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As a recently enrolled Western student and lifeguard, Catherine Karpilo has experienced 
an exciting journey to her college career, and truly found her 
niche in the Gunnison community.  
 Growing up in Florence, CO, Karpilo was the youngest 
of eight. She enjoyed having so many siblings as it created 
one big happy family, and her small hometown provided a 
tight knit community.  
 “It [Florence] was a cute town,” Karpilo said, 
describing her home. “My parents would let us roam around 
and we’d swim every day in the summers.” Her hometown 
was small and quaint, illustrated by the fact that only 83 
people graduated high school with her.  
 Unfortunately the town has negatively changed over the years due to a rise of 
criminal activity and tourism. She said, “I don’t want to walk around alone anymore, and 
you would think I would feel differently as an adult.” The establishment of many prisons 
around the area has been the main cause of the festering issue.  
 However, Karpilo has kept positive about the situation and moving to Gunnison 
gave her some ease since the town is so safe. When she first moved to the town, she had a 
hard time adjusting and finding her place. She came into the school knowing only two 
people; her sister and now ex-boyfriend.  
 “Western was super challenging for me,” Karpilo said. However, once she 
branched out and met new people, she fell in love with the community, especially her 
sister’s friends who work at Blue Mesa Marina.  
 Karpilo has also found her niche at the Gunnison Recreation Center as a lifeguard 
and even certifies others as lifeguards. As a selfless person, Karpilo has immensely 
enjoyed being a lifeguard, and has even saved someone’s life. A little girl began to 
struggle in the pool, and Karpilo had just been asked to take a shift to watch the deck. She 
jumped into the water fully clothed and was able to rescue the girl before she could 
drown.  
 It was  a “wow” moment for Karpilo. “Swimming is so fundamental to life,” she 
said. “Not many kids know how to swim and the possibility of injury is so ridiculous.”  
 Not only does Karpilo want to help others in the pool, but also in the classroom.  
As a Communication Arts major, she hopes to become a speech pathologist after 
graduation. This urge to help children improve their speech skills came from her own 
personal experiences as a child.  
 “I couldn't talk as a kid,” she said, discussing her own speech impediment. She 
went through many therapy sessions, which helped her gain her voice back. “I really want 



to be on the other side of it and help other kids out,” she said. Karpilo hopes to give 
students the same light her pathologists gave her.  
 Karpilo’s love for others is especially evident by her experiences 
with life and faith. Raised Catholic, she has a strong relationship 
with God and religion. She does not feel like she needs to attend 
mass every Sunday, but understands that her interactions with God 
are between Him and her. 
 “Yes, I am a Catholic, but I don’t need to go [to Mass] every week,” 
Karpilo said. She wants people to know that you can find comfort in 
God in many different places and forms.  
 When asked about the greatest challenge she has faced in life, 
Karpilo described the death of her niece due to an accident two days 
before her own 16th birthday. Her family drove 30 hours to Florida to 

see her sister and grieve together. 
 “It was really rough for all of us. She was so special,” she 
said, recounting the moment. “I felt like I had always had a special 
connection with her.”  
 Life was hard for Karpilo after that. It took a year for her to 
truly process what happened and she thinks about her beloved 
niece every day. Overcoming all of it was her greatest challenge, 
but it pushes her to live life to the fullest. “I need to honor her,” 
Karpilo said.  
 Karpilo’s ambitions and passion for helping others is very 
illustrative of her determined nature. Currently, she is learning to 
snowboard, which has become a new found challenge for her.  
 She described her first time snowboarding as a disaster, but upon fixing technique 
and trying it again, she has improved greatly, and cannot wait to keep going. “It has been 
pretty encouraging and challenging,” Karpilo said. She enjoys going with her siblings, 
who have kept close after moving away from home for work and college.   
 Karpilo frequently visits her sisters in Oregon, and headed there for Presidents' 
Day weekend, excited to be with her close-knit family. 
 Like her experience with snowboarding, Karpilo’s life has proven to be 
challenging and testing, but her perseverance to fulfill passions illustrates her 
steadfastness and strength. Catherine Karpilo is on a track to positively change the lives 
of many students, aspiring lifeguards, and even the world.  

  
  
  
 


