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33rd Annual Thanks to Youth Program
Honoring Youth Scholars and Heroes
Thanks to Youth is a very special event SITM puts on
every year to celebrate exceptional young people in
our community. The event began in 1987 as a way to
honor “Unsung Heroes” in our
community. Unsung heroes are
not necessarily student scholars
or athletes, but are students
doing extraordinary things in
their schools, churches and for
families.
In the 1990’s, SITM added Youth
Scholarships to the program.
Scholarships were initially funded through donations
from local businesses and over time expanded due
to the generosity of John Farahi, owner of the Atlantis
Casino Resort Spa. Mr. Farahi generously donates
the room, meals and supplies the staff for our annual
luncheon-- which means all the money raised through
sponsorships, ticket sales and raffle sales goes directly
to fund Youth Scholarships and Unsung Hero awards
for the following year!

This year, due to COVID-19, we weren’t able to have
the luncheon so we are celebrating in a different way.
We are presenting our recipients with their awards,
certificates and proclamations
from our local dignitaries
in front of SITM member
Jeanne Baxter’s store, Ethan
Allen Interiors. This will take
place at 6pm on Thursday
July 30th.This special edition
newsletter will go out to all of
our members and supporters
so they can see just how special this year’s Youth
Scholarship and Unsung Hero recipients are.
Soroptimist congratulates each of our recipients for
their hard work and what they do for their families and
community.
We know you are going to do amazing things in the
future and we wish all of you good luck!

Education/Youth Co-Coordinators
Monica House & Piper Mullen
Thanks to Youth Co-Coordinators
Valerie Hahn & Pam Sutton
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Keep Reaching for Excellence and Nothing Less
Ruby B. Johnson, a Mining Engineer in Nevada was scheduled to be the guest speaker at SITM’s Thanks to Youth
luncheon and celebration. Due to unforeseen circumstances this event had to be canceled. In response, Ruby
shared this message of encouragement an inspiration for our scholars and heroes.

In October 2019 when I was contacted by SITM
to be the keynote speaker for the organization’s
annual Thanks to Youth luncheon, I was elated
and looking forward to meeting all of you.
Congratulations to the scholarship recipients and
the Unsung Heroes. Although I
won’t get to meet all of you as
soon as I’d have liked to, I still
want to let you know that I am
so proud of you and excited to
see what the future holds for
all of you. Keep reaching for
excellence and nothing less.
I was born in Sierra Leone and
moved to the United States at
the age of 12. In my family, I
was the first to attend a fouryear university right out of high
school in the United States.
Being raised by a single mother,
working two jobs at the same
time, I know the importance of
financial assistance as well as having mentors
outside of the home. To the scholarship recipients,
I know this money will be great support in whatever
you choose to invest it in. Investing in your

academic and/or professional life is one of the best
investments you will ever make. To our Unsung
Heros, thank you for all that you do and making
a difference. I am grateful for all those who have
helped me get to where I am, and I know your work
and commitment to others, far and
near, are not in vain.
To the Soroptimist International of
Truckee Meadows members and
benefactors, thank you for using your
time, talents, and treasures for such a
necessary cause. I am applauding all
the great programs and opportunities
you provide to women and girls in the
community and abroad. The seeds
you are planting in these young people
will reap harvests that will bless many
generations to come.
God bless you.
Ruby B. Johnson
Mining Engineer,
Editorial Director, STEMher by
Ruby B. Johnson Magazine

The annual Thanks to Youth Scholarships and Unsung Heroes program has been produced
by the following committees, along with the rest of SITM’s members.
Education/Youth Committee
Piper Mullen & Monica House, Co-Coordinators
Dot Watts, Annette Friedlander, Eileen Fuller, Jo Ann Lessly, Liza Chapen, Carol Dinneen,
Eve Johnson, Valerie Hahn, Pam Sutton.
Thanks to Youth Committee
Pam Sutton & Valerie Hahn, Co-Coordinators
			
Connie Steinheimer, Piper Mullen, Eileen Fuller, Jo Ann Lessly, Liza Chapen,
			
Mary Beth Roselli, Jean Neddenriep, Vicki Schultz, Cindy Burk, Margie
			Hermanson
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Youth Scholarships
Halla Mansfield graduated as Valedictorian from Hug High with her twin sibling
Zoe. Her first goals in the medical field are to complete TMCC ‘s EMS, EMT
and fire academy classes this summer. In the fall she is excited to be attending
Wellesley College in Massachusetts as a hopeful biomedical or environmental sciences major. Her plans for the future are to enter the medical field as a
pathologist or PA.
“Through my education, I hope to gain knowledge that will not only facilitate personal growth, but also benefit myself and make a positive impact on
peoples’ lives. Thank you to all my teachers, family and friends who have
helped make this possible!”

Halla Mansfield is the Barbara F. Vucanovich Scholarship Recipient

Chloe Yocom is a graduate of Spanish Springs High School. During high school
she was the blood drive site coordinator, involved in the school’s national honors
society club, and leadership program. Chloe will be attending the University of
Nevada this fall and majoring in Speech Pathology and Audiology.
“I have been through so much, but this pandemic has been my biggest challenge. Even with this challenge, I am ready to start my future at the University of Nevada, Reno.”
Landon Gray, a graduate of Innovations High School just received the National Security Language Initiative for Youth (NSLI-Y) Year Long Russian
Language Program scholarship. Landon has always had an interest in the
Russian language, it’s history and culture and it’s been a dream of his to
complete an immersion program. Landon also plays in 2 bands which brings
him great joy and he hopes brings joy to others.
“Thank you for selecting me for the Soroptimist Scholarship. It will certainly aid me in my future endeavors.”
Gracie Gurr, a graduate of the Academy of Arts, Careers and Technology
School will be attending UNR in the Speech Pathology and Audiology program.
She became interested in speech pathology after a hospital internship at St
Mary’s Hospital and volunteering at the Northern Nevada RAVE Family Foundation. Her ultimate goal is to earn her Masters in Speech Pathology and help
those in need.
“I appreciate this scholarship and the opportunities that come with it.”
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Youth Scholarships
Leialoha Epui, a graduate of Hug High School was very involved in multiple
activities including being captain of the varsity volleyball team, President of the
Polynesian Club, Secretary of Keystone, a member of the Boys and Girls club,
the Green club and Upward Bound. She loves to stay busy and give back to
her community. This fall she’s attending TMCC and will be deciding on her
major.
“Throughout high school I was able to complete many hours of community service and volunteer around our city to give back to those in need.”
Jessica Ochoa, a graduate of Douglas High School, will be attending the University of Nevada Reno where she plans to major in Biology. Jessica is a first generation student and translator for her family. Her goal is to provide the best healthcare
to non-English speaking students. Her plan for the future is to become a Physician
Assistant.
“Thankfully with the support of my family and mentors, I’ve been able to turn
my weaknesses into my strengths. I want to thank the Soroptimists of
Truckee Meadows for supporting my goals.”

Kimberly Ortega, a graduate of Wooster High School plans to attend UNR this
fall as a STEM major. During high school Kimberly was in a rigorous academic
program maintaining a GPA of 5.2. She stays very involved in her community
through clubs, volunteering at clinics, and attending community events. She loves
helping others and exploring the great outdoors with friends and family. Her long
term plan is to pursue a career in the medical field, specifically nursing which is
why she is choosing a STEM major.
“I have faced many obstacles throughout high school, but they have taught
me to work harder to achieve my goals.”
Varun Girish Pandit, a graduate of Sage Ridge School plans to attend UNR this
fall and major in biology. During school he participated in many activities including being a competitive swimmer for 6 years and initiating and volunteering for
the annual turkey drive for the Food Bank in 2016. Varun has been competitive
in martial arts for over 10 years and has a second degree black belt in Taekwondo. Varun’s long- term plan is to pursue a career in medicine.
“Scholarship support will allow me to seek out internships and other local
opportunities to give back to my community”
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Youth Scholarships
Chloe Reese, a native Nevadan, graduated from Reed High School. During high
school she enjoyed playing Volleyball, competing in Skills USA, and her involvement in Student Council and National Honors Society. In her free time she loves
to paint, camp, and plans to travel and discover new exciting places. Chloe will
attend the University of Nevada Reno this fall.
“I have decided to enter college with an undecided major to give myself the
opportunity to explore my interests and find a path I am truly passionate
about.”

Katie Sawyer is a graduate of Reno High School. During all 4 years of high
school she received many medals, ribbons and honors in JROTC including
being in charge of every JROTC program in Northern Nevada in 2019-2020.
Katie will be attending the University of Oklahoma in the fall where she plans to
major in Atmospheric sciences.
“My goal is to be a weather broadcaster that travels to where severe
weather is occurring and work with the Red Cross to help provide disaster relief to those in need.”

Mele’ofa Taufa, a graduate of Hug High School, is the first generation of her
family to go to college. Her plans are to graduate from TMCC with an Associate’s degree and then transfer to UNR for her Bachelor’s degree in public
health. Mele’ofa’s long term goal is to become a public health nurse.
“I applied for this scholarship because I know the Soroptimist Club
works to make communities a better place for those who have a disadvantage in society”

Evelyn Magana, a graduate of Galena High school is the first in her family to
attend college. She will be attending UNR this fall where she plans to major in
biology and then continue on to study medicine with an emphasis on maternal
medicine. Evelyn gained an interest in labor and delivery after her mother had
various complications during her pregnancy. She also interned at Renown and
witnessed live births. Evelyn’s long- term goal is to become a physician in the
labor and delivery unit.
“I would like to give back to the community by providing care to mothers
who struggle during their pregnancies.”
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Unsung Heroes
Tasha Joseph, an 18 year-old graduating senior from Wooster High
school has overcome many obstacles including battling with mental health.
Though Tasha faces challenges she is very compassionate person who
was there to help one of her fellow classmates following a tragic accident.
On Oct 19th, 2019 a vehicle struck a student, Aliah, on her way to school.
Tasha witnessed the vehicle who hit her speed away, ran to Aliah’s side
and called 911. Sadly, although Aliah passed away, she was not alone due
to Tasha’s quick response.
“It takes a hero to think fast and act as quickly as Tasha did. It takes a hero to keep their composure in such a delicate situation and to comfort someone when all the while you’re afraid
and scared”
Kylie Kibala, a 16 year-old at Spanish Springs High School has overcome many obstacles the past few years. Rather than feel sorry for herself due to multiple injuries, Kylie found other roles to fill to be involved
in her school and community. She volunteers at the Summit Christian
Church, was a football manager, school leadership go-to member, a
child development preschool teacher, and a varsity track team member.
Last summer she raised $3500 to send herself to Kenya on a mission to
help students.
“Kylie is a special teenager who is almost too good to be true”
Anna Kropiowska was born with a rare type of Muscular Dystrophy that
caused her to become profoundly deaf, losing her vision and internal muscles
collapsing. This remarkable 9 year old works hard to overcome her handicaps
by staying positive with her funny sense of humor. Anna Banana stays on top of
her studies despite missing lots of class time due to numerous medical appointments. She loves helping others, adores her big brother, and helping her mom
feed the hungry to name just a few.
“We all are disabled is some ways, I might not run as fast as you do, I
might not hear as well as you do, I might not eat the way you do.... but I
love,same way you do!”
Caitlin McLaughlin, a 7th grader at Mendive Middle School works hard to
get good grades, participates in volleyball and basketball and looks forward
to being on the Leadership and Yearbook Committee. In 2016 Caitlin learned
to make “God’s Eyes” at summer camp. She loved making the craft so much
that she decided to turn it into a fundraiser to help those in need. Caitlin
makes and sells the Gods eye crafts for $1 each and then gives the proceeds
to the fund Northern Nevada Children’s Cancer Foundation. At age 11 she
tore her ACL and had to take a year off.
“I didn’t give up on my fundraising though and made my biggest donation in January 2020 of over $1000; I like helping local kids”
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Unsung Heroes
Camden (Cam) and Terry (T) Long are 16 year old twins who attend Reno
High School. These boys along with their siblings suffered a-great loss at the
age of 7 when their mother died unexpectantly. Their
father Chris then took on role of both mother and father.
Chris was a hands-on parent, always supportive and
teaching his kids to appreciate, cherish and love. Then
sadly, their father suddenly became ill, eventually became
wheel chair bound and passed away in 2019 leaving
them without parents. These amazing twins, who also
have medical issues of their own, dug deep in their souls
to the find the strength, courage, and perseverance to
overcome the challenges and hardships that life shared
with them. They’ve continued to go to school, do homework, remain loyal
friends, and share smiles and fist bumps with those passing by.
“Cam and T show us that life is love, kindness, loyalty, humorous, inspiring….amazing”
Sydney Panelli, a 12 year old at Desert Skies Middle School is the smallest
and oldest of her two sisters (triplets). Sadly, she comes from a split home and
is troubled by many things that happened at one parents house. Fortunately,
Sydney has teachers who have helped guide her in a positive direction. She
is described by her teachers as a special person who cares so much about
others, their success and happiness. She is always looking for ways to help
fellow students, teachers and even her pets at home when they become sick.
She is willing to tackle any task she is given with a big smile and cheerfulness.
“Sydney is a hero, she will leave an imprint on everyone she touches
along the way.”

Hannah Sager, a graduate of Galena High School has maintained straight
A’s since middle school, except for one B in her junior year, earning her all 3
academic letter awards and the Academic Excellence JROTC medal. Hannah’s plans were to go into the Nevada National Guard, attend the University of Nevada, Reno and major in accounting this fall. Sadly, her future plans
derailed due to COVID-19 and her father’s health (kidney failure). Hannah’s
plan now is to help her mother downsize their house and take care of her
father. She hopes to follow through with her educational plans next year.
“Hannah is a “War Horse” and she exceptionally emulates the horse
“Joey” from the Steven Spielberg movie.”
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Unsung Heroes
Lynzee Vasquez, is an 11th grader at Hug High School, father sadly
passed away when she was in 8th grade. Following his death, her grades
started to slip and she stopped taking care of herself as she felt the need
to take care of the rest of her family. Midway through her freshman year
of high school she realized she couldn’t be there for everyone all the time.
By the end of her freshman year she started attending the Boys and Girls
Club Teen Center, meeting new friends and slowly started finding a new
look on life.
“Losing a parent is never an easy thing to deal with. We are so
proud of Lynzee for finding her inner strength.”

Ariyah Walker, a 9 year old at Katherine Dunn Elementary School, has a condition called Hydrocephalus. Her first brain surgery was when she was only 3
months old and most recent one was one week after her 7th birthday (August
2017). Ariyah did not start to walk until age 3 and has had physical, speech
and occupational therapy for most her life. Despite her medical challenges Ariyah keeps a positive attitude and works hard in school. She is an incredibly
kind student who always puts the feelings of others ahead of her own. She is
the first to help any student and always tries her very best in class.
“Ariyah sets an example for others by never getting frustrated. She just
focuses on a solution and perseveres.”

Kira Skelton, Liberty Cruz and Isabel Lopez are a special group of seniors at Wooster High School
who helped welcome a 16 year old refugee Syrian boy named Abdullah. When Abdullah came to
Wooster he could not speak a word of English and knew nobody. He doesn’t have a mother and has
no home to go back to due to the ongoing war in
Syria. Isabel, Liberty and Kira came to his rescue
by tutoring him in English and teaching him how
to act, where to go, what to do and what not to do.
Abdullah is now starting to show signs of liking his
new environment due to the kindness of Isabel,
Liberty and Kira.
Photo of Liberty Cruz unavailable.

Kira Shelton

“The kindness and selfless act of helping
another deserves a big applause for these
seniors.”

Isabel Lopez
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Unsung Heroes
Jaylon Weaver, a 15 year old at Spanish Springs High School, experienced the absence of
both parents growing up, jumping from one home to another and had to get up every morning to make sure his brother and sister made it to school on time. He’s had to rely on family,
friends and foster parents to raise him and his siblings while his parents are in and out of
jail. Throughout all this, he’s reached out to other youths going through similar life events.
He spends time teaching and mentoring at the Boys and Girls Club and coming up with
ideas to help others out.
Photo of Jaylon Weaver unavailable.
“Jaylon has come a long way from being in the foster care system in California to being named Youth of the Year at the Boys and Girls Club.”

Each scholar and Unsung Hero is presented with a scrapbook as a remembrance of being selected for their
honor. The scrapbook contains gift cards, plus certificates and recognitions from the following:
Personal Letter and Certificate of Commendation
U.S. Senator Catherine Cortez Masto for Nevada
Certificate of Special Congressional Recognition
U.S. Congressman Mark Amodei for Nevada
Certificate of Special Congressional Recognition
U.S. Senator Jacky Rosen for Nevada
Certificate of Recognition
City of Sparks Mayor Ron Smith
Certificate of Congratulations
City of Reno Mayor Hillary Schieve
Certificate from Soroptimist International of Truckee Meadows
In Honor of Being Chosen a 2020 Recipient
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Scholarship Donated in Honor of Barbara F. Vucanovich
This year Patty
Cafferata, daughter
of the late Barbara F.
Vucanovich funded
a scholarship for
High School Senior
girl in memory of her
mother. Barbara
Vucanovich was a
member of Soroptimist
International of
Truckee Meadows
from its founding until
the end of her life.
Her life story is very
interesting.
Barbara was born at
Camp Dix, NJ, and
grew up in Albany, New York, where she graduated
from the Albany Academy for Girls and then attended
Manhattanville College of the Sacred Heart in New
York City. She married and had two children, but after a
few years she took a train to Reno to obtain a divorce.
During the six weeks residency period, she met Kenneth
Dillon, a Yale Law School graduate. After obtaining her
divorce, she and her children moved to Reno, where she
married Ken Dillon in Carson City in 1950. They later
had three children of their own. Ken passed away in
1964 of a heart attack, leaving Barbara a widow with five
children.
Later, that year Paul Laxalt offered her a job managing
his political campaign for the U.S. Senate. Shortly,
after she began work, she met native Nevadan George
Vucanovich, a campaign volunteer, and they married
in 1965. Laxalt lost his race so Barbara continued
working by opening two small businesses and she joined
Soroptimist and continued her membership with SITM
until the end of her life.
The next year, Laxalt was elected Governor of Nevada,
later winning his bid to the U. S. Senate. Barbara served
as his Nevada District Representative from 19741981. In 1982, the second Congressional district in
Nevada was created, and Senator Laxalt urged her to
run. She won the Republican primary and the general
election of 1982. With this victory, she became the first
female member of the House of Representatives from
Nevada. Her district covered all 17 counties in the state,
including part of Clark County. On January 3, 1983, she
was installed as a new member of the 98th House of
Representatives.

Shock soon set in when she received a diagnosis of breast
cancer. Of all the options, she chose a mastectomy, as
it meant a shorter recovery time in her new job. Noted
for being tough, Barbara Vucanovich was back on the
House floor six days later without missing any votes.
This experience led her to introduce legislation to obtain
funding for Cancer research and to pass a bill urging early
detection of breast cancer. She sponsored a bill to extend
Medicare coverage for annual mammograms for women,
before then Medicare did not cover mammograms.
While in Congress, Barbara served on several committees
important to Nevadans. She also authored a bill called
the Source Tax – to prevent other states from collecting
taxes on pension and retirement benefits from those who
had moved to Nevada. She successfully cosponsored
the repeal of the 55 mph speed limit, appreciated by most
Nevadans.
Barbara was elected the 104th Congress Republican
Conference Secretary, the first Nevadan to serve in
a leadership position in Congress. She served on the
Presidential Debate Commission. Popular with the voters,
they elected her to seven terms in Congress, the second
longest term of any Nevadan in the United States House of
Representatives. Because her husband George had been
diagnosed with Leukemia, she did not seek reelection in
1996 and George passed away in 1998.
After she retired from Congress in 1997, she served on
several boards. The University of Nevada, Reno awarded
her an Honorary Doctorate of Humanities in 2004 and
the main post office in Reno was named the Barbara F.
Vucanovich Post Office in her honor.
She and her older daughter, Patty Cafferata, authored
her memoirs, Barbara F. Vucanovich: From Nevada to
Congress and Back Again, published by the University
of Nevada Press in 2005. This book is also part of the
scholarship recipients scrapbook presentation.
We are very fortunate Patty Cafferata decided to honor
Barbara in this manner. Patty Cafferata is a local attorney
who has served as the District Attorney in three counties
in Nevada, tied with the most in the State’s history, served
as Assemblywoman for District 25 for Nevada, was elected
The Nevada State Treasurer (the first woman elected to
constitutional office in Nevada), and was Judge Connie
Steinheimer’s law partner among many legal associations
during her career.
Thank you Patty for your donation in honor of your mother,
Barbara F. Vucanovich.
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Thank You to Our Generous Sponsors
for Donating to our Annual Thanks to Youth Program
Diamond Sponsors

Atlantis Casino Resort Spa
Digiprint
Shelia Colfer
Patricia D. Cafferata
(Daughter of Congresswoman Barbara F. Vucanovich)
Ranson and Norma Webster Foundation
(through the Community Foundation of Western Nevada)
Dermody Properties Foundation
Monica House and Morgan Stanley
Nevada Retina Associates

Emerald Sponsors

Junior League Grant
Helen Close Foundation

Ruby Sponsors

Teresa Mentzer and the Community Foundation of Western Nevada
The Honorable Connie Steinheimer
Jo Ann Roberts and Faye I. Andersen
Macauley Law Group and Carrasco Law Practice
Schultz Financial Group
Patty Downs
Jeanne Naccarato
Evergreen Home Loans
Harmony Hobbs and Linda Walker

ccccccccccccccccccccccccccccccccccccccc
A special thanks to our long-standing sponsors, the Atlantis Casino Resort Spa and Digiprint. For many years the Atlantis has
sponsored our annual Thanks to Youth Luncheon enabling us to
raise money for our Youth Scholarships and our recognition of
Unsung Heroes. Digiprint always generously supplies the printing for this annual event.
Due to unfortunate circumstances we were unable to hold the
luncheon this year, but we are grateful for their on-going support.
We look forward to returning to normal next year to once again
celebrate the outstanding youth in our community.
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Women at their best, working to help other women to be their best
Soroptimist was formed in 1921 in Oakland, California, at a time when
women were not permitted to join service organizations. Our name,
loosely translated from the Latin, means best for women. Today, we
have about 30,000 members in 21 countries and territories. We are one
of four federations that make up Soroptimist International, which has
clubs in more than 120 countries throughout the world.
Our Vision
Women and girls have the resources and opportunities to reach their full potential and live
their dreams.
Our Mission
Soroptimist is a global volunteer organization that provides women and girls with access to
the education and training they need to achieve economic empowerment.

Soroptimist International of Truckee Meadows (SITM) ...
... was chartered October 3, 1978. Our 65 members work throughout the year to raise funds,
raise awareness and facilitate programs to educate, empower and enable opportunities for
women and girls.
We provide college and university scholarships for re-entry undergraduate and graduate-level
women; Live Your Dream grants for women who provide the primary financial support for their
families; youth scholarships and recognition programs for Unsung Heroes among our community’s youth; STEM educational opportunities for elementary school girls; dormitory housing and
scholarships for girls in Thulipokhari, Nepal, as well as support for entrepreneurial endeavors
by Mother’s Clubs in Nepal; along with a host of activities to support our local community.
SITM meets every Thursday at noon at the Atlantis Casino Resort Spa in Reno. To attend a
meeting, or for just general information, visit our website at: www.sitmnv.org;or our Facebook
page; or contact us at info@sitmnv.org.

The Soroptimist Pledge

I pledge allegiance to Soroptimism
and to the ideals for which it stands:
the sincerity of friendship;
the joy of achievement;
the dignity of service;
the integrity of profession;
the love of country.
I will put forth my greatest effort to promote, uphold and defend these ideals, for a larger
fellowship in home, in society, in business, for country and for God.

