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COMMENTARY | Paul Rodriguez

STC is a game-changer
A

s a retired
commercial
banker and now
chief executive of a real
estate title insurance
agency, I have had the
pleasure throughout
the past two decades to
host many out-of-town
business
executives
who are
invariably
astonished
by what they
find upon
touring our
Rodriguez
community.
They
see an impressive
array of commercial
developments, hospitals,
financial institutions,
industrial development
parks. In short, they see a
fast-growing community
with tremendous
potential for continued
economic and social
development.
I’m often asked how this
region could have evolved
so far and so quickly from
its roots as a primarily
agrarian economy. One
of the principal catalysts
for our development has
been South Texas College,
originally established as
South Texas Community
College.
Developing a welltrained and educated
local workforce has
always been the college’s
top priority, particularly
during its inception as
civic leaders worked to
attract manufacturers
and industry to this
foreign trade zone and
to maquiladora facilities
on the U.S. and Mexican
soil. This work continues
today, particularly under
the auspices of the North
American Advanced
Manufacturing Research
and Education Initiative
headquartered at STC
with a goal of adding
10,000 highly skilled,
high-wage manufacturing
jobs in the South Texas
region by 2017.
Since 2007, STC’s
Institute for Advanced
Manufacturing has
focused on developing
and delivering
customized workforce
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training to more than
17,000 employees of
local manufacturers in
fields including robotics,
mechatronics, machining,
tooling, welding,
workplace literacy,
industrial maintenance,
lean manufacturing
and more. All of this is
in addition to certifying
and awarding associate
degrees in automotive
technology, diesel
technology, drafting
and design technology,
information technology,
electrical and power
transmission installation,
precision manufacturing,
tool and die technology,
heating-air conditioningventilation and
refrigeration, welding
technology, culinary
arts, law enforcement,
fire science and other
technical fields.
These programs provide
our students with the
opportunity to acquire
well-paying jobs that
are essential to local and
regional employers.
Another key area of
job development for STC
is its Nursing and Allied
Health Campus. While

most people are familiar
with our certificates and
degrees for registered
nursing and licensed
practical/vocational nurse
training, this represents
just a fraction of the
healthcare careers that we
support. Our area hospitals
and medical facilities
also require respiratory,
physical and occupational
therapists, radiologic
technicians, pharmacy
technicians, emergency
medical technicians and
medical insurance coding
specialists, to name just a
few critical positions. We
are presently graduating
more than 950 students per
year from this campus.
At the same time, STC
is focused on creating
a college-going culture.
We intentionally offer
a limited number of
applied bachelor’s
degrees and only in fields
such as computer and
information technologies,
medical and health
services management,
technology management
and organizational
leadership. Our liberal
arts and social sciences
division and math and

science divisions are
geared toward providing
affordable college credit
hours and associate
degrees to individuals
who are ultimately
pursuing a four-year
degree.
At one time, more than
70 percent of our collegebound students needed
remedial education in at
least one course. Today,
that is only 17 percent
of our students and we
expect this number will
continue to decline.
In fact, high school
dual-credit enrollment
participation has been
skyrocketing. Since
2003, more than 67,000
students have received
college credit hours.
This represents more
than $71 million in free
STC tuition. This would
equate to $140 million to
$221 million in savings
in tuition cost at a
Texas public college or
university. Gov. Rick Perry
has heavily promoted
the goal of keeping the
cost of a four-year college
or university in Texas
at $10,000. That will
be accomplished only

through the utilization of
dual-credit enrollment
programs and affordable
college tuition costs
offered by educational
institutions like South
Texas College.
Finally, STC is a
tremendous resource for
continuing, professional
and workforce education,
having served more than
24,500 students in the
last year five years. We
are especially proud of
our GED program and
partnerships with area
high schools that have
enabled us to serve more
than 4,500 high school
dropouts who have
ultimately completed
high school while
earning credits toward a
certificate or associate’s
degree in a skill or trade.
Many have gone on to
accept well-paying jobs
and attained four-year
degrees.
As the college’s
newest trustee, I have
seen firsthand these
accomplishments and
the tremendous demands
and overcrowding of our
student body. Our current
facilities serve more

than 31,000 students but
were designed for 20,000
students. We expect to top
42,000 students by 2020.
While our region
has seen significant
strides in its economic
development, we
have much more work
to do. Our various
economic development
corporations in McAllen,
Edinburg, Mission, Pharr,
Weslaco and Rio Grande
City are attracting more
and better industry that
needs all of our graduates
and their diversified
educational backgrounds.
Two votes from citizens
in Starr and Hidalgo
counties in support of our
propositions to increase
our ad valorem taxes by
a total of 3.5 cents will
enable us to expand and
improve facilities at all
of our campuses. The
proposed $159 million
bond would enable the
addition of a Regional
Center for Public Safety
Excellence in Pharr and
enhance our Early
College High School
and Teaching Center in
La Joya.
If passed, disabled
individuals and those
over the age of 65 would
not see an increase in
taxes on their homestead
if they have filed
the appropriate tax
exemption. The rest of
us will see an estimated
$35 annual increase for
a property valued at
$100,000.
STC has historically
completed all of its
facility expansion on
time, within budget and
without any accusations
of improprieties. I
enthusiastically ask for
your support to invest in
the economic prosperity
of Hidalgo County, Starr
County and the entire
South Texas region by
approving the STC bond
and maintenance election
as early voting begins on
Monday.
Paul Rodriguez is a board
trustee for South Texas
College. He also is CEO of
Valley Land Title Company
in McAllen.

COMMENTARY | Lisa M. Tatum

Lawyers uniquely positioned to serve low-income Texans

A

woman arrived at the
pro bono legal clinic in
a desperate state and
suffering from severe disabilities.
Thanks to the work of attorneys at
LyondellBasell, a Houston-based
plastics, chemical and refining
company, she is getting the legal
help she needs. The attorneys, led
by chief legal officer Craig Glidden
and pro bono coordinator Monica
Karuturi, are helping her set up a
special-needs trust to manage her
disability benefits.
“It’s one of those unique
opportunities that we as
corporate lawyers have to
contribute to the community’s
overall prosperity,” Karuturi
said. “Our work is very matterspecific on a day-to-day basis,
and pro bono work gives us a way
to contribute to broader social
issues and interact with people
who really need our help. It also
grounds us and gives us a sense of
what’s really important.”
Lawyers across Texas could
share similar stories of making a
difference in the lives of people
who could not afford legal
services. The National Pro Bono
Celebration, which begins today
and runs through Saturday, is

about acknowledging the value
and importance of this work and
encouraging more attorneys to
get involved.
The American Bar Association
started the celebration in 2009,
after the economic recession left
thousands of Americans in need
of pro bono legal services. The
goal is to recognize
lawyers’ good work
while recruiting
more volunteers,
mobilizing
community
support and
fostering
Tatum
collaborative
relationships. The
celebration is nationwide, with a
focus on local projects.
The State Bar of Texas
encourages Texas attorneys to
provide at least 50 hours of pro
bono legal services each year, and
hundreds of attorneys regularly
exceed that goal. Still, while nearly
6 million Texans qualify for legal
aid, the state’s legal community
meets only 20 percent of the need,
according to a 2009 Legal Services
Corporation study. As attorneys
who care about access to justice,
we can and should do more.

As president of the State Bar of
Texas, I am pleased to announce
the Care Campaign, a new
program designed to further
empower Texas attorneys to
provide pro bono services.
Through the Care Campaign,
attorneys can find practical
training tools, interpreters for
clients who have limited Englishlanguage skills and access to
malpractice insurance through a
specialized network. The program
includes a “care kit” — a box
containing all of the resources
that local bar associations and
legal organizations need to easily
hold legal advice clinics in their
communities.
Texas attorneys also continue
making a difference through
programs that serve U.S. military
veterans who cannot afford or
lack access to legal services. One
such program, the State Bar’s
Texas Lawyers for Texas Veterans,
develops and assists pro bono
legal clinics throughout the state.
“Anyone who needs pro bono
work, by definition, is unable to
afford legal assistance, but the
ones I find the most significant
and inspiring are people who
have the quietest voice and the

greatest need,” said Shauna
Wright, partner and pro bono
coordinator at the Fort Worth law
firm of Kelly Hart & Hallman, LLP,
which regularly sponsors veterans
clinics and also represents
families adopting orphans. “We
have kids in the community
who have been failed by people
over and over and over, and the
world has let them down. So it’s a
powerful thing for us to help their
new parents give them a forever
home and a permanent family. It’s
truly humbling to be a part of it.”
Marc Vockell’s extensive pro
bono work includes helping
victims of domestic violence
navigate family law cases. “You
want to make a difference, and
you want to help your clients
improve their lives,” said
Vockell, the head of intellectual
property litigation at Dell Inc.
in Round Rock who served
on the Texas Access to Justice
Commission from 2009 to 2012.
“I’ve had clients who were very
pleased to get on with their lives
and clients who tell me I’m their
guardian angel. But I think I get
more out of it than my clients
because I get to practice law
in a way that is very personally

fulfilling and rewarding.”
As attorneys, it is our privilege
to be the ones who can help
people in this essential way. “A lot
of us serve on nonprofit boards
or maybe volunteer at a soup
kitchen or a homeless shelter, and
those are good things to do,” said
Wright, the Fort Worth attorney.
“But pro bono legal work can
only be done by lawyers. We are
uniquely qualified to do it.”
Attorneys interested in
connecting with legal aid
providers and pro bono
organizations in their
communities can find them
and other pro bono resources at
texasbar.com/atj. If you need an
attorney and cannot afford to pay
for one, you can contact the State
Bar for a referral to a low-cost civil
legal service agency in your area
by calling (800) 204-2222, ext.
1855.
Lisa M. Tatum is president of the
State Bar of Texas and the founder
and owner of LM Tatum, PLLC, in
San Antonio. Her practice focuses
on corporate, education, employment and public finance law. She
may be reached at: statebarpresident@texasbar.com.

