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   The pandemic may have closed 
the doors of physical classrooms, 
but it opened the door to a new kind 
of classroom: the empathic one. 
   “Education has never really had 
to adapt before until this pandem-
ic hit,” said John Tindell, professor 
of Communications and Theatre. 
“Now it’s a fight to change the style 
of teaching and learning.” 
   Since COVID-19 regulations have 
shut down most on-campus classes 
at NCC, professors had to transition 
to online modalities. This presented 
many challenges for educators who 
have primarily taught face-to-face 
classes, but the altered approach 
led to professors embracing under-
standing as the main component of 
their curriculum. 
   “Everyone is going through a lot,” 
said Dustin Briggs, assistant professor

of Communications. “School is of-
ten on the backburner even for stu-
dents who really do care.” 
  In the past, classroom culture has 
been rigorous and rigid. Classes in-
volved the same assignments, dead-
lines and formulaic lesson plans 
as the semesters before. However, 
the pandemic-induced challenges 
students and teachers face in their 
everyday lives has begun to change 
this culture. 
   “I learned that empathy is the 
most important thing I can bring to 
a classroom, virtual or real,” said 
Donna Acerra, professor of Com-
munications. 

   Her husband, Mario Acerra, pro-
fessor and coordinator of Media Pro-
duction, said that regular interaction 
is something he has worked into his 
classes due to the social isolation 
students and educators are facing. 
   “The more we can build that into 
our courses, the better,” he said. 
   An understanding classroom cul-
ture has done more than make it a 
more comfortable learning envi-
ronment for students, but an overall 
better one for student learning out-
comes. Donna Acerra also talked 
about how the new online modality 
of teaching has led to her spending

more time assessing learning.            
   Briggs spoke of the importance of 
utilizing this new style of teaching 
in regard to the takeaways for stu-
dents.
 “In the end it is far more important 
that a student meets the learning ob-
jectives and is prepared for the fu-
ture than it is to enforce a rule that 
penalizes someone,” he said. 
   The pandemic has wreaked havoc 
on the world, but it may have forev-
er changed the classroom culture at 
colleges into something more bene-
ficial for students. 
-Cora Savage

   NCC has been at war with COVID-19 for one 
long, challenging year. Perhaps no part of the 
college has served more on the frontline than its 
faculty, where adaptation in a virtual world was 
not a choice but the norm.

   The Commuter, in cooperation with the college’s 
Newswriting class, canvassed a range of faculty 
about how they have managed in the past year.

   Faculty addressed five questions: (1) What 
have they learned? (2) How have they adapted? 
(3) How has it gone for them?  (4) What are the 
positives and negatives? (5) Do they believe the 
new modalities of teaching are here to stay and 
would they like that?

   On this page and continuing on pages 3 and 4, 
here is what faculty had to say.

What have they learned?

“I learned that empathy is the most important thing I can 
bring to a classroom, virtual or real.” -Donna Acerra

NCC profs adapted to the unreal when COVID became a reality

Donna Acerra at a Zoom conference.

Unsinkable amid the unthinkable

Commuter artist's rendering of a professor teaching virtually.

NCC announces plans to reopen in the fall
By John Fox

   After more than a year of mostly vir-
tual classes due to the COVID-19 pan-
demic, NCC announced that it plans to 
fully reopen in-person classes for the 
fall semester at Main and Monroe cam-
puses. 
   An article from NCC Magazine said 
the college plans to follow state and 
federal COVID-19 guidelines, which 
include masks, social distancing and 
online health checks that must be com-
pleted before entering campus. A cur-
rent version of the health check can be 

found here: https://www.northampton.
edu/coronavirus/health-check-test.htm
   The college will continue to offer 
online classes that were available 
before and throughout the pandemic 
and “blended learning options that 
have become the staple of instruction 
since spring of 2020 when the pan-
demic began,” the NCC Magazine 
article read. 
  As of March 31, there are 16 active 
COVID-19 cases on NCC campus-
es, with 89 total cases so far in the 
spring semester and 95 total cases 
during the fall ’20 semester. View 
NCC’s COVID-19 dashboard here: 

https://www.northampton.edu/corona-
virus/covid-19-dashboard.htm   
   “At this time, we are not aware of 
any student, staff or faculty member 
who has passed away due to complica-
tions from COVID 19,” Brad Drexler, 
NCC’s executive director of marketing 
and communications, told The Com-
muter in February. 
   On March 31, the Pennsylvania De-
partment of Health announced that, 
“all Pennsylvanians will be eligible to 
be vaccinated by April 19.” Visit this 
link to learn more: https://www.pa.gov/
guides/get-vaccinated/Commuter staff photo

https://www.northampton.edu/coronavirus/health-check-test.htm
https://www.northampton.edu/coronavirus/health-check-test.htm
https://www.northampton.edu/coronavirus/covid-19-dashboard.htm   
https://www.northampton.edu/coronavirus/covid-19-dashboard.htm   
https://www.pa.gov/guides/get-vaccinated/
https://www.pa.gov/guides/get-vaccinated/
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How have they adapted?
   During the pandemic, many profes-
sors at NCC have come to the same 
Zen-like conclusion as martial arts leg-
end Bruce Lee, who said, “Adapt what 
is useful, reject what is useless and add 
what is specifically your own.” 
   “You learn to work with it,” said 
Keith Fallows, an English professor 
who taught online for the first time in 
the Fall 2020 semester. 

Taking stock
NCC faculty reflect 
on the year that was.

literature, writing and a course she de-
veloped called "The Literary Witch."

  Most professors interviewed ex-
pressed difficulty overcoming the lack 
of connection with students in a virtual 
setting. 
  History professor Brian Alnutt said 
it’s tough for him to engage with stu-
dents who do not turn their cameras 
on for Zoom meetings. 
   Alnutt’s sentiment was echoed by 
John Tindell, professor of Commu-
nications and Performing Arts, and 
Chloe Acerra, an adjunct professor 
who teaches Scriptwriting and His-
tory of Broadcasting, 
   "Hard to read the room," Tindell 
said.
   "It can be difficult to assess stu-
dent engagement when all I can see 
is their name rather than the many 
other clues of in-person meetings," 
Acerra said.
   Fallows provided a different per-
spective. 
   “If a student is comfortable with 
their camera off, so be it. Their test 
scores will show if they are paying 
attention or not,” he said. “Reach out 
to those who you think are not pay-
ing attention at all and see what the 
deal is.”
   This semester, English professor 
Allison Carpenter returned from a 
sabbatical to teach online for the first 
time. Carpenter noted the importance

of maintaining a rhythm for students 
to follow, not overwhelming them 
with erratic deadlines or excessive 
contact. 
   “I don’t want to clog anyone’s in-
box,” said Carpenter, who is “delib-
erate” about sending emails. 
   Rhythm is also on the mind of Donna 
Acerra, professor of Communications, 
who likened her on-campus teaching 
style to improvisational jazz. “I knew 
the time signature and key I would 
be playing in, but left the chords and 
notes up to all the other members of the 
group.”
   Online, Acerra traded that free-spir-
ited approach for a more mechanical 
method. 
   While most of the professors inter-
viewed spoke longingly of safe, in-per-
son classes, English professor Javier 
Avila offered an optimistic perspective 
of virtual classes. “I have embraced 
the more epistolary nature of teaching 
remotely,” said Avila, who is fond of 
written dialogue with students. “It’s a 
pure form of communication.”
   However online teaching is viewed, 
professors say they are dedicated to 
providing a thorough educational ex-
perience. Professor and coordinator 
of Media Production Mario Acerra 
summed it up. 
   "I’ve changed almost everything 
about the way the classes operate,” 
Acerra said. “However I have not 
changed the fundamental goals of the 
classes. We have just found new ways 
to achieve those goals."
-Chris Devlin

   Fallows resumed teaching exclusive-
ly on campus this semester, reaffirming 
his passion for engaging with students 
in the classroom.
   Fallows encourages students to join 
in robust conversations on a wide and 
unpredictable array of topics. Without 
that trademark aspect in effect, he was 
concerned his classes might be falling 
short and admitted to being surprised 
by favorable reviews across the board 
last semester, he said.
   English professor Kailey Tedesco 
also emphasized the integral role that 
literary discussion plays in her classes. 
   Before the pandemic, Tedesco taught 
asynchronous online classes at NCC 
beginning in 2016, and on campus at 
Moravian College, where she teaches 

   Tedesco has been teaching on campus 
at NCC for the first time this semester. 
“It was nice to see people in person for 
once.” 
   At first Tedesco had a difficult time 
teaching online, she said, but since de-
veloping a system that replicates the 
conversational dynamic she feels more 
confident in the virtual format.
   Tedesco's online classes utilize the dis-
cussion board feature on Blackboard, 
similar to online message boards. A 
consistent posting schedule keeps stu-
dents active, with better grades award-
ed for more frequent and in-depth re-
sponses to the prompts related to the 
week’s reading assignments. 
   While in-person discussions inspire 
spontaneous conversation, the discus-
sion boards allow students time to devel-
op more thoughtful responses, she said. 

How has it gone for them?

   In the age of COVID-19, many peo-
ple have been forced to adapt to what 
has been deemed the new normal, an 
entire world online.
   The adaptation came easily for some, 
like Philosophy professor Stephen Bu-
jno who has always taught at least one 
online course. 
   Some professors experienced no 
change at all. Computer Science pro-
fessor Sandra Hannigan had already 
been teaching online for the past 10 
years. 
   Communications professor Jennifer 
Del Quadro was in a similar boat. 
  “Luckily, I already teach half my 
classes online, so it was not as diffi-
cult an adjustment for me. It was much 
more difficult for students,” she said. 
   It hasn’t been smooth sailing for ev-
eryone though.  Dustin Briggs, assistant 
professor of Communications, cited a 
few struggles professors have faced giv-
en the sudden shift in modalities.
  “It’s been hard, there was just so lit-
tle time to get ready and so much that 
needed to be changed, we just had no 
idea what we were getting ready for,” he 
said. 
   He added that his teaching style relies 
a lot on relationship building and inter-
activity, and it’s a lot harder to create 
that environment online, where it’s easy 
to tune out and get distracted.
   This is a difficulty other professors are 
facing as well. Mario Acerra, professor 
and coordinator of Media Production 
said, “Teaching online has forced me to 
completely reimagine how my courses 
work.”
   “I am finding I have to work hard 
to ‘translate’ old strategies to new for-
mats, and to consider ditching the old 
altogether to embrace different ways to 
doing things,” said Allison Carpenter, 
professor of English. “All this 

takes time, energy and patience.”
  “I also miss the palpable energy of 
in-class conversations, and the smiles 
and laughter that go along with them,” 
she said. “So I am grateful for the bril-
liance that sometimes comes through in 
an online environment, either through 
video classes or in discussion posts.”
   Javier Avila, professor of English, 
also had a struggle trying to create an 
in-person experience online.
   “It was difficult to get used to having 
no physical classroom, no in-person 
experience, especially because of my 
teaching style, which is rather theatri-
cal and benefits from instant reactions 
from my students,” Avila said. 
   Communications professor Donna 
Acerra pointed out that teaching on 
Zoom just isn’t the same as being in 
the classroom.
   “It is exciting to be in the same ‘space’ 
as students, but it's also a poor substi-
tute for a truly interactive and dynamic 
classroom experience … and students 
who do not turn on their cameras don't 
realize how much air they suck out 
of the learning space for the teacher,” 
Acerra said. “I end up teaching to those 
whose faces I see.”
  Although it has been a challenge, it’s 
not all bad. Mario Acerra said that by 
taking the steps to reimagine his course 
work, he has found that students are 
succeeding in their classes at a rate 
equal to pre-pandemic classes.
   Avila cited a similar success story. 
   “I understood the necessity of adapta-
tion, so I adapted,” he said. “I re-shifted 
my focus, modified my expectations of 
the ‘classroom experience’ and things 
ran smoothly.”
-Sarah Hosny

History professor Brian Alnutt

English professor Keith Fallows

English professor Kailey Tedesco

   The coronavirus has changed the 
way many NCC professors have taught 
over the past year, leading to both posi-
tive and negatives experiences. 
   Economics professor Bradford Hoff-
ner is impressed by how confident 
students have been in the face of the 
pandemic, able to “persevere through 
these trying times.” So many have got-
ten together and worked as a team to 
properly accomplish a goal, he said, 
though he laments the missed oppor-
tunity of working face-to-face with 
students in a classroom, which he said 
students have missed as well.
  One of the biggest upsides for Com-
munications professor Jennifer Del 
Quadro was being able to navigate 
through new technologies that were 
not necessarily utilized before the 
pandemic. Another plus, she said, was 
having more one-on-one conversations 
with students. 

   Del Quadro was new to Zoom telecon-
ferencing when she moved her teaching 
style to that medium, but she believes 
that she has “got it down.” Problems 
that worry her are unreliable internet 
service and students who fail to learn 
properly in the online environment.
   Communications professor Chloe 
Acerra agreed, citing “inequalities 
among learners in terms of internet and 
technological access. I also see some 
students struggle without in-person ac-
countability.” On the positive side, she 
said, “I have been forced to be innova-
tive in how I deliver material.”
  Adjunct History professor Benjamin 
Cohen misses the classroom. Online 
education makes lecturing difficult, he 
said. “Pre-recorded lectures can easily 
be ignored and aren’t terribly interac-
tive though there are some neat new 
online apps [and]tools that mix partic-
ipation back into a recorded lecture, 
like edPuzzle.” 
  English professor Allison Carpenter 
misses “the smiles and the buzz of the 
on-ground classroom and the excite-
ment of discovery,” she said. “That 
comes through a little in synchronous 
online courses, but there’s a formality to 
them necessitated by the technology.”

(Continued next page)

(Continued from Page 1)

Negatives and positives
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Are these modalities 
here to say?

   Some NCC professors see a silver 
lining in keeping teaching methods 
brought about by COVID-19 even af-
ter the virus has gone. The consensus 
is that Zoom is here to stay. 
   “As far as if any of these modalities 
will remain, there’s a place for them," 
said Stephen Bujno. 
   Bujno, an adjunct Psychology profes-
sor, supports keeping these methods. 
He believes that remote learning could 
still be a huge help to both students and 
professors after classes return to cam-
pus. Students who can’t attend campus 
for whatever reason now have the tech-
nology put in place to accommodate 
them. 
    “A combination of how things are 
being conducted now and the old ways 
will lead to a new way of teaching and 
learning that will revolutionize the 
field,” English professor Javier Avila 
said.
   Avila highlighted the importance of 
the flexibility offered by online learn-
ing. Challenges that students had be-
fore the pandemic such as conflicting 
work schedules and transportation is-
sues are now easier to work around. 
   While many professors long to be 
back on campus to interact with stu-
dents in person, most agree that these 
virtual methods will continue to be an 
integral part of NCC going forward.
   Some professors have found other 
benefits in teaching from home, includ-
ing English professor Kailey Tedesco, 
whose 2-year-old dog has become quite 
accustomed to having Tedesco around 
all day. Surely, our furry friends have en-
joyed the extra company this past year.   
-Alex Guzman

  NCC’s Spring Commencement Cer-
emony will be held virtually on May 
27, 6:30 p.m.. The ceremony will be 
live-streamed on  NCC's website and a 
recording will be made available.
   “We will once again be online due 
to the pandemic,” said NCC President 
Mark Erikson, “but we will not let 
that diminish the excitement of Com-
mencement Day.” 
  The ceremony will follow the same 
format as the winter commencement 
ceremony, with Erikson opening the 
event and the national anthem being-
performed by an NCC student. There 
will be speeches from Erikson, other 
faculty and graduating students. 
   Each dean of each division will pres-
ent the students from their areas, along 
with a short presentation slide with 
the students’ pictures and their com-
ments. Erikson will confer each of the 
students with their appropriate degree, 
certificate or diploma. The event will 
close with the college’s alma mater. 
   “With continued vaccinations and 
decreasing COVID-19 cases, we hope 
to return to an on-ground event config-
uration. Although we are disappointed 
for the graduates and their families, we 
place safety for all as our top priority,” 
said Vice President of Student Affairs 
and Enrollment Sedgwick Harris. 

   To receive a diploma and participate 
in the May ceremony, a graduation ap-
plication form must be submitted by 
April 23, 4 p.m. Graduating students 
who apply will receive an email from 
Student Affairs with instructions on 
how to RSVP their intention to partici-
pate in the ceremony. Participating stu-
dents will be asked to send in a head-
shot photo and a short comment for 
their individual slide, if desired. The 
RSVP must be submitted by May 3, 4 
p.m.
   During the ceremony, Erikson is 
planning to address the challenges of 
this past year and how graduates have 
persevered to overcome them. He will 
highlight a handful of stories of grad-
uates, showcasing the diversity of the 
graduating class, along with their grit 
and determination to finish their NCC 
degrees.
   The Marketing and Communications 
Office will be offering opportunities 
to celebrate. During graduation week 
there will custom art installations at the 
Main and Monroe campuses for stu-
dents to take photos or videos to post 
on social media with #nccgrad. Those 
posts will be shown on NCC’s virtual 
wall, along with social stories on grad-
uation day. Participating students will 
also be entered to win prizes.

   Other ways to celebrate will be 
available on NCC’s website, includ-
ing downloadable signs to print and to 
use on social media, and Zoom back-
grounds for virtual parties. 
   Students are invited to fill out this 
questionnaire to be considered for a 
grad spotlight that will be featured on 

NCC social media sites, news sites and 
the weekly student email newsletter.       
   The NCCGo app will have a special 
grad persona that students can select to 
receive commencement news on their 
mobile device.

Congratulations and good luck, seniors! 

By Jada Yanek

Spring Commencement Ceremony will be held virtually

Image by Mohammad Shahhosseini

(Continued from previous page)

  Communications professor Dustin 
Briggs has learned to be available 
much more often and respond to re-
quests faster, he said. “I've learned new 
ways to communicate with students 
and colleagues and I have improved as 
an online-based teacher.”
   The negatives are “mostly social,” 
Briggs said. “The job is much less ful-
filling when you aren't with people to 
see them grow or with colleagues to 
discuss successes and failures. You get 
in this line of work to help people, and 
when you aren't sure if you are because 
you can’t see the results, it takes some 
of the ‘juice’ out of what motivates you 
to keep trying hard.”
   Another negative is no down time,
he said. “When you are working from

home, fielding requests, responding to 
communications and trying to be quick 
with grading, you are always in the of-
fice. There's always more to be a part 
of, show up for or catch up with. 
   “Even snow days aren't magical 
days off anymore and weekends are 
workdays too! I'm looking forward to 
a world where ‘quitting time’ means 
something again and my office isn't 10 
steps away.” Briggs said.
    Communications professor Donna 
Acerra misses the freedom of being 
able to roam around the classroom. “A 
negative has to do with the release of 
energy,” she said. “I'm a teacher that 
uses the room … and this energizes 
rather than tires me. Sitting in a chair 
teaching is exhausting in a different 
way. Thank goodness for yoga.”
   “Another negative is that I don't think 

there is enough time in a blended class 
for everyone to ask their questions, 
make their comments heard -- or read,” 
she said. And then there are the distrac-
tions “whether it's a cat's tail moving 
in the corner of a student's screen or 
students losing connection and disap-
pearing, only to pop back in minutes 
later, or family members talking to the 
student during class."
   But some things have definitely 
changed for the better. 
   “We had to provide a lot of media 
equipment for our students to use at 
home that they might ordinarily have 
to come into the Media Lab to borrow 
or use,” explained Mario Acerra, Don-
na’s husband, who is coordinator of 
Media Production.
    “I’ve found that the more regular ac-
cess to the equipment actually helps them 

to produce better projects. Because they 
have access to the technology 24/7, they 
use it more often and get better at it soon-
er."
-Samuel Schoenen

Mario Acerra, professor and coordinator of Media Production, teaching virtually from his studio.

https://www.northampton.edu/graduation-application.htm
https://www.northampton.edu/graduation-application.htm
https://www.northampton.edu/graduatingstudentquestionnaire
https://www.northampton.edu/graduatingstudentquestionnaire
https://www.northampton.edu/nccgo.htm
https://unsplash.com/@mohammadshahhosseini
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Campus News

Center for Career Development 
offers counseling services

to students and alumni 

   Finding the right career is challeng-
ing and it is normal for students to have 
reservations about the choices they 
make.  
   "Students are worried about making 
the best or right decision. They are 
worried that whatever decision that 
they make, there's no changing it,” said 
Associate Director of Career Services 
Karen Veres. 
   The Center for Career Development 
at NCC specializes in helping students 
and alumni plot their future. 
   “We work with students who are un-
decided on a major, help students ex-
plore their careers, values and person-
ality characteristics to help find a job 
that is a good fit,” Veres said. 
   Counseling is available by appoint-
ment to students, alumni and future 
NCC students. The counselors specialize 

in helping students find the major that’s 
best for them, explore careers and pre-
pare for a job. 
   “We are a student support system ser-
vice and work with all different types 
of students," said Assistant Director 
Jennifer Napierkowski. 
   Students can schedule a one-on-one 
appointment and receive tutoring on 
how to write resumes and cover letters. 
Students can also meet with a specialist 
about the basics of job interviews and 
how to prepare for them. 
   The department also helps students 
find internships and shadowing oppor-
tunities in which they can experience a 
typical day on the job they are interest-
ed in. Many majors and programs have 
different opportunities for job shadow-
ing which can be explored by students 
on the NCC website. Internships can 
be set up by first completing an inter-
est form and then meeting with Career 
Services to set it up.  
    “Our office also does outreach with 

employers so we can connect our stu-
dents with really good opportunities,” 
Napierkowski said. 
   Alumni have many ways that they can 
stay connected with NCC as the Career 
Services Department offers lifetime ac-
cess and counseling. See here for more 
information:https://www.northampton.
edu/student-services/career-services/
services-we-provide/alumni.htm
  NCC's Career Leadership Experience 
is a free course offered by Career Ser-
vices that is designed to give students 
an edge in the workplace and help stu-
dents discover their ideal career.       

   "This course really helps students 
learn how to be ready for a career and 
do various tasks like write a resume," 
said Napierkowski.    
   Career Services offer other resources 
as well such as events and panels that 
feature different representatives of oc-
cupations that speak to students about 
their various careers. These events also 
serve as opportunities for students to 
ask questions and make connections. 
   For more information visit the Ca-
reer Services page at https://www.
northampton.edu/student-services/ca-
reer-services.htm 

By Miles Schultheis

Photo by Glenn Carstens-Peters on Unsplash

Communications grads share secrets for success 
in virtual Alumni Panel

By Chris Devlin
   Communications graduates gave ad-
vice on how to get the most out of col-
lege and prepare for careers at NCC’s 
virtual Alumni Panel.
   The seven panelists, who graduated 
between 2005 and ’15, were succinct 
in their advice. 

  “Seek a professional mentor,” said 
Chris Caputo, class of ’07.
   Caputo, the regional sales manager of 
the East Coast for Continental Tires, is 
routinely highlighted for his communi-
cations skills in performance reviews, 
he said.
   “That truly began at NCC,” said Ca-
puto, who shared two more key points. 
   “Stay persistent and stay gritty,” he 
said. “Somebody will tell you ‘yes,’ 
and that’s going to be your opportuni-
ty.”
   “Don’t forget about NCC,” he con-
cluded, encouraging students to stay in 
touch with professors and to take ad-
vantage of resources available through 
the college.
  “Consider an internship,” said Sawyer 
Hoyak, class of ’15.                                      

Chris Caputo, class of ’07.

Sawyer Hoyak, class of '15.

   Hoyak works in internal communi-
cations for Next Gen Healthcare, a 
company that develops technology for 
electronic medical records.
   Eric Shirk, class of ’05, advised 
Communications students to take 
speech-writing and copyediting classes 
as electives. 
   “There’s never enough people who 
know how to write in my field,” said 
Shirk, communications director for 
the Maryland Department of Natural 
Resources, which manages the state’s 
outdoor attractions and activities.  
   Shirk also recommended pub-
lic-speaking classes. 

Eric Shirk, class of '05.

   “It prepares you for so many different 
things -- interpersonal relationships, 
job interviews. The lessons you learn 
there can be applied anywhere,” he 
said.
   Madeline Falcone, class of ’09, rec-
ommended social media classes as 
electives.
   “There weren’t a lot when I was in 
college and that’s something that I had 
to learn and grow into,” she said.
   Falcone is the manager of donor and 
community engagement for United 
Way of the Greater Lehigh Valley. She 
commended the students who attended 
the virtual conference.
   “This is like the best thing for ev-
erybody to do, to learn and experience, 
and hear and ask questions,” she said. 
“You’re 10 steps ahead trying to fig-
ure out what you’re going to do in the 
world.” 

Madeline Falcone, class of '09.

   Shirk agreed with other panelists 
that students have more opportunity to 
build relationships with professors at 
NCC than they will at a larger, 4-year 
school and said students should take 
advantage.
   “Ask questions, meet with the pro-
fessors, talk with them – because there 
is a lot that can be learned and those 
relationships are important later in 
life,” said Shirk, who acknowledged

Communications professor Donna 
Acerra and journalism professor Rob 
Hays as professors who inspired and 
encouraged him.
  The event closed with a Q&A seg-
ment, in which an audience member 
asked how long it took each of the pan-
elists to graduate. 
   Communications professor and advis-
er Tim Molchany shared an anecdote 
about a student whose responsibilities 
made it difficult to take more than two 
classes per semester. Discouraged, the 
student said it would take five years to 
graduate and by then they’d be 25, to 
which Molchany replied, “Well, how 
old will you be in five years if you 
don’t take the classes?”

   Molchany said not to worry about 
how long it takes to graduate, but to 
focus on doing well in each class, ac-
quiring the skills that will lead students 
“on a straight line to success.”
   “The line’s not always perfectly 
straight,” he said, “but the goal and the 
journey, that’s what’s most important.” 

Communications professor / adviser Tim Molchany

   Besides valuable connections, Hoyak 
said interning is also an opportunity to 
learn about the job field. “Not only did 
I get to learn what I liked, I got to learn 
what I didn’t like.”

To learn more about Communications 
programs at NCC, click here.

https://unsplash.com/@mohammadshahhosseini
https://www.northampton.edu/student-services/career-services/services-we-provide/alumni.htm
https://www.northampton.edu/student-services/career-services/services-we-provide/alumni.htm
https://www.northampton.edu/student-services/career-services/services-we-provide/alumni.htm
https://www.northampton.edu/student-services/career-services.htm  
https://www.northampton.edu/student-services/career-services.htm  
https://www.northampton.edu/student-services/career-services.htm  
https://www.northampton.edu/communication-studies.htm
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    “One of the burdens of becoming a 
minority is that you constantly have to 
prove to the majority that you are not 
the stereotype they think of you and 
that can be exhausting,” Javier Avila 
told the audience during his one-man 
show, “The Trouble With My Name.”
   Avila, an award-winning poet and 
professor of English at NCC, moved to 
Pennsylvania from Bayamon, Puerto 
Rico in 2006 at age 31. 
   Since 2016, Avila (emphasis on first 
"A") has performed “The Trouble With 
My Name” all over the U.S. and Puer-
to Rico. Earlier in the pandemic, he 
streamed performances on Zoom from 
a studio he set up in his living room. 
   The March 18 performance in front 
of a socially-distanced crowd at the 
Lipkin Theatre at NCC’s Main Campus 
was Avila’s first in-person show since 
venues closed due to the coronavirus. 
The performance was also streamed 
via Zoom for the NCC Conversation 
Series, which can be viewed here.
   “Even wearing masks I can see the 
smiles.” Avila said to the audience, 
which he later described as being about 
20 people but feeling like 100.  
   In his show, Avila offers the audience 
a view into his world and experience, 
as well as social commentary and po-
etry reading.
   “How can I be white one day and 
brown the next?” Avila asked himself, 
referring to his dilemma as a “bubble 
of race.” 
   Avila told the audience that when 
he was a child his family used to tell 
him, “Que blanquito,” which trans-
lates to, “How light skinned” or “How 
white,” but his mother used to call his 
father “negro,” a term of endearment 
for Puerto Ricans that translates to 
“black.” 
   When Avila was 6, he wrote in a 
birthday card to his father, “Papi, you 
are chocolate, but I love you anyways.” 
In retrospect, Avila considers it racist 
to describe someone as “chocolate.” 
   “But life has a way of presenting

irony to all of us,” Avila said. “Thirty 
years later, I became the dark child in 
my family. There is a formula that says, 
you marry a white woman and have a 
white phenotype child that makes you 
understand the fallacy of race. That is
how I can be white one day and brown 
the next.” 
   “I am not attacking people. I am not 
calling people racist.” Avila told The

   After the performance, Avila pre-
sented the audience with his book 
of poems from the show, also ti-
tled “The Trouble With My Name,” 
his 10th published book of poetry, 
which can be purchased here.

Avila’s website: 
https://www.javieravila.net/

Commuter about his act. “People are 
pleasantly surprised when they attend. 
It is a combination of comedy and po-
etry and people love to laugh.” 
   In Puerto Rico, women do not take 
their husband’s last name, Avila ex-
plained to the audience, setting up his 
punch line. “In Puerto Rico if you ac-
tually carry the last name it just means 
you married your cousin." 

By Mara Fernandez

Javier Avila returns to the stage with his one-man show,
''The Trouble With My Name"

Javier Avila with his son Oscar on the set of "The Trouble with My Name."

https://zoom.us/rec/play/3RfKAoL1QLzeqSXC45WTlsY7yIyomm7wegz43_JnMJ6d2fAgB2BpQn7x9bjbcS0JHT9UDXLsiqyPNg.ek3RxR4oBd2u8zfT?startTime=1616108421000&_x_zm_rtaid=_yJgMjjOQty1xSaoiH46Jw.1617243631641.6a4dcb7b3fd0d29142e4c5ca0df628b7&_x_zm_rhtaid=749
https://www.discoverbooks.com/The-Trouble-with-My-Name-Javier-vila-Paperback-p/1937149307.htm?cond=0002
https://www.javieravila.net/
http://ncccommuter.org/commuter-podcast-inside-the-arctic-with-david-schwartz-part-1/
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By Mara Fernandez

   Welcome back, everyone. I hope 
you’re enjoying this nice weather 
we are finally experiencing! My 
family and I enjoyed some outdoor 
activity over the weekend. Luis, my 
children’s father and my partner 
in almost everything, grilled ham-
burgers and hotdogs for the first 
time this year while the kids played 
outside. 
   I have an update about my health 
and fitness journey. I’ve noticed 
my weight fluctuating a little. It is 
super hard to adhere to a strict reg-
imen while taking care of the kids 
and with so much going on at home. 
However, I have managed to lose 
eight pounds and although I have 
not yet reached my goal, I am proud 
of my progress and will continue to 
do my best. 
   Last month, I attended a Zoom per-
formance of a show titled “The Trou-
ble With My Name,” with Javier Avila, 
who has won the Puerto Rican Poetry 
Award and the Pen Club Book of 
the Year Award. In the performance,

Avila talks about what it’s been like 
for him being Puerto Rican and liv-
ing in the continental U.S. One part 
that stuck with me was when he dis-
cussed “the bubble of race,” feeling 
white one day and brown the next. 
   That caused me to reflect on my 
own Puerto Rican heritage. I was 
born in Puerto Rico in 1992 in a 
town called Manati. I came to Penn-
sylvania when I was 5 years old. 
My mother wanted to build a better 
life for my siblings and me. Com-
ing here and getting thrown into 
school in the middle of the year and 
not knowing any English was the 
hardest time for all of us. My mom 
had a difficult time finding work be-
cause of the language barrier. She 
was able to learn enough English 
to get a job and follow her instruc-
tions. Back then, there weren't as 
many resources available as there 
are now. 
   Now, as a mom of three, I chose to 
start my kids with English as their first 
language. I feel that my mother did her 

best but my siblings and I were 
thrown to the wolves and I didn’t 
want my children to struggle the 
way we did. After they became 
proficient with English, I started to 
teach them some Spanish little by 
little. They are not yet fluent, but 
they understand it well enough and 
I think in time they will become ful-
ly bilingual.
   Although it was tough to have 
Spanish as my first language while 
growing up in an English speaking 
country, I now see it as a blessing. 
I have been able to help others by 
translating and I am able to get bet-
ter paying jobs because I can speak 
two languages. I hope to pass that 
on to my children, so that when 
they grow older they too will bene-
fit from those opportunities. 
   That’s it for this month! Please 
feel free to reach out with any ques-
tions, comments or concerns. I love 
getting feedback as well as tips and 
topic ideas for future editions. See 
you next time. Happy April!  
marangely.fernandez@student.northampton.edu

mailto:marangely.fernandez@student.northampton.edu 
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   Zack Snyder’s “Justice League” has 
been released on HBO Max. I’ve got 
to say, I was surprised. Many fans of 
the DC Expanded Universe (DCEU) 
were disappointed by Warner Bros. 
2017 “Justice League.” Warner Bros. 
brought in Joss Whedon, director of 
the first two Avengers films, to finish 
the film’s postproduction when Snyder 
left the project after the death of his 
daughter. Whedon added and altered 
scenes with reshoots, ruining the story 
that Snyder intended to tell. 
   Following the film’s release, fans 
started the hashtag #ReleaseTheSny-
derCut, which exploded on social me-
dia, even gaining the support of the ac-
tors and actresses in the film. But this 
vision wouldn’t be official until Snyder 
confirmed that his version would be re-
leased at a “Man of Steel” Q&A watch 
party. Now, Snyder’s film is out, but 
does it live up to its hype? 
   If you ask me, compared with the 
2017 version, absolutely, Snyder’s ver-
sion is superior in almost every way. I 
genuinely had a great time watching it. 
However, this 4-hour long movie-epic 
is far from perfect and I will explain 
why later. For now let’s talk about what 
I liked about the film, spoilers from 
here on out.
  In terms of tone and character depth, Sny-
der’s “Justice League” felt like a complete-
ly different film. In the 2017 version, every 
character felt one dimensional and boring. I 
felt no connection towards them. In Snyder’s 

rest of the League resurrect Super-
man.   All in all, each member of the 
Justice League felt like they deserved 
to be there. Each played an important 
part in the final battle with Steppen-
wolf, which surprisingly, they lost. 
Luckily Flash, played by Ezra Mill-
er, turned back time, a la the original 
“Superman” film, in order to save the 
day. While this film has proper charac-
ter arcs and decent storytelling on its 
side, the soundtrack and a few specific 
scenes bring this film down a few pegs.
  The music in this film felt all over the 
place and was downright distracting in 
some scenes, with the worst of it com-
ing from the theme for Wonder Wom-
an, played by Gal Gadot, and the Am-
azonian warriors of Themyscira. While 
Gadot had a few shining moments, the 
unrelenting repetition of an irksome 
note ruined most of Wonder Woman’s 
screen time for me. 
   A few other scenes I wasn’t a huge fan 
of were those with Martian Manhunter, 
played by Harry Lennix and the night-
mare future scene with Batman and the 
Joker, played by Jared Leto. For me, 
those scenes provided nothing but con-
fusion, especially the nightmare scene. 
However, the rest of the epilogue was 
perfect. If not for the nightmare scene, 
the film would have ended on a hopeful 
note. 
   All in all, I think Zack Snyder’s “Jus-
tice League” was a pleasant surprise. 
Despite a few issues I had with the 
film, I do recommend watching it. I 
give it a 8/10.
oconnellcade032101@gmail.com

version, I understood each characters’ moti-
vation, which helped me to understand their 
decisions throughout the film.  This was very 
much the case of the villain Stepenwolf, 
played by Ciaran Hinds, whose motivation 
was to return to his home, Apokolips.  To 
accomplish that, he would have to find 
all the Mother Boxes and prove him-
self to his nephew Darkseid, played by 
Ray Porter, by conquering Earth, the 
only planet on which Darkseid ever 
lost a battle. 
   Speaking of Darkseid, if you are a 
huge comic book fan like me, you 
might feel a little disappointed in how 
he is portrayed in Snyder’s film. Trail-
ers played him up as the main villain, 
but that was not the case. Seeing him 
behave more like Doomsday in “Bat-
man v Superman: Dawn of Justice” 
in his first appearance had me kind of 
worried of what was to come. But my 
worries went away as we saw more of 

Darkseid with a portrayal more true 
to the comics. This was intriguing, 
despite his character not being in the 
movie that much. 
  More intriguing were the Justice 
League members, with Cyborg, played 
by Ray Fisher, shining brightest. Cy-
borg’s motivation is figuring out who 
he is and how to live his life. Although 
his father made possible for him to get 
superpowers from alien technology, 
Cyborg blames his father for his moth-
er’s death. This is an internal struggle 
he needs to come to terms with.
   Also coming to terms with loss is 
Lois Lane, played by Amy Adams, one 
of the most overlooked characters in 
this film. After the death of Superman, 
played by Henry Cavill, Lois grieves 
and struggles to move on. For me, this 
was a powerful aspect of the plot. I 
wish we saw more of her trying to un-
derstand what was happening as Bat-
man, played by Ben Affleck, and the

By Cade O'Connell

Zack Snyder's "Justice League" lives up to the hype

Image: Karen Zhao, Unsplash
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   What a difference two months make 
in a democracy.
   Until Nov. 3, the country was sub-
merged in a colossal chaos. America’s 
vote set up motion for change.
   Four years ago, a billionaire tycoon 
and reality TV star Donald Trump had 
made a grandiose promise, “We’re go-
ing to win. We’re going to win so much. 
We’re going to win at trade, we’re go-
ing to win at the border. We’re going 
to win so much you’re going to be so 
sick and tired of winning.” Charming 
words, no doubt.
   Americans were so enchanted that 
they tolerated and even indulged in 
red flags such as "I could stand in 
the middle of Fifth Avenue and shoot 
somebody and I wouldn't lose any vot-
ers, OK?" as well as repeated mockery 
(paraplegic condition, women’s ap-
pearance, Muslims, Mexicans, gays).
   After all, wasn’t he the man who had 
written “Art of the Deal,” (ghost writer 
Tony Schwartz had done it), the man 
was so rich, he didn’t need money, 
he was going to self-finance his cam-
paign. He – the self-made man – was 
now engaged in a crusade to “drain 
the Washington swamp.” Americans 
fell for his spell. The Electoral Col-
lege elected him, despite his opponent 
Hillary Clinton earning 3 million more 
popular votes than him, something 
unique to America.  
   His vice president Mike Pence 
was obsessed with looking like a 
good Christian rather than practicing 
Christ’s teachings. Complacent Pence 
said yes to every affirmation and action 
of Trump, forgetting that Jesus didn’t 
condone wrongdoing [he did whip the 
merchants who desecrated the Tem-
ple.] 
   A billionaire, Betsy DeVos, who as 
a student never set foot in a public 
school, was made Secretary of Educa-
tion.
  Jeff Sessions was made the Attorney 
General, a reward for being the first 
Senator to support Trump’s candida-
cy. (Sessions later used all the muscles 
of his post to act as one more lawyer 
for the president, as did his successors 
Matthew Whitaker and William Barr.)

   Oddly, Elaine Chao, spouse of then 
Senate Majority Leader Mitch McCo-
nnell, was made secretary of transpor-
tation, a strange, intimate blending of 
the legislative and executive branches, 
raising eyebrows about separation of 
powers. 
   Ben Carson, (who later, on Nation-
al TV, mixed up REO – Real-State 
Owned, foreclosure properties – with 
OREO, the cookie) was made Secre-
tary of Housing. 
   Scott Pruitt, a long-time defender of 
the Gas and Oil industry, was gifted 
with the strategic Environmental Pro-
tection Agency – EPA.
   Sean Spicer was made speaker of the 
White House (later he would shame-
lessly try to convince Americans that 
lies were true, as did his successors 
Sarah Huckabee-Sanders and Kayleigh 
McEnany).
   With that cast of characters, America 
was set for an immense Greek tragedy 
of intrigue, lies, selfishness and death. 
    During his tenure, Trump told 31,000 
lies and misleading claims, 21 per day 
in average. He mocked COVID-19 and 
his inaction largely contributed to the 
death of a quarter million Americans.
   In his first year as a President, he paid 
$750 in Federal Income Taxes. Again, 
he paid $750 in 2017. How would his-
torians explain that the owner of luxu-
rious buildings and golf courses in the 
U.S. and overseas, paid virtually no 
taxes?
   Four years into this chaos, then can-
didate Trump’s words “you’re going 
to be so sick and tired of winning” did 
however, materialize, albeit wrongly. 
Americans got sick of winning (world 
record of COVID-19 fatalities and re-
cord job losses and unemployment). 
America lost credibility in the inter-
national community (World Health 
Organization, United Nations, includ-
ing with the Paris Accord signers and 
members of the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization, NATO). 
   Yes, Americans got sick and tired: 
81 million American votes decided 
that enough was enough, with the larg-
est voter turnout in American History. 
Trump was the loser on both the Elec-
toral College and the popular vote.

wage growth and participated on the 
2007 financial recovery, is now the 
Treasury Secretary.   
   Xavier Becerra, the son of a Mexi-
can immigrant woman, well-known for 
actively defending the Affordable Care 
Act and women’s health, is the Health 
Secretary.  
   The son of poor Puerto Ricans, Mi-
guel Cardona, whose family moved to 
Connecticut where they lived in hous-
ing projects and who started his edu-
cator career teaching fourth-graders, is 
the Education Secretary. 
   Michael Regan, a Black man who for 
nine years during the Clinton and Bush 
Administrations worked as air quality 
control expert and until recently ran the 
North Carolina environmental agency, 
now directs the EPA and is aiming at 
reconstructing it.  
   Pete Buttigieg, Harvard and Oxford 
alumnus, fluent in 7 Languages and 
openly gay, is the Transportation Sec-
retary.
   Once again, the words carved on Lady 
Liberty’s pedestal resonate in America: 
"Give me your tired, your poor, 
Your huddled masses 
 yearning to breathe free, 
The wretched refuse of 
 your teeming shore. 
Send these, the homeless, 
 tempest-tossed to me, 
I lift my lamp beside 
 the golden door!"   COVID-19 daily deaths have been re-
duced from 4,380, on Jan. 20, to 1,177 
by March 17; 100 million people were 
vaccinated in 58 days of Biden’s pres-
idency.  The original promise of 100 
million vaccines in 100 days, has a new 
target: 200 million vaccinations in 100 
days. 
   A record package of $1.9 trillion was 
approved to support the U.S. pandemic 
recovery; residents are receiving, for 
now, a $1,400 check. 
    Biden has signed 37 executive orders 
in response to various critical issues: 
COVID-19 response, racial tension, 
undeserved communities, immigration 
and refugees, healthcare policies, pris-
on system, education, climate crisis, 
census effectiveness, voting access, 
etc.    
   What a difference two months make 
in a democracy!

   That was unacceptable for a man 
who, during his entire business career, 
had used powerful teams of lawyers to 
impose his will on over 3,500 cases – 
“the plaintiff in Chief,” in the words of 
lawyer and former federal prosecutor 
Jim Zirin. 
  The president and his allies filed 62 
lawsuits in state and federal courts. 
They lost 61 times. Judges repelled 
election fraud over and over again.
   Trump made a desperate move, a 
phone call to Georgia Secretary of 
State Brad Raffensperger: "I just want 
to find 11,780 votes, which is one more 
than we have. Because we won the 
state." A clear fraud attempt.
   When all that failed, Trump incited 
his electoral base, including extrem-
ist groups imbued with animosity, to 
"fight like hell;" many individuals 
heavily armed ended up trying to kill 
legislators – and even Trump’s Vice 
President – and take over the govern-
ment. The abhorrent attempt was dom-
inated. Democracy prevailed. 
   Joe Biden, a Pennsylvanian from 
blue collar Scranton is now our pres-
ident. Biden is a man twice devastated 
by personal tragedy – the death of his 
first wife Neilia and daughter Noemi in 
a car accident, and the brain cancer and 
death of his son Beau, a UPenn alum-
nus. Biden, an imperfect man (who 
isn't?) with a long and accomplished 
political trajectory, built on dialogue 
and concessions when the common 
good requires them.
   On January 20, the curtains were 
opened for a new play of hope, of re-
covery and hard work rather than emp-
ty, divisive words.  And there has been 
change already. 
   The daughter of Indo-Caribbean im-
migrant scientists, Kamala Harris, is 
the vice president. 
   Native American Deb Haaland, a 
single mother who lived in shelters 
and friends’ homes and on foodstamps 
before becoming a lawyer, is the sec-
retary of interior; she carries the voice 
of the so long voiceless original inhab-
itants of America’s lands.
   Economist Janet Yellen, who as the 
chair of the Federal Reserve Bank 
achieved low interest rates, job and 

What a difference two months can make in a democracy
By Jesus Zaldivar

Voters waited in long, socially-distanced lines to vote in the 2020 presidential 
election at Nazareth Area Middle School. Photos by Jesus Zaldivar.
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John Fox, Journalism: “I like writing in the spring because the weather is 
nice and beautiful."

Lauralie Savitski, Health Sciences: “I enjoy hiking and ex-
ploring new places, with the weather gorgeous outside, ad-
venture is a virtue."

Josh Lutz, Engineering: “I absolutely love to play football in the spring, 
especially with a group of friends. The sun's out, so it's time to ball out!”

Jason Schiffer, General Studies: “I like playing basketball in the spring 
because of the wonderful weather. It is an awesome feeling to get back 
outside and hit some deep threes and dunks!”

NCC students spring into action
By Dante Quarato

Natural beauty in NCC's East 40 Community Garden

Photographs by NCC grad Aidan Kleckner show a deer grazing in the East 40 Community Garden in early March. Kleckner graduated from NCC in 
2017 with a degree in Environmental Science. He is now studying on a scholarship at Moravian College. To learn more about Kleckner's photography 
visit www.amkphoto.net. To learn more about NCC's East 40 Community Garden or get involved click here or email kallen@northampton.edu.

http://www.amkphoto.net
https://www.northampton.edu/noncredit/horizons-for-youth/in-the-community/community-garden.htm
mailto:kallen@northampton.edu.


11The Commuter

A letter from NCC President Mark Erickson
in response to anti-Asian American hate crimes

   We are living in a time that is unprecedented in so many ways, sadly many of which shake my 
faith in humanity. None more so than the continued acts of discrimination, racism, intolerance and 
violence against individuals of diverse backgrounds that plague our country.

   I was reminded of how pervasive these acts are when l learned of the shooting [March 16] in the 
Atlanta area. Eight innocent victims were killed, including six Asian women, part of a terribly trou-
bling trend of acts of violence against members of the nation’s Asian community. And so I am reach-
ing out again (as I did in last week’s all campus Zoom) asking you to join me and your colleagues in 
denouncing these abhorrent acts in the strongest terms possible.

   I continue to believe that the greatest strengths of NCC are our people, our diversity, our genuine 
commitment to one another, and our shared values. I invite everyone to join me in demonstrating 
that by reaching out to our students, faculty, and staff of Asian descent during these challenging 
times. These colleagues are experiencing fear and pain and need our support. Please know that NCC 
remains fiercely committed to diversity, equity, and inclusion and to ensuring every member of this 
community is honored and celebrated for being their authentic selves. 

-Dr. Mark H. Erickson

#StopAsianHate demonstration in San Francisco. Photo by Jason Leung

#StopAsianHate demonstration in San Francisco. 
Photo by Jason Leung

Final Word

https://unsplash.com/@ninjason
https://unsplash.com/@ninjason

