


The Leadership Aurora Class of 2025 
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.

In 10 short months, Leadership Aurora class 
members experience an intensive mountain 
retreat, followed by monthly immersion in 
the best Aurora and the Eastern Metro Area 
have to offer: medical facilities; educational 
institutions; nonprofit organizations; police, 
fire and emergency services; the military; 
city management; and more. 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 41 years, and while much 
has 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 
a graduate of the program about their 
experience - you will be inspired!

INTRODUCTION

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS



When I first met you in Breckenridge, we 
discussed the importance of showing up, 

leading with vulnerability, and recognizing that 
every person in this class has earned the right to 
be counted among Aurora’s leaders - and will grow 
as a human being during their Leadership Aurora 
journey. Thank you for holding space for each other, 
for elevating the ideas of your classmates, for 
celebrating one another, for working hard together, 
and for leaving a lasting impact on Aurora. 

It has been a joy and an honor to watch this class 
engage with leaders throughout Aurora and across 
nonprofit, local government, economic development, 
education, healthcare, police, fire, and military sectors. 
Your thoughtful questions and collective desire to 
strengthen Aurora is inspirational. As you get more 
engaged in our community and experience success 
in your careers, may your Leadership Auora class 
members continue to be a “circle of wisdom” from 
which you gain insights and encouragement to tackle 
new challenges. Just as you made a commitment 
to each of your classmates during the retreat, may 
you intentionally set a new declaration for living your 
legacy and having an impact on Aurora. I say thank you 
because your collective brilliance and your individual 
greatness have left me and our community better than 
you found us.

I want to end with gratitude for the other leaders 
who helped make this last year possible. Thank you, 
Chamber President & CEO Naomi Colwell; Leadership 
Aurora Program Director Rene Simard; Assistant 
Program Director Mitzi Schindler; Vice Chair of the 
Board Natalie Artibee; Past Chair Yvonne Valdez; and 
the entire Leadership Aurora Board - who planned the 
sessions and dedicated their time and passion to the 
Class of 2025. Your leadership and efforts continue to 
make Aurora stronger year after year. Thank you!

In Solidarity,

John Wolfkill 
Leadership Aurora Board Chair & Class of 2017  
Community College of Aurora (CCA) Foundation

John Wolfkill

CHAIR’S LETTER





Leadership Aurora has been more than just a 
community engagement program. It has been 
a shared journey of discovery, connection, and 
purpose. Over the past ten months, we’ve had the 
opportunity to step outside our daily routines and 
dive deep into the heart of Aurora.

We met individuals and organizations doing 
extraordinary work in every corner of the city, many of 
which we had never heard of before. These weren’t 
just eye-opening moments; they reminded us of the 
powerful impact happening quietly, passionately, and 
consistently around us. Whether exploring public 
health systems, visiting local nonprofits, or learning 
from the leaders shaping Aurora’s future, we walked 
away with insight, inspiration, and perspective.

But what truly made this experience exceptional was 
each other. We came from diverse backgrounds, 
industries, and stories - but became a team. 
Together, we listened, challenged, supported, and 

grew. The energy and dedication each of you brought 
to every session created a space where vulnerability, 
learning, and laughter thrived.

Our ABC Community Hub project wasn’t just a group 
assignment. It was a chance to give back and leave 
something behind that we hope will continue to serve 
the community long after graduation. Channeling our 
collective passion and leadership into something 
with lasting impact was an honor.

Thank you to The Chamber, the Leadership Board, 
and all the guest speakers, hosts, and volunteers. 
Your commitment to this program, to Aurora, and to 
the developing servant leaders was evident in every 
detail. You gave us a truly transformative experience, 
and we are grateful.

We should all carry forward this same sense of 
curiosity, service, and connection. The lessons we’ve 
learned here are just the beginning. The Leadership 
Aurora Class of 2025 may be wrapping up its time 
together, but the work and the impact we are capable 
of creating are only beginning.

Congratulations to the Leadership Aurora Class of 
2025, the most notorious class ever.

 
— Bill Johnson & Lauryn Gray

Bill Johnson & Lauryn Gray

CLASS PRESIDENT and      
               VICE PRESIDENT







The LA Class of 2025 chose ABC Collective as our 
class project. Paris Elementary closed its doors in 
June 2023 after the Aurora Public School Board 
voted to close it down due to low enrollment. In 
June 2024, the former school found a new life as 
ABC Collective. 

ABC Collective is a community hub for education, 
workforce development, community support and 
overall wellbeing. They strive to educate teens and 
young adults in building sustainable resources for 
life skills, and healthy relationships and careers 
through arts, sports, and other activities. 

ABC Collective offers unique spaces for mental 
health and wellness professionals - including a 
music studio, fashion lab, podcast suite, gaming 
corner, and barbershop. The unique spaces allow 
youth to connect to therapeutic services when they 
might otherwise shy away from therapy in a usual, 
common setting.

Choosing ABC Collective as the class project 
was a huge undertaking because the space is 
massive. We were able to tour the building and 
gain an understanding of what spaces the staff and 
clients wanted refreshed. The patio, the girl’s room, 
and the meditation space were identified as the 
spaces to design and furnish. We were also able 
to relocate the library and refresh the signage. We 
met the young ladies that would use the Girls Room 
to get an idea of how the space would be used and 
what they wanted in their space. 

Leadership Aurora is thrilled to be a part of the 
genesis of this community space, and we hope 
the ABC Collective has a positive impact on the 
community for years to come. 

Suzette Randolph

(See accompanying photo montage of the project!)

CLASS PROJECT ABC Collective 
formerly Paris Elementary School

Thanks to the Yearbook Committee! 
Left to right: Courtney Butler, Daphne Brownlee, 
Sherrie Bedonie, Adrienne Shabandarian, 
Elizabeth Gillitzer-Gallardo, Carla Simoneau, 
Suzette Randolph (committee chair), and  
Covin Picone (token male on the committee)

Yearbook Committee







Michelle 
Crawford
City of Aurora 

“Be the change  
you wish to see in 
the world.”
— Mahatma Gandhi

Chris 
Dewey

Big Brothers  
Big Sisters 

“The only certain 

life is to live for 
others.”

— Jon Krakauer

Stephanie Crookston
UCHealth 

never reach it.”

— Salvador Dali

Stephen Elkins
Prime Data Centers 

I herd cats.
— Stephen

Elizabeth  
Gillitzer-Gallardo 

“The only limit to our realization of 
tomorrow will be our doubts of today.”

— Franklin D. Roosevelt

Christina 
Gomez

Colorado Air 
National Guard 

“Grow through 
what you go 
through.”

— Unknown



Gerard 
Harris

Colorado Air 
National Guard 

“Laissez les bons 

— Unknown

George 
Makhoul

The Medical Center 
of Aurora 

and enjoy the journey.

— George

Lauryn Gray
Aurora Public Schools 

which you can use to change the world.

— Lauryn

Rachel Heilbronner Adkins
Aurora Public Schools Foundation 

city of Aurora. Even more meaningful has been meeting 

— Rachel

Jill Henden
Cherry Creek Schools Foundation 

connecting with other leaders and learning more about how 

— Jill

Bill Johnson
Nelnet 

A community without leaders is like a foot 
without a big toe.

— Bill





Steve 
Phillips

Aurora Chamber  
of Commerce 

“Be the change you 
wish to see in the 
world...”or Aurora.

— Gandhi / Steve

Scott M. 
Rose

Aurora 911 

“Leave it better 
than you found it.”

— Unknown

Covin Picone
Advantage Security 

— Jocko Willink

Suzette Randolph

— Teyonah Parris

River Ray
Falck Rocky Mountain 

know that I didn’t know. It’s truly been an honor.
— River

Brandon T. 
Sauder

City of Aurora  
Fire Rescue 

— Brandon





On a crisp and beautiful fall morning in October, 
the Leadership Aurora Class of 2025 met at the 
People’s Building to kick off Community Day AND our 
Leadership Aurora experience.

Community Day was an exciting day, not only 
because of the anticipation of our very first 
Leadership Aurora session, but because we had the 
opportunity to become reacquainted with our LA-2025 
class that we had not seen since the September 
retreat in Breckenridge.

Community Day allowed our class to become 
familiar with the tapestry of local organizations 
serving the City of Aurora and the myriad of resources 
provided by these agencies. 

Our class was divided into five groups in order 
to visit 15 local organizations, and learn all about 
the vision for their business, their mission, and the 
services they provide for their clients. Our eyes were 
opened to the real-life struggles faced by some Aurora 
families, and the dedicated organizations that come 
alongside them to be a buffer and a support.

We capped off the day with a visit to the beautifully 
serene Colorado Freedom Memorial. Its glass 
panels reflect the blue sky above and the Colorado 
Mountains. Over half of the men and women honored 
in the Memorial never returned home. For families that 
never had a cemetery to visit, the Colorado Freedom 
Memorial is their place to grieve and heal. 

The Community Day experience was like no other, 
and it was definitely the ideal starting point for 
Leadership Aurora Class of 2025. BEST CLASS EVER!

Suzette Randolph

COMMUNITY 
DAY









Our Business and Economic Development Day 
began with a presentation by City Council member 
Steve Sundberg, Aurora Chamber President and 
CEO Naomi Colwell, and Pelsue CEO Chris Munson 
at Pelsue’s Aurora headquarters. This discussion 
covered how companies are incentivized to bring their 
operations to Aurora.

Munson then introduced Pelsue’s business model, 
highlighting its role in engineering and manufacturing 
safety and telecommunication equipment. We 
toured the facility to see their design and production 
processes firsthand.

Next, we visited Stanley Marketplace, where we 
enjoyed lunch hosted by Visit Aurora and heard from 
COO Randi Morritt about tourism’s impact on local 
business growth. A scavenger hunt helped us explore 
the diverse businesses within the marketplace, a 
community hub for more than 50 small businesses.

At the Town Center at Aurora, we participated in 
a Q&A with mall management and learned about 
operations and community engagement. We also 
enjoyed dessert from local business, La Micochana.

While at the Town Center, we visited Local Love, a 
shoe store run by Nigel Hines, who shared his buy-
sell-trade business model and philanthropic efforts, 
including donating 1,000 pairs of shoes annually to 
kids in need.

Our next stop was the field house, where we 
experienced activities at A1 Boxing and Shoot 360, 
both offering skill-building opportunities for kids and 
adults.

The day concluded with a happy hour at Ka-Ko Jo’s, 
featuring drinks and pizza from Peppinos.

Overall, the day provided valuable insights into 
Aurora’s diverse business landscape, showcasing 
both large and small enterprises that make economic 
contributions to the community.

Carla Simoneau & Chris Dewey

BUSINESS/ECONOMIC 
DEVELOPMENT 

DAY







Education Day kicked off at the Cherry Creek 
Innovation Campus, where the class explored 
an impressive range of career pathways — from 
aviation to cybersecurity to hospitality. Many of 
us joked that we wanted a high school “do-over” 
just to be part of these forward-thinking 
programs! 

After a guided campus tour, we headed to 
Pickens Technical College. Lunch was a treat, 
prepared and served by students from the 
Culinary Arts program, and gave us a taste of 
the talent being cultivated there.

After lunch, we heard from a panel of Pickens 
students who shared honest and inspiring 
stories about their educational journeys, goals, 
and the real impact of hands-on learning. We 
wrapped up the day at the Community College 
of Aurora, where we learned about the CCA 
Foundation and the wraparound services 
available to students — from a basic needs 
pantry to a mobile food market. A hands-on 
medical workshop followed, where we practiced 
applying tourniquets and performing CPR to the 
beat of “Stayin’ Alive” (yes, complete with ah, 
ah, ah, ah!).

We ended the day watching powerful, student-
made films and participated in a thoughtful 
Q&A with the filmmakers. Final remarks 
from CCA’s President Dr. Mordecai Brownlee, 
capped off a day filled with innovation, insight, 
and inspiration. We walked away with a 
deeper understanding of Aurora’s educational 
landscape — and a renewed appreciation for 
the dedication behind every student’s success. 
It was a day filled with innovation, inspiration, 
and how Aurora’s educational institutions are 
building pathways to success.

Adrienne Shabandarian

EDUCATION 
 DAY









For the Leadership Aurora Class of 
2025, Military day gave us a detailed 
look into some of Buckley Space Force’s 
unique history, and present-day declassified 
missions. 

Formally established in June of 1941, the 
War Department named the base in honor of 
Longmont veteran 1Lt. John Harold Buckley. 
Over the course of its history, Buckley was 
an Air National Guard Base, Air Force Base, 
and most recently has become a Space 
Force Base. 

While it has been dedicated to multiple 
branches of the armed forces, Buckley 
houses members from all branches of the 
military, with a substantial portion being 
Airmen. Outside of learning some history of 
the base and being briefed on missions like 
Space Delta 4, we also got to tour the 140 
WG Flightline hangar. 

After lunch, we listened to an exceptional 
panel of Junior Enlisted armed forces 
members, who shared their personal 
journeys of joining various branches of the 
military, and what their jobs were. 

My personal favorite part of the day was 
our last activity where we visited the Army 
Aviation Facility and got to go inside Black 
Hawk and Chinook helicopters! 

Hunter Campbell

MILITARY 
DAY

















Leading with Purpose 
 
Thank you to the Aurora Chamber of Commerce and the Leadership Aurora 
program for your continued success in developing engaged, informed community 
leaders. Your commitment to civic involvement, leadership development, and 
shaping Aurora’s future is a powerful example of leadership in action.

A special congratulations to the Leadership Aurora Class of 2025 from all of us at 
Nelnet—your dedication to learning, connection, and service will help guide our 
community forward.

Nelnet 
Congratulates 
the 2025  
Leadership 
Aurora 
Graduates.

Learn more about us at NelnetCareers.com.



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CCoonnggrraattuullaattiioonnss  CCoovviinn  PPiiccoonnee    --  
LLeeaaddeerrsshhiipp  AAuurroorraa  CCllaassss  ooff  22002255!!  

  
  

AAddvvaannttaaggee  SSeeccuurriittyy  iiss  pprroouudd  ttoo  bbee  aa  ssuuppppoorrtteerr  
aanndd  ssppoonnssoorr  ooff  tthhee  LLeeaaddeerrsshhiipp  AAuurroorraa  pprrooggrraamm.. 

And congratulations to all 16 of the previous 
Advantage Security graduates of the program:  

MMiittcchh  SSttiillllmmaann  ((22002244));;  AApprriill  TTaattee  ((22002233));;  
PPeettee  TToorrrreess  ((22002222));;  PPhhiilllliipp  PPaacchheeccoo  ((22002200));;  
MMaannnnyy  AArriiaass  ((22001199));;  JJaammeess  RRoowwlleeyy  ((22001188));;  
TToodddd  SSiigglleerr  ((22001177));;  NNooaahh  LLaawwoonnnn  ((22001166));;  

WWaayynnee  TThhoommppssoonn  ((22001144));;  SSaannddyy  CCaarrtteerr  ((22001133));;  
JJeeffff  AAnnddeerrssoonn  ((22001122));;  JJeeffff  RRaauusskkee  ((22001111));;  

JJeennnniiffeerr  EEvvaannss  ((22001100));;  CChhrriissttiiaann  RReeaadd  ((22000099));;  
RRyyaann  EEvvaannss  ((22000077));;  SSuussaann  JJoohhnnssttoonn  ((22000066));;    





        CCoonnggrraattuullaattiioonnss  ttoo  tthhee  
    ““BBeesstt  CCllaassss  EEvveerr  22002255!!””  
  IItt  hhaass  bbeeeenn  aann  hhoonnoorr  aanndd  
  aa    pprriivviilleeggee  bbeeiinngg  wwiitthh  
    yyoouu  iinn  tthhiiss  uunniiqquuee  
        jjoouurrnneeyy..  
  

          JJooaannaa  BBrroowwnn,,  
            SSiittBBeeFFiitt  CCEEOO  FFoouunnddeerr//            
                  VVeetteerraann  AAddvvooccaattee  







ALWAYS LOOKING FORWARD.
Adonye Jaja was photographing a wedding when it 
was discovered that an orbital mass had formed on 
his right eye. After emergency treatment saved his 
eye, he knew he wouldn’t lose his creative vision.

Learn more about Adonye’s story at uchealth.org/tomorrow.



I Honor Your 
GREATNESS!

Congratulations to each of you on graduating 
from Leadership Aurora and using your strengths, 

service, and leadership to impact Aurora.  I am 
honored to serve with you.

Learn more about CCA Foundation at 
WWW.AURORAGIVES.ORG

 
 

  COANG 
  Chiefs’ 

Council 

 

www.MillerWalls.com 
 

303.426.0802 
 

RetainingWalls@MillerWalls.com 

Applications are now being accepted for the

Leadership Class of 2025-26
Due by July 15, 2025

www.aurorachamber.org/leadership-aurora/






