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Campus turned showcase: Cilker Expo's !fth birthday
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Brushstrokes of belonging

FIVE LEGISLATORS HONOR 
LOCAL NONPROFITS FOR 

STATEWIDE RECOGNITION
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moved through gallery rooms 
of paintings, photographs, 
ceramics, sculpture, and 
design portfolios that until 
that weekend had lived only  
inside classrooms. A few 
buildings over, the School of  
Science and Math hosted 
its own STEM Expo, with 
a Climate Carnival, drone 
demos, and a California Owl 
Program presentation called 

"Silent Hunters."

The May 14 to 16 weekend 
was STEAM'D Fest 2026, West 
Valley's combined showcase of 
its art and science schools, and 
the Cilker Expo's fifth anni-
versary. The Expo itself is one 
expression of something Cilker 
Dean Shannon Mirabelli-
Lopez talks about often: most 
top art and design schools in 
the country are private and 
expensive, which shapes the 
people behind everything 

from buildings and clothing to 
public art and product design. 
West Valley is neither private 
nor expensive. Across architec-
ture, interior design, fashion, 
communication design, visual 
art, photography, and the 
performing arts, graduating 
students showed their work 
to families, alumni, and South 
Bay neighbors who had never 
set foot in their studios. Nearly 
every event was free.

For the fifth spring in a row, 
the Bill and Leila Cilker School 
of Art and Design turned West 
Valley College into a public 
stage for its annual Expo. 
Graduating students opened 
their studios. Models walked 
the front lawn under stadium 
lights. Dance Caravan closed 
out the weekend with back-to-
back Saturday shows. Visitors 

BY BRANDY MADDOX
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Dance Caravan dancers pair off mid-routine. Photo courtesy of West Valley College
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Guided by artist Lou 
Jimenez and a team from Mosaic 
America, older adults convened 
at the Saratoga Senior Center 
to create a collaborative work of 
art for a program called “Creative 
Connections.” 

During meetings bridging 
four months, a diverse group 
of seniors let their guard down, 
sharing memories evoked by a 
selection of songs. With colorful 
pastels, they illustrated the emo-
tions of the musical pieces.

The group unanimously chose 
“Vivir Mi Vida” by Marc Anthony 
as their inspiration, an upbeat 
song about leaving suffering 
behind to dance, live, and enjoy 
life.

“Through Lou’s very skillful 
guidance, we chose the music,” 

Neel Mehra found the process 
empowering. Photo by Lorraine Gabbert

Mirabelli-Lopez called the 
Expo "one part showcase, one 
part celebration, and one part 
declaration: this work belongs 
to everyone."

What follows is the week-
end in pictures: the runway, 
the dance floor, the galler-
ies, the students whose work 
filled the rooms, and a small, 
wide-eyed visitor.

‘A seat at the table’: 200 students 
gather for Youth Town Hall

How do young people get 
a real seat at the table on 
the decisions shaping their 
futures? That question drove 
the 2026 Youth Town Hall at 
West Valley College, where 
nearly 200 middle and high 
school students gathered 
Thursday, May 16. They 
spent the day in conversation 
with policymakers, industry 
leaders, and community orga-
nizations about AI, career 
burnout, the value of higher 
education, and preparation 
for an uncertain future.

"Students are so incred-
ibly capable," Los Gatos 
Mayor Rob Moore said. "The 

BY SAMUEL LEALE

TOWNHALL, PAGE 4

Apple Co-founder Steve Wozniak answers a student question during the panel 
discussion at the 2026 Youth Town Hall at West Valley College on May 16. From 
left: Los Gatos High School 11th-grader Nova Jayaraj, El Camino Health Los Gatos 
Vice President of Operations Bido Baines, and Wozniak. Los Gatos Mayor Rob 
Moore stands behind Wozniak. Photo by Paul Neyman
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Collaborative art project at Saratoga Senior 
Center spotlights older adults' artistry

said participant Kiersten 
Shum. “We closed our eyes ... 
thinking about the five songs 
and we all decided that we 
wanted that last song, and just 
that spirit, the exuberance.”

Selecting imagery, the 
seniors brought their concept 
to life. Painting panels with 
vibrant California poppies, 
white daisies, Indian and 
Flamenco dancers, and the 
phrase “The only thing more 
powerful than hate is love,” 
they worked as one to portray 
the meaning behind their art. 
“That’s just such an import-
ant message for all of us, as 
seniors, as community mem-
bers,” Shum said. “Love is so 
important.” 

Jimenez said by telling 
their stories and collaborat-
ing to create a shared vision, 
the seniors created a powerful 
message she hopes impacts the 
world.

The completed artwork, 
which will be on display at 
the Saratoga Senior Center, 
conveys the dynamic energy, 
vision and ability of an 
often-discounted segment of 
society. The project, in part-
nership with Successful Aging 
Solutions and Community 
Consulting (SASCC), engaged 
participants in an experience 
Operations Manager. Samuel 

Leale hopes will impact how 
older adults are viewed.

“There are certain assump-
tions that people have about 
older adults and what it means 
to age,”he said. “Through this 
process of creative expression 
and representation, we can 
start to change the narrative 
... and show that they are mul-
tifaceted individuals with a 
range of experiences and iden-
tities who can make valuable 
contributions.”

Leale was excited to work 
with Mosaic America to uplift 
the voice of older adults in 
art. “Moving forward, we will 
continue to engage in projects 
and activities of this nature,” 
he said, “ensuring that we con-
tinue to bring older adults into 
the conversation.”

Mosaic America received 
a $25,000 District 5 inven-
tory grant from Supervisor 
Margaret Abe-Koga's 2025 
allocation to fund the project.

“I find Mosaic’s program of 
combining cultural activities 
with community-based orga-
nizations to be innovative 
and creative,” Abe-Koga said, 
adding building community 
between older adults makes 
communities healthier.

Usha Srinivasan, co-founder 
and CEO of Mosaic America, 
said the seniors embarked on 
an adventure, taking a leap 
of faith. She hopes the expe-
rience increased participants’ 

confidence, not only in creat-
ing art, but in designing the 
process.

“Arts and culture is a very 
powerful avenue for us to bring 
together people across divides,” 
she said. “The gap between 
programs and participation is 
not just physical distance and 
language distance, it’s also 
trust and culture. The aim of 
this program is not just to give 
them some activity... it is to give 
them the time and space, and 
all of the resources required for 
them over a period of time ... to 
start building connections. Our 
hope is, by doing these kinds 
of activities, people will feel 
more connected to place... to 
thrive in a culturally complex 
environment.”

The project informed a pilot 
study which will be used to fund 
and shape future programs and 
services for older adults. Mosaic 
America hopes to use partic-
ipants’ surveys to show the 
project had the power to not only 
entertain and engage seniors 
but increase their sense of well- 
being and reduce isolation.

Srinivasan said Mosaic 
America and SASCC’s pro-
grams complement each other 
well. “What unites us is our 
desire to serve seniors. SASCC 
knows the senior population 
... They have trusted relation-
ships. They have the facility. 
They have the staff that is able 
to bring this whole program to 
life. We have the research, the 
artist, and the actual program 
design and execution. This is 
very successful and people love 
it, so we want to do it again.”

Priya Das, co-founder and 
chief programming officer of 
Mosaic America, said this proj-
ect aimed to provide seniors 
with agency and portray them 
as contributing assets to the 

community. “All of our pro-
grams are designed to work 
with the invisible segments in 
our community,” she said, “so 
that we can uplift their voices 
and help them feel included. 
It’s only when you feel accepted 
that you feel belonging.”

Das was inspired by the 
anticipation and energy the 
participants brought to the 
project and hopes it will help 

people see seniors have much 
more to give.

Project participant Neel 
Mehra said the process felt 
democratic and collaborative. 
“Even though I’ve never con-

sidered myself artistic,” Mehra 
said, “the process was very 
Empowering.”

Project participants Shirley 
Chappell and Yitmin Liang 
appreciated the opportunity to 
meet new people and see the 
project come together. Dorothy 
Liu enjoyed working together. 

“We came up with something 
special and unique,” Liu said, 
“and it was fun!”
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Project participants and partners gather at the Saratoga Senior Center with their completed collaborative work of art. 
Top row, from left: District 5 Policy Aide Heather Janse, SASCC Operations Manager Samuel Leale, Dorothy Liu, Una 
Daly, Jean Chen, Shirley Chappell, Yitmin Liang, Milina Jovanovic of Mosaic America, and artist Lou Jimenez. Front row, 
from left: Mosaic America Co-founder and CEO Usha Srinivasan, Mosaic America Co-founder and CPO Priya Das, and  
Kiersten Shum. Photo by Lorraine Gabbert

Yitmin Liang checked Dorothy Liu’s color choices to ensure they were on the 
same page. Photo by Lorraine Gabbert

The completed nine-panel piece, created by seniors through Mosaic America's 
Creative Connections program at the Saratoga Senior Center, centers on the 
phrase "The only thing more powerful than hate is love." Photo by Samuel Leale


