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On Feb. 20, Santacruz died unexpectedly, at the 
age of 22. She leaves behind her family in Moses Lake, 
Washington — her parents, Maria and Ricardo Santacruz, 
and her three younger siblings, Norma, Junior and Andrea. 

Generous, kind and sassy, Santacruz could be spotted a 
mile away with her long, red hair and straight across bangs. 
Perfectly winged eyeliner, accented with a rosy lipstick. She 
was beautifully unique. 

A lover of the earth and a horror film enthusiast, 
she adored music and had a committed relationship to 
God. She was a huge fan of John Mayer,  she also loved 
Nickelback, Train and Katy Perry. Her friends found her 
taste in music to be essential to who she was.

“Whenever I would go on road trips with her, like to 
Montana for five hours, she would basically listen to John 
Mayer, Nickelback and Katy Perry on repeat. And would 
not let me have the aux at all, for five hours,” laughed senior 
Rayce Tamanaha.

“Every time I listen to [Gravity], or really any John 
Mayer song, it makes me feel close to her again,” senior 
Tina Bermudez said. 

Her passion for music made it so Santacruz knew lyrics 
by heart, especially to John Mayer’s “Gravity”, according 
to Bermudez. This love coined a love for concerts, as well. 
Louisa Reilly saw John Mayer, Train and Nickelback with 
Santacruz, while Nadia Cantu-McCombs saw Coldplay 
with her.

Her road trips could lead Santacruz and her friends to 
a concert, to the 2017 Final Four game in Arizona, or to 
national parks. 

Every year, Tamanaha would join Santacruz on a trip 
to Glacier National Park in Montana. They’d pack up and 
head to the park to celebrate their completion of final 
exams. 

A senior studying psychology and biology, Santacruz 
could have graduated her sophomore year with a degree in 
psychology but decided to add a second major in biology.  

She was also the first person from her immediate and 
extended family to pursue education after high school. 

“For me, I didn’t know how to fill out college 
applications, or anything like that, but I had her to help me. 
But she didn’t really have someone that could help her,” her 
sister, Norma, said. “ [Our parents] were always proud of 
her. Whenever somebody would ask my parents what she 
was studying for, they would very proudly tell them that 
she was studying at Gonzaga.” 

During her time at GU, Erika had multiple jobs. She 
worked with Year for Change — an organization that 
works with children with autism, she was a scribe at 
Kootenai Health Behavioral Health in Coeur d’Alene and 
worked with Dr. David Bot’s psychiatry practice. 

Described as a “hardcore studier,” she was recognized 
for her tremendous work ethic. 

“She always had goals for herself and she always 
accomplished them. She’s always put school first, no matter 

what,” Norma said. “Ever since she was in middle school, 
elementary school she was always trying to get that 4.0 
[GPA].” 

According to Cantu-McCombs, not only did Erika get 
great grades, but she often took 21 credits a semester. 

“I shared a connection with her because I struggled 
finding a connection with people on campus and she 
was one of the few people that understood me and the 
cultural things that came with it,” she said. “She was a good 
inspiration for me, you know, another Latina girl can make 
it.” 

“Erika’s tenacity and self-determination [was] 
outstanding,” her research adviser, Assistant Professor of 
biology Dr. Carla Bonilla said. “I had never met anyone 
like her. When she applied to join my lab, she worked very 
hard to convince me that she would do great work despite 
never having taken a genetics class. My work is mainly 
genetics and she told me she would learn it because she 
was that determined to do research.”

 The drive and ambition that Erika had can be traced 
back to when she was child. Her family has strong Mexican 
roots, so her first language was Spanish. It wasn’t until 
fourth grade that she began to learn English. 

“Her work ethic and everything is built upon that, she 
said it was because of that,” Tamanaha said. “Because she 
was so behind in English she literally had to study her butt 
off from [fourth] grade to get where she was.” 

This work ethic that flowed through Erika’s veins can 
also be attributed to her innate generosity.

“A lot of people talk about her drive and how she was 
very motivated, but I feel that plays into her generosity 
because she would never hesitate to take time out of her 
extremely busy schedule, like working two jobs, to make 
time to spend with friends,” said senior Melissa Ching. 

According to her sister, that’s just who Erika was  
“Even when she still lived in Moses [Lake] she’d tutor 

kids … She would volunteer at nursing homes in Moses. 
And she always tried to care for the homeless,” Norma said.  

Ever since sophomore year in high school, when Erika 
was enrolled in running start, she was tutoring students at 
Big Bend Community College. At GU, she was involved 
in Science-In-Action, Science Scholars and Hughes After 
Dark. Her generosity reached from elementary students 
to her peers in the biology department, and into the 
surrounding community. 

“[She] wanted to give back,” Reilly said. “She was really 
caring, she really gave back to other people and really tried 
to help them out.” 

More intimately, her friends got to experience her love 
and care for them. She was fondly referred to as “Mamma 
Erika.”

“[She was] beautiful inside and out,” Bermudez said. 
“She was so sure of herself and not afraid to be herself and 
advocate for herself. But at the same was able to balance it 
with taking care of us and being there for us.” 

“[She was] a rock in my years at Gonzaga,” Tamanaha 
said. “She was always someone I could turn to for advice. 
I feel like if I hadn’t met her when I did, I would be in a 
completely different path. She has definitely helped me so 
much, and I am so grateful.”  

“Erika, for me, definitely was a very genuine person 
who exudes what love should be. A selfless love, no matter 
how busy she was, she was willing to put her friends first, 
her family first. To me that was so amazing, how much 
love she had,” Ching said. “I really respected her fierceness; 
against every adversity she was willing to persevere.”

A caretaker for her friends, she also found ways to take 
care of her family, as the oldest child. 

“She would always tell my dad that when he grew older 
she was never going to let him work and let him rest and 
she would take care of him,” Norma said.

Erika can be described as fierce, strong-willed and 
independent. It’s what made her so unique.  

“Erika’s self-confidence was admirable,” Bonilla said. 
“As her adviser and mentor, I spent a lot of time helping 
her direct that self-confidence in the appropriate channels 
because she wouldn’t back down from an argument even 
when she couldn’t win. And that is what I loved about 
her. We had many spirited conversations that always put a 
smile on my face when she left because I knew that no one 
would ever break her down.”

After graduation she was set to work for two years 
with Teach for America in Seattle, and hoped to earn her 
doctorate in psychiatry after, and maybe one day open up 
her own practice.

 “Everyone is devastated,” Cantu-McCombs said.  
“We’re planning on making buttons with her graduation 
picture so that we can help her walk across stage because 
she deserved it the most.”

Remarkably generous, intelligent and beautiful, Erika 
Santacruz will be missed by many. 

“God had a plan for her ... [Now] we’re carrying her 
here, in our hearts,” Bermudez said. 

Remembering Erika Santacruz
By KATIE KALES

Katie Kales is a news editor. 

Accessibility 
at Gonzaga: 

an uphill 
battle

Junior Makenna Presnell is like other Gonzaga 
students. She studies for tests, eats at the COG 
and talks with friends. 

But Presnell said she doesn’t want to be seen 
as just another GU student. 

She was born with cerebral palsy, a lifelong 
disorder which affects the brain’s ability to 
communicate with other parts of the body. It’s 
because of this she doesn’t want to be treated like 
everyone else. She wants the university and her 
fellow students to start treating her like who she 
is: a GU student with a disability. 

“I don’t meet a lot of students who understand 
what I’m going through and I don’t need people to 
understand it. I just need people to acknowledge 
it,” Presnell said. “Sometimes we get so focused 
on ‘I want to celebrate your abilities’ and ‘I want 
to look at everything you can do’, but if you’re not 
seeing my needs, you are not seeing me.”

Presnell faces muscle spasms and is severely 
affected by cerebral palsy in both of her legs and 
one of her arms. She wears a prosthetic/orthotic 
hybrid called the ExoSym on the outside of her 
left leg that relieves pain, allows for increased 
movement in her leg, foot and ankle and gives 
her more strength. 

She used a wheelchair for several years before 
coming to GU, and had only been walking for 
one month before arriving on campus for her 

Welch to be used for overflow in fall 2019 
Welch Hall, located in the heart of campus, is expected to be used for overflow next year.  
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 Starting next year, Welch Hall will be reserved for overflow 
admissions, said Director of Housing and Residence Life Jon 
Wheeler.

Located between Hemmingson Center and College Hall, 
Welch’s spot on campus, with dining options on the first floor 
and all female residents, makes it a unique hall to live in. It is 
also one of the closest residence halls to the library. Welch, 
however, does not rank as GU’s most popular dorm.

“Welch is among our lowest-rated facilities in satisfaction 
surveys,” said Senior Director of Housing and Residence Life 
Dennis Colestock.

The overflow reservation process ensures all freshman 
will be housed. All incoming students will pick preferences 
beginning in June, since Housing and Residence Life will 
know the incoming class size by mid-May, Colestock said.

“This gives us time to close off Welch if the numbers 
don’t demand the use of the building, or conversely to only 
open enough beds in Welch as are needed to get everyone 
a bedroom prior to inviting the students to begin assigning 
themselves,” Colestock said.

The expected incoming first year class is expected to be 
between 1,275 and 1,325. However, this estimate is sometimes 
exceeded or falls below the lower end.

“We have to plan for exceeding 1,325, however, because 
we have to house all freshman, and we have to do so in our 
buildings, we feel we need 120 [or more] beds set aside to land 
a class that [may] slightly exceed 1,325,” Colestock said. “This 
facility [Welch Hall] is easy and cost free to convert to co-ed 
by floor.”

Student votes matter in the upcoming GSBA elections
In the coming weeks, GSBA will hold 

elections where students can run for 
various positions. While this event is held 
every school year on Gonzaga’s campus, 
not many students know how the process 
works, and how much time is put into the 
setup.

Most of the planning that goes into the 

GSBA election season is done by election 
commissioners.

“Our job is to support candidates in 
terms of how they go about running, 
how they get their message across,”  said 
sophomore Natalie Sparks, an election 
commissioner. “We also push for voter 
turnout, [which] has a lot to do with 
promotion and engaging with the GU 

student population, and then we process 
all the [election] results.”

The planning process that goes into the 
elections takes the entire semester. Election 
commissioners can expect to put in six 
hours per week at the start of preparation, 
with an increase in time worked as the 
election draws near.

The method of counting votes has also 

changed the way results are processed 
during election day with the introduction 
of ranked-choice voting over majority 
vote.

“[This involves] people, instead of 
voting for one person, ranking [candidates] 
one to five,” election commissioner, Fiona 
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E
rika Santacruz went the distance, both metaphorically and literally. Known for her spontaneous 
and uninterrupted road trips, she was also known for going above and beyond for her friends 
and family. It wasn’t uncommon for her to drop everything to road trip to Montana or Seattle. 

Even less surprising was her willingness to lend a helping hand to a friend or even a stranger. 
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