days the majority of 
patients who walk into a traditional doc-
tor’s office will more than likely be treat-
ed exclusively by a nurse practitioner or 
physician’s assistant.  This shift has led 
to a revival of medical philosophy once 
spurned, deemed impractical for our 
modern world, a view that Dr. Vega ada-
mantly rejects: “As practitioners, we not 
only do the standard disease-and-treat-
ment, but we also incorporate that full 
treatment by taking into consideration 
the patient’s culture, community, family, 
and daily life. We teach patients how to 
stay healthy. We teach people about their 
illnesses. We basically take a different ap-
proach towards getting them stabilized.” 
For patients the potential benefits are ob-
vious, including the need for fewer visits 
and less-invasive treatment. 

As Dr. Vega works to improve the health 
of his patients he undergoes a collabora-
tive experience with local physicians, 
hospitals, and even pharmacies where 
patients can have their medications com-
pounded. In recent years he has become 
passionate about being able to provide 

I try to stay 10 steps ahead of the game,  

always on top of my studying the newest 

and most groundbreaking research.
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always maintain that people come first. Know 

that you’re there to provide an exceptional 

level of service for your clients, making sure 

that they’re taken care of.

hormone replacement therapy, as well as 
anti-aging and regenerative procedures, 
out of his own clinic.  As Dr. Vega ex-
plains it, “this type of medical approach 
ensures that the emphasis be more than 
just improving health but instead seek-
ing the improvement of longevity.” Pa-
tients will often come into the clinic af-
ter experiencing long bouts of extreme 

fatigue, low-libido, and even depression. 
Once illness has been ruled out, the next 
logical step is a look at the possibility of 
hormone depletion, which determined 
through a series of lab work, and even 
salivary hormone testing.

As humans age, the body undergoes a 
series of internal changes, as hormone 
levels fluctuate causing a disturbance 
in some people. Dr. Vega has witnessed 
how with hormone replacement thera-
py, patients find themselves experienc-
ing increased energy. “Both husbands 
and wives come together for their hor-
mone replacement therapy and are ex-
cited about how it’s making them feel, so 
they’re feeling a lot better, they’re feeling 
more energetic” notes Dr. Vega. He ad-
mits it’s a lengthy process that involves 
piecing together a multitude of lifestyle 
factors, in order to form a complete im-
age that will lead to an effective solution.  
It’s a seemingly natural fit for a clinic that 
prides itself on providing exceptional 
comprehensive care.  

Although the clinic is equipped to han-
dle a large variety of illnesses, some of 
the most common ailments that patients 
suffer from are the direct result of diabe-
tes and high blood pressure. Lifestyle fac-
tors, genetic predisposition, and others 
factors play a significant role in making 
these preventable diseases so widespread 
in the Rio Grande Valley. Fortunately, 

Dr. Vega’s involvement with the commu-
nity extends far beyond the walls of the 
clinic, participating in local health fairs 
and expos, an opportunity that allows 
for increased awareness and education. 
“We normally talk about disease preven-
tion and diabetes prevention. With those 
that already have diabetes we talk about 
improving health, eating the right food, 

and exercise combined with taking their 
medication,” he says. 

While Dr. Vega may be the driving force 
behind the standard of care provided 
at VHC Valley Health and Night Clinic, 
there is an entire crew that works dili-
gently alongside him to make it possible. 
“Our staff provides me with 5-star qual-
ity service. They know how to incorpo-
rate what we are doing here in the clinic, 
talking to patients and overall just incor-
porating that vision. Everybody here is 
on the same page, they know what my 
position is, and that is to give my patients 

good service” he maintains. Part of fulfill-
ing that commitment to patients is hav-
ing the ability to look forward. In doing 
so, Dr. Vega has established some goals 
that include obtaining more knowledge 
in the field of anti-aging and regenera-
tive medicine, and consequently being 
able to incorporate that knowledge into 

his patient’s treatment plan.  For the next 
generation of RGV Nurse Practitioners, 
Dr. Vega has some sage advice: “besides 
studying hard, always maintain that peo-
ple come first. Know that you’re there to 
provide an exceptional level of service 
for your clients, making sure that they’re 
taken care of.” 

Some patients require that extra mile 
of care…literally. This is no problem for 
VHC Valley Health and Night Clinic 
which remains one of the few local clin-
ics that provide the option of traditional 
house calls.  For Dr. Vega it’s where the 
“black bag” meets the iPad, and where he 
experiences the previously unimaginable 
convenience of ordering prescriptions 
online as he examines patients.  It can be 
difficult for older residents living in the 
largely rural, central Valley to make their 
way to the clinic, so the clinic comes to 
them, “my waiting room is your living 
room,” jokes Dr. Vega.  Aside from conve-
nience, the house calls represent an add-
ed layer to the holistic approach taken by 
Dr. Vega. “It shows me how patients are 
in their home and what environmental 
factors are affecting them in their health.” 
At times medicine may be found to be 
out of reach for an elderly patient, there 
may be no access to running water, or 
even a refrigerator to store insulin. With 
this knowledge Dr. Vega can then begin 
to focus on finding the resources that will 
remedy the situation. 

Perhaps just as importantly as the 
knowledge Dr. Vega imparts on his pa-
tients is the wisdom that he’s obtained 
from his years spent with them. “I’ve 
learned to be a little bit more hospitable 
and caring. The patients here and the 

people of the Rio Grande Valley are just 
outstanding. Everybody is so nice and 
loving to one another. There’s a very fam-
ily-oriented atmosphere, and that’s what 
I have learned most about being family.”  
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DR. DAVID SAUCEDA M.D. FAAP
PEDIATRICIAN AT VALLEY CHILDREN’S CLINIC 

2226 HAINE DRIVE | HARLINGEN, TX | (956) 423-1283

With the number of obese children in America at three 
to four times 1980 levels, one of the best places to be-
gin combatting weight gain is in the home. A good 

time to start changing habits is around the holidays. This is 
when kids are spending extra time in the home, and both eating 
and sitting around can get out of control.

Here are some simple measures:

+ Keep unhealthy foods out of the house 
Don’t bring home high-risk foods – foods you know aren’t 

good for you but that are most difficult for you and your chil-
dren to resist.  If you can keep them out of the home you won’t 
be tempted to eat them. If they somehow sneak into the house, 
make sure they are stored out of sight. If they are going to be left 
out and about, keep them in opaque containers with a lid. Un-
healthy foods should be out of direct vision and direct access. 

+ Make healthier foods readily available 
Cut up fresh fruits and vegetables and have them readily avail-

able and easy to eat – either on the counter or in the refrigerator.  
Another effective strategy is to fill up on vegetables, salads or 
fruit at the beginning of a meal. For dessert, try serving a selec-
tion of sliced fresh fruits alongside the pumpkin and apple pies.

Create new family traditions … and watch the holiday screen 
time 

Families often spend too much time focusing on food during 
holiday celebrations and the days after.  Parents need to come 
up with new annual holiday traditions to share with their kids, 
like playing soccer, playing football or taking a family bike ride.   
Plan activities to keep children from overdoing their screen 
time and keep it to no more than seven hours per week.  This 
can be particularly important during the holidays when kids are 
out of school and at risk of spending hours and hours watching 

television or playing on computers, video games and phones.   
Active traditions like this are easy to organize and fun and a 
family tradition to look forward to even more than the practice 
of overeating until you are uncomfortable. 

+ Finally, if you are in the house, stay out of the 
kitchen 

The kitchen has become a focal point of many homes, which 
has resulted in regular grazing of food and, not surprisingly, 
bulging waistlines. Engaging in activities in a room that is out of 
sight of the kitchen will lead to less snacking. 

People often look for mysterious answers about why a partic-
ular child has a weight problem but, in general, it’s pretty sim-
ple. It’s the obvious stuff, like eating too many unhealthy foods, 
these days those foods are in the form of sodas and potato/tor-
tilla chips. 

Splurging for one holiday day won’t be the end of the world.   
But don’t do it again the next day or throughout the holiday sea-
son. Planning ahead and moderating our behaviors during the 
holidays can lead to healthier behaviors throughout the year.  

Holiday 
Weight Gain

CAN AFFECT CHILDREN TOO

BY DR. DAVID SAUCDEDA

It happens every year. The arrival of the holidays brings too 
much food and too little physical activity.   It is a time of accel-
erated weight gain and it’s a risky period for kids in general, 
and in particular for kids who are overweight to start with.
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BY EMILY GLISSON

ER Just 
Got Easier: 

Convenience to the Consumer

I
magine walking into an emergency waiting room 
with a minor, but very uncomfortable cut on your 
forehead.  It’s a Saturday afternoon and the lobby 
is bustling with sick and injured patients waiting 

desperately to see the next available nurse or doctor. 
Now imagine this – you only had to wait for 10 min-
utes before hearing your name called at the front 
desk.  That’s hard to believe, right?  We’ve all been 
there before – whether we were the ones sustain-
ing an injury or illness, or we were the ones waiting 
patiently with our sick loved ones.  At some point, 
we remember staring at that clock on the wall ... 35 
minutes, 45 minutes, 1 hour and counting ... won-
dering if we would ever get to see a doctor.  What 
if I told you that you didn’t have to wait anymore?  
What if your wait time barely exceeded 15 to 20  
minutes at the most? 
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2 .  Select ER Reserve 
      Logo

3 .  Choose Your Hospital

T
he South Texas Health System recently imple-
mented a new plan of action to decrease wait 
times in busy emergency hospitals.  The pro-
gram is called ER Reserve, and if you have a 

smartphone or acomputer, then you can decrease 
your wait time substantially just with a press of a 
button.  

The program is streamlined and incredibly us-
er-friendly when put to the test. On a smartphone, 
labtop, or computer, the patient will log on to www.
southtexashealthsystem.com and select the “ER 
Reserve” logo. From there, the patient is prompted 
to choose the closest area hospital he or she wishes 
to be treated in.  Upon choosing a hospital, a new 
window pops up with a disclaimer. Once you have 
agreed to the disclaimer, the rest is very simple. In-
formation fields are filled out and a time is chosen. 
The patient then receives an email to verify the cho-
sen appointment and the process is complete.   It’s 
very similar to booking an appointment online at a 
hair salon or with the Genius Bar at an Apple retail 
store.  The process is simple and cuts your wait time 
in half.

But is this program really necessary in area ER 
hospitals?  Although convenient for patients, does 
this type of initiative make sense from a business 
perspective? According to Jason Chang, the CEO of 
McAllen Heart Hospital, the initiative is necessary 
in reducing wait times because ER visits are increas-
ing nationally across the board.  In 2013, there were 
approximately 74,863 visits at STHS emergency hos-
pitals. The rise in visits can be attributed to several 
factors, according to Chang, including a shortage in 
primary doctors, uninsured patients, and the pass-
ing of the Affordable Care Act (Obamacare).  

The American College of Emergency Physicians 
recently sent out a press release stating that, “...86 
percent expect emergency visits to increase over the 
next three years.  More than three-fourths (77 per-
cent) say their ERs are not adequately prepared for 
significant increases.”  The reality of overcrowded 
waiting rooms was something Chang and his team 

1 .  Log On To

www.southtexashe al thsy stem .com

www.yourmail .com  

4 .  Fill Out Infortmation Form

5 .  Check your email for your appointment 
       confirmation #

www.southtexashe al thsy stem .com

www.southtexashe al thsy stem .com
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recognized as a potential problem in 
area hospitals.  And so, the ER Reserve 
was born. The program would initially 
streamline the process – making it not 
only more comfortable for patients, but 
more viable for doctors and staff.  

“Reducing patient wait times increas-
es patient satisfaction,” said Chang. “By 
requesting a time to be seen, patients 
needing care at one of our emergency 
rooms can wait in the comfort of their 
own home (or wherever they prefer) until 
it is time to be medically evaluated by a 
healthcare provider. Today with the avail-
able technology, we are streamlining how 
our community can receive emergency 
care.”

But Chang does stress that this program 
should not be used in life-threatening sit-
uations. “ER Reserve and the monitoring 
of wait times are ONLY intended to be 
used in conjunction with minor injuries 
or illnesses,” he explained. “We advise our 
patients that if symptoms worsen or they 
experience symptoms of a life-threaten-
ing occurrence such as a heart attack or 
stroke, they are not to use ER Reserve 
and should instead call 9-1-1 or get to the 
nearest emergency room.”  

The program seems to be a perfect fit 
for STHS, as no other system has in-house 
trauma surgeons working 24 hours a day 
and 7 days a week like McAllen Medical 
Center, or specialized emergency rooms 
for kids that you’ll find at Edinburg Chil-
dren’s Hospital, or an emergency center 
dedicated solely to cardiovascular health 
like the one at McAllen Heart Hospital. 

“No one is better equipped to take care 
of emergency situations as our STHS 
Emergency Rooms,” said Chang. “Know-
ing this, our goal is to expand our emer-
gency care expertise from our primary 
service area of McAllen and Edinburg to 
other communities in the Valley. Hope-
fully, we can improve the level, the qual-
ity, and the delivery of emergency care 
to a greater percent of the population. 
We’re doing that through ER Reserve 
and posting wait times online, but the 
biggest capital investment we are making 
is constructing freestanding emergency 
rooms.” 

Those freestanding emergency rooms 
will come equipped with 14 beds, a full 
retail pharmacy, a laboratory, and various 
diagnostic services.  According to Chang, 

the free standing emergency rooms in 
Weslaco and Mission will give people in 
those geographic areas convenient access 
to emergency care. The freestanding ERs 
are slated to open during the holiday sea-
son in Weslaco and in February 2015 in 
Mission.  

“Freestanding emergency rooms help 
relieve overcrowding in hospital-based 
ERs, fill gaps in underserved communi-
ties, reduce wait times, and make ER care 
more convenient,” explained Chang. “Ac-
cording to the American Hospital Associ-
ation, 44 percent of hospital care begins 
in a freestanding emergency department, 
and more than half of ER visits occur out-
side of normal business hours.” 

And with an increase in emergency 
room patients, comes an increase in free-
standing emergency facilities, with a na-
tional average boasting nearly 400 in the 
last four years – that’s doubled what the 
numbers were several years ago, accord-
ing to data presented by the American 
Hospital Association.

There’s no question that STHS will ben-
efit greatly from the ER Reserve, as will 
their future patients who need immedi-
ate care. The growing trend of booking 

appointments online, particularly in hos-
pitals, has helped emergency rooms deal 
with the struggle of overcrowded waiting 
rooms and excessive population growth.  
And Chang is confident that this pro-
gram will prove successful in the Valley 
for both patients and hospital staff. “With 
five hospitals covering almost every spe-
cialty and six ERs throughout the mid 
and upper Valley, I would expect that 
STHS will be a leader in emergency care 
for the foreseeable future.”

“By requesting a time to be seen, patients needing 
care at one of our emergency rooms can wait in the 
comfort of their own home (or wherever they pre-
fer) until it is time to be medically evaluated by a 
healthcare provider. Today with the available tech-
nology, we are streamlining how our community 
can receive emergency care.”

F R E E  STA N D I N G 
EMERGENCY ROOMS

14 Beds

1  Full
Retail
Pharmacy

1  Laboratory
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BY LAURI REVILLA  ||  PHOTOS BY IVAN RAMIREZ

Treating pain with
Empathy

Erika Salinas-Vasquez and Araceli Gaona-Gonzalez understand the importance of the patient clinic ralationship. 
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Dr. Tajul Chowdhury understands that when 
patients visit his office, they’re not just looking for 
medications that will help relieve their pain. They 
need a doctor that truly understands what they’re 
going through and is able to provide them with 
hope that things will get better. “I have a gift for 
turning my patient’s pain into comfort, “ says Dr. 
Chowdhury. “They don’t have to deal with pain 
on their own and suffer.”

arly on in his career, Dr. 
Chowdhury felt that he 
could make a real difference 
in the lives of patients strug-

gling with acute and chronic pain. After 
receiving his M.B.B.S. from the Rajshah 
Medical College in Rajshahi, Bangladesh 
and completing additional medical train-
ing at Boston University and Harvard 
Medical School, Dr. Chowdhury spent 
many years as the Chief of Anesthesia at 
the Knapp Medical Center in Weslaco. He 
found that the Rio Grande Valley had a 
great need for specialized and interdis-
ciplinary pain management treatments. 
In 1994, he opened The Center for Pain 
Management in McAllen, Texas – an in-
terdisciplinary clinic that would com-
bine modern approaches and high qual-
ity patient care to treat and manage pain.

The Center for Pain Management be-
came the leading clinic of its kind in the 
area and moved to Edinburg to service an 
even larger population. People suffering 
from nerve pain, arthritis, cancer, shin-
gles, injuries, herniated discs, headaches, 
and pain after surgery traveled to Edin-
burg to see Dr. Chowdhury Patients visit-
ing the clinic were not only impressed by 
the effectiveness of the treatments they 
received, but also by the doctor’s excel-
lent bedside manner.

 

Twenty years later, Dr. Chowdhury’s 
patients continued to appreciate his posi-
tive attitude and compassion. “Dr. Chow-
dhury is a very down to earth doctor. He 
is very well-educated and also has a sense 
of humor,” says Araceli Gaona-Gonzalez, 
Clinic Supervisor at The Center for Pain 
Management. “I think it is something 
that patients love because it makes them 
feel comfortable. It makes them feel they 
are able to open up to him and that he 
understands what it is like to be in pain.”

Research shows that most new doctors 
only sit down and talk to their patients 
during 9 percent of their consultations. 
On the other hand, research consistent-
ly shows that a doctor’s bedside manner 
can have a great impact on the patient’s 
health outcomes. A recent review of clin-
ical trials published in the April 2014 is-
sue of PLOS ONE found that a good pa-
tient-clinician relationship has a positive 
effect on a patient’s weight loss, blood 
pressure, blood sugar, lipid level, and 
pain.

The entire staff at The Center for Pain 
Management understands the impor-
tance of the patient-clinician relation-
ship. “Our clinic is very unique,” says 
Gaona-Gonzalez. “We have a great staff, 
great nurses that truly care about their 
job and making sure that our patients are 
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Most of the patients 
at The Center for Pain 
Management report 

a reduction of 50-100 
percent of their pain.

very well taken care of. ” Normally, pa-
tients at The Center for Pain Management 
report a reduction of 50-100 percent of 
their pain.

The clinic also prides itself in offering 
some of the most modern treatments 
and procedures in the industry. Among 
these .innovative procedures is MILD 
(Minimally Invasive lumbar decompres-
sion). Dr. Chowdhury was the first phy-
sician in the Rio Grande Valley certified 
to perform this outpatient procedure that 
utilizes an imaging machine to allow the 
removal of small pieces 
of bone and excess lig-
ament tissue through a 
tiny incision in the back. 
By opting for the MILD 
procedure patients re-
gain their mobility and 
experience a decrease in 
their pain without the 
long recovery periods.

Dr. Chowdhury and the staff at Center 
for Pain Management don’t want people 
to give up and accept that they have to 
live in pain. Finding an effective treat-

ment often involves trying different ap-
proaches, from prescription medications 
to narcotic pumps, until they find one 
that works for that specific person. Most 
patients visiting the clinic not only find 
relief from their symptoms, but are also 
able to go back to enjoying their daily ac-
tivities.

Araceli Gaona-Gonzalez remembers a 
particular patient they had a few years 
back. He was experiencing debilitating 
pain from Stage 4 prostate cancer and 
had been given only four months to 

live. Through the 
use of a narcotic 
pump to treat his 
symptoms, he ex-
perienced relief 
from his pain. “He 
ended up living 
four more years. At 
first, he came in a 

wheelchair and later on was able to walk 
in to the office,” says Gaona.

Innovative treatments, such as the intra-
thecal morphine pump which is a small 
implanted device that delivers concen-

trated amounts of medication directly 
into the spinal cord, are able to treat de-
bilitating conditions, such as pain from 
failed back surgery, cancer pain, dystro-
phy, causalgia, and arachnoiditis. Both 
the morphine pump and the baclofen 
pump are also able to treat muscle spas-
ticity found in certain conditions, such as 
multiple sclerosis.

Araceli Gaona-Gonzalez, clinic supervi-
sor at the clinic, recalls many cases where 
patients showed up crying or unable 
to walk because of their pain, but were 
able to go back to their regular lives after 
treatment. “It makes you feel like you're 
doing something right for someone,” says 
Araceli. “Even if its just one person that 
gets some sort of relief it makes working 
for The Center For Pain Management 
worthwhile.”

Patients that are interested in visiting 
The Center for Pain Management can vis-
it their website at www.cfpm.net or call 
956-631-9041.
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To some, the calling for ortho-
pedic work happens at school. 
Others receive it during a game 

of rugby. 
“I’ve had my ribs and fingers broken,” shares 

Francisco Rodriguez Jr., the former member of 
the Texas Rugby Union who now dedicates him-
self to rehabilitating injured athletes.

Talented in flag football, soccer and softball, the young Rodri-
guez knew he was meant for a hands-on career. At seventeen, he 
joined the Fighting Texas Aggie Corps of Cadets, which Rodri-
guez describes as life changing. “I learned the meaning of unity, 
respect, honor, selflessness, and integrity,” he highlights, adding 
that four years with a diverse group of cadets helped him shape 
his own identity. “My experience there and my faith in God and 
Jesus Christ have made me the man I am today,” he explains.

Rodriguez credits his mother, a nurse, 
as a great influencer on his choice for a 

career in healthcare. Paired with the dis-
cipline he learned while being a cadet, 

her encouragement fueled him to reach be-
yond his degree in Biomedical Science in 1998 

through Texas A&M University. “I never thought 
of just completing my bachelor and being done,” Ro-

driguez shares. “I always wanted to do more.”
True to his decision, in 2004 Rodriguez finished another bach-

elor’s degree, this time Physician Assistant Studies, through 
University of Texas Pan-American. There he also received his 
Masters of Science in Physician Assistant Studies in 2008. Af-
terward, Rodriguez worked as a Physician Assistant with an 
orthopedic group specializing in spine surgery and total joint 
replacement. In 2010, he joined Dr. Raul Marquez’s practice at 

BY LAURI REVILLA  ||  PHOTOS BY IVAN RAMIREZ

The Game of Success  
in Healthcare



“I LEARNED THE 
MEANING OF UNITY, 
RESPECT, HONOR, 
SELFLESSNESS, AND  
INTEGRITY”.

Marquez Orthopedics.
The former player for the McAllen 

Knights RFC has no regrets in trading 
in the sports field for the medical field. 
Aside from his interest in orthopedics, 
Rodriguez mentions his family as the 
main reason why he prefers to remain 
safe from rugby injuries. “My wife and 
my daughter are now the priority,” 
he affirms. Rodriguez’ daughter Jena 
Cuellar has taken after his talent for 
sports, having run for the Texas Wom-
en’s Track and Field while pursuing her 
Journalism degree at the University of 
Texas in Austin. Currently working as 
Marquez Orthopedics’ Marketing Di-
rector, she’s proud of her father’s ability 
with patients. “He’s very good at taking 
the time to listen and advise them,” 
Cuellar observes. 

Rodriguez finds a comparison be-
tween his work and coaching as he 
instructs patients on how to take bet-
ter care of their joints. His passion for 
mentoring comes from the two years 
spent teaching Physics and Chemis-
try at Roma High School, from 1999 
to 2001. Rodriguez never forgets the 
support he received during his own ac-

ademic years, through mentors such as 
the late Ms. Isela Gonzalez, Mr. Arturo 
Perez from Biology, Ms. Vasquez from 
Calculus, Mr. Alvarez from Chemistry, 
and the priest of his church, Father Roy 
Snipes. 

A moment when Rodriguez felt most 
grateful for these role models was 
during his applications for undergrad-
uate and graduate degrees. “As a first 
generation college student, I didn’t 
know all the ins and outs of loans and 
scholarships,” he recalls. “The small 
amount of time a teacher can take out 
of their schedule to help out a student 
can make a great impact on their life.” 

Today Rodriguez takes any opportu-
nity to be that mentor to anyone who 
chooses to follow in his footsteps. “The 
great thing about orthopedics is instant 
gratification,” he comments. “When 
someone comes in with pain, we can 
give them a shot and solve their prob-
lem.” Always available to answer ques-
tions about orthopedics through his 
email fjr_1975@yahoo.com, Rodriguez 
believes persistence is key to succeed in 
this or any other field. “It’s important 
to keep at it,” he advises, “even if some 
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ACCORDING TO THE CENTER FOR DISEASE CONTROL’S NATIONAL INTIMATE 

PARTNER & SEXUAL VIOLENCE SURVEY (NISVS), 
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BY LAURI REVILLA

Family Crisis Centerof the RGV: 
Supporting Victims to Achieve a Better Life

Home should be a place for comfort and safety, 
but for many, home is where they are tortured 
and abused. According to the Center for Dis-

ease Control’s National Intimate Partner and Sexual 
Violence Survey (NISVS), 20 Americans are victims of 
domestic violence each minute. The Family Crisis Cen-
ter of the RGV has been a lifeline for thousands of Rio 
Grande Valley families since first opening its doors in 
1981. The center provides a wide range of services that 
help victims of domestic violence and sexual assault get 
all the support they need to get back on their own two 
feet.

Many of the victims arrive at the center to start a 
new life with just their purse and the clothes they are 
wearing. Many have endured years of abuse, violence, 
threats, and fear. The staff at the Family Crisis Center 
understands that victims need a wide-range of services 
to help them heal, keep themselves safe from their 
abuser, and become independent. The Center’s Exec-
utive Director, Cynthia V. Catchings, ensures that both 
staff and clients work with each other as a team to reach 
that goal.

The first thing that the Family Crisis Center of the 
RGV does when a victim arrives at the center is to assign 
them an advocate that is specialized in either domestic 
violence or sexual assault. The victim is screened and 
his or her needs are assessed. Legal advice is available 
for those that need help obtaining restraining orders, 
pressing charges, or recovering their personal docu-
ments “We accompany them to the court, to the police 
department, to hearings, and assist them with Texas Le-
gal Aid training,“ says Cynthia V. Catchings, the new Ex-
ecutive Director for the Family Crisis Center of the RGV. 
The center also has one LPC, a LMSW, four counseling 
interns, and a BSW intern that provide therapy and case 
management for victims, as well as their children and 
family.

The holistic nature of the services that the center pro-
vides has helped many families move on from their 
traumatic experiences to start a new and better life. 
Such was the case for Betty*, a victim of domestic vio-
lence that escaped from her abuser because she feared 
for her life. With the support that she received at the 
center, she was able to get her personal documents in 
order, obtain legal advice and protective orders, heal 
from her emotional trauma, get her GED, and start 
working. She is currently a very successful woman and 
is working towards completing her college degree.

Although the Family Crisis Center of the RGV offers 
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services to any Rio Grande 
Valley resident that is a vic-
tim of domestic violence or 
sexual assault, many people 
don’t know that the center is 
available to them. The center 
allots a great deal of time and 
funds to getting the word out 
in the community about the 
services that they provide. 
“Last year, we provided a to-
tal of 100 presentations in 
the community with approx-
imately 5,000 people attend-
ing those presentations,” says 
Cynthia V. Catchings. “We are 
making sure that people know 
that we are here and that they 
get the information that they 
need so that they can assist 
themselves, their friends, 
family, or people they know 
suffering from this problem.” 
“During the last fiscal year, we 
provided services to 1223 in-
dividuals, 467 of those being 
children.”

 The Family Crisis Center of 
the RGV is also facing chal-
lenges finding the volunteer 
base that it needs and ob-
taining funding to continue 
expanding their services. The 
center relies heavily on its vol-
unteers to serve as advocates 
or help in other activities. 
Volunteer advocates and di-
rect service volunteers are re-
quired to complete a 40-hour 
special training. This often 
deters people that are inter-
ested in helping but have very 
busy schedules. “We want to 
emphasize that we don’t just 
need volunteers to work with 
the clients in direct service. 
Those that cannot complete 
the training can help in fund-
raisers, events, and outreach.” 
Donations from the commu-
nity are also essential for the 
center to be able to expand 
their services, purchase items 
for the families that are stay-
ing at the shelter, and educate 
more people on how to get 
help. The Center also operates 
a thrift store in Downtown 
Harlingen, where all the pro-

ceeds are used to benefit the clients. Donations 
of used items are always welcomed.

Domestic violence and sexual assault can 
happen to anyone, regardless of ethnicity, so-
cioeconomic status, and gender. Even if you’re 
not a victim yourself, it is important to share 
information on resources in the communi-
ty to friends and family members in the case 
that they ever need help. If you are interest-

ed in obtaining more information about the 
Family Crisis Center of the RGV or would like 
to volunteer or make a donation, please visit  
http://www.familycrisisctr.org or call (956) 
423-9305 or (956) 423-9306. There is also a 
24–hour hotline available for anyone that is in 
an immediate crisis: 1-866-423-9304.

*Name of the client has been changed to  
protect confidentiality.
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Medical solutions have not always 
been easily accessible in the Rio 
Grande Valley. Most major can-

cer clinics exist outside of the region, so 
when a local resident gets diagnosed with 
something as severe as that, their only 
option is to find the nearest hospital that 
can treat their illness. 

For years, anyone in need of blood 
cancer and/or bone transplant medical 
services had to make the trek up north 
to find what they needed. That was un-
til the Texas Transplant Institute Clinic, 
a department of Methodist Hospital in 
San Antonio, recently opened a clinic 
in McAllen to better serve local patients 
that are in dire need of these services.

Reynaldo “Rey” Tamez, 28, is not only 
one of those patients who took advantage 
of this groundbreaking treatment in the 
region, but he was the first patient to be 
seen at the new outreach clinic in McAl-
len. He was also recognized at the open 
house for the clinic on September 3 and 
was accompanied by his parents.

“They treated me perfect. It was the best 
hospital I’ve ever been to. I was there for 
two months and it was a smooth process. 
I’m glad I was able to get the treatment I 
needed locally.”

Tamez was diagnosed with aplastic 
anemia which can occur at any age when 
your body stops producing enough 

blood cells. It leaves patients feeling fa-
tigued and prone to infections and un-
controllable bleeding.

According to his physician and the 
medical director of the program, Carlos 
R. Bachier, M.D., certain types of aplastic 
anemia can be treated with medications 
and blood transfusions, but in a patient 
as young as Rey, a bone marrow trans-
plant was the right course of action to fol-
low through with.

“Medications can have negative side 
effects, and the longer the patient waits 
for a transplant, the more chance there is 
for complications to arise.  A bone mar-
row transplant gives the best chance for 
a cure, so Rey received best we could give 
him.”

Tamez is a unique catalyst and repre-
sentation of many local residents who 
do not have a solid understanding of 
the process and maintain a distressed 
outlook on stem cell transplantation. 
This trepidation is only elevated with the 
hurdles of having to find a donor then 
traveling to San Antonio to obtain the 
necessary treatment, making it strenuous 
for the patient who may not consider a 
transplant merely because they lack ac-
cess to it.

“Patients have many fears about having 
to travel out of the Valley for treatment, 
and who they’re going to see when they 

get to San Antonio and where they’re go-
ing to stay. It’s hard for them, but our clin-
ic in McAllen can help patients overcome 
these issues. After talking with a patient, 
we can make them feel more comfort-
able about the process as well as letting 
them know that if a stem cell transplant is 
needed, we can make it possible.”

Sonia Castillo, the eldest out of Rey’s 
three siblings, was his stem cell donor be-
cause she was a perfect match. This tends 
to occur in one out of five siblings. Rey 
was fortunate to have had the opportuni-
ty to take advantage of this, so in reality 
she played a huge role in saving his life.

According to Bachier, there is enthusi-
asm for the clinic because of what he and 
his team are bringing to the table. It is 
also the only place that offers bone mar-
row transplants in the Valley.

 “The indications for transplants are 
expanding. We’re using stem cells to ma-
nipulate the immune system and we have 
ways to alter the cells that we take out, so 
we can make them more effective while 
we provide better ways to treat the pa-
tient. Improvements have been made to 
limit the side effects of the procedure as 
well as reinforcing certain methods with-
in the process itself. This is something 
that will bring more and more patients to 
come.”

New Clinic Offers a Helping Hand
BY M. D. SOLIS  ||  PHOTOS BY IVAN RAMIREZ
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BY LETICIA ELIZONDO  ||  IMAGES BY IVAN RAMIREZ

RGV 
When the Palm Valley Animal 
Center first opened its doors 
in the city of Edinburg during 

the 1970’s, the community 
which it served looked a lot 
different than it does today. 

Situated along the once- 
rural Trenton road, the shelter 
doubled its workload serving 
a municipal function, where 

animal control departments in 
neighboring areas could bring 

in displaced animals, while 
simultaneously allowing the 
public to drop off unwanted 
animals.  For over 30 years 

this has been the standard for 
PVAC, and while the cities that 

cradle it, McAllen and  
Edinburg, experienced a  

massive population boom,  
literally transforming the 

landscape, PVAC remained 
virtually unchanged.  
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When it comes to statistics, the numbers don’t lie. And based on 
those numbers, the Rio Grande Valley can be viewed as having 
a significant pet over-population problem. Bearing the burden 
of that population problem is PVAC. “We are one of the highest 
single-intake facilities in the United States, consistently among 
the top 5, over the past several years,” explains Tim Ousley,  
Executive Director for PVAC.

As it currently stands, the highly-utilitarian PVAC consists of 
a small reception area, a modest cat room, and rows upon rows 
of mostly overcrowded kennels.  Ousley readily admits “PVAC 
was not really built to handle the public very well.” Fortunately 
all of that is about to change, with the announcement of PVAC’s 
newest endeavor, the construction of a new branch facility, the 
RGV Pet Adoption and Wellness Services or P.A.W.S.  Thanks 
largely in part to the Edinburg Foundation; this brand new 6.5 
acre state-of-the-art facility will also be located in Edinburg off 
the frontage road just south of Monte Cristo. 

This no kill-facility will house all of the organization’s adopt-
able cats and dogs. While the municipal function of PVAC will 
continue as usual, all adoptions will take place at PAWS.  In ad-
dition, the public may also continue to bring in displaced ani-
mals to PVAC where they will be placed under observation and 
vetted. Those deemed healthy enough for adoption will then 
be transported to PAWS. Upon entering, visitors to the new 
PAWS facility will immediately recognize a distinct difference 
between the two facilities, as they will be serving very different 
functions. “In the future PAWS will just be able to focus on edu-
cation and adoption, while PVAC handles the municipal func-
tion. It’s that change in focus that will make all the difference,” 
explains Ousley.

As a point of reference 
PVCA website notes that in 2011:

The Rio Grande Valley’s PVAC took in

44,000 animals 

The San Antonio’s Animal Care Services took in

30,000 animals 

The Austin Animal Center took in

20,000 animals 
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Education is a major component when it comes to combat-
ting the pet overpopulation problem. When asked whether he 
believes it is possible to break the cycle of animal neglect and 
abandonment, Ousley is adamant, “we certainly do, if we didn’t 
believe it could be changed we wouldn’t even try. While we be-
lieve it’s possible we also know it’s going to take several things, 
not just from us, but ultimately from the municipalities, and 
the community at large.” The establishment and enforcement 
of city-ordinances, accessibility of affordable spay and neuters, 
as well as personal accountability, are all cooperative measures 
that according to Ousley must be taken in order to establish real 
and lasting change.  

As part of its educational efforts, the new facility will include 
a classroom equipped with multi-media potential that can ac-
commodate up to 100 children at a time.  Its close proximity to 
both the Idea Public School and the Edinburg Boys & Girls Club 
ensures high accessibility and unlimited potential. “We’d like 
to partner with them in creating a curriculum to begin working 
into schools, about the humane treatment of animals, proper 
elements of responsibility, and pet ownership,” Ousley explains.  
In addition PAWS will be located just a short distance away from 
the University of Texas Pan American, giving older students in-
terested in pursuing careers in veterinary medicine the oppor-
tunity to gain some hands-on experience. 

While PVAC couldn’t function as efficiently without the help 
of countless volunteers, the truth is, there is very limited space 
for them to work.  At RGV PAWS this will no longer be the case. 
Designed with the community in mind, the 6.5 acre compound 
will vary significantly from the current setup, “PAWS is being 
built as a gathering place for animal lovers, with a large lobby, 
educational rooms, and public-access dog park. It will be a place 
where all animal lovers will want to go and bring their own ani-
mals too” Ousley says.         

As part of its commitment to healthy and happier pets there 
will also be a number of structural changes including: large dou-
ble sided kennels that allow for greater mobility and sanitary 
stainless-steel kennels for puppies, while cat-lovers will notice a 
much larger cat room complete with cat condos.  All things that, 
according to Ousley, have become the standard in shelter care 
throughout the country.   Despite being in the early planning 
stages, the crew at PVAC has big goals for their new facility and 
its outreach potential. Future plans include the implementation 
of a mobile unit, with the ability to provide spay & neuter ser-
vices to rural and underserved communities. 

It is the hope of the PVAC board that this new no-kill shelter 
will appeal to a much broader demographic, despite long-held 
cultural beliefs and misinformation. “Part of the misconception 
is that they’re wild animals or that there is something flawed 
about them, when the reality is most of these animals that come 
to us were family pets, that either got out or somebody wasn’t 
able to care for them” Ousley maintains.  The people of PVAC 

stand by their animals, with the majority of the staff owning at 
least one rescue, including Mr. Ousley who dotes on his beloved 
Weimaraners. In an effort to reach more people PVAC is increas-
ingly utilizing social media, while in an effort to facilitate the 
adoption process, their website at Pvaconline.com allows for the 
public to view all adoptable animals from the comfort of their 
own home, 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, a service that will con-
tinue with the establishment of PAWS. 

Slated to open towards the end of 2015 the new facility will 
require abundant support from the community in order to be 
successful. “As we’re trying to fund RGV PAWS there are remain-
ing opportunities available for certain levels of giving. In addi-
tion we have the matching grant that the Edinburg Foundation 
has established, where if we can raise up to $250,000 they’ll 
match that with an endowment, so any amount given towards 
that grant helps us in reaching that goal!” Ousley exclaims.  In 
addition to financial contributions one of the biggest needs the 
shelter will face is foster pet-parenting. As Ousley reveals, “a lot 
of times we’ll get kittens or puppies, in need of more hands-on 
care than what we can provide for them here.”  Lacking the re-
sources to provide a staff 24 hours a day, the foster parents pro-
vide a critical role in the lives of newborn kittens and puppies 
that need to be fed every 3 hours. “Fostering gives those animals 
the opportunity to survive while providing great socialization” 
he adds.   

For more information about how you can become  
involved with PVAC and RGV P.A.W.S. 

Please visit pvaconline.com
 

“In the future, PAWS will just be able to focus on education, and adoption, 

while PVAC handles the municipal function. It’s that change in focus that will 

make all the difference,” explains Ousley.
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BY M.D. SOLIS

A Museum 
Calibrated for 
SUCCESS

Much like the components of a clock, the  
people who keep a museum operating act like 
the gears that move the hands within a clock’s 

frame. They play a crucial role behind the scenes to 
maintain consistent quality and fulfill a museum’s 
mission to educate and enlighten the public.

At the Museum of South Texas History (MOSTHis-
tory) in Edinburg, these individuals manage day-
to-day tasks while employing creativity to preserve 
and present the borderland heritage of South Tex-
as and Northeastern Mexico in the kind of setting 
that could be found in a major metropolitan area.  

One of these individuals is the executive director, 
Shan Rankin.
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A Museum 
Calibrated for 
SUCCESS

Rankin is a Rio Grande Valley  
native from Raymondville who graduated from 
Southern Methodist University (SMU) where she 
majored in political science and history with a con-
centration in Latin American affairs. She went to 
Spain as a graduate student to learn Spanish, had a 
10-year stint on a U. S. Senate staff and also worked 
on political campaigns, and received her MBA at 
SMU. Working with her dad in his agricultural and 
veterinary enterprises brought her back to the RGV, 
and marrying Davis Rankin brought her to McAllen. 
Her education, work experience and love of the Val-
ley made her a viable candidate to lead MOSTHisto-
ry for the past 25 years.

Rankin praises museum board, advisory council 
and staff planning and collaboration for the muse-
um’s success. 

D U R I N G  H E R  T E N U R E ,  T H E  M U S E U M 
H AS  G R OW N  F R O M :

25,000 to 50,000 
SQUARE FEET

AN ATTENDANCE OF  
9,000+ to 35,000+
A STAFF OF 
9 to 16
AN ANNUAL OPERATING BUDGET OF 
$200,000 to $1.5 million 

The museum’s endowment has also grown and pro-
vides significant annual operating support as well. 
One of the biggest hurdles faced annually is raising 
the funds to operate the museum in a manner con-
sistent with the standards of the national American 
Alliance of Museums accreditation it achieved in 
2013. In addition to meeting the annual operating 
budget, leadership is raising $3.35 million to reno-
vate the 1910 jail which is the cornerstone of the mu-
seum complex and has had to be closed to the public 
pending repairs.

“A capital campaign takes a lot of energy and effort 
because it involves writing grants and coordinating 
with people who are going out and making calls in 
the community. Together, we’ve raised about 83 per-
cent of our goal, which is really good.”

Aside from developing exhibits, preserving the 
collection, welcoming visitors, running the Museum 
Store, fundraising, paying bills and communicating 
museum happenings, the staff, as a collective unit, 
plays a major role in attracting support and visitors. 
Because they are educated, creative and highly capa-
ble individuals who work well together, and are com-
mitted to the museum’s success, they have generated 
exhibits, programs and special events that are consis-
tently highly ranked by museum visitors.   

As part of an accredited institution, everyone has 
areas of responsibility, and the museum is fortunate 
to employ motivated self-starters who hold them-
selves accountable for these responsibilities. “We 
hire people who have initiative and are savvy enough 
to visualize new opportunities or identify areas for 
improvement. We often have more great ideas than 
we have the financial capacity to accomplish, but we 
collaborate about them and try to find a way, or we 
put them in a “dream stack” to accomplish in the fu-
ture. People on the staff also talk with each other and 
throw ideas around, soliciting feedback to improve 
on an idea. By massaging these new concepts and 
working as a team, we develop enjoyable events and 
activities for visitors to the museum.”

A crucial part of Rankin’s job is working in con-
cert with the museum board of 24 trustees and 10 
advisory council members that have monthly board 
meetings, committee meetings and an annual retreat 
to plan for the museum’s future. The board is very 
much a part of the fundraising that happens at the 
museum and raises well over $400,000 annually for 
the museum budget through two events — an annual 
campaign that culminates with the Heritage Ranch 
Gala and ¡FANDANGO!, a fall fundraiser that took 
place this year on Oct. 11 at the museum.  

Rankin advises that the $1.5 million budget is 
made up of one-third earned income, one-third 
fundraising and one-third government support. Ac-
cording to her, it’s consistent with industry best prac-
tices and is the appropriate mix because it spreads 
the risk. The museum is not too heavily dependent 
on either of the single items, but like a three-legged 
stool, each area must be strongly supported or the 
entire process could fail. 

“A huge part of the trustees’ and advisors’ fundrais-
ing success is due to the generous response from the 
local community when contacted about donations. 
Without the community’s commitment to making 
the museum a priority in their giving, the museum 
would not be what it is today, nor would it have a 
future.” 

A  big part of the museum’s appeal is the role it 
plays in preserving our regional heritage and shar-
ing it with local school children. Contracts with local 
school districts assure 4th and/or 7th graders studying 
Texas history supplement classroom learning with 
a field trip to the museum.  Museum visitor stud-
ies have established there is a positive link between 
visiting museums and academic success, so Rankin 
believes it is imperative for children in the RGV to 
get to experience this firsthand at MOSTHistory. “A 
child’s exposure to museums early in life has a tre-
mendous impact on his or her development of a love 
of learning, and that is really key to success in life.”

When museum leaders and staff were raising funds 
to expand the museum, they told foundations they 
were trying to bring the kind of experience one 
would find in a major metropolitan area to the RGV. 
By touring this beautiful facility filled with so much 
historical inspiration, one can clearly see they suc-
ceeded. Don’t miss this grand museum!

“WITHOUT THE 
COMMUNITY’S 
COMMITMENT 
TO MAKING 
THE MUSEUM 
A PRIORITY IN 
THEIR GIVING, 
THE MUSEUM 
WOULD NOT 
BE WHAT IT IS  
TODAY, NOR 
WOULD IT 
HAVE A 
 FUTURE.” 
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BY SHELLY KENT

INTERNATIONAL TRAVEL PHOTOGRAPHER  
SELECTS THE VALLEY TO DEBUT HIS WORK

QUE S T
TO

JOURNEY

Returning home to the Valley, international travel photographer Samuel Garza will premier his work on 
December 6th and 20th in collaboration with Weslaco Museum. The unveiling will be followed by the 
inspirational story of Garza’s quest to enrich his life, and how that unfolded into helping others eval-

uate their own lives from a new perspective. The evening will culminate with a glimpse behind the stories 
each image holds. 
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FULFILLING A LIFELONG DREAM
As a young boy, Weslaco-born Garza would listen 

wide-eyed and eager, as his father and uncles would 
recount stories of serving their nation overseas. As 
he grew, Garza had a growing desire to adventure 
through those places to see if they were as fantastical 
in life as they were in his imagination. Leaving the 
Valley, a place Garza describes as culturally rich and 
dynamic, Garza set off on a journey across the state, 
the nation, and the world, finding himself along the 
way.

MAKING HIS MOVE
Garza took the first steps of his journey fresh out of 

Texas A&M University by moving overseas to attend 
school at the University of Kent in Brussels, Belgium 

for his Masters degree. While there, Garza traveled 
every chance he could get. Upon graduating, Garza 
returned to America to work in Washington D.C. 
Garza climbed the ranks and soon found himself in 
highly respected suit-and-tie roles that albeit vital, 
wore his soul thin. After years of contending with 
his growing restlessness, Garza had an epiphany that 
would forever change life as he knew it.

Garza grasped the common thread he’d come to 
love through his many overseas work trips: drinking 
in the sites of foreign lands. The first thing in Garza’s 
suitcase was always his camera bag and he realized 
that photographing his journeys had become more 
than a way to spend his off-time—it had become his 
passion. Stepping from job security and into the un-
known, Garza purchased a one-way ticket to Europe, 
and boarded a plane to begin his first unmapped 
journey.
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         It was a tough journey to  
mentally bring myself to a place 
where I could pursue my passion 
without guilt, but now I can turn 
down recruiters without beating 
myself up about it—I’m meant to 
be here, funneling the best parts  
of our world to others and carrying 
a message with it that inspires 
others to live with intention”

“

ACCEPTING THE FALLOUT
Making his way up the corporate ladder and then de-

ciding to forfeit his position for the relative unknown 
left some of Garza’s friends and colleagues baffled. 
From warnings that his decision was professional sui-
cide to being told flat out that he’d stepped off the deep 
end, Garza had to internally contend with his choice to 
abandon the comforts of what so many people work a 
lifetime to achieve. His professional mentors applaud-
ed him, and his parents supported his decision, seeing 
the spark that was long extinguished by the corporate 
grind return to their son’s eyes. Garza intimates, “It was 
a hard reality check when the authenticity of my per-
sonal and professional relationships were put to the test 
as I made these decisions for myself. Although difficult, 
it was a valuable experience that helped me learn with 
whom I should devote my time and allegiance.” 

HERE HE IS
After his first year as a professional photographer, and 

more exploration, Garza’s friends and fans urged him to 
assemble his stories and images to share with others as 
he had with them. Garza did so, putting his lecture skills 
to use and creating a presentation that guides people 
through moments of self-evaluation and offers insights 
into each image in his showcase.

“Sam’s images offer exciting perspectives and 
breath-taking vistas,” says Weslaco Museum Director, 
Geoffrey Alger. “I feel like I’m stepping out on a balcony 
and seeing it myself. The sense of realism—of really be-
ing there—is overwhelming.”
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Garza confides, “It was a tough journey to mentally 
bring myself to a place where I could pursue my pas-
sion without guilt, but now I can turn down recruit-
ers without beating myself up about it—I’m meant 
to be here, funneling the best parts of our world to 
others and carrying a message with it that inspires 
others to live with intention.”

“The pictures that are worth a thousand words—” 
Garza adds, “I want to be an influence in that conver-
sation and take it beyond convention.”

And just what’s beyond the thousand words a pic-
ture holds? Just ask Samuel Garza, and you may nev-
er look at life in the same way again.

EVENT DETAILS
Garza’s exhibit, Behind the Images: A Quest 

for Perspective will take place at Weslaco 
Museum from 6:00 – 8:00 pm on Saturday, 
December 6th and 20th. 

Advanced tickets may be purchased by De-
cember 1, 2014. The event will include wine, 
beer, and door prizes. Images will also be 
available for purchase.

To learn more about Garza’s images and 
travels, visit his website: 
www.samueljgarza.com or visit his event 
page at http://historyhiker.com/events/
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BY LAURI REVILLA

Jeremy 

Valladares: 

Gold’s Gym Most In
spirin

g Member
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‘LIVE LIFE TO ITS FULLEST BECAUSE IN A SECOND IT 
COULD ALL BE OVER.” THIS IS THE ADVICE THAT  
LOCAL PASTOR AND GOLD’S GYM’S MOST  INSPIRA-
TIONAL MEMBER, JEREMY VALLADARES, GIVES TO  
EVERYBODY THAT HE ENCOUNTERS. 

A few months ago, he had no idea what life 
had in store for him. Jeremy suffered from 
a crippling accident on a mission trip in 
the Yucatan Peninsula that left him with 
two broken legs and a shattered radius.  
Although doctors didn’t think he would 
fully heal, his determined “can do” at-
titude helped him overcome his inju-
ries and even complete a triathlon nine 
months later.

Prior to the accident, Jeremy was al-
ways committed to health and fitness. 
He was part of his high school’s football 
team and even played a season with the 
Edinburg Landsharks. Several years ago, 
he joined his local Gold’s Gym to get his 
healthy lifestyle back on track. Becoming 
a member of Gold’s was life changing 
for him. He quickly became a regular 
in cycling class and formed part of the 
tight-knit group of cyclists at the gym. 
He found that his instructors and friends 
pushed him to train harder and pursue 
bigger challenges.

During that time, Valladares also served 
as leader of the Heritage Baptist McAllen 
Church that he and his wife had founded 
over six years ago. Jeremy felt the calling 
to work with young people to help them 
do something worthwhile with their lives. 
He created many opportunities for local 
youth to participate in healthy activities, 
such as sports, mission trips, and volun-
teering in the community.

It was on one of these trips that Jeremy’s 
life changed forever. While he was driv-
ing on the Yucatan Peninsula, he was hit 
head-on by a semi truck. He spent long, 
grueling hours waiting for someone to 
pull over and help him. In Mexico, he un-
derwent several surgeries until his health 
was stable enough for him to be trans-
ferred to the United States. Valladares 
encountered what he calls his “guardian 
angel” during this experience – an anony-
mous donor that paid for his medical ex-
penses and his transfer to the U.S. 

Valladares had a long road to recovery 
ahead of him, but was ready to do every-
thing in his power to get better. Although 
Doctor’s told him it would take more than 
six months for him to walk again, he was 
able to take a few steps at his local Gold’s 
Gym just seven weeks after the accident. 
“What helped me walk again so soon was 
my mindset that I was going to get better,” 
says Valladares. “I think it’s just the atti-
tude of I'm not going to quit. I have never 
been a quitter.” Soon he was able to walk, 
run, and cycle again, pushing through his 
pain and injuries.

A few months later, one of his church 
members encouraged him to participate 
in a triathlon after seeing how well he had 
recovered. He knew that his local Gold’s 
Gym was the best place to train for all 
three events and where he would get the 
motivation to push forward. “My cycling 
instructor at Gold’s Gym helped me out 
with training. His name is Joey Williams 
and he's just an all-around athlete,” says 
Valladares. “He eats healthy, lifts, cycles, 
swims, runs, and coaches middle school 
football. He really inspired me to become 
a triathlete.” Just nine months later, Val-
ladares successfully completed the event 
even though he was still healing from his 
injuries.

Jeremy Valladares’ commitment and de-
termination have made him a role model 
for his family, friends, and the entire com-
munity. Gold’s Gym found his story to be 
so inspiring that they recently named 
him “Most Inspiring Member.” Valladares 
encourages everyone to find something 
that motivates them to get their life on a 
healthy path. “You have to get out there 
and be active and do something. It’s your 
life and you only have one. It’s worth 
fighting for, and it’s worth being healthy 
to enjoy your life, your family, and your 
kids.”




