
OUR EVERLASTING JOURNEY
Class of 2016-2017



Aurora Central Recreation Center

| www.a-p.com 



All within 10 months, Leadership Aurora class members 
experience an intensive mountain retreat, and 
monthly immersion in the best Aurora has to offer: 
medical facilities; educational institutions; nonprofit 
organizations; police and fire facilities; the military; 
city management; and civic engagement. The class also 
selects, plans, and implements projects designed to give 
back to the community.

The Aurora Chamber of Commerce has supported 
the development of community leaders through the 
Leadership Aurora program for more than 30 years, 
and while many things have changed, the program 

continues to incorporate a laser focus on meeting 
the city’s need for strong, skilled, and participatory 
leadership. The program is funded by The Chamber, 
in-kind donations, and class tuition. The Leadership 
Aurora Board steers the program, develops its 
curriculum, and oversees its success. 

Ask a member of this year’s class or an alumni of the 
program about their experience — you will be inspired!

Introduction

The Leadership Aurora class of 2017 acknowledges 
the many individuals and businesses that provide 
invaluable support to make this one of the most 
outstanding leadership programs in the United 
States. 

Our appreciation goes to the guest speakers and 
personnel who took us behind the scenes of 
organizations throughout the city. Gratitude is also 
extended to the Leadership Aurora Board, Program 
Director Rene Simard, Assistant Director Mitzi 
Schindler, and the Aurora Chamber of Commerce — 
for collectively cultivating this top-notch program. 

As we graduate, we look forward to meeting the 
individuals who will join us as Leadership Aurora 
alumni in the years ahead. Together, we will take 
Aurora confidently into the future.

Special thanks to Romano’s Macaroni Grill at Aurora 
City Place for providing the Graduation dinner, and 
to Barbara Peck for the class photo of the 2016-
2017 Leadership Aurora class, taken at the Winter 
Park, CO retreat, September 2016.
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Get Your Degree in Community.
At Nelnet, we know the power of education and giving back. That is why we’re a proud sponsor 
of Leadership Aurora. Join us in congratulating those who graduate today and thank them for 
investing in the communicates in which we live and work. 

LEADERSHIPLEADERSHIP
CongratulationsCongratulations
LEADERSHIPAurora 2017 GraduatesAurora 2017 Graduates

www.WagnerEquipment.com



Adaptation: Something, such as a device or 
mechanism, that is changed or changes so as to 
become suitable to a new or special application 
or situation.

Adaptation is not easy, because we all get 
stuck in our ways; we do what’s comfortable 
because that’s human nature. I am no different, 
but this year has forced me to adapt to 
situations that I am not used to facing. 

Through thick and thin our class found ways 
to move past obstacles we were confronted 
with. Adapting to every challenge and learning 
our new roles within our new tribe. We’ve had 
struggles along the way, but we’ve had some 
great success as well. It has truly been my 
pleasure to lead some of Aurora’s finest!    

Omar Lyle 
2016-2017 Leadership Aurora Class President   

The Leadership Aurora class always goes 
so quickly. It was that way for me, and that 
seems to hold true for every class. 

You start in September, meeting your 
classmates — most of them for the first time 
— and wondering what you signed up for!

The events, speakers, and exercises of the 
Class Retreat offers opportunities to discover 
so much about each other and yourselves, 
and to begin the teamwork you demonstrate 
throughout the year. The Insights program 
offers some wonderful ‘Ah-ha’ moments about 
how personality differences can be managed 
once we have the tools that allow us to 
better work better. 

The Class of 2017 began the process of 
coming together as a class right from the 
beginning. Electing a class leader – Omar Lyle 
– forming committees and showing genuine 
enthusiasm for the year ahead and your roles 
in the community you pledged to understand 
and support.

Each class day throughout the year, you 
came together to learn more about and 
experience first-hand the major aspects of 

our Aurora community — 
from Education, Healthcare, 
Media, Police, Fire and 
Military, to the inner workings 
of the city government, and 
much more.  You participated 
in some exciting activities 
that most citizens could never 
dream of. You took it all 
seriously and delved deeply 
into each session, peppering 
the speakers with thoughtful 
questions.

Throughout the year, you produced a 
great newsletter that informed the board 
and others of your plans and activities. You 
held the historically most successful “Pay it 
Forward” event – a silent auction at Stanley 
Marketplace that was remarkable in every 
way, including raising an astounding $5,300! 

Many of you gathered supplies for 
organizations that serve the homeless, held 
fundraisers and participated in numerous 
community events - showing your enthusiasm 
and support for the great work done in the 

city of Aurora. Your committees 
came to consensus on numerous 
projects for your class to 
complete - a challenge every 
class has, as they realize the 
needs are so great. 

As I write this, some of 
you are still planning to finish 
up your main projects. I’m 
confident that your support 
of Aurora Homeless Connect 
and the Sensory Garden 

Project will be much appreciated now and 
in the future. It is our hope that you will 
continue to participate In the community in 
whatever ways you can.  Aurora is better and 
stronger because of each person who makes a 
difference. 

You should be proud of all you’ve done 
and the example you set for future classes 
and future leaders. 

Sarah Ellis 
Chair of the Leadership Aurora Board 
2016-17

Board Chair

Class President

Class Vice President

A leader is best when people barely know he 
exists, when his work is done, his aim fulfilled, 
they will say: we did it ourselves. 

—Lao Tzu

“The most powerful leadership tool you have 
is your own personal example” 

— John Wooden

When embarking down the path in a leadership 
journey, is it better to take a ladder or a 
compass? We often hear the term, “climbing the 
corporate ladder” when discussing business career 
development. However, climbing a ladder implies 
that one needs to step on others, or rungs, to 
get ahead. Taking a step back and focusing on 
relationships with both our community leaders 
and one another is the approach we mastered in 
our Leadership Aurora class this past year. Truly 
grasping the time with each other allowed us to 
mature and comprehend the “why” behind our 
personal motivations. All of us have achieved 

success through various difficult paths and 
learning in each other journeys has been an 
education in and of itself. It’s these experiences 
we have shared together that has created a 
foundation for our personal growth and been the 
compass to guide us on our leadership journey. 

It has truly been a pleasure getting to know 
you all this past this year. I look forward to 
sharing in future development plans for our 
community and leading Aurora. Thank you. 

Brandon Mencini 
2016-2017 Leadership Aurora Class Vice President   



Tyrone Adams
Colorado Association of REALTORS
tadams@ColoradoREALTORS.com

Alan Antolak
Adolfson & Peterson Construction
aantolak@a-p.com

Greg Baker
City of Aurora – Water
gbaker@auroragov.org

Marissa Banker
Colorado Technical University
mbanker@coloradotech.edu

Rachel Banks
Adams County Workforce
rbanks@adcogov.org

David Barber
RE/MAX Unlimited
djbarber@comcast.net

Maureen Barker (Secretary)
Citywide Banks
barker@citywidebanks.com

Kinder Blacke
Colorado Air National Guard
Kinder.l.blacke.mil@mail.mil 

Cassidee Carlson
Aurora Police Department
ccarlson@auroragov.org

Justin Clark
Visit Aurora
justinclark@visitaurora.com

Denise Denton
Aurora Health Access
ddenton@aurorahealthaccess.org

Gigi de Gala (Vice Chair)
Nelnet 
Gigi.degala@nelnet.net

Sarah Ellis (Chair)
Lutheran Medical Center
ellissarah@comcast.net

Jennifer Evans
Advantage Security, Inc.
jevans@advantagesecurityinc.com

Mike Garcia
City of Aurora, Fire Department - retired
mikegchief2@gmail.com

Mike Garcia (Immediate Past Chair)
Hurricane Grill & Wings
mgarcia@hgwcolorado.com

Donna Greeley
donnagreeley431@gmail.com

Christina Grooms
Buckley AFB
christina.grooms@us.af.mil 

Josh Hensley
Aurora Public Schools
jdhensley@aps.k12.co.us

Tom Isaacson 
City of Aurora, Open Space Advisory Board
Retired - Cherry Creek Schools
tom.isaacson55@gmail.com

Christy Jones
JDS Professional Group
christy.jones@dpra.com

Najwa Khalaf
Arapahoe/Douglas Works!
NKhalaf@arapahoegov.com

Erika Matich         
University of Colorado Cancer Center          
erika.matich@ucdenver.edu

Marcia McGilley
Aurora-South Metro Small Business 
Development Center
mmcgille@auroragov.org

Laura Noe
Coldwell Banker Residential Brokerage
Realsmith1@gmail.com

Taylor J. Roberts
Tri-County Health Department
troberts@tchd.org

Debra Scarpella
Goodwill Industries of Denver
dscarpella@goodwilldenver.org

Mitzi Schindler  
(Assistant Program Director)
Aurora Chamber of Commerce
Mitzi.schindler@aurorachamber.org

Rene Simard (Program Director)
Aurora Chamber of Commerce
Rene.simard@aurorachamber.org

Steve Sundberg
Legends of Aurora Sports Grill
legends.aurora@att.net

Michael Tapp
Porter Adventist Hospital
michaeltapp@centura.org

Sarah Young
City of Aurora - Water
syoung@auroragov.org

Michelle Wolfe  
City of Aurora
mwolfe@auroragov.org

Leadership Aurora Board



Class Projects

HOMELESS CONNECT 
The Class of 2016-2017 partnered with the City of Aurora and 

a host of service providers to offer Aurora Homeless Connect 
— a collaborative, welcoming, and trauma-informed space that 
meets people experiencing homeless with dignity and respect, 
allowing folks to meet their basic needs, while also engaging in 
housing and employment services that will support ending their 
homelessness.  This first-ever event in Aurora took place at the 
newly renovated Aurora Day Resource Center, bringing together 
housing, health care, hygiene, pet services, employment, and food 
resources to be made available and in support of those currently 
in Aurora experiencing homelessness. 

As one of their major projects, The 2016-2017 Leadership 
Aurora class built a sensory garden at the Star K Ranch 
in Aurora. The garden provides an intimate space where 
young children — especially those with sensory processing 
disorders — can be immersed in the scents, textures, colors, 
and sounds of a tranquil, exploration outdoor space. 

SENSORY GARDEN

Members of The Class of 2017 
participated in the annual Grocery 
Cart Races to benefit 
Comitis Crisis Center 
and Colfax Community 
Network. With their 
Hakuna Matata 
Hawaiian themed 
grocery cart, the team 
raised nearly $800 for 
the cause.

CART RACES



The Leadership Aurora Retreat in Winter 
Park, CO was absolutely wonderful. I 
almost immediately felt like I had built 
lifelong memories with my LA team. 
This truly set the foundation for forming 
meaningful bonds by allowing us to build 
social and working relationships. There was 
a good balance of learning and fun and 
it makes me excited about the mixture of 
business and pleasure to come.

I was expecting two days of lectures 
and group discussions. This retreat was a 
warm welcome to the entire program. 

Scott McLagan from the University 
of Denver’s Daniels School of Business 
was amazing! I really enjoyed the rope 
challenge...not so much the pole challenge 
— but it was meant to be difficult. The 
Insights information is so useful, especially 
for work. So much of it is self-reflection 
and I really enjoyed learning about others. 
I find myself calling out colors now of 
people that I work with or know.

Thank you very much for treating 
us so wonderfully, and for giving this 
opportunity. We plan to make you proud.

Our journey begins…

 Opening 
Retreat



Class of 2017

Our traveling companions…

Aurora Mental Health Center
aikuola@yahoo.com

The experience is priceless. I have a better 
understanding of how the city runs its’ 

government. Leadership Aurora provided me 
the light to see the beauty and the resources 

that is of abundance within the City - 
especially in the area of education. I hope to 

spread the word so kids can take advantage of 
the available educational opportunities.

Joke Alao

Memorable experience? Karaoke at 
the Retreat, and that strange guy 
rubbing Rene’s head.

Spalding Rehabilitation
jpallen42@gmail.com

John Allen

Nelnet
natalie.artibee@nelnet.net

It was so impactful to meet the talented, 
motivated kids in our community on 

Education Day; and the men and women that 
protect our country, state, and city during 

Military, Police, and Fire days. And, all of our 
experiences - along with meeting amazing 
community members, is truly memorable. Natalie Artibee

I don’t know if this counts as a ‘moment,’ 
but the retreat was memorable for me. I 
enjoyed getting to know different folks in the 
community - people I wouldn’t normally get 
to meet. Also, the “car chase” on police day 
was so much fun! And Heather’s face when 
she was being eaten by the police dog. Those 
are pretty memorable moments!

Aurora Mental Health Center
elisebecker@aumhc.org

EJ Becker



Education Day was a very powerful 
experience for me. The students and 
programs far exceeded my expectations. I 
loved having lunch with the students at 
Aurora Central High School and chatting 
with them about their futures in science 
and healthcare. Truly an amazing day - 
and I am proud to know them.

University of Colorado Hospital
jessicaberry1223@gmail.com

Jessica Berry

Aurora Public Schools
lamontbrowne@gmail.com

The visit to Buckley Air Force 
Base and witnessing take-offs and 

landings up-close was an exhilarating 
experience I won’t soon forget. Lamont W. Browne, EdD

My fondest memory is the shopping cart race 
to support Comitis Crisis Center. Our team 
consisted of Joshua, Natalie, Danielle, and I - 
along with a pit crew of support from Terry, 
Mitzi, and Todd. We were up against seasoned 
teams with corporate cash but we held our own 
and represented LA 2017.

Aurora Public Schools 
grcazzell@aps.k12.co.us

Gregory Cazzell

I would have to say the most memorable 
part of Leadership Aurora is meeting all 
the different people, both in the class 
and at the monthly events. It’s a great 
networking experience. 

Aurora Police Department
tedwards@auroragov.org

Troy Edwards 

First Bank
jennifer.dunn@efirstbank.com

The adventures we took in Leadership Aurora 
were once in a lifetime experiences that 

will forever change me! My most memorable 
experience was community day where we 

visited homeless shelters in Aurora and 
even went through a heartbreaking poverty 

simulation. My paradigm was completely 
changed, and I am beyond grateful. I will 

strive to continually serve this community.

Jennifer Dunn



City of Aurora
mhankins@auroragov.org

One of my most memorable Leadership 
Aurora experiences has been the process of 

identifying and developing a class legacy 
project. The project homeless connect 

event was scribbled in marker on a dry 
erase board in October 2016 and in June 
2017 will become the inaugural of many 

connect events to follow.
Malcolm Ali Hankins

Citywide Banks
hattan@citywidebanks.com

Winter Park was where it all started for 
the ‘Best LA Class’ ever! The three days at 
the retreat were most memorable and a 
wonderful bonding experience. It was a great 
opportunity to meet my fellow classmates 
and start our journey in making a difference 
within our community.

Sharon Hattan

Adolfson & Peterson Construction
cjelinek@a-p.com

I believe the most memorable experiences of 
Leadership Aurora are yet to come. Exploring 

Aurora was amazing, and I know that through 
the relationships I have created, there will be 

many more experiences to come. Chad Jelinek

Aurora Fire Rescue
efranks@auroragov.org

I really enjoyed having a 20 minute 
“personal” flyover by F-16 Falcons Multi-role 

fighter jets.

Eric Franks

Colorado Community Church
jgalanaugh@coloradocommunity.org

I think that the Police Academy was perhaps the 
most impactful of all the opportunities offered. 
What it believe under the professionalism, 
abilities and high level skill competencies, I felt 
deep in my spirit the heart and emotion of these 
brave and professional people. The training, 
discipline and mind-set of these warriors were 
not just impressive but re-assuring that we are in 
well qualified and professional individuals!

Jim Galanaugh



My most memorable LA experience would 
have to be jumping up and down like a 
school girl when the F-16 jets flew right 
over our heads!

Keller Williams Realty
jessica@purecoloradoliving.com

Jessica Jones

Aurora Public Schools 
jfkusch@aps.k12.co.us

The grocery cart races benefitting Comitis 
Crisis Center was one of the most fun 

experiences I have had in a long time. Our 
class came together to raise money for a good 

cause and our cart team knocked it out of 
the park! So much fun! Josh Kusch

To see inside one of the “white golf balls” on 
Buckley AFB, was truly amazing!

City of Aurora
jladuke@auroragov.org

Jamie L. LaDuke

Watching Mary Meeks drop the mic after 
finishing her soulful rendition of ‘We are 
family’ at Karaoke night at the Retreat! 
It was magical...loved it!

David Leski

Danielle Shannon Allstate Agency
dshannon@allstate.com

I so enjoyed creating a sensory garden for 
the community.

Danielle Lammon

Wagner Equipment Co.
dleski@wagnerequipment.com



City of Aurora
olyle@auroragov.org

Community College of Aurora
mary.meeks@ccaurora.edu

E-470 Public Highway Authority
apecore@e-470.com

My most memorable experience was - 
beyond a doubt - getting to know one 

another at Winter Park.

Omar R. Lyle

The police car chases were awesome. 
Each session never ceases to amaze me. 
I wish it didn’t have to end.

GradePower Learning
omead@gradepowerlearning.com

Olga Mead

My most memorable experience was the 
visit to University of Colorado Hospital. It 

was amazing to see the technology and 
innovative advancements available to the 
community. I was particularly impressed 

with the mobile MRI van. Mary Meeks

It has truly been a pleasure getting to know 
you all this past this year. I look forward to 
sharing in future development plans for our 
community and leading Aurora. 

Medical Center of Aurora 
brandon.mencini@healthonecares.com

Brandon Mencini

What truly makes Leadership Aurora 
memorable is the lifelong friendships I have 
built. This is more than networking; I have 

deeply bonded with fellow leaders in the 
community from numerous industries, and I 
know we will continue to make a difference 

in Aurora as business partners and as friends. Alexa Pecorella



I really enjoyed getting to know the 
city I live in.

Colorado Air National Guard
Susan.ruby@yahoo.com

Susan Ruby 

Aurora Mental Health Center
Josieshea@aumhc.org

My most memorable moment  
(well – event, I guess) was the 

retreat. I really enjoyed getting to 
know all of the unique and wonderful 

people that make up our class. Josie Shea

I truly appreciate watching and learning from 
some of the most amazing leaders I have ever 
had the chance to work with. The skills I 
developed by working with these individuals 
are worth the entire experience.

Advantage Security, Inc.
tsigler@advantagesecurityinc.com

Todd Sigler

Just a few words about my experience with 
Leadership Aurora: Incredible, Moving, 
Inspiring, Thought provoking, Meaningful, 
Welcoming, Supportive, and Collaborative. 
It’s not just one memorable experience, it’s a 
collection of adventures, conversations, smiles 
that all began with an uninhibited karaoke 
moment and ended with lasting friendships!

Terry Spencer

Community College of Aurora
ted.snow@ccaurora.edu

Most Memorable? Watching the 
F-16s at Buckley!

Ted G. Snow, PhD

Colin Spencer Productions
terryspencer1@mac.com



Pickens Technical College
tgthompson@aps.K12.co.us

Community College of Aurora Foundation
john.wolfkill@ccaurora.edu

Jim ‘N Nick’s Bar-B-Q
myoung@jimnnicks.com

I really enjoyed the retreat and getting 
to know everyone. Brandon, Omar and 

I were roommates; we had a great time 
and learned a lot about each other!

Gill Thompson

My most memorable experience is Military 
Day. Buckley was awesome, and the team 
comradery was priceless. Enjoying time 
with the people we have been working 
with, and feeling the relationships build – 
is most memorable.

Mosiac in Denver
stephanie.webb@mosiacinfo.org

Stephanie Webb

While being attacked (on purpose) by 
a K-9 dog, shooting an M-16, standing 

under an F-16 flyover, and learning about 
Aurora’s health, education, social services, 

and city government was amazing, it is the 
lunches with new friends, mountain biking 

with classmates, and working together to 
execute class projects that are my most 

memorable moments.

John Wolfkill

The friendships I have made are more 
valuable than anything I could have 
imagined heading to our first meet 
and greet. These friends have made an 
impact on my life that I’ll never forget.

Hyatt Regency Aurora-Denver Conference Center
Heather.Wydock@Hyatt.com

Heather A. Wydock

I loved getting in the ‘bite suit’ on Police 
Day. This was a bucket list item for me 

and Leadership Aurora made it possible!

Mandy Young



Media Day

WOW. As an individual who has not personally 
experienced poverty, the poverty simulation during 
Community Day was eye-opening. The time and resource 
constraints made me actually feel the stress and anxiety, 
instead of trying to imagine how it would feel. This 
experience will be with me for years to come.

Community Day

Leadership Aurora 
offers an in-depth and 
interactive sneak-peek 
into our local government. 
This is a perspective that 
many citizens are not privy 
to, which gives us — as 
community leaders in the 
Leadership Aurora Program, 
a platform to teach and 
expand our knowledge to 
other community leaders.

Such an incredible day filled 
with all the ins and outs of 
media. We spent the morning 
at Channel 9 KUSA. They gave 
us a true appreciation of what 
happens behind the scenes. The 
afternoon was spent at Channel 
8 getting to practice everything 
from running the camera, 
producing, and even handling 
difficult interview questions. 
What a fun experience.

All-America City Day

Our destinations…



Community Day

Military Day

How inspiring to witness first hand the 
innovative programs being offered to the youth in 
our community. It made me even more thankful 
to be raising my family in such a dynamic place!

Education Day

Another ‘outside the park’ home run for the 
Leadership Aurora board’s planning team. Loved the 
interaction, information, and amazing technology of the 
hospital — as well as the incredible staff.

What an extraordinary privilege we have through Leadership Aurora 
to learn about what the Military men and women are doing at Buckley 
AFB. LA affords us the opportunity to learn about what’s happening 
at Buckley, and to share with others — perhaps extending 
the respect that our service personnel so deserve through 
recognition, discounts, and appreciation. Thank you LA for 
providing us the gift of spending the day at Buckley. 

Healthcare Day



Fire Day

Loyalty is the word that comes to mind for this day; a loyal officer to his city, a loyal k9 to his officer, and a loyal Chief 
to his citizens. And though it’s exhilarating to shoot a taser; hold a semi-automatic rifle underneath your chin; simulate a 
shoot/don’t shoot scenario to save a life; or have a very adorable but protective pup completely take you down — it’s also a 
day to reflect on the commitment and sacrifices these men and women make to protect our city. 

What a fantastic 
introduction to the fire 
service here in Aurora! 
The background on 
personnel, training 
and fire science 
was interesting and 
informative, and the 
hands-on activities 
were exciting and 
informative as well.

Police Day



Having Fun

The Leadership Aurora Golf Tournament has been a signature 
fundraising event of the Aurora Chamber of Commerce for 18 years. 
The monies raised from the tournament help support the Leadership 
Aurora program that annually introduces class members to a variety of 
information about, and resources for, the Aurora community. Because 
of generous sponsors of this Pay it Forward event, The Chamber is able 
to give financial assistance to incoming applicants, as well as fund the 
team building retreat that is so vital to the success of the program and 
its participants.

There are many ways to participate in the tournament, from 
volunteering to a variety of sponsorship options.  See details at http://
www.aurorachamber.org/leadership-aurora/golf-tournament or contact 
rene.simard@aurorachamber.org

Special thanks to our premier sponsor for 2016-2017:



David J Barber, Sr. 
RE/MAX Unlimited, Inc. 

303-671-3037 
Www.DaveSellsMetroDenver.com 

  

FirstBank 
Proudly Supports 
Leadership Aurora.

Congratulations to the 
2017 Graduating Class!

efirstbank.com

Visit us online or at 
any convenient location.

Proud to be part of  
our community.

6820 S. Liverpool St., Unit D
dshannon@allstate.com

© 2016 Allstate Insurance Co. 

20
16

23

I’m pleased to support our local 
 Leadership Aurora & Ambassador Teams. 

Danielle Lammon
303-676-8071

CONGRATULATIONS 
Leadership Aurora Class of 2017!
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Mental Health Challenges cost American
Businesses Billions of Dollars every Year.

Aurora Mental Health Center is your
community mental health provider.
Employees who suffer from depression,
anxiety, stress and other challenges need
the help we can provide.

We can help you help them!

Aurora Mental Health Center 
has helpedbusinesses regain 
employee productivity
through our counseling 
and coaching services.
We will be here when 
you need us.

 

CCoonnggrraattuullaattiioonnss  ttoo  tthhee    
LLeeaaddeerrsshhiipp  AAuurroorraa  
CCllaassss  ooff  22001166--22001177!!  

  



14305 E. Alameda Ave  •  Suite 300
Aurora, Colorado 80012
Phone 303-344-1500  •  Fax 303-344-1564
www.aurorachamber.org
E-mail: info@aurorachamber.org




