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Don’t feel comfortable walking 
around a construction site? Afraid 
of power tools? Hate ladders?

No worries. The Cleveland County 
Habitat for Humanity can still use your 
help. Not every volunteer needs to 
wear a hard hat and swing a hammer.

This year is the Norman-based non-
profit’s 25th anniversary, and they have 
big plans for 2018 and for years into the 
future, said Deputy Director Andrea 
Marler.

It all starts at the agency’s “Restore” at 
100 W Main St., a former grocery store 
building converted into a retail outlet 
for new and used furniture, appliances, 
building supplies and much more. Lat-
er this month, the building will open its 
“Upcycle Center,” a space where volun-
teers can do things like convert old doors 
into new bird houses and other types of 
creative manufacturing. It’s intended for 
the crafty crowd, young and old; experi-
ence and tools are not required.

There is no formal process for volun-
teering at Habitat for Humanity, Marler 
said, just a brief orientation. 

“All you have to do is come in and say, 
‘I’ve got a couple hours, and I’d like to 
help,’ We’ll put you to work. There’s al-
ways something to do here,” she said.

Whether volunteers are transforming 
junk into treasure in the Upcycle Cen-
ter, moving used furniture or sorting 
donated books in the Restore, it’s all 
about earning money that Habitat can 
use to build another house, Marler said.

Over the previous 25 years, Habitat 
has built 50 houses. It completed its 
last house in Moore last January, and it 
plans to break ground on its next house 
in Norman this spring.

Marler said the agency would like to 
build more than just two houses a year, 
but, on average, new Habitat homes 
cost about $100,000, and they take four 
to six months to complete.

Before they start a new project, they 
must have at least half of the funding in 
hand, which is why Marler is working 
hard to generate income.

The Restore is her bread and butter, 
collecting and selling everything from 
tables and toilets to desks and dish-

Raising the Roof
C O M M U N I T Y BY: CHIP MINT Y

Habitat for Humanity Marks 25th Anniversary 
with New Volunteer, Funding Initiatives
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es. You need a rug? They’ve got them. 
Flooring? In stock. Lumber? Stacks of it. 
Lamps? They have plenty. 

Customers range from college kids and 
bargain hunters, to do-it-yourselfers 
and landlords. They’re all looking for 
stuff they can use, and they know Habi-
tat is where they can get it cheap.  

Marler said she’s looking forward to 
opening the Upcycle Center where ma-
terials that could not be sold for much 
will be crafted into products that can be 
sold for much more. 

“All the sales help with our overhead costs 
and they help us build houses,” she said.

But retail sales are not the only way 
Marler is raising money.

Habitat recently wrapped up its first 
“Virtual 5k Race at your Pace” event. 
For a $25 donation, participants could 
run, walk, bike, swim or treadmill their 
way through the distance of five kilo-
meters. They had from Feb. 1 to Feb. 
25 to complete the distance. Or, if they 
chose to, they could just imagine cov-
ering that distance and that counted 
too. In return for signing up and paying 
their donation, each participant got a 
medal, Marler said.

She is also looking forward to the agen-
cy’s 25-Year Anniversary Gala, titled 
“Circus of Dreams.” It is planned for 
7 p.m., April 25 at The Mercury, 426 E 
Main St. in Norman.

Tickets cost $50 per person and the 
event will feature food samples from 
local restaurants, live music, a silent 
auction, carnival games, a cash bar and 
a wine pull, she said.

Also, at the gala, there will be Habitat 
for Humanity homeowners to share in 
the celebration.

Marler said the agency also applies for 
various grants, such as a $65,000 grant 
the Cleveland County Habitat recent-
ly received from Thrivent, a Chris-
tian-based financial institution. That 
grant money has allowed the agency 
to move forward with its next building 
project, an 1,100-square-foot home on 
Frank Street in central Norman.

Marler said she loves Habitat, its mis-
sion and its purpose, but funding is an 
ongoing challenge.

“We can have the best laid plans to lift 
people out of poverty, but without the 
funds we need, we can’t be successful,” 
she said. – 19SM 
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C O M M U N I T Y BY: LINDSAY CUOMO

After the indulgence of the holidays 
and as the resolutions of the new 
year wane, March marks the cel-

ebration of National Nutrition Month. 
This year’s campaign, sponsored by the 
Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics, is 
“Go Further with Food.” 

“This annual crusade focuses on the im-
portance of making informed food choices 
and developing sound eating and physical 
activity habits,” said Julie Mallory, MS, 
RDN, LD, supervisor of Clinical Nutrition 
at Norman Regional Health System.

Norman Regional is kicking off the month 
with a recipe contest. NRHS employees 
are encouraged to share their best healthy 
recipes, and winning recipes will be fea-
tured in their cafes. 

“We will spotlight one winner each 
week,” Mallory shared. 

To spread the word outside of the hospital 
walls, the hospital’s social media outlets will 
be sharing a weekly “Knowledge Booth”, 
highlighting healthy eating and recipes as 
well as tips for making smart choices. 

NRHS’s Facebook followers can learn 
about things like the benefits of small 
changes, food balance and portion con-
trol, all in the effort to help Normanites 
improve their health through their diet. 

The heart of the campaign is really about 
how eating healthy is about more than 
the numbers on the scale, but using food 
as fuel for feeling good and being well. 
Eating healthy doesn’t have to be a sacri-
fice, ensured Mallory. 

“All foods can be enjoyed,” she said, 
adding that meals should focus on nutri-
ent-rich foods most of the time, indulging 
occasionally. 

Instead of a bag of chips as an afternoon 
snack, have cut-up vegetables and hum-
mus on hand for a flavorful crunch. Or, 
go with fruit paired with yogurt for your 
evening sweet snack. The key is to have 
healthy options within reach. 

“Keep your refrigerator, freezer and pan-
try stocked with healthy food options,” 
said Mallory. 

But, big changes don’t happen overnight. 
A healthy lifestyle is just that, a lifestyle. 
“Make small changes, get accustomed 
to them, then gradually add more as the 
months go on,” Mallory advised. “Soon 
those changes will become a habit!”

For more healthy tips and recipes, follow 
Norman Regional Health System on Face-
book all month long. – 19SM 

Go Further with Food
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Yield: 2 servings
• 1 head  Butter Lettuce
• 1 ea  Honey Crisp Apple, small diced
• 1 oz  Chopped Toasted Hazelnuts
• 2 oz  Blue Cheese Crumbles
• 2 slices  Bacon, cooked and crumbled
• 6 ea  Mission Figs, quartered
• 4 T  Olive oil
• 1 ea  Bottled Balsamic reduction

Preheat oven to 375F, core and chop the apple into small 
pieces, toss with 2 T olive oil, place on sheet pan and roast in 
the oven until soft and slightly browned.  In the meantime, 
remove the core of the butter lettuce and roughly chop into 
bite size pieces, place in mixing bowl.  Then, add hazelnuts, 
blue cheese, bacon, figs, and remaining oil, toss until well 
coated.  Divide into two portions onto plates or in bowls, 
chill until apples are ready.  Remove apples from oven when 
browned and softened and allow to cool slightly, then top 
salad with roasted apples, drizzle with balsamic reduction.  

Apple Hazelnut Chop Salad
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Growing Inside
C O M M N I T Y BY: SHARL A BARDIN

Shannon Brackeen’s seed of an idea 
has grown into a new learning lab for 
Moore students. One that may also re-

sult in motivating more kids to garden, and 
perhaps, even eat their vegetables.

Brackeen introduced her students to hy-
droponics, the science of growing plants 
using water enriched with nutrients in-
stead of soil.

Brackeen said the project’s goal is to 
give her students a better understanding 
of where food comes from and how it 
grows. She also hopes the lab can help im-
pact the students’ eating habits and create 
a greater appreciation for vegetables and 
how they’ve “been grown, cultivated and 
cared for.”

Brackeen is the SEARCH teacher for Broad-
moore and Central Elementary schools, a 
gifted education program, which stands 
for Students Experiencing Appropriate 
Research and Creative Happenings.

Brackeen says the gardening system is an 
“edible learning lab” where students get to 
plant vegetables and have the opportuni-
ty to enjoy the bounty. Students will learn 
how to seed, germinate, plant and trans-

plant items in the lab. They’re watching 
the progress on pumpkins, peas and beans 
that they’ve planted. The students also 
planted lettuce and have plans for a salad 
party at the end of the school year. 

 So far, the lab has captivated the attention 
of her students, who are in third- through 
sixth-grade.

“They absolutely love it,” Brackeen said. 

Brackeen thought of the idea for the lab 
a few years ago, when some equipment 
for a hydroponics system was donated to 
her. The project then began to take shape 
through the assistance of a $6,000 district 
grant last year from the Moore Rotary 
Club.

“That just kind of kick-started everything 
off,” she said. 

Brackeen said the grant was used to buy 
more equipment and items for the lab, 
such as materials for a raised planter, 
lights, pots, soil and seed starters.

Brent Lim, with the Moore Rotary Club, 
served as a project director for the lab. He 
has worked with Brackeen, making sure 
she had all the materials she needs.

Moore Students Learn How to Garden in Hydroponics Learning Lab

Shannon Brackeen, the gifted education program teacher for Broadmoore and Central 
Elementary schools, looks through the plants in a raised planter 

that is also included in the learning lab.



Lim said some of the aspects that impress 
him about the lab include the hands-on 
activity it offers students and the ability 
to tie what they learn in the lab with other 
subjects, such as science and math.

Lim said the lab helps students gain a 
greater understanding of gardening and 
helps teach them that it’s not that difficult 
to grow things. 

“You can grow it in your own backyard or 
your own living room,” he said. 

Lim said he’s enjoyed working on the 
project and seeing the excitement and 
love of learning from students, as well as 
Brackeen’s enthusiasm for the lab. Lim 
said he’s “confident that she’ll do great 
things with it.”

Brackeen said the grant from the Moore 
Rotary Club is one example of the com-
munity’s involvement in the lab. 

Another example is Boy Scout Troop No. 
421 in Moore. They built a work table in 
the lab. One of Brackeen’s former stu-
dents is in the troop and worked on the 

table as a project to attain the Eagle Scout 
rank.

Brackeen said Broadmoore’s parent-teach-
er association also got involved and host-
ed work days to clean up the space for the 
lab, which is in a building behind Brack-
een’s classroom. Parents also donated 
Mason jars for the students to use as con-
tainers to start growing seeds.

“It’s amazing,” she said. “I started this 
but it was definitely a community effort 
and still is.”

Representatives from the community, 
school district, parents and students also 
attended a ribbon-cutting ceremony for 
the lab in January. 

Brackeen said her students are excited 
to see how plants change from week to 
week in the lab and to know they had a 
role in that progress. 

“They just love the whole idea of something 
growing, and they’re in charge of it.”  – 19SM 

Christa-Lynn Woody checks on a plant in 
the new hydroponics learning lab. 

Siblings Hunter Hyatt, left, and Skylar 
Hyatt take a look at the plants growing 

in the hydroponics learning lab at 
Broadmoore Elementary School.
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Loveworks 
C O M M U N I T Y BY: CATHERINE POSLUSNY

For adolescents, there are a lot of 
things that can go wrong between 
the day’s final school bell and when 

the parents get home from work. Re-
search appears to back that up, suggest-
ing the hours between 3 and 6 p.m. are 
when middle schoolers are most likely 
to be influenced, either positively or 
negatively, said Loveworks Executive 
Director Michael Hirsch.
Opportunities for extracurricular activ-
ities can be sparse while the opportuni-
ties for making poor choices are plenti-
ful, and that three-hour period of time 
is Hirsch’s battleground.
Loveworks Leadership Inc. was created 
by Founder Clark Mitchell to provide 
students with a positive environment 
during those formative hours and to 
help them explore and discover their 
passions. Loveworks offers many dif-
ferent experiential learning opportu-
nities in which students are taught a 
very important lesson: you’re never too 
young to be a leader.
“Our after-school leadership programs 
have two goals: to help students build 

character and to help them develop 
their dreams,” said Hirsch.
He has noticed that when students 
find their passions, the benefits spread 
across multiple areas of the child’s life 
– how they feel about school, choose 
their friends and elect to spend their 
free time. 
“We’re seeing school environments 
being influenced and changed,” said 
Hirsch. “We’re seeing homes and neigh-
borhoods being changed. It’s exciting 
to see students make that decision to 
follow their passion. It sets them on an 
important course forward.”
Loveworks was established to help stu-
dents pursue their dreams with confi-
dence and to lead others to do the same.
The organization recently moved into its 
new 12,000-square-foot headquarters at 
151 12th Avenue SE. The building features 
multiple rooms for different experiential 
learning opportunities, such as wood-
working, visual media and culinary arts. 
There’s also an impressive central meet-
ing room and a café in which the students 
are provided with dinner.

Never Too Young to Lead
Members of the the REAL Kitchen Salsa from Loveworks.
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Students are encouraged to apply for 
a spot in the Loveworks after-school 
program during any point in the school 
year. It’s free of charge, and the team is 
always excited to introduce new stu-
dents to the program. 
Though the after-school programs are 
only available in Norman, Loveworks 
offers “leadership experiences” during 
the summer that draw interest from 
students all over the state. These four-
to-five-day experiences offer students 
the opportunity to practice important 
leadership and entrepreneurial skills.
“We want for the people surrounding 
these students to see how impactful 
their experience was, and how impact-
ful it was for them to be encouraged 
to explore their passion,” said Hirsch. 
“All it takes is for someone to recognize 
something in each student. If you can 
see it, and you can set them on the path 
that will help them follow their dreams, 
that’s incredible.”
In addition to their after-school and 
summer leadership programs, Love-
works also gives students the oppor-
tunity to become major players in real 
businesses. Whether their passions lie 
with marketing, social media, entrepre-
neurship or art, there’s a place for them 
to explore their interests while gaining 
invaluable small-business experience. 
There are currently two student-run 
for-profit businesses connected to Love-
works: REAL Kitchen Salsa, available in 
all Norman Homelands and three sepa-
rate Crest locations; and REAL Fashion, 
available online.

Loveworks Leadership’s biggest event 
of the year is Box City, a fun night of ac-
tivities and entertainment with a focus 
on advocacy. Middle schoolers find the 
biggest box they can and spend the night 
at the Loveworks campus, launching the 
student initiative, Homeless at Heart, 
which delivers thousands of care pack-
ages to homeless and at-risk children.
“We hope that the students begin think-
ing about what the needs are in the 
world, and what they can actually do 
about them. That’s the hope, that they 
won’t wait around for adults to tell 
them what they can do, but that they 
will realize that they have the power to 
think of solutions and take action.”
Hirsch’s nonprofit work has taken 
him all over the country, and he joined 
Loveworks on the ground floor when 
he was asked to help start the organi-
zation in 2010. He dreams that one day 
the organization will be able to expand 
its services to other school districts, and 
he hopes that Loveworks alumni will 
be inspired to stay involved.
The team is currently looking forward to 
its two biggest fundraisers of the year: 
Heroes on the Court – a family-friendly 
event that includes a basketball tourna-
ment put on by first responders- and 
the annual Interurban Golf Classic at 
the The Trails Golf Club in Norman.
Loveworks Leadership Inc. is always 
excited to talk to potential volunteers, 
community professionals and students 
about how they can get involved in the 
programs. For more information, vis-
it loveworksleadership.org.– 19SM 

Winners of Break into Busines travel with Loveworks staff to Plywood Presents, an 
entrepreneurship conference in Atlanta, GA.
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68 Team Giveaway
C O M M U N I T Y BY: JOSH HEL MER

SportsTalk Media Group is excited 
to welcome back the 17th annual 
68-Team Giveaway on Monday, 

March 12 at Buffalo Wild Wings in 
Moore. This event gives listeners an 
opportunity to have their name drawn 
for one of the teams competing in the 
postseason NCAA men’s basketball 
tournament affectionately referred to as 
“March Madness.” 
Depending on how an individual’s 
team performs in the tournament, great 
prizes from SportsTalk Media Group’s 
advertisers are awarded.

“The prizes are really important. It’s 
like a giant community office pool at 
Buffalo Wild Wings,” SportsTalk owner 
Randy Laffoon said.  “People turn out 
to get a team, but they all want to know 
what they can win. It’s a win for the 
advertiser and it’s a win for the listen-
er because they get free things if they 
draw the right team.” 

Buffalo Wild Wings is the perfect place 
to host the event thanks to its spacious 
complex. Show hosts from SportsTalk 
will be set up in the bar area atop a 

stage to announce teams beginning 
during the 1 p.m. hour of program-
ming. Thanks to Buffalo Wild Wings’ 
setup, families with kids don’t have to 
be bashful about joining in on the fun 
and try to nab a team, too.

“The speaker system goes throughout 
the whole building, so we can have a lot 
more people than just in the bar area,” 
Laffon said. 

SportsTalk program director TJ Perry 
has been a part of the event since its in-
ception back in 2002. He acknowledged 
that it’s the station’s biggest event of 
the year, but noted its importance to 
SportsTalk’s listeners, as well. 

“It’s the one time of the year that the 
loyal listeners to the station can all get 
together. It’s almost like a family re-
union,” Perry said. “Many take vaca-
tion days to be there, because a lot of 
it starts in the middle of the day. They 
don’t want to miss anything. People 
meet one another and save tables.” 

“It’s just always been a special event,” 
Perry added. “Regardless of what the 

SportsTalk Media’s annual March basketball Contest is Here

TJ Perry and Toby Rowland at the 2017 68-Team Giveaway
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prizes have been over the years, the event 
has become more about the togetherness, 
about friends getting together.”

Longtime listener and caller Kurt Keeley 
echoed those sentiments. He is an event 
regular for many years, and he was 
lucky enough to win an 
iPad one year.

 “It’s my favorite event, 
just the camaraderie of 
it,” Keeley said. “It’s al-
ways packed. I enjoy ev-
erybody getting togeth-
er all in the same place 
for a couple hours, all of 
the on-air talent, hall of 
fame callers, people you 
may have never met face to face. That 
and its college basketball tournament 
time.” 

Toby Rowland, host of the “T-Row in 
the Morning Show” and Voice of the 
Sooners, said the event has really grown 

and he appreciates the opportunity to 
engage with listeners and callers.

“This is the one night where a significant 
percentage of listeners are all under the 
same roof at the same time,” Rowland 
said. “It’s grown and grown. I remem-

ber when it first started, 
we would give away 
multiple teams to the 
same people because 
we didn’t have enough 
people to draft all six-
ty-eight teams.”

“It’s just fun,” Rowland 
continued. “They’ve got 
wing sauce all over their 
face and they probably 

have had a couple of their favorite bev-
erages. Everybody’s excited about the 
tournament and the brackets being out, 
and so we all get together to figure out 
who’s going to win this thing.”– 19SM 
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Beefing Up the Workforce 
C O M M U N I T Y BY: MARL A FREE MAN

Educational institutions across the 
state are ramping up programs to 
head off an estimated workforce 

skills gap brought on by growing busi-
ness in Oklahoma. The Oklahoma Of-
fice of Workforce Development esti-
mates that by 2025 more than 45 percent 
of entry-level jobs will require industry 
certification or an associate’s degree – 
up 15 percent from 2017.
College and technical school enroll-
ment has decreased in recent years, de-
spite the need for a more trained and 
educated workforce. Moore Norman 
Technology Center is one of 29 tech-
nology centers within the Oklahoma 
Department of Career and Technology 
Education, or CareerTech, that are cur-
rently at the forefront of a strategic plan 
to bridge the gap.

“Baby boomers are retiring in mass 
numbers each year,” said Anna Agu-
ilar, media and creative coordinator 
at MNTC. “They take with them their 

technical skill set, and Oklahoma cur-
rently doesn’t have enough trained, 
skilled employees to fill those jobs.”

CareerTech, located in Stillwater, part-
ners with the Oklahoma Works office 
to stay ahead of state industry and 
workforce trends. Oklahoma Works, 
coordinated by the Governor’s Council 
for Workforce and Economic Develop-
ment, is designed to increase the wealth 
of all Oklahomans through facilitating 
quality employment for workers and 
ready availability of highly skilled tal-
ent for business and industry.

 “According to the Oklahoma Works 
data, the most critical occupations on 
the list right now are qualified ma-
chinists, welders, LPNs, electricians, 
automotive technicians and other tech-
nical-based jobs,” Aguilar said. “Ca-
reerTech can fill that gap by training 
qualified employees to walk right in 
and fill those positions.”

Technology Center Prepares for Projected Workforce Shortage

Pre-Nursing high school students learning skills at MNTC.
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MNTC offers full-time career programs 
for students and adults in health and 
medical, business and information tech-
nology, technical skills and much more 
– jobs that can earn sometimes double or 
more than the current minimum wage.

Although projections indicate that 70 
percent of the state’s occupations will 
require a certificate, professional cre-
dential or degree in the next several 
years, only 40 percent of the workforce 
currently has such education and train-
ing. Even with the programs and cours-
es available, one of the main barriers to 
obtaining this education is cost.

“That’s where technology centers like 
MNTC can help,” Aguilar said. “We’re 
funded primarily by taxpayer dollars 
and offer an array of high-quality pro-
grams at minimal cost.”

High school juniors and seniors can 
take concurrent classes at MNTC for 
free as part of their high school sched-
ules, and tuition waivers are available 
to any high school graduate who starts 
a program before they turn 21.

“We truly belong to the taxpayers in 
our districts,” she said. “We’re blessed 
to have these programs in Oklahoma. 
Most states don’t offer opportunities 
like this.”

Learning a vocational skill can help 
springboard future academic endeav-
ors because it offers financial inde-
pendence while continuing education. 
Langston Edwards completed several 
welding courses concurrently before he 
graduated from Moore High School in 
2017.

“I knew that welding was a skill I 
could use down the road,” Edwards 
said. “Learning and developing a trade 
helped me take on the next challenge. 
Now, I can get welding jobs and earn a 
better income while pursuing a college 
degree.” 

Technical education is no longer only 
associated with traditional trades such 
as carpentry, plumbing, welding and 
mechanics. There is a long list of offer-
ings at the state’s technology centers 
within CareerTech and the state’s com-
munity colleges that require rigorous 
academic components that help meet 
the pending skill demands.

“Our graduates and clients truly el-
evate our economy and community, 
and MNTC elevates careers and lives,” 
Aguilar said. “We may not give doctor-
al degrees, but we can definitely start 
these students on a path to find success 
much faster.”– 19SM 
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Change of Command
BY: ROXANNE AVERY

Norman-based soldiers of the 45th 
Infantry Brigade Combat Team 
have honored outgoing Com-

mander Col. David Jordan, of Edmond, 
with a change of command ceremony at 
Camp Gruber in Eastern Oklahoma. At 
the same time, the soldiers welcomed 
incoming Commander, Col. Chris Cho-
mosh of Claremore.
The Oklahoma National Guard in Nor-
man is based in an armory facility at 2721 
W Tecumseh, which serves as headquar-
ters for the 45th Infantry Brigade. 
Last month, the brigade’s soldiers said 
goodbye to Jordan, who is moving to his 
next assignment as special projects offi-
cer at the National Guard’s Joint Force 
Headquarters in Oklahoma City.
Under Jordan’s command, the Okla-
homa National Guard had a busy year 
with large numbers of soldiers deployed 
on domestic operations as well as over-
seas and on short notice.  
“We executed some great training events 
at Fort Riley, Kan. where we practiced 
skills we hadn’t been able to practice in 

a long time because of all the mobiliza-
tions,” he said.
“In the midst of that, we deployed about 
30 soldiers to Kosovo on less than 60 
days’ notice and then we turned right 
around and deployed 335 to Ukraine 
on very short notice.  We rotated about 
300 soldiers at the six-month mark in 
Ukraine and had about 30 who stayed 
the entire year, and we sent about 500 
soldiers from the 1st Battalion 180th Cal-
vary to Afghanistan.” 
Jordan said he deployed to Ukraine last 
year, along with nearly 500 other sol-
diers from the 45th. They assisted the 
Ukrainian Army in forming a combat 
training center and prepared battalions 
for combat operations.
The fact that the 45th Infantry Brigade 
could get all that done is impressive, Jor-
dan said.
“I’m proud of the soldiers who went for-
ward to Ukraine, Afghanistan and Koso-
vo,” Jordan said. “I’m really proud of the 
soldiers who stayed in Oklahoma and 
made everything work. During that time, 

Norman-Based Guardsmen Mark Leadership Change, Look to Future

Oklahoma Army National Guard State Command Sergeant Major, Tony Riggs, shakes hands with 
Col. Chris Chomosh, incoming commander of the 45th Infantry Brigade Combat Team after his 

speech at the change of command ceremony at Camp Gruber, Oklahoma, Feb. 11. 
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several hundred soldiers were given two-
days’ notice over Labor Day weekend to 
go to Houston for Hurricane Harvey.”  
“The Oklahoma National Guard and 
45th Infantry Brigade really appreci-
ate the overwhelming support they get 
from Oklahomans, especially the people 
in Moore and Norman,” Jordan said. 
“Whether we do tornado support or are 
getting ready to deploy or are overseas, 
the public support for the Oklahoma 
National Guard is overwhelming.  We 
absolutely appreciate the support of all 
employers and families because it is a 
big sacrifice on their part.”
Jordan’s replacement, Col. Chris Cho-
mosh, said continued training and 
preparation will be priorities under his 
command.
Commissioned in 1990, Chomosh has 
served with the National Guard in Ku-
wait and Iraq, and he has been deployed 
in response to floods, tornadoes and 
hurricanes.
In his civilian job, Chomosh is a Tulsa 
police officer with more than 25 years of 
service.  
He said the 45th Infantry Brigade Com-
bat Team has about 500 soldiers de-
ployed in Afghanistan.  His plans are 
to bring those soldiers home safely and 
transition them back into family life 
while focusing training programs on 
readiness and lethality.
“The last 17 years, the entire military 
has focused on counter insurgency and 
counter terrorism,” Chomosh said. 
“Our nation’s adversaries have spent 
years studying our tactics. They have 
invested in modern equipment and im-
proved their training to try to gain any 
advantage over our military. They now 
have weapons and systems that will be 
difficult to defeat,” he said.
Chomosh said training will focus on 
fighting a threat that has similar weap-
ons and abilities; it will focus on preci-
sion marksmanship and how to fight 
and survive on a modern battlefield un-
der adverse conditions. There will be a 
renewed focus on fighting in a chemical 
environment and fighting in situations 
when air superiority is not available. 

“We will work on basic soldier skills, 
maintenance, fitness and discipline,” he 
said.
That will include work on squad and 
platoon attack, priorities of work in de-
fense, as well as land navigation with 
map and compass. Soldiers will get fa-
miliar with wearing a mask and chem-
ical protective equipment, and they will 
be prepared for the close fight. 
“The military’s job is to provide the presi-
dent with options.  We will get our unit as 
ready as we can for whatever mission that 
might present itself,” Chomosh said. 
The motto of the National Guard is “Al-
ways Ready, Always There,” he said. 
“Our soldiers join for all kinds of rea-
sons,” he said. “They stay in because 
they feel they are a part of something 
greater.  They make friends in their unit 
and feel pride in those units.”
National Guard members are from sur-
rounding communities and take pride in 
the fact they’re there to help those com-
munities whenever they’re called upon 
to respond to disasters such as floods, 
wildfires, tornadoes and hurricanes. 
Chomosh said being in the military has 
been good for him and his family.
“Just this past year alone, I was in Latvia, 
Germany and was able to train in multi-
ple locations around the United States.”
“Looking back at my 29-year career, I 
wouldn’t change a thing,” he said. – 19SM 

Maj. Gen. Michael Thompson, adjutant general 
for Oklahoma, pins the Oklahoma Distinguished 

Service Medal on Col. David Jordan, outgoing 
commander of the 45th Infantry Brigade 

Combat Team. Thompson awarded the medal 
for Jordan’s military service during a change 

of command ceremony at Camp Gruber, 
Oklahoma, Feb. 11.
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S P O RT S BY: CHRIS PL ANK

During a championship run forged 
through adversity, the path to get 
to Oklahoma City for the Universi-

ty of Oklahoma Softball team is neither 
easy nor smooth. Despite starting the 
season atop just about every pre-season 
ranking, the Sooners struggled to find 
their identity through the early part of 
2017. The lessons learned from a rough 
start last year not only helped propel 
the Sooners to a National Champion-
ship, but also helped lay a mental foun-
dation for 2018.

Last season, Oklahoma found itself in 
a tough spot as Big 12 season play ap-
proached. The Sooners dropped back 
to back games to unranked Cal Poly 
and were sitting at 23-7 on the season.  
The Sooners responded by winning 
18 straight games and 28 of its final 29 
games en route to a Big 12 regular sea-
son and tournament championship.  

Even when they found themselves fac-
ing elimination four different times in 
the Norman Regional, the Sooners re-

sponded. As they had time and time 
again all season, they overcame adver-
sity to earn a trip to the Super Regionals 
for the eighth straight year, eventually 
blitzing their way through the Wom-
en’s College World Series for the fourth 
National Title in program history.

The core of the Sooners championship 
team returns.  In fact, only one senior 
from last year’s National Championship 
squad left. The Sooner senior class has 
won two National Titles. Those valuable 
lessons learned help shape the prepara-
tion in 2018. In her 24th season, Head 
Coach Patty Gasso noticed a difference 
immediately from the start of fall camp.

“With so many returners, they recog-
nized they wasted their fall and had 
a very slow start last season,” Gasso 
explained. “They’re smart enough to 
know we’re not going to let that happen 
again. They know there’s a big journey 
and we’re going to take a lot of blows 
along the way, but they are really anx-
ious to get started.”

T I T L E D E F E N S E

Sooner Softball Looks to Join an Exclusive Club in Softball History
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The 2018 Sooners are built around an 
experienced group of six seniors, who 
have combined for 642 starts over the 
last four years. The Sooners return eight 
full-time starters, including their entire 
infield of the last two seasons and one 
of the most dominating pitching staffs 
in college softball.  Expectations are 
high, and experience is the key.

“What I know from experience is that 
experience is a difference maker,” Gas-
so said. “The depth is making a differ-
ence because there’s challenges and 
there’s battles. You can see people ele-
vating their game. It’s almost too easy 
to coach because what else can I teach 
them? They know it. I just make sure 
they don’t get sloppy.”

A nation-high five Sooners have been 
named to this year’s USA Softball Col-
legiate Player of the Year Watch List.  
Paige Parker (26-5 record; 1.43 ERA; 262 
strikeouts in 210.1 innings last season) 
and Paige Lowary (16-3; 1.53 ERA; 122 
strikeouts in 146.2 innings) combine for 
one of the most potent one-two punch-
es in college softball.  Returning starter 
and WCWS star Shay Knighten (.358 
average; 11 home runs; 70 RBI; .575 
slugging percentage), second baseman 
Caleigh Clifton (.356 average; .557 slug-
ging; .528 on-base) and third baseman 
Sydney Romero (.339 average; 12 home 
runs; 59 RBI; .559 slugging) all find 
themselves on the Player of the Year 
watch list as well. The expectations are 
understandably high, but this year’s 
version of Sooner softball has a lot to 
build on. 

“We’re showing a lot more maturity, a 
lot of discipline. They are very focused,” 
Coach Gasso said. “We struggled last 
year with the repeat and pressing ear-
ly last year trying to be something we 
weren’t. We were trying to mimic what 
we did the year before. We have an ex-
tremely deep bench and that always 
creates greatness because you have bat-
tles throughout the field every day.” 

That depth has been bolstered. Reagan 
Rogers and Kylie Lundberg had excep-
tional off seasons and are primed for 

a larger role in 2018. When combined 
with the star studded 4-person fresh-
man class, the Sooners’ roster is littered 
with talent. But one name has stood out 
among the newcomers, Jocelyn Alo. 
Alo has been jaw dropping in the bat-
ter’s box that she has already drawn 
comparisons to the greatest home run 
hitter in college softball history.

“I don’t want to compare her to any of 
the greats, but I will,” Gasso said. “She 
can swing it in a way like Lauren Cham-
berlain but maybe as a freshman with 
even more power.”

In the circle, the Sooners changed 
the game last year. After riding Paige 
Parker to a title in 2016, the Sooners 
developed a true staff around Parker 
in 2017 and the emergence of Paige Lo-
wary was an important factor for the 
title run. Mariah Lopez, who spent the 
summer with Team USA, and Missouri 
transfer Parker Conrad could help the 
Sooners pitching depth even more in 
2018. For Parker, it’s the start of a senior 
campaign that will mark the end of one 
of the greatest careers in Sooner Soft-
ball history. But the addition of Lowary 
last season may have been the biggest 
benefit for Parker both physically and 
mentally.

“She’s helped me try to see the bigger 
picture of things and not be so nitpicky 
about all the small things,” Parker said 
of Lowary. “She’s definitely helped me 
a lot in that. I think from her experienc-
es, she’s learned to see the bigger pic-
ture, so she’s helped me see it, just in 
life, in general.”

Championship expectations are nothing 
new for Oklahoma. Oklahoma is well po-
sitioned to find itself in Oklahoma City 
once again in early June with the oppor-
tunity to join exclusive company in the 
world of College Softball. UCLA is the 
only team in softball history to have won 
3-straight National Championships. The 
2018 Sooners have the talent and the drive 
to join the Bruins in that exclusive club.

Listen to Chris Plank weekdays from 
9-11am locally on 1400AM and 99.3fm 
– 19SM 
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Preparing for the Worst
B U S I N E S S BY: ROXANNE AVERY

Recent headlines remind us that vi-
olence can happen to anyone, any-
where and at any time. 

The Feb. 14 attack that killed 17 stu-
dents, teachers and administrators 
at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High 
School in Florida is just the most recent 
reminder of what can happen. A seem-
ingly endless barrage of catastrophic 
mass shootings has made us question 
just how safe we are in daily activities, 
like attending school, sporting events 
and places of worship. 
But, what are we to do? How can we 
take control of our own safety? Centu-
rion Consulting Group in Norman has 
been providing training for businesses for 
more than 10 years and, through its net-
work, the company offers more than 100 
years of law enforcement experience.
The training is taught not just in the 
Norman area but across the nation, 

coast-to-coast. And there definitely is 
more interest now than ever before.
The group is led by retired police SWAT 
team member Capt. Mark Braley. He 
works with six other instructors, all 
retired police officers. Braley has more 
than 20 years of law enforcement ex-
perience and also has served on active 
duty in the U.S. Army and remained in 
the Army National Guard, where he re-
tired as a 1st Sgt. after 21 years.  
Each Centurion instructor has been 
trained in active-shooter courses held 
across the United States, and they teach 
their students how to answer life-sav-
ing questions, such as, “How do I re-
act?”; “What if the situation is esca-
lating?”; and “What do I do to protect 
myself and others?”
“One of our main premises is that your 
body will not go anywhere your mind 
has not already gone,” Braley said.  
“This means responses are created out 

Consulting Group Draws on Decades of Experience to 
Protect, Save Lives

Centurion Consultant Mark Braley on duty and teaching a class (inset)
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of training received.  We are giving 
folks the building blocks to take back 
their workplace, home and place of 
worship by mentally preparing for a vi-
olent encounter.”  
Centurion’s hands-on sessions are cus-
tomized with a plan of action, not a 
one-size-fits-all approach.  
Site evaluations are developed for the 
client’s specific building, and classes 
are also offered ranging from two, four 
and eight hours. 
The armed aggressor response sessions 
are charged per class, not per person 

in order for a large group of people to 
receive training for a lower cost per in-
dividual.
One class attendee said it best, “It’s 
easy to think, ‘It won’t happen to me,’ 
or ‘It won’t happen here.’’’
“Yes, it can and has happened here,” 
Braley said.  “We will never forget the 
Hinrichs bombing during an Oklahoma 
Sooners football game.” 
For more information, contact Centuri-
on Consulting Group at 637-6225 www.
centurioncg.net – 19SM 

CENTURION OFFERS
Armed Aggressor Response/Workplace Violence training sessions:
Level 1:  Armed Aggressor Response and Preparation (2 Hours): 
• Active Assailant Incidents 101
• Recognizing the 5 stages of an active shooter/how to respond
• Survival mindset/overcoming physiological barriers
• Get out, hide out, take out and strategies for each
• Hostage survival
• Being prepared for law enforcement arrival
• Teamwork techniques

Level 2:  Armed Aggressor (4 Hours): 
• All topics included in Level 1 plus
• Tabletop exercises and small-scale scenarios

Level 3:  Armed Aggressor (2 Hours):  
• All topics included in Level 1 and 2 plus
• Realistic role-playing scenarios
• Office area evaluation

Hands-on Realistic Scenario Training (2 Hours):
• Must be booked in conjunction with Levels 1,2 or 3

Executive/Judicial Protection and Awareness (2 Hours)
• Active shooter response for business executives and judges

Handgun Licensing and Training classes:  
(Classes held at an indoor shooting range)
• Basic handgun licensing and training
• Advanced classes for students who want hands-on self-defense or firearms 

training including the necessary classes to apply for an Oklahoma Handgun 
(concealed carry) permit.  

Bomb Threat Training:
• Bomb recognition
• Bomb threat response
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Oklahoma Gourmet Popcorn
B U S I N E S S BY: CHELSEY KRAF T

What started out as a class assign-
ment for a college senior two 
years ago, ended up as a grow-

ing popcorn business with locations in 
Moore and Edmond. 

DJ Boles was a senior at Oklahoma State 
University in November 2015 when he 
was asked to write a business plan for 
his retail management class. The pur-
pose of the assignment was to focus on 
a niche in the market, coming up with a 
new business idea that could be opened 
in Stillwater. 
Boles, who is from Tuttle, decided to 
write about a popcorn store with a wide 
array of flavors. As he was working on 
the assignment, he began to realize that 
this idea could be more than simply a 
grade for the class. 
While doing a competitive analysis 
during which he could not find any sim-
ilar competition in the area, he decided 

to study the opportunity a little closer. 
He picked up the phone and called his 
dad, who sells candy and popcorn to 
movie theaters. The two ended up see-
ing eye to eye. 
“We’re very bold and like to try some 
stuff, so he was down. I probably 
should have called someone else who 
was a little more level headed, but it 
worked out,” Boles said.
In February of his senior year, he took 
his marketing plan with him and se-
cured a small business loan. By March, 
he was signing a lease for a storefront at 
1021 SW 19th Street in Moore. 
The day after graduating from OSU 
with his business management degree, 
Boles drove to Texas, where he picked 
up the popcorn tables he needed for 
his store. After perfecting the base pop-
corn recipe and creating 42 total flavors, 
Oklahoma Gourmet Popcorn opened 
its doors on Aug. 2, 2016. 

Unique, Gourmet Popcorn Shop Thrives in Moore After 
Starting Out as a Class Assignment

DJ Boles at the year anniversary in Moore, August 2nd, 2017
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“I think about how it all started and not 
months before I was graduating I had 
no idea what I was going to do, and the 
day after I graduate I’m working on a 
business I’m going to open,” Boles said.
“It’s pretty surreal, especially to see 
how well it’s done. Then I opened a 
second location in Edmond the end of 
last year so that was real-
ly cool. Looking back, I’d 
do it all over again, but I 
wish I knew more. But at 
the same time, I’m glad I 
didn’t. I’m glad I got to 
learn from everything.”
All of the popcorn and 
ingredients are made 
fresh in the store, includ-
ing the cheeses, choco-
lates and caramels, Boles 
said. The store offers a wide range of fla-
vors, including some unique ones that 
include loaded baked potato, which is 
made with cheddar cheese, chives, ba-
con bits and a blend of special season-
ings as well as root beer, dill pickle, and 
a fan favorite, Oreo. 
The store also sells seasonal flavors, 
most recently chocolate covered straw-
berry and cherry cordial ones for Val-
entine’s Day. Boles said his personal 
favorites are jalapeno cheddar, peanut 
butter chocolate and the white choco-

late peppermint from Christmas. 
“The reason we named it Oklahoma 
Gourmet Popcorn was because I’m a 
pretty loyal person,” Boles said. “When 
your friends come from out of town, I 
wanted you to be like, ‘Let me take you 
to something we have that you don’t’. 
I wanted people in this area to feel at-

tached to it, to feel some 
sort of ownership over 
it.”
Boles is proof that young 
entrepreneurs can suc-
ceed in starting a busi-
ness, even right out of 
college, and he encour-
aged others who want 
to follow a similar path 
to surround themselves 
with positive influences.

“Talk to positive people. That’s the 
biggest thing probably,” Boles said. 
“I make the joke, I should have called 
someone other than my dad, but I’m 
glad I called him because, if someone 
would have told me no, I probably 
would have thought no. I would say 
just surround yourself with people ei-
ther who have common goals, or who 
believe in your dreams, because if there 
are negative people around, you’re 
probably not going to accomplish what 
you could.” – 19SM 

Ribbon Cutting for the OGP in Moore on August 2nd, 2016
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El Toro Chino 
B U S I N E S S BY: SARAH ROGERS 

El Toro Chino is spicing up west 
Norman, bringing an adventurous 
restaurant that blends Latin and 

Asian cuisine. 

In fact, the restaurant may have a corner 
on the market when it comes to unique 
and exciting menu options.  

For instance, patrons can try the fusion 
nachos, made with wonton chips cov-
ered in barbeque sauce, beans and spicy 
citrus sour cream. Or, they could go for 
the build your own bowls, and combine 
different styles of Asian and Latin rice, 
beans, meat and vegetables.

Whatever they choose, customers are 
likely to experience a new taste and a 
fun twist.

Owners and founding partners, Gerry 
and Jennifer Reardon, and Scott and 
Kathleen Shuler, opened El Toro Chi-
no in November 2016. The Reardon’s 
bring a host of experience to the busi-
ness, having worked in the restaurant 
industry in Oklahoma for many years. 

When the Reardon’s first moved to 
Oklahoma 11 years ago, Gerry Reardon 
started working as the general manager 
at Nonna’s in Bricktown, then became 

the director of operations at Cafe 501. 
Before opening El Toro Chino, Jennifer 
Reardon worked as the catering man-
ager at Benvenuti’s for nine years. 

Gerry Reardon had envisioned a fusion 
restaurant in Norman long before the 
idea came to fruition. Having grown 
up in Mexico and Southern California, 
he experienced many different styles of 
cuisine and found that Latin and Asian 
recipes had similar qualities. 

“When I was a kid, I lived in Guadala-
jara, Mexico for a couple of years. The 
part of Guadalajara we lived in had a 
Chinese district and a type of fusion 
cooking going on. Being from Califor-
nia, I had also been exposed to differ-
ent styles of Asian cuisine and Mexican 
food,” Reardon said.

“People don’t realize that there’s a lot of 
similarities between the two.”

The Reardon’s and Shuler’s wanted to 
bring that fusion style restaurant to Nor-
man, while delivering fresh, quality food. 

The lunch, brunch and dinner menus 
offer completely different dishes, each 
one carefully curated by the Reardon’s 
and their sous chef, Claudia Barcenas.  

Marriage of Latin, Asian Cuisine Makes for Spicy Relationship
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Barcenas worked with Jennifer Reardon 
as the pastry chef at Benvenuti’s and has 
been at El Toro Chino since before the 
restaurant opened. The desserts are all 
her creations and she works closely with 
Gerry Reardon on the other menu items. 

“We are so thankful to have Claudia. 
Her heart, her commitment and her tal-
ent,” Jennifer Reardon said. 

The lunch menu is built to get people in 
and out during their lunch hour, while 
still serving fresh food. The lunch menu 
includes build your own bowls, sand-

wiches, soups and salads and even a 
pick two menu to mix and match. 

The dinner options at El Toro Chino are 
more entrée style, including anything 
from brisket enchiladas and grilled 
salmon to shrimp empanadas and filet 
mignon. 

On Sundays, they have an extensive 
brunch menu, with one of the most pop-
ular items being the chicken and waffles. 

For more information about El Toro 
Chino, including a full menu, visit 
www.eltorochino.com. – 19SM 




