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INSIDE

College Hosts Women from Disadvantaged Rural Areas

Learning how to set up their email accounts in the Computer Lab are 
CASS students (l to r) Maria Angelica Carac, Patricia Aguilera, Edit 
Lopez, Andrea Najera, Ofelia Mancia and Mercedes Barrera, with CASS 
Coordinator Laurie Pina in the back of the lab. 

Barely speaking English, 20 intrepid young women Barely speaking English, 20 intrepid young women 
from rural Central American, Mexican and Carib-from rural Central American, Mexican and Carib-
bean communities with home addresses like “half bean communities with home addresses like “half 
a block before the Benefi cio Oro Café,” arrived at a block before the Benefi cio Oro Café,” arrived at 
SUNY Rockland this Fall to study business through SUNY Rockland this Fall to study business through 
the Cooperative the Cooperative 
Association of Association of 
States for Schol-States for Schol-
arships (CASS) arships (CASS) 
program.program.

Georgetown Uni-
versity’s Center 
for Intercul-
tural Education 
selected SUNY 
Rockland to 
participate in the 
program, which 
brings outstand-
ing students to 
the US from 
underserved 
communities in 
Central America, 
Mexico and the Caribbean for two years of study, 
leadership training, community service and cultural 
exchange.  The CASS students live with host families 
for the fi rst year to maximize interaction and expo-
sure to American culture and values.

Of the fi fteen participating community colleges, 
Rockland and Broome Community College in Bing-
hamton are the only two in New York State.
Following are a few of the stories CASS students 
shared with SCENE, as interpreted by Laurie Piña, 

RCC’s CASS Coordinator: 

Raquel Matias from 
Guatemala is the young-
est of nine children and 
ran a small business with 
her mother, making and 
selling shampoo and soap. 
She was born in Mexico 
in 1987, fi ve years after 
her parents fl ed for the 
mountains when their Gua-
temalan village was burned 
during civil unrest. They 
returned to Guatemala 
when Raquel was one year 
old. While a senior in high 
school, she volunteered at 
her City Hall, where she 
told the mayor’s assistant 

her dream of receiving more education, which led 
her to the CASS program. Raquel’s goal is to learn 
English and fi nd an international market for her 
homemade soap and shampoo so 

continued on page 2

Remember Your Roots and Win Valuable Prizes!

Send your ideas to Don Cairns, Executive Director of the RCC Foundation 

at dcairns@sunyrockland.edu or (845) 574-4576 by December 31, 2008 

to be eligible for the prize.

Calling all RCC alumni:

Send us your best ideas on how to reconnect alumni with the College 

and win an American Express gift card!

First prize $250

Second prize $150

Third prize $100

Details page 9
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Sheela George, Student 
Government Association Secretary, 
takes a turn reading names of the 
deceased during the College’s 9/11 
Remembrance.

Trumpeter William 
Garbinsky plays 
“Taps” to close the 
9/11 Remembrance. 

Childcare Center Groundbreaking: 
(L - R) Retired Professor Ellen Spergel; 
Professor Debra Tietze; Legislative 
Chairwoman Harriet Cornell; Senator 
Thomas Morahan; Steven Simmons, 
husband of the late Theresa Morahan 
Simmons; RCC Board Chairwoman Dr. 
Arlene W. Clinkscale; County Executive 
C. Scott Vanderhoef; Architect John 
Tobin; Vice President Mort Meyers; 
Director of Facilities Robert Gruffi ; 
Avi Vinecour, Aden Halperin and RCC 
President Dr. Cliff L. Wood at the offi cial 
groundbreaking for the Theresa Morahan 
Simmons Center for Children and 
Families in July.

College hosts women continued from page 1

she can help her siblings fi nd the funds to receive a higher education.
Mercedes Barrera of Nicaragua grew up in an area surrounded by 
orange trees. Most of the people in her community complete only the 
fi rst year of high school. Mercedes is the fi fth of eight brothers and 
sisters. “Because of the high unemployment, many of the youth turn 
to illegal activities,” she said. To combat that problem, she organized 
children into sporting leagues to keep them away from drugs. Her 
goal through CASS is to bring back the skills necessary to ensure 
that all children get an education. 

Another student, Karina Illescas of Mexico, is from an area where 
there are no paved roads. She helped farmers in her community sell 
their produce, and hopes the English and business skills she’ll gain 
here will enable her to teach the farmers how to sell their produce at 
a profi t and to work together to export their products to the US. 

Josetty Cruz of El Salvador ran a food pantry and clothing drives in 
her community, where she says many children die from malnutrition. 
Lisette Castillo of the Dominican Republic wants to help her coun-
try improve its garbage collection system.

CASS, which is funded by the US Agency for International Develop-
ment (USAID) and implemented by Georgetown University’s Center 
for Intercultural Education (CIED), was initiated in response to the 
educational policy recommendations contained in the Report of the 
National Bipartisan Commission on Central America. 

For more information, contact Laurie Piña, CASS Coordinator, at 
(845) 574-4586 or lpina@sunyrockland.edu. 
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Dear Ms. Balestra,

We are very grateful to Rockland Community College 

for commemorating the seventh anniversary of the 

September 11th terrorist attacks.  Thank you for your 

continued support, kindness, and understanding.  We 

especially appreciate that you remember the victims of 

the attacks.  Thank you for reading the names.

Sincerely,

Joyce & John Woods, Pearl River

Parents of James Woods, 26, WTC, Tower One, 104th 

fl oor

College Remembers 9/11College Remembers 9/11College Remembers 9/11

The following letter was addressed to Debra Balestra, Director of Student 
Involvement and organizer of the College’s 9-11 Commemoration.
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