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Masks off at NCC

Inflation’s liftoff destined for students’ wallets

NCC pantries welcome volunteers 
and people in need
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The financial crisis is purported to take flight, costing students and institutions.

As inflation makes its way 
through every corner of society, it 
is important to look at how these 
changes may affect the student 
body and what to expect in the 
coming months. 

With gas prices trying to keep 
up with the growing demand and 
lack of inventories to support it, an 
average of $1.00/gal increase can 
be seen in 2021 alone, according to 

Due to financial hardships, 
many may find it hard to pay for 
food and other basic necessities. 
With help from NCC’s Main and 
Monroe campus food pantries, the 
school lends a hand to any NCC 

student, staff or faculty by supply-
ing these needs for free.

“To date, NCC’s food pantries 
have served over 3,000 patrons and 
their families,” Coordinator of Beth-
lehem’s pantry Andrea Corrado said.

“Bethlehem’s pantry, H.O.P.E. 
stands for ‘Helping Our Peers Ex-
cel,’” Corrado explained. The pan-

try holds a variety of nonperish-
able foods and products, including 
canned fruits, soups, vegetables, 
peanut butter, jelly, snack bars, ce-
real, rice, sauce and pastas. It car-
ries refrigerator and freezer items, 
as well as items for personal care, 
like shampoo, deodorant, toilet pa-
per and paper towels.

In 2015, an NCC nursing stu-
dent expressed concern over seeing 
a peer live out of their car with lim-
ited access to food.

NCC announced in a recent email that 
NCC campus’ will be mask-optional fol-
lowing spring break, effective March 14. 

The email, written by David Ruth and 
Judith Rex of NCC’s Infectious Disease 
Task Force, cited “dramatic” decline in 
COVID-19 case numbers and hospitaliza-
tion rates. Coupled with the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention and local 
health care recommendations, NCC decid-
ed to adopt a mask-optional policy.

March 14 marks the final day the 
NCC community will, regardless of vacci-
nation status, need to complete the health 
check on the NCCGo app. This does not 
apply to athletes and students in the resi-
dence hall, who must continue following 
current testing protocols. 

Everyone at NCC is asked to respect 
one another’s choice to wear a mask or 
not. Students must also follow individual 
faculty and staff preferences (i.e., one of 
your teachers requires masks in class). 

NCC will continue to monitor case 
and hospitalization rates, reverting the 
mask-optional policy if necessary to com-
bat rising numbers. NCC Deans’ offices, 
lobbies and Health Center will continue to 
offer masks to students, faculty and staff. 

See the most recent case numbers from 
NCC’s COVID-19 Dashboard on Page 2.

Remembering longtime NCC dean Matthew Connell 

Supplied photo 
“This institution is in my blood… It’s been a labor of love, and I am fortunate to 
have been part of this,” Connell said. 

See CONNELL, Page 3

By Kaitlyn Seawood

By Jared Larson
By Jada Yanek

Honoring former Dean Mat-
thew Connell of NCC’s Mon-
roe Campus, the Monroe County 
Commissioners and Pocono Town-
ship have designated the driveway 
through NCC’s Monroe Campus as 
Matt Connell Way.

Connell served as Dean of 
NCC’s Monroe Campus for over 
25 years, impacting the lives of 
students, faculty and the commu-
nity by constantly striving to make 
improvements.

The quick naming of Matt 
Connell Way was prompted by the 
sudden decline in Connell’s health 
in January. Thus, designating the 
road was rushed so he could see the 
physical embodiment of the com-
munity’s appreciation of all his ef-
forts. 

He lost his battle to terminal 
cancer on Feb. 12, in his home, 
surrounded by his family. 

Before joining the Northamp-
ton community, he worked as an 
assistant director of campus life at 
Ithaca College and State Universi-

ty of New York and served as the 
director of student activities at the 
University of North Texas. 

Connell was a critical element 
in the establishment of the Monroe 
campus, when it opened in 2014, 

and spent much of his time advo-
cating for the new campus.

“He would hold ‘town hall’ 
meetings for the public,” Debra 
Raneri, Director of NCC Commu-
nity Partnerships, says. “Matt had 
to work with the county, the state 
and others at NCC to find funding, 
and was constantly giving tours 
and meeting with faculty, staff and 
community members to share his 
dream for the campus.” 

With these efforts, Connell saw 
his aspirations come to fruition. 
His steady adherence to bettering 
the life of students, faculty and staff 
wherever he was made the NCC 
campus what it is today.

NCC and the community con-
tinue to flourish thanks to the struc-
ture Connell embedded into his 
work and peers. Developments to 
be expected at Monroe include a 
new greenhouse on campus, two 
new laser engravers in the Maker-
space and grant funding by the Ap-
palachian Regional Commission for 
the development of a Specialized 

See COSTS, Page 7
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By Karolina Piwarska
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Aerial photo of NCC’s Monroe Campus’ newly designated “Matt Connell Way.“

Diploma in Sustainable Energy.
“In a lot of ways, he was the 

Monroe Campus,” Raneri says. 
“The community all knew of him 
because he was always trying to find 
ways the community could get in-
volved with NCC and the students.”

Connell cared for NCC stu-
dents and pushed them to achieve 
their full potential. His door was 
always open and he would do ev-
erything he could to assist them.

“Our chapter members would 

meet with him on a regular basis 
to discuss how to improve student 
engagement on campus as well as 
addressing needs of the campus 
community,” Belinda Bartholomew, 
advisor of the international honor 
society Phi Theta Kappa, says. 

Connell received the national 
PTK Distinguished College Admin-
istrator award due to his continuous 
support for PTK over the years.

When Connell retired in Septem-
ber 2020, an annual scholarship was 
named after him to support genera-
tions of students to come. In 2021,  
the first recipients were awarded the 
scholarship, and Connell was able to 
speak and connect with them.

“Matt’s steady guidance, in-
sightful direction and personable de-
meanor will be missed by all,” NCC 
President Mark Erickson says.

His presence created an impact 
that will not only be remembered 
by the campus he cultivated, but 
also by the relationships he made 
during his life.

“Matt was an avid drummer, 
photographer, baker, traveler, read-
er, jazz aficionado, Philadelphia 
sports fan, but most of all, he en-
joyed spending time with his wife 
and children,” his obituary reads 
from Kresge Funeral Home. 

March 2022

Connell once told the Pocono 
Record, “[NCC] is in my blood … 
It’s been a labor of love, and I am 
fortunate to have been part of this.”

Undoubtedly, Connell’s leg-
acy will be remembered forever 

throughout NCC history.
More can be found on the Mat-

thew J. Connell Honorary Site cre-
ated by his family.

His obituary can be viewed at 
kresgefuneralhome.com

Supplied photo 
“In a lot of ways, he was the Monroe 
Campus,” Debra Raneri says.

http://matthewjconnell.com 
http://matthewjconnell.com 
https://www.kresgefuneralhome.com/memorials/matthew-connell/4857631/index.php
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After hearing about this, mem-
bers of NCC’s Nursing Student Or-
ganization worked over a year to 
establish a college pantry space and 
a partnership with Second Harvest 
Food Bank of the Lehigh Valley. 
As a result, H.O.P.E. pantry began 
Sept. 12, 2016.

“Our food pantry was one of 
the first college-based pantries in 
the Lehigh Valley,” Corrado said. 

With the success of H.O.P.E. 
pantry, Corrado initiated a pantry 
at NCC’s Monroe campus, nursing 
professor Antoinette McCreary ex-
plained. The Monroe pantry, Com-
passionate Aid and Resources for 
Everyone (C.A.R.E.), was created 
in 2018.

“C.A.R.E. pantry carries the 
same food and basic care items as 
H.O.P.E. pantry,” McCreary said.

Corrado and McCreary ex-
pressed that the H.O.P.E. and 
C.A.R.E. pantries are always in 
need of and welcoming volunteers.

To volunteer a short food safety 
and civil rights training is required, 
Corrado said. Volunteers may help 
patrons sign in, track patron num-
bers, check and log temperatures of 
the refrigerator and freezer, check 
for expired items, rotate, stock and 
date and put away donations.

Donations can be placed in the 
grocery carts located outside of 
each pantry’s respective location. 

Katherine Sparling volunteers at 
H.O.P.E. pantry as assistant coordi-
nator. She provides progress reports 
and updates of organization activi-
ties to NSO officers and advisors, re-
ceives deliveries from Second Har-
vest Food Bank, sorts food, stocks 
shelves and trains other volunteers.

“Volunteering has made me a 
better person who is more empa-
thetic and conscientious of oth-
ers,” Sparling said. “It opened my 
eyes to the struggle of others and 
is helping to guide my journey as a 
nursing student to provide my cli-

ents with the best care I can.”
Kimberly Dwyer, secretary for 

NSO, also volunteers at H.O.P.E. 
pantry. Notably, she helped organize 
the pantry’s holiday food drive.

“Volunteering makes me feel 

good!” Dwyer said. “I definitely 
like to help whenever I can.”

Victoria Delande volunteers at 
C.A.R.E. pantry as the student co-
ordinator.

“Volunteering at the pantry has 
given me a greater sense of grati-
tude,” Delande said. “I have met a 

lot of different people from all dif-
ferent walks of life. It is also very 
rewarding helping them know that 
we have this resource here on cam-
pus, no matter how small they may 
think their need is.”

“Volunteering makes me 
happy,” said Jessie Scott, also a 
C.A.R.E. pantry volunteer. “I enjoy 
helping people.”

If one cannot volunteer, donat-
ing items is another way to help the 
pantries. These can be cereal, oat-
meal, fruit in individual servings, 

Supplied photos
“To date, NCC’s food pantries have served over 3,000 patrons and their families,” H.O.P.E. pantry coordinator Andrea Corrado said.

PANTRY from Page 1

protein bars, shelf stable milk and 
juices, pasta sauce, rice, microwav-
able meals, reusable grocery totes 
and bags, deodorant, shampoo and 
conditioner, feminine hygiene prod-
ucts, toilet paper and paper towels.

“At NCC, we are committed 
to our students’ success,” Corrado 
said. “Pursuing a college education 
should not compete with the right 
to have consistent access to ade-
quate and nutritious food.”

H.O.P.E. pantry is located in 
Penn Hall, room 122-A. Patrons 
must present an NCC ID. During 
Spring semester, H.O.P.E. pantry is 
open Mondays 11:30 a.m. to 12:30 
p.m. and Tuesdays and Thursdays 
11 a.m. to noon. To make an alter-
nate appointment email hopepan-
try@northampton.edu. 

C.A.R.E. pantry is located in 
Kapp Hall at the lower-level lob-
by. During the Spring semester, 
the pantry is open March 16 and 
30, and April 13 and 27 from 1:30 
–3:00 p.m. To make an alternative 
appointment, please email amc-
creary@northampton.edu.

March 2022

Volunteers help log temperatures of the refrigerator and freezer, check for expired items and put away new donations.

Grocery carts placed outside NCC’s pantries act as donation drop boxes.
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On Feb. 8, NCC’s Monroe Stu-
dent Life hosted WinterFest at Po-
cono Hall, where numerous clubs 
and activities were displayed for 
students. 

Approximately 40-50 students 
attended the event, where they 

Students warm up to new opportunities at Monroe campus’ Winterfest
could indulge in a nacho bar, create 
and stuff their own plush animals 
and learn about the opportunities 
that NCC has to offer.

Clubs such as Pride Club, Film 
Society, Women’s Club and Phi 
Theta Kappa Honor Society pre-
sented the benefits of joining, along 
with information on their meetings 
and how to get involved. 

“Students should be aware of 
PTK because it could be a lifesaver 
in terms of financial aid and being 
better prepared for college appli-
cations and life after college,” Re-
becca Ashdot, president of PTK’s 
Monroe chapter, says. 

Students also had the chance to 
explore the services NCC offers to 
their students. Representatives from 
NCC services, such as counseling, 
Career Services and the Learning 
Center, were available to speak to 
students interested in learning more. 

“College is exciting, but it re-
quires students to learn how to 
adapt to various situations,” NCC 

By Kaitlyn Seawood

counselor Ariane Medero says.
Winterfest is a fun event to find 

a new club, learn about a new de-
partment or network for the future, 
Calvin Hubbard, a student in atten-
dence says.

In addition to the clubs and ser-
vices featured at Winterfest, NCC 

students can visit the college’s 
Center for Civic and Community 
Engagement for more extracurric-
ular opportunities.  

Visit northampton.edu to find a 
list of NCC clubs and contact in-
formation.

KAITLYN SEAWOOD/Commuter Photos 
NCC President Mark Erickson poses with Winterfest club representatives.

Clubs such as Phi Theta Kappa Honor 
Society presented the benefits of join-
ing clubs in college.

https://www.northampton.edu/campus-life/campus-activities/campus-clubs.htm
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As overdose rates continue 
to rise and a growing number of 
young adults begin to battle the dis-
ease of addiction, it is important to 
look at the factors that are involved 
in this epidemic. 

There is no guideline, or step-
by-step process, that one must fol-
low to become a victim of addiction. 
Instead, it is a series of influences, 
whether they be biological, psy-
chological or social, that can affect 
each individual differently. 

NCC psychology professor  Gina 
Turner explains a few of the ways 
that addictive tendencies may arise. 

“There is a biological compo-
nent to becoming dependent on any 
substance, and research shows that 
addiction does run in families. How-
ever, there is also a large social com-
ponent. We are more likely to see 
addiction issues in people in com-
munities that have histories of lim-
ited resources, discrimination and 
little hope of help. But of course, we 
see addiction in all communities.” 

While the biological compo-
nent should not be overlooked, 
more focus needs to be put on the 
social component of drug addic-
tion, for it can take many forms. 
Even if families do not have a his-
tory of drug use, people are still  
prone to the influences of society 
and media. 

An increasing number of young 
adults are exposed to drugs at an 
early age, which is leading to the 
normalization of drug use. Some 
people are introduced as early as 
high school and others during their 
first years of college. 

Those in recovery can trace 
their addiction back to drinking in 
social situations. However, over 
time it slowly progressed into the 
need for something more. 

“I was never content, I was al-
ways on the hunt for the next ‘feel 
good,’” says an NCC student, who 
is in recovery and wishes to remain 
anonymous.

In some cases, this escalation 
can take time but in others it can be 
instant, taking the form of peer pres-
sure or the need to fit in. Social ex-
pectations can be a strong motivator 
for young adults and steer the way 
they act in society. If a person’s sur-
roundings and social circles involve 
drugs, the likelihood of partaking 
increases. 

Using drugs and alcohol can 
seem enticing, especially if peers 
are partaking, but experimenting 
can rapidly spiral into dependency.

This is not to say that every 
individual who engages with drug 
use in social situations is destined 
to become addicted, but drug use is 

Media’s normalization of America’s drug crisis 

a slippery slope for those seeking a 
more intense high.

Social situations are becoming 
a breeding ground for drug use in 
a society that is normalizing drugs 
through music, TV and social me-
dia. Many references can be heard 
in popular songs ranging from sub-
stances like ecstasy, oxycodone and 
heroin. With the influence that mu-
sic has on society, especially young 
adults, some may view the associa-
tion with these drugs as “cool” and 
try to embody it. 

These influences also have a 
presence on social media and can 
be seen on Tumblr pages which 
bear the hashtag “#NodSquad.” A 
mass of photos displaying various 
drugs, syringes and videos of peo-
ple snorting or shooting up their 
preferred substance. 

Pages like this not only normal-
ize the use of drugs but glorify it.

Sites like this are not only ap-
pealing for those already battling 
addiction to feel a sense of comrad-
ery, but to those who have not yet 
taken a part in drug use. 

Without the potential conse-
quences of addiction portrayed 
on websites that glorify substance 

abuse, impressionable visitors might 
become persuaded to try drugs.

Many television shows are also 
guilty of aiding in the glorifica-
tion of drug use. “Skins” follows a 
group of teens who party through-
out high school and use drugs to 
enhance their experience and ev-
eryday lives. There never seems 
to be any repercussions for the 
characters’ substance abuse, which 
could cause impressionable view-
ers to develop a skewed perception 
about the potential consequences 

of using drugs. 
However, with the growing is-

sue of drug addiction in society, 
there has been a recent shift in the 
way it is portrayed on screen. “Four 
Good Days,” starring Mila Kunis, 
is an example of a film that portrays 
the struggles a person suffering 
with addiction may face, and how 
addiction can impact a family. 

By portraying the potential 
consequences of drug use, rather 

than glorifying the act, films like 
“Four Good Days” offer viewers a 
perspective free from glorification. 

The HBO program “Euphoria” 
is an example of a TV show that 
expresses the difficulties of drug 
addiction for a high school student. 
Many movies and shows portray 
addiction in older adults, but “Eu-
phoria” brings truth and awareness 
to the issue that a growing number 
of young adults face. 

The show portrays the innocent 
start of a young girl’s addiction and 
how it progresses into something 
uncontrollable. Although the show 
is titled “Euphoria,” rather than 
portraying the numbing and eu-
phoric appeal of doing drugs, they 
show the harsh reality and pain in-
volved with it. 

“I believe the show has been 
transparent regarding the message 
it wants to send”, says NCC stu-
dent Sofia Higuita. “It’s destructive 
on the individual and it is miscon-
strued largely by society. I think 
many viewers get lost in the glit-
tery scenery and petty romantics 
of teenage life and see the show as 
a glorification of destructive and 
self-sabotaging habits.”

In a society where the normal-
ization of drug use is apparent and 
can easily influence young minds, 
the need for more media that show 
the harsh reality of a life with ad-
diction have become necessary. 

In next month’s issue, The 
Commuter will explore the fight 
against the drug pandemic regard-
ing jails, rehabilitation centers and 
controversial facilities. 

Infographic/National Institute of Drug Abuse
Quarantine is the suspected cause of the “largest one-year decrease in overall illicit drug use reported since the survey began in 1975.”

For more information on addiction and recovery, visit: 

Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration 
or call the National Drug Hotline 1-844-289-0879

By Karolina Piwarska

March 2022

Infographic/Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
Drug Free Communities coalition involved 5.8 million adolescents in 2020. 

https://nida.nih.gov/drug-topics/trends-statistics/monitoring-future
https://www.samhsa.gov/
https://www.cdc.gov/drugoverdose/drug-free-communities/infographics.html


data from the U.S. Energy Informa-
tion Administration. 

While the averages may vary 
between different areas of the Unit-
ed States, depending on their refin-
eries, outputs and taxes, the increas-
es can be seen across the country. 

The effects of inflation can also 
be seen in the aisles of grocery 
stores and on the menus of restau-
rants. There was a 1.2% increase 
in groceries from December 2021 
and 7.4% in the past year, with an 
expected additional 2-3% in the up-
coming year. 

Restaurants have shown an in-
crease of 0.7% in January ‘22 and 
a 6.4% in the past year. The predic-
tion for the increase is estimated at 
4-5% in the next year, according to 
the Economic Research Service of 
the U.S. Department of Agriculture. 

Institutions like universities 
and colleges are also going to feel 
the pressure of inflation with some 
already raising tuition by 4.7%, ac-
cording to The Hechinger Report. 
However, these increases will not 
only be factored into tuition, but 
also in boarding and meal plans. 

With the effects of COVID-19 
still impacting many families and 
their financial standings, such 
surges can affect the enrollment of 
students. It may also affect certain 
programs and classes that may not 
have the attendance or the staff re-
quired to keep them open. 

Inflation will also have an effect 
on job security and housing. While 
some major companies have in-
creased wages and benefits to combat 
work shortages and entice workers, 

this may not be the case with smaller 
businesses trying to stay afloat. 

The housing market will also see 
a spike in the coming year, which 
will be reflected in buyers wishing 
to secure a home as well as for rent-
ers. The housing market is predicted 
to reach the highest rate in 30 years 
with the numbers rising until 2023, 
according to Yaron Shamir, a Forbes 
writer specializing in real estate and 
financial analysis. 

So, what does this mean for stu-
dents?

With an increase in gas prices, 
students traveling to and from cam-
pus are going to be spending more 
money in the next year just to go to 
school. Students who live off cam-

pus will also feel a strain in regard 
to food, as well as housing, as the 
cost of living increases. 

Students working to support 
themselves may face lay-offs if com-
panies decide to reduce staff sizes to 
cover inflation costs.

With 43% of full-time students 
and 81% of part-time students work 
throughout their education, accord-
ing to the American Association of 
University Professors, the scale of 
students who may be affected by 
layoffs is substantial.

Many who manage to keep their 
employment will see a rise in the 
price of necessities that might not 
translate into their wages. This may 
create a strain on students living on 

their own and who are already try-
ing to balance the cost of school 
and living. Especially when the av-
erage cost of student debt is around 
$36,635 per borrower for federal 
student loans and $54,921 per bor-
rower for private student loans, an 
Education Data report found. 

A direct impact will be seen with 
costs of tuition and other expenses, 
which may change throughout the 
school year, leading students to pay 
more than they originally expected. 

Even as COVID-19 restrictions 
ease and on-campus classes return 
to pre-pandemic normalcy, students 
may opt for online classes to protect 
themselves from rising costs.
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If you are interested in becoming involved with 
The Commuter, please contact us at: 

thecommuter@northampton.edu

We always welcome submissions of all kinds, photos, 
opinion letters, comics or anything else that you think 

the NCC community must be aware of. 

Thanks for reading, and we look forward to 
hearing from you!

Graphic/Mechichi
As students rebound from COVID-19, they face a new pandemic in which a simple mask cannot protect them.

COSTS from Page 1

https://www.shutterstock.com/g/mechichi
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Selections from “Multiplicities”
A Diversity & Inclusion Art Installation

Photos by Amaris Rodriguez

The complete installation can be seen at NCC’s Main Campus in the Center Lobby.
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If you’re thinking about quitting, don’t
By Jared Larson

The next step for the 236,000 
students who enrolled across Penn-
sylvania’s 15 community colleges 
in 2020 should be to transfer to a 
four-year school or enter the work-
force. However, trends of enroll-
ment, retention and graduation 
rates for two-year schools seem to 
consistently crash … which is great 
news for students completing de-
grees and seeking employment.   

About 80% of community 
college students in 2013 reported 
wanting to earn a Bachelor’s de-
gree or higher, but only 14% com-
pleted a Bachelor’s degree within 
six years, according to the Commu-
nity College Research Center. 

The National Student Clearing-
house Research Center found that 
community college retention rates 
for full-time students dropped 61% 
to 59.7% from 2018 to 2019. Re-
tention rates for part-time students 
at two-year institutions dropped 
44.6% to 40.6% in 2019. The total 
retention rate for all two-year stu-
dents in 2019 was 51.6%. 

NCC had 8,951 enrolled stu-
dents in Fall 2020, 60% of which 
were part-time students, according 
to the National Center for Edu-
cation Statistics. Of enrolled stu-
dents, 59% of full-time and 43% 
of part-time students returned from 
the previous year. 

Of NCC’s 2017 enrollment, 
3,491 were classified in the “full-
time, first-time” demographic. Of 
these 3,491 students, 22% graduat-
ed and 27% transferred out within 
three years. 

This nationwide drop in enroll-
ment, which a recent Guardian arti-
cle called “chilling,” is good news 
for students intent on completing 
their studies. 

Besides less competition for 
scholarships and transfer spots, 
graduating students will find broad-
er employment options. 

Associate degree holders ranked 
second in employment behind stu-
dents with a Bachelor’s degree. 
Throughout the COVID-19 reces-
sion, the pattern is mirrored for un-
employment rates; Associate degree 
holders’ unemployment rate was 
6.3% compared to Bachelor’s degree 
holders’ 3.8%, according to the Com-
munity College Research Center. 

Workers with some college, only 
a high school diploma or no high 
school diploma consistently ranked 
the highest in unemployment. 

Students completing degrees 
look forward to higher wages in 
addition to high employment rate. 
The estimated lifetime earnings for 
workers with a high school diplo-
ma is $1.3 million compared to $1.7 

million for Associate degree holders 
and $2.7 million for Bachelor’s de-
gree holders, according to the As-
sociation of Public & Land-Grant 
Universities.

The Community College Re-
search Center collected data on 
Pennsylvania’s two-year programs 
with the most Associate degree 
graduates and their corresponding 
salaries for 2014-‘16. Registered 
nursing programs had 1,157 grad-
uates with $59,238 as median earn-
ings two-years post-graduation, 
followed by: liberal arts and sci-

ences with 916 graduates earning 
$24,270 and general studies with 
544 earning $24,141. 

Certificate and Associate de-
gree holders from occupational 
or technical programs make more 
than academic-related degree hold-
ers. However, most academic-re-
lated Bachelor’s degrees earn more 
than occupational or technical As-
sociate degrees.

The Bureau of Labor Statistics 
reports the median salaries for de-
gree holders in 2020 was $55,870 for 

Associate’s, $78,020 for Bachelor’s, 
$76,800 for Master’s (yes, less than 
Bachelor’s) and $110,160 for Doc-
toral or Professional degree levels. 

The potential to earn a higher 
salary may excite prospective stu-
dents while facing student debt, 
commonly deemed “crippling,” 
scares many away from pursuing an 
education. Looking at sticker prices 
of tuition can be daunting; howev-
er, many fail to take into account 
the various scholarships, grants, 
work-study programs and loan 
options available to students. The 

average student graduates college 
with $37,102 in debt, according to 
2016 Chamber of Commerce data.    

Across different career fields, 
BLS projects, from 2020-’30, that 
business, management and sales is 
the field that will have the largest 
openings and highest median sala-
ry at all job levels. 

Most business and computing 
careers are projected to grow at a 
“faster” or “much-faster-than-av-
erage” rate through 2020-‘24, ac-
cording to the Rochester Institute 

of Technology.     
Alumni success reflects on 

the appearance of schools. Two-
year schools want their students 
to graduate, transfer and become 
employed so prospective students 
flock to the school. Naturally, most 
colleges offer services to ensure 
post-graduation success. 

Student and Career Services at 
NCC implement resources to aid 
students on their journey. NCC’s 
Learning Center provides tutor-
ing and academic coaching while 
counseling services offers academ-
ic, career and personal counseling 
by trained professionals. 

NCC’s Career Services depart-
ment prepares students for employ-
ment through resume and interview 
help. Career Services works to se-
cure student experience through 
internships, job shadows and job 
placement programs. 

Not only is completing a de-
gree, or degrees, beneficial to the 
degree holder, but also to local 
economies. Research by Brookings 
found that the average Bachelor’s 
degree holder contributes $278,000 
more to local economies than aver-
age high school graduates. 

Average Associate degree hold-
ers contribute $81,000 more than 
those with no college. The same 
study found that 68% of two-year 
college alumni remain in the area 
of their college compared to 42% 
of four-year colleges. 

Combating down-trending en-
rollment rates is dependent on the 
persistence of students and high 
education institutions ability to 
convince students of the benefits of 
higher ed. Barring lifelong personal 
or economic financial growth, high-
er ed is a place where students can 
find friends, mentors, their passions 
or themselves … all in exchange for 
a few extra years of school.  

Graphic/Rawpixel
The Commuter would like to extend Spring 2022 graduates a preemptive congratulations and continuing students some encouragement.

Infographic/U.S. Census Bureau 
Proportion of population employed based on education attainment.

https://www.shutterstock.com/g/Rawpixel
https://www.census.gov/newsroom/press-releases/2020/educational-attainment.html
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Two days before New Year’s Eve 
in 2015, enduring below-forty tem-
peratures, mourners gathered at the 
Union Baptist Church in Harlem, New 
York. The celebration was unrelated to 
the coming year. The church of crim-
son carpets and two-leveled crimson 
upholstered benches was packed.

More than 200 relatives and friends 
paid their respects to Jean Val McDon-
ald, a former employee of the United 
States Postal Service, dead at age 81. 
The officiating minister, Rev. Richard 
McDonald, Baptist Minister in Jersey 
City, was one of the eight sons of Mrs. 
McDonald.

The program for the funeral read 
“The Homecoming Celebration of 
Jean Val McDonald, on earth: August 
3, 1934, in heaven: December 18, 
2015.” It displayed the picture of a 
skinny lady with a big smile sided by a 
gray stairway leading to an open gate, 
surrounded by clouds.

That lady was now in the open cof-
fin wearing her favorite pink blouse, a 
white suit, earrings and a wristwatch. 
A formidable woman – people recog-
nized – who had managed to raise her 
boys in a crowded Harlem apartment.

During visitation, her sons and rel-
atives, moved to tears, stood in front of 
the open casket, prayed and kissed her 
forehead and cheeks for the last time.

“Daddy, this doesn’t look like 
Grandma Val!” – said Scott McDon-
ald’s son loudly. An uncomfortable 
murmur followed.

The father patiently explained to 
his 10-year-old that people’s physical 
appearance can change after a long 
hospitalization that entailed connection 
to all kinds of tubes and equipment, as 
part of an aggressive anti-cancer ra-
diation, and ultimately the end of life 
itself, the embalming procedures, etc.

When one of the sons, Darryl Mc-

Negligent “professional” cremation forces empty burial  
Donald, a basketball coach in Austra-
lia, later stood in front of the coffin he 
discretely told his brother, “Rick, this 
is not Mom!” What was going on? 
First, a 10-year-old is disconcerted; 
now is the Lady’s own son.

On Wednesday, Mrs. McDonald’s 
children accompanied the coffin to 
Woodlawn Cemetery where the body 
was cremated. Later Rev. Richard re-
called having forgotten his customary 
prayer “ashes to ashes, dust to dust.”

Then life went back to normal. 
Sort of. Darryl was scheduled to return 
to Australia on Jan. 5, 2016. Early that 
day, Richard got a phone call from Pa-
tricia Myers of McCall’s Bronxwood 
Funeral Home in the Bronx.

“‘That body was not your mother. 
Your mother is still here.” (New York 
Times, March 22 and 24, 2016.)

Myers emailed photograph. Rich-

ard was speechless. He called Darryl.
“‘Are you sitting down? Remem-

ber when you said it wasn’t Mom?’”
Immediately, Darryl drove to the 

Funeral Home and recognized that, in 
fact, that naked body on the metal ta-
ble covered with a white sheet was his 
mother’s.

How was the mistake discovered?
Annie Pearl Little, age 82, from 

Co-Op City, Bronx, died on Christmas 
Day, 2015. She was to be buried at the 
Calverton National Cemetery on Long 
Island, following instructions left by 
her husband, a Korean War Veteran, 
dead a few months earlier.

On the day of funeral, the manager 
of McCall’s Bronxwood Funeral Home 
called Donald Little, Mrs. Little’s son, 
asking to come early. He did.

“You are going to have to have a 
closed coffin. We cremated the wrong 

body. Your mother got cremated. The 
other lady looked like your mother,” 
she said.

Imagine Donald’s shock, being 
told this just one hour before visita-
tion. Fifty people had arrived to pay 
homage to his mother. Humiliated and 
embarrassed, he confided to the crowd 
the reason for the closed casket. It was 
empty.

“Visitations and funerals are how 
we who remain pay our respects, say 
our public goodbyes, and let the family 
see that they’re not grieving alone. Our 
being there says to family and loved 
ones that those they’ve lost are not 
forgotten, and they won’t be. It’s our 
unwritten, unspoken contract to keep 
them alive in our memories,” writes 
Maralee McKee on the webpage Man-
ners Mentor.

“Please accept my apologies for 

mistakenly having your mother Annie 
Little cremated,” read the letter from 
McCall’s to Donald, asking for his sig-
nature below – meant to absolve the 
funeral home. Mr. Robert Di Giani, 
Donald’s lawyer advised not to sign.

“We offered to have a limou-
sine take him to Calverton Cemetery 
with his mother’s remains,” McCall’s 
spokesman told New York Times’ Mi-
chael Wilson, who reported the mix-
up.

But what would be the significance 
of this tactless gesture? His mother’s 
body was cremated by strangers the 
week before.

Bronxwood owner James H. 
Alston, Esq. said the business had been 
operating for 50 years. “We have a 
stellar reputation in this community,” 
he said. “We are known for our care, 
compassion, professionalism, the qual-

ity of our work.” Comparing photos of 
the women, Alston commented, “looks 
like the same woman to me.” Utterly 
insensitive, to say the least.

After the commotion, the McDon-
ald family had to reenact what was 
done the previous week. The casket 
was similar, but this time it was for the 
real Mrs. McDonald, yet without her 
favorite dress and jewelry. Very few 
attended the visitation, funeral and cre-
mation.

“Ashes to ashes, dust to dust,” 
prayed Rev. Richard this time.

Of Mrs. Little only memories re-
mained. Literally. Donald Little was 
outraged, reliving the last hours of his 
mother’s cadaver. “She’s dressed up 
and paraded around in other people’s 
clothes and jewelry. People kissing her 
and taking pictures. It’s heartbreak-
ing,” he said.

He could not sleep and began ther-
apy that February. “I’ve been having 
bad dreams about her being burned 
up,” he said. His lawyer, Mr. Di Gi-
ani, intended to sue Bronxwood for 
“breaching his right of sepulcher, or 
his right to choose cremation or burial 
for his mother.”

Often life unfolds incoherently. 
Hard to explain how seven sons, twen-
ty grandchildren, twenty great grand-
children could not identify Mrs. Mc-
Donald.

Hard to understand how the owner 
of a funeral home with “stellar repu-
tation” justified a stellar mistake con-
tending, “looks like the same woman 
to me,” and crudely offered a limou-
sine to carry an empty coffin to a mili-
tary cemetery.

At the end of the day, an empty 
casket will rest eternally next to Don-
ald Little’s father. Not as the veteran 
had intended.

To err is human, to forgive is di-
vine. Isn’t it?

By Jesus Zaldivar

“‘Are you sitting down? 
Remember when you said it wasn’t Mom?’”


