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 They broke the mold when Joseph Coccia, Jr., was born.  With many    
of the same attributes as Christopher Columbus, Joseph persevered through 
many obstacles in his life.  He became a successful businessman, philanthropist, 
devoted husband, loving father, and adoring grandfather and great-grandfather.  
Joseph also became an inspirational figure that everyone grew to admire and 
dearly respect.  His daring and path-breaking actions unleashed changes within 
the Italian American community that would pave the way for passionate,  
emerging adults who wish to celebrate “all things Italian.” 
 

 Joseph’s father, Joseph Coccia, Sr., left his hometown of Norcia, Italy, 
Provincia di Perugia, in 1903, at the age of 17.  He came to America on a ship 
called, “The Providence,” and ended up in Coraopolis, Pennsylvania, along the 
Ohio River in Allegheny County.  There, he fell in love with and married 
Clementina Renzi in 1924.  When Joseph’s father hurt his back working in the 
mines, he became a patient of a doctor in New Jersey.  Hoping to become     
parents soon, they decided to move to New Jersey and raise a family. 
 

 Joseph’s father worked a number of jobs, often simultaneously.  One    
of which was at Spratt’s Dog Biscuit Company in Newark, where he was a baker, and he later took a job        
delivering ice.  Years later Joseph, Sr., bought the ice route for $100.  He had a truck, which required filling the 
tires with air “every two blocks” and cleaning the windshield by hand during storms.  These were very tough 
times. 
 

 Joseph Coccia, Jr., was born on December 6, 1929, after the Wall Street Crash during the Great         
Depression.  This era would last until 1932 when Franklin Delano Roosevelt was elected President.  Joseph 
could recall, during his childhood, a “milk man” delivering glass bottles of milk in the “milk box.”  The cream 
would surface to the top and would be saved for coffee. 
 

 Starting at the age of eight, Joseph could remember his mother making gnocchi and walking him to the 
bus after school most days to meet with his father, where he would help him deliver coal and oil.  Back then, 
when coal was delivered, a chute was put through a basement window, and the coal was usually transported into 
a coal bin for future use.  Depending on the needs of the customer, they would sometimes deliver bags of coal 
that required “five good shovel loads” for Joseph to fill just one bag. 
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 Joseph enjoyed helping his father and never        
complained.  Many of their customers spoke only Italian, 
which meant Joseph had to learn as much as possible.  There 
were many times Joseph had to carry a big block of ice up 
four flights of steps on his back or shoulder.  If the customer 
gave him a dollar for a ten-cent piece of ice, he had to run 
down the four flights of stairs, get change, and run back up 
to give the customer the change… hardly ever was there a 
tip.  Joseph attended Catholic grammar school at Mount  
Carmel in Newark, where every day started with religion and 
ended with Italian.  Joseph and his classmates were taught by 
Sisters of St. Lucy Filippini, all dedicated to educating young 
children, many of whom were immigrants.  The Filippini  
Sisters were founded in Italy in 1692, and many of the Sisters 
in Newark spoke Italian.  One of the Sisters grew especially 
fond of Joseph and encouraged him to become an altar 
server, which he did for several years.  Since Mount Carmel 

was largely Italian, its daily regimen included some instruction in the Italian language and the singing of Giovinezza, the 
unofficial national anthem of Italy during that time.  Even though Joseph spoke a dialect of Italian since he was born, he 
learned to speak proper Italian at school. 
 

 In November of 1939, Joseph’s mother took him to the bus to work with 
his father, and, as usual, she went shopping on Ferry Street in Newark.  However, 
this day would be like no other because Clementina suffered a fatal heart attack in 
one of the department stores.  The wake was held in their house, which was quite 
typical back then.  There was a one-year mourning period, which included no radio, 
television, parties, dancing, or even motion pictures.  Before Joseph’s mother died, 
he had taken accordion lessons for one year; however, during the mourning period, 
this too had to stop.  Unfortunately, he never picked it up again.  After 16 years of 
marriage, Clementina left behind three children: Katherine, Joseph, Jr., and Theresa, 
and Joseph found himself helping his father more than ever to support the family. 
 

 In 1942, Genevieve Renzi, Joseph’s aunt, moved from Pennsylvania to New 
Jersey to help care for Joseph and his sisters.  His father fell in love with her, and 
they were married when Joseph was 13.  In August of 1944, Joseph’s half-brother 
Vincent was born. 
 

 After just one month of attending Eastside High School in Newark, Joseph’s father transferred him to Drake 
Business School, “a private school,” from where he could pull Joseph out anytime to help him work.  There Joseph took 
accounting courses, which he completed in 18 months, taking the summer months off to work.  Despite Joseph’s       
academic  accomplishment, Drake would not let him graduate until he was 16; being resourceful, Joseph decided to take 
typing and shorthand to fill the time until he was permitted to graduate.  Little did Joseph know how these office skills 
would keep him from fighting on the frontline in Korea many years later. 
 

 While working alone at the age of 16, Joseph backed up his truck to attach the chute to unload coal to a          
customer.  As he stepped out of the truck to see if the chute was lined up correctly, the sidewalk suddenly caved in.    
Joseph found himself pinned to the building, losing his voice, and unable to speak.  He managed to have enough sense to 
toss his wallet away, so no one would know he was an underage driver to avoid any legal issues.  He was cared for at St. 
James Hospital in Newark for one month.  The doctors reattached three-quarters of his left ear and told him he would 
experience severe headaches; fortunately, he never did.  Gradually, Joseph went back to work although his father did not 
push him because he realized the seriousness of the injury.  On his 17th birthday, Joseph proudly became a licensed 
driver. 
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 In 1950, Joseph picked up his friend John, who offered his girlfriend Vicki a ride home.  Vicki worked with Elda 
Soriano at M&M Clothing Company in East Newark.  That day, Joseph gave them both a ride home, later telling his 
friend that it was “love at first sight”; Joseph and Elda soon began to date.  Elda worked in the sewing department as 
the “floor girl.”  In this elevated position at age 17, Elda had knowledge of all aspects of the garment industry and was a 
troubleshooter for the machinery.  Wherever the need was greatest, Elda went to that department and gave assistance.  
Elda met Joseph’s family on his 21st birthday.  Joseph’s father and step-mother immediately liked Elda, who emigrated 
from Italy and was hardworking – not to mention was quite beautiful as well. 

 

 When Joseph met Elda’s parents, Angelo and Anna Soriano, immigrants from     
Provincia di Avellino, he thought they were entirely too strict, and as a result they almost 
broke up.  Elda’s older sister had to escort them on many of their early dates.  Unable to 
cope, Joseph began to distance himself and took a trip to South Carolina, but often found 
himself thinking of Elda.  When he returned to Newark, he learned that Elda’s older sister 
had a   boyfriend and hoped she would no longer be their escort.  Joseph worked up enough 
nerve to ask Elda out again, and with Elda’s father’s permission their courtship resumed.  
Shortly thereafter came the blow that affected many romances of that period.  In March of 
1951,   Joseph received draft papers for the Korean War.  Before he left, he proposed to Elda, 
asking her to wait for him and offered her an engagement ring.  She accepted, and their   
families gave them a small engagement party at the local VFW before Joseph left.  Joseph  
reported to Camp Kilmer in Fort Dix, New Jersey, where he was assigned for basic training. 
 

 While at Fort Dix, a position opened up for “company clerk.”  Over eighty soldiers 
applied, and Joseph was given the position due to his skills that were developed from Drake School of Business.  Joseph 
was one of the many soldiers flown to Seattle, Washington, waiting to be sent to Korea.  There 600 men lined up one 
morning, but only two soldiers were selected to be sent to Personnel School.  Joseph counted his blessings to be one of 
the two, attributed to his high test results back in New Jersey.  While in the Army, Joseph sent his step-mother his pay 
of $80 per month to save for his wedding to Elda.  He also took a side job on his own time doing bookkeeping for the 
Military Police and sent home an additional $40 a month. 
 

 On July 27, 1953, a ceasefire ended the Korean War and the fighting stopped.  Although still feeling weak from 
being hospitalized with meningitis, Joseph could not wait to return home.  For the entire two-plus years Joseph was in 
the Army, his fiancée traveled by bus from Kearny to the Ironbound      
section of Newark to see his parents every Sunday. 
 

 Less than one month after the Korean War ended, Joseph and Elda 
were married.  They rented a hall and had an “Italian football wedding,” 
where mini-sandwiches were served.  For their honeymoon, they traveled 
by ship to France and Italy, taking seven long days.  This would be the first 
time Elda was returning to her hometown in five years.  It appeared that the 
entire town of Lioni, Italy, was waiting at the train station for Joseph and 
Elda to step off of the train.  Elda’s cousins took them to several            
surrounding towns in the Campania region.  Over the course of the next 

couple of weeks, Joseph and Elda took the train to and from Rome many times 
to visit relatives.  Joseph fell in love again – only this time… with Italy.  
 

 When Joseph and Elda returned from the honeymoon, they lived in    
Joseph’s father’s three-family house in Newark.  After a few weeks, Joseph and 
Elda rented a “flat” in Kearny, New Jersey.  Although Joseph wanted to pursue a 
career in accounting, the ice business paid nearly double per week.  Without   
hesitation, Joseph took over the ice business, while his father continued to sell 
coal.  Kearny Mayor Joseph Healey wished Joseph and his new truck much     
success. 
 

Continued on Page 13 
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 Dr. Robert Russano was born and raised in Brooklyn, New York.  He received a 
B.A. in Biology from NYU in 1961.  Dr. Russano graduated NYU Dental School in 
1965.  Following graduation, he served with the U.S. Army Dental Detachment,        
1965-1967. Dr. Russano practiced in New York, 1967-1970.  He held the position of        
Associate Professor at New York University Dental School, 1968-1970. He was          
presented as “Outstanding Teacher of the Year” in 1970. 
 

 Dr. Russano moved to New Jersey in 1973 and opened a practice in Paterson, 
where he remained until his retirement in 2004.  Dr. Russano is a Member Emeritus of 
the New Jersey Dental Association, American Dental Association, and Passaic County    
Dental Society.  He has served as Chairman, Medical Utilization Committee (NJDA), as 
well as member of the State Board of Dentistry (1978).  Dr. Russano also received the United States Congressional     
Citation for Service to the Community of Paterson. 
 

 Dr. Russano toured with the Professional Bowlers Association, 1991-1993, and was elected to the Morris County 
Bowling Hall of Fame in 1991.  He is an active member and coach of the Morris Country Special Olympics.  He is a 
member of Coccia Foundation’s Board of Trustees and Finance Committee.  Dr. Russano and his wife Marion reside in 
Riverdale, New Jersey.  He is the proud father of Cristina, Gregory, Bianca, and Jason, and grandfather to Tyler, Abbey, 
and Trent. 
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The Legacy ContinuesThe Legacy ContinuesThe Legacy Continues   
“A man may die, nations may rise and fall, but an idea lives on.”  — John F. Kennedy 

 
 The past nine months have been most challenging to say the least.  The community 
has lost a wonderful human being whose sole purpose was to help others, and his family 
was no exception to that rule.  Through Coccia Foundation and Coccia Institute, Cavaliere 
Joseph Coccia, Jr., left a gift to all of us that will “keep on giving” in perpetuity.  It is my   
intention not only to continue in my father’s (hard to fill) shoes, but move forward with the 
same passion and drive.  With my Mom and founder Elda, my family, a loyal Board of  
Trustees, hard working committees, dedicated members, generous sponsors, and my       
father’s guidance from Heaven, we will continue to flourish in our mission of preserving, 
promoting, and protecting our rich Italian heritage and culture by “passing the torch” to 

future generations.  Looking ahead, we have several new initiatives on the horizon and anticipate an exciting year. 
 

  
 Our 12th annual Italian Studies Golf Classic was dedicated to 
Cav. Joseph Coccia, Jr., and it was very successful.  We held our first 
Super 50-50 drawing with one $10,000 prize given away to Guy & 
Debbie Della Monica of Fair Lawn, New Jersey.  Grazie mille to      
our loyal, hard-working committee and everyone who supported our     
fundraiser.  

Trustees Thomas Daidone & Joseph Coccia III 
present $10,000 to Guy Della Monica, 

winner of the Super 50-50 Raffle. 

  

Membership dues were suspended thisMembership dues were suspended this  
year.  Renewal notices will be mailedyear.  Renewal notices will be mailed  

prior to January 1, 2014.  Thank you prior to January 1, 2014.  Thank you   
for your continued support.for your continued support.  

Elisa Coccia, President, 
Coccia Foundation 



 

 Today, it is so easy to become enamored with famous athletes, movie 
stars, and pop musicians.  They make millions and so often assume the title of 
“Role Model” for younger generations.  There are, however, countless other  
individuals, who do not obtain this fame or fortune.  Their contributions are   
significant, yet they are so often passed by and go unnoticed.  As one of those 
individuals, Elda Coccia is among a group of volunteers that makes blankets for 
patients at Hackensack University Medical Center (HackensackUMC).  
 
 Born in Lioni, Italy, Elda Coccia learned to knit and sew at the age of 
12, when her parents, the late Anna and Angelo Soriano, sent her and her two    
sisters to the local textile arts school.  She knitted dozens of women’s sweaters 
while living in Italy.  After emigrating to the United States, Elda knitted her first 
men’s sweater for her only love, Joseph Coccia, Jr.  When Elda heard that 
HackensackUMC needed homemade blankets for newborn babies and children, 
she immediately offered her skill and has knitted more than 1,000 blankets in 
nine years. 
 
 Speaking highly of Elda’s generosity of spirit, Catherine Dipasquale, 
Manager of Volunteer Services at HackensackUMC since 2001, is extremely 
grateful to Elda and the more than 2,000 volunteers, who donate their time and 
energy to the patients and hospital staff.  Catherine states, “The volunteers 

show amazing kindness and charity without ever seeing or meeting 
those in need.  What people will do for others never ceases to 
amaze me.”  She continues, “Volunteers are important members 
of the HackensackUMC family and are greatly appreciated.” 
 
 The knitted or crocheted blankets are distributed           
hospital-wide, including the Neonatal Intensive Care Unit,      
Geriatrics, and Orthopedic Units. These handmade blankets offer 
a touch of home and are always well-received with the warmest of 
smiles. In fact, Catherine expresses, “The patients are often      
surprised when they learn that the blanket is a gift from the   
medical center volunteers.”  
 
 To these volunteers, simply doing their best and knowing 
they make a difference to a patient’s hospital stay is more         
rewarding than fame or fortune.  These unsung heroes are a    
constant inspiration to us, and their invaluable contributions to 
society are worthy of our attention and admiration.  
 
 Elda Coccia would like to encourage anyone who wishes to 
make a monetary contribution to HackensackUMC to visit 
www.humcfoundation.org. 
 
 

 
 

Photos courtesy of Basil Fargnoli, 
Photographer, HackensackUMC 
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Unsung HeroesUnsung HeroesUnsung Heroes   

Elda Coccia displaying one of her  
blankets with Catherine Dipasquale, 

Manager of Volunteer Services 
at HackensackUMC. 

Matt Biros, patient at Joseph M. Sanzari 
Children’s Hospital, receiving a handmade 

blanket from Elda Coccia; also pictured 
are his sisters, Victoria & Alexandra, also 

receiving blankets on this special day. 
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12th Annual 



 

- 7 - 



 

- 8 - 

 Through research and teaching my sixth grade Italian class a mini-unit on 
Amerigo Vespucci, an Italian explorer and navigator, I learned that he was always   
intrigued of what was beyond the borders of Italy and Spain.  His curiosity took him 
to a New World, and that was my goal from the first day I began the Italian program 
at Ho-Ho-Kus Public School in 2001 … viaggiare e viaggiare. 
 

 In 2009, it became a reality when I organized my first tour through the      
Tuscany region.  Now, my former students are off to college, and they still remember 
our tour guide Barbara from Florence, Vinci, the birthplace of Leonardo, and Elba 
Island, where Napoleon was exiled.  As I finished organizing my third tour, my       
students and their parents had the opportunity to see Rome’s beautiful fountains and  
piazzas, the Coliseum, two of Michelangelo’s masterpieces, the Sistine Chapel and La 
Pietà, make homemade pasta, walk where gladiators roamed through Pompeii, sail to 
the Amalfi Coast, and climb Mt. Vesuvius. 
 

 My name is Rina Miraglia, and I’ve been a world language educator since 1993.   
Through my years of teaching, I’ve come to realize how valuable it is to directly      
correlate the Italian curriculum to language, culture, and, most importantly, travel.  
When I begin planning for a tour, I integrate a unit of study that incorporates the    
region(s) where we will be traveling.  The lessons include geography, history, art, and 
language.  This becomes a foundation for the students to help comprehend what they 
will see during their travels.  For their final    

project, the students are required to write postcards in Italian on Glogster, a  
social network that allows students to create interactive posters.  The students 
receive a rubric to follow and must incorporate facts, location, and pictures of 
sights, and, of course, the correct Italian language for a postcard … Saluti da …  
un abbraccio… 
 

 The tours come together with the careful planning and collaboration of 
former educators, Mirtilli Morgana and Sonia Beretta, who run Studio            
Arcobaleno srl., in Italy.  We customize educational tours that include the      
lessons from class and allow the students and their parents to experience the  
“real”  Italy.  We organize tours through the cities, experience the everyday life 
of an Italian traveling on the subway, cook with Italian chefs, visit museums, and order the best gelato!  I’m currently 
planning next year’s tour and the 2015 tour, which will include travel to the majestic city of Rome and the beautiful 
island of Sicily.  My next endeavor will be to organize tours for adults and … vi aspetto in Italia.  For more information 
about organizing and planning an educational tour, contact Rina Miraglia at miragliar@yahoo.com. 

 

Innovation in EducationInnovation in EducationInnovation in Education   

Rina Miraglia, left, with     
Martina  Doglio Cotto 
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Celebrating its 80th AnniversaryCelebrating its 80th AnniversaryCelebrating its 80th Anniversary   Special Dinner MeetingSpecial Dinner MeetingSpecial Dinner Meeting   

Louis Garzone, first recipient of the newly  
established scholarship of $1,000 by the 

Federation in memory of Cav. Joseph Coccia, Jr. 
(L to R: Mr. & Mrs. Anthony Garzone, Elisa Coccia, 

Louis Garzone, Elda Coccia & Pasquale Meola) 

Newest members, including Elda Coccia, 
being sworn in by Father Thomas Nicastro 

Federation Board members pictured with Honorees: 
Pasquale DiMaiolo — “Man of the Year,” 

Mariella Picolli — “Lifetime Achievement Award,” 
Rosa Russo — “Faithful Service Award,”  

Cav. Larry Paragano — “President’s Award” & 
Elisa Coccia — “Woman of the Year” 

“Woman of the Year” Elisa Coccia, pictured with  
family members Jamie, Jonathan & Milania Coccia 

‘Tanti auguri’ to 
Daniella &  

Michael Forte and  
Briana Melucci 
(not pictured), 
Lisa’s Angel 

awardees  

  

“Remember, the legacy of our “Remember, the legacy of our   

beautiful heritage must be beautiful heritage must be   

transcended to future generations transcended to future generations   

or it will dissipate into the or it will dissipate into the   

unknown leaving our descendants unknown leaving our descendants 

oblivious to their origins.” oblivious to their origins.”   
  

——  FIASNJFIASNJ  
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“There is no culture without 

a language, and there is no  

language without a culture.” 
 

— Dott. Carlo Davoli, Education Office Director, 

Consulate General of Italy in New York 

 
 The Italian Teachers Association of New Jersey (ITANJ) is a non-profit organization incorporated in 2000 to        
promote the study of the Italian language and culture.  It is the K-12 Italian teachers’ association of the State of New    
Jersey.  ITANJ offers teachers of Italian opportunities for professional growth, development, and networking, in order to 
maintain a standard of excellence in the profession.  It provides its membership valuable resources and support in and 
out of the classroom.  In addition, members are informed of the latest, cultural events and programs, as well as Italian 
teaching opportunities in the state.  ITANJ maintains contact with other language organizations such as the Foreign  
Language Educators of New Jersey (FLENJ), the American Association of Teachers of Italian (AATI), the Italian      
Language Foundation, and the Education Office of the Italian Consulate and collaborates with other Italian and Italian 
American organizations as well as area colleges and universities. 
 
 ITANJ starts each academic year with its annual professional development workshop, Primo incontro, traditionally 
held at Rutgers University, in collaboration with the Department of Italian.  The workshops deal with methodology,     
materials, the Italian AP program, technology, curriculum, and assessment.  Through its collaboration with the Joseph & 
Elda Coccia Institute for the Italian Experience in America at Montclair State University, ITANJ provides NJ students, 
from middle school to high school, an opportunity to showcase their knowledge of the Italian language and culture.  The 
Italian Language and Culture Day competition encourages learning and rewards achievement through a student-centered 
activity, while interacting and competing with their fellow students from around the state.  The competition features   
performances that are based on a theme of the day and judged on a rubric.  The winners are rewarded with trophies for 
their schools. 
 
 Another successful student-centered activity is the annual Italian Essay Contest for high school seniors, which is 
administered by guidance counselors.  The essay winner for 2013 was from Cresskill High School, and she was presented 
with a $250 prize at the school’s Senior Award Night.  ITANJ also offers scholarships for teachers to study in Italy     
during the summer.  The 2013 winner, Teresa Sengel, enjoyed a professional development course in Genova at the Study 
in Italy Language Center.  The candidates who apply for the scholarship, which includes tuition and lodging, must be 
ITANJ members and non-native speakers of Italian. 
 
 The Association facilitates networking among its members for the purpose of sharing ideas and information, 
learning, and strengthening our programs.  Recently, on May 15th, ITANJ sponsored Uno scambio d’idee, a wine and cheese 
event.  It was an opportunity for teachers to interact with their colleagues by sharing resources and ideas.  On June 9th, 
another event sponsored by ITANJ, The Language Institute, and Caldwell College, was a book signing for Lemons to    
Limoncello by Raeleen D’Agostino Mautner, Ph.D.  In August, ITANJ will offer a two-day Italian Language and Culture 
Immersion Program at the Language Institute in West Caldwell for teachers who would like to brush up on their Italian 
before the new school year.  The participants will earn sixteen professional development credits. 
 
 
Catherine G. Vignale, 
President, ITANJ 

 

2013 Italian Language & Culture Day2013 Italian Language & Culture Day2013 Italian Language & Culture Day      



   

               Showcase & Competition at MSU: “In cerca di…”Showcase & Competition at MSU: “In cerca di…”Showcase & Competition at MSU: “In cerca di…”   

 
 The Italian Teachers Association of New Jersey (ITANJ) and the Coccia Institute for the Italian Experience in 
America at Montclair State University joined forces on March 20th for their annual collaboration, Italian Language and 
Culture Day.  This showcase of the hard work and creativity of middle school and high school students of Italian        
featured a spirited competition of original skits, performed exclusively in Italian, around this year's pre-determined 
theme: “In cerca di… (In Search of…).”  Almost four hundred students from sixteen schools across the state participated 
in this unique all-day event, a signature program of the Coccia Institute, the “academic arm” of Coccia Foundation, and 
ITANJ, under the leadership of President Catherine Vignale.  Essential to the success of the day were the dedicated 
members of the Organizing Committee, chaired by Lisa Manfre': Italian teachers Silvana Berardo, Annette D'Amato,  
Marisa Margarucci, Maria Papaleo and Vita Morales (our energetic emcee for the day); Coccia Institute Director Dr. Mary 
Ann Re; and Montclair State University Amici Club President Vincenzo Romagnuolo, who engaged the students in an        
impassioned presentation on why one should study Italian. 
 

 As summarized by ITANJ President Catherine Vignale, “This annual event has become a challenge to New Jersey 
students of Italian and their teachers who enjoy the competitive edge of this student centered activity.  Italian Language 
and Culture Day both encourages learning and rewards achievement… Grazie mille to the Coccia Institute for the Italian 
Experience in America for the opportunity given to New Jersey students to showcase their love of the Italian language 
and culture.”  Coccia Foundation President Elisa Coccia offered her most enthusiastic congratulations to all the          
participating students, as well as her sincere thanks to our outstanding panel of judges, who had been charged with the 
unenviable task of selecting six trophy-winning schools from among the sixteen consistently creative and impressive         
contenders: Dr. Andrea Baldi, Professor and Graduate Director of Italian, Rutgers University (New Brunswick); Silvana 
Berardo, Madison High School; Dott. Carlo Davoli, Education Director, Consulate General of Italy in New York;      
Annette D’Amato, Hawthorne High School; and Phyllis Pizzolato, Supervisor of Instruction, Pascack Valley Regional 
High School District.  We eagerly await the announcement of the theme for Italian Language and Culture Day 2014! 

 
Auguri a tutti gli studenti e ai loro insegnanti! 

Congratulations, students and teachers all! 
 

First Place – Frelinghuysen Middle School:  In cerca della Nutella 
Second Place – Grover Cleveland Middle School:  In cerca dell’uomo perfetto 

Third Place – Ocean Township Middle School:  In cerca di talento   
  

First Place – St. Peter’s Preparatory School:   In cerca della dolce vita!  
Second Place – Hawthorne High School:  In cerca del piano giusto 

Third Place – Elizabeth High School:  In cerca di un sogno 
 

Cav. Mary Ann Re, PhD 
Director, Coccia Institute 
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A full house at University Hall, 
Montclair State University 

First place winners of St. Peter’s Preparatory School 
with Italian teacher Rosalie Romano 



 
I am at a loss for words.  Joseph was a unique, wonderful role model.  He was an incredibly dynamic, caring, and committed advocate of the  
dissemination of Italian and Italian American culture.  I will treasure the memory of the conversations I had with him for all my life.  I saw him 
interact with young college students on many occasions; his enthusiasm was contagious.  He was truly charismatic.  I wish I had had more      
occasions to talk to him and benefit from his wisdom and kind spirit.  Joseph will be always remembered by all those who had the fortune to 
know him.  He was an inspirational figure for so many of us.  — Andrea B. 
 
Cav. Joseph Coccia, Jr., was a pillar of the Italian-American community and a role model for all those who treasure their Italian heritage and   
preserve and nurture it so that future generations may thrive.  His life and accomplishments bear witness to his determination and optimism.       
— Claudio B. 
 
I have memories better than photos and will always be at the annual Golf Outing.  I feel it is just another way of keeping close to Joseph, so 
count me in.  Even if I'm in Italy, I will support it financially, as Joseph and I shared many common beliefs and one of our favorite was to      
prepare the way for the future generations by preparing them through education. It is my pleasure to continue to support the Foundation.           
— Fred G. 
 
Joseph Coccia was a special person with a special vision.  He was not merely proud of his Italian and Italian American background, but he did 
something about it!  Moreover, he was always most concerned about the next generation who would, as he stated so well, carry the torch, and 
indeed his work has brought that about with the Coccia Institute.  He is missed in the Italian American community, but not only for his          
generosity of time, energy, and funding, but rather for his belief in what he did and his encouragement of so many others.  — Joseph S. 
 
Words, or even music, cannot express my sadness.  Joseph was, IS, a masterpiece in the true art gallery of Italian culture and heritage.  He stands 
alongside da Vinci, Michelangelo, and Bernini, in my book.  His contributions to all of the students, organizations, foundations, clubs, and those 
to whom no one had ever been given anything before Joseph touched them, are genuine gifts.  A true gift-giver, a servant in the service of Italy, 
her language, heritage, and culture, is no longer among you, your family, and those who came to know him through his work.  — Louis A. 
 
The Kearny Chapter of UNICO was saddened to learn of Joseph’s passing.  He was very instrumental in chartering of our chapter in 1959 and 
was a very active member serving as Chapter President during 1964-65.  He went on to become District Governor of NJ District VII (1967-68) 
and President of UNICO National (1976-77).  Cav. Joseph Coccia, Jr., was an extraordinary man.  He truly lived the UNICO National motto of 
“Service Above Self” every day of his life.  — Louis P. 
 
Joseph was truly a remarkable gentleman, educator, and humanitarian, whose leadership and influence touched the lives of so many.  We will 
always remember him with great love and respect.  — Ludo N. 
 
The support Joseph offered to the Italian Americans in the area during his life has been extraordinary along with the educational and cultural 
programs established through Coccia Foundation.  Joseph Coccia, Jr., was a great man who will be strongly missed but always considered as a 
model in our community.  — Luigi S. 
 
The Center for Italian Studies at Stony Brook will always remember Joseph fondly.  We appreciate greatly that we had the privilege of knowing 
him and share with you the great pride you have in reflecting upon a lifetime of extraordinary accomplishment and goodness.  — Mario M. 
 
What a pleasure it was to be entrusted with the task of implementing Joseph’s bright and compelling vision for the Coccia Institute — “passing 
the torch” of Italian language and culture to students of all ethnicities and backgrounds both directly and via the teachers who would guide them.  
Grazie mille, Cavaliere!  — Mary Ann R. 
 
Cav. Joseph Coccia’s generosity and commitment to service has left an indelible mark on the history of our Italian American community.  While 
he embodied the American dream, he remained immensely proud of his Italian Culture and Heritage.  So much so that he sought to aid others in 
achieving their personal dream through education and the study of Italian.  — Natalia Q. 
 
Joe and I worked closely to establish the Coccia Institute and Italian Studies Chair at Montclair State University.  Working with Joe on these     
projects was a highlight of my career.  He showed me how a hard-working businessperson can make good things happen when he has a dream.  
We have lost an inspirational and unique leader.  — Richard G. 
 
Joseph truly understood the concepts of leadership and serving the greater good of society.  I admire and respect his absolute dedication to the 
promotion of Italian and Italian American culture through his tireless and enthusiastic advocacy of educational and cultural programs for students 
of all ages.  His kind of involvement changes lives, and we will continue to carry the torch in his honor and memory.  — Susan C. 
 
I enjoyed serving with Joe on the Valley National Bank Board of Directors.  He had great integrity and good judgment.  I also admired the     
dynamism with which he pursued his civic undertaking and his accomplishments.  I will miss him.  — Walter J. 
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A few of the many Reflections of an Extraordinary Man...A few of the many Reflections of an Extraordinary Man...A few of the many Reflections of an Extraordinary Man...   



  
  
 
 

 As if life was not challenging enough for Joseph and Elda, they lost their first customer on their first day of     
taking over the ice business, through no fault of their own — the customer had an ice machine installed.  During the 
next five years, Joseph and Elda worked hard to increase their ice business from one route to three and soon bought a 
house on Maple Street in Kearny with their first child Genevieve in 1955.  During the next two years, Elda continued to 
help Joseph run the ice business.  While Joseph was on the truck route, she recalls chopping large pieces of ice while 
pregnant with their second daughter Elisa, which she sold from their driveway.  People often called in ice orders for   
parties or picnics. 
 

 In 1958, Joseph decided to make a career change to allow him to spend more time with his growing family.  A 
friend of Joseph’s recommended that he meet a real estate broker, who gave Joseph the manual to read in order to take 
the NJ State Real Estate test.  Joseph woke up the day of the test, dropped down on his knees, and asked God to help 
him pass the test.  He did not want to sell ice anymore.  On December 
31, 1958, the good news arrived that he had passed the test.  
 

 In 1959, Joseph became a charter member of the Kearny Chapter 
of UNICO National and was proud to belong to an Italian American  
organization to preserve and promote Italian culture and heritage.   
Growing up in an Italian neighborhood, speaking Italian all of his life, 
and sharing Italian traditions and values all contributed to the person  
Joseph Coccia, Jr., became.  He would later serve as Chapter President, 
District Governor, Expansion Director, and 3rd National Vice President, 
working his way to being sworn in as UNICO National President by 
Steve Mastropietro in Cherry Hill, New Jersey. 

 

 On July 4, 1961, Joseph took the NJ Broker license test and 
passed just before his third daughter Marisa’s first birthday.  He 
opened his own real estate office one year later and bought a piece 
of property, which he designed to become “Coccia Agency,” a real 
estate and insurance agency, which he successfully ran for the next 
forty years.  Its slogan was, “A name worth remembering.”  In    
August of 1962, Elda gave birth to their first son Joseph III.  Soon 
after, Joseph ventured out to buy and sell land and construct 
houses.  In the mid-1960’s, 43 homes were built in Belleville, New 
Jersey.  Joseph often sacrificed attending his children’s birthday   
parties and baseball games over the years to be able to provide for 
his family.  Joseph joined the Civil Defense team, Elks Club, and 
Marconi Club to network with people in the community and grow 

his business, even though he had very little time to attend these meetings.  Joseph’s tireless work ethic was instilled at a 
very young age by his father, who taught him that work always came first, a work ethic passed along to his children as 
well.  In 1971, their fifth child Christopher was born. 
 

 Five years later, family sacrifices were made once again during Joseph’s 
term as UNICO National President.  Both Joseph and Elda had many          
obligations as President and First Lady. As with anyone holding the title of 
UNICO National President, he was in demand throughout the entire United 
States, and they lived out of suitcases during this time.  Elda recalls more      
frequently travelling throughout New Jersey, Connecticut, and Pennsylvania 
with several trips as far west as Houston, Texas, and Costa Mesa, California.  
Joseph met with President Gerald Ford in Washington, D.C., for an ethic     
forum arranged by the President’s staff, one of the highlights of Joseph’s     
presidential year. 

Continued on Page 23 
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The Life of Cav. Joseph Coccia, Jr. continuesThe Life of Cav. Joseph Coccia, Jr. continuesThe Life of Cav. Joseph Coccia, Jr. continues   

Sworn in as UNICO National President, 1976 

President Gerald Ford in the White House 

Presidental portrait of the Coccia family 
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 Every year, A.I.A.E., Association of Italian American Educators, recognizes a special Italian teacher who shows 
dedication and passion in promoting the Italian language and culture in the classroom.  Vincent Traina is such a teacher, 
and, for these reasons, A.I.A.E. has awarded him the “Cav. Joseph Coccia, Jr., Memorial Fellowship,” sponsored by the 
Coccia Family, at the A.I.A.E. Annual Award and Scholarships Gala on April 28, 2013.  Vincent teaches Italian for 
Kearny Public Schools in New Jersey.  During the summer of 2013, he studied at Solemar Sicilia School in Cefalù and at 
Laboling School in Milazzo, both in Sicily.  A.I.A.E., every year, recognizes and presents awards to outstanding Italian 
American educators and sponsors the Programma Ponte Scholarships designed for college students.  A.I.A.E. was      
organized to enhance the Italian American image and presence in academia.  A.I.A.E. is very grateful to Coccia        
Foundation for their financial support and proud to be “Passing the Torch” in honor of Cav. Joseph Coccia, Jr. 

Vincent Traina overlooking Italy 

 

Italian Teacher Receives ‘Coccia’ FellowshipItalian Teacher Receives ‘Coccia’ FellowshipItalian Teacher Receives ‘Coccia’ Fellowship   

 On Thursday, April 11, 2013, at Ramapo 
College, the Center for Holocaust & Genocide 
Studies and the AMICI Club, with the generous 
support of the Morton and Clara Richmond      
Endowment and Coccia Foundation, hosted a   
lecture by Dr. Natalia Indrimi, Executive Director 
of the Centro Primo Levi in New York. Entitled, 
“Deconstructing a Hero of the Holocaust,”        
Dr. Indrimi's lecture focused on the life and            
contributions of Italian police office Giovanni 
Palatucci. Close to one hundred students, faculty 
and staff members, and members of the nearby 
community enjoyed Dr. Indrimi's presentation on 
Palatucci, who is said to have saved thousands of 
Jews during the Holocaust. We thank Coccia   
Foundation immensely for their gracious support. Without them, we 
would not have been able to deliver such an informative and interesting 
event. 

 

The Holocaust Hero at Ramapo CollegeThe Holocaust Hero at Ramapo CollegeThe Holocaust Hero at Ramapo College   
   

sponsored by Coccia Foundationsponsored by Coccia Foundationsponsored by Coccia Foundation   

Members of the Center for Holocaust &  
Genocide Studies and the AMICI Club with 

Prof. Rosetta D’Angelo and Dr. Natalia Indrimi 
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A Spiritual & Cultural TreasureA Spiritual & Cultural TreasureA Spiritual & Cultural Treasure   

“A remarkable book – a verbal ‘pilgrimage’ that combines sitting at your grandmother’s knee with detailed research and         
interviews illuminating the St. Gerard Feast at St. Lucy’s Church.  This is a spiritual and personal journey – faith and history – 
the love story of the original First Warders and their beloved church and saint.  It steps back in time, with emotional resonance, 
giving life to the Italian immigrants who settled in Newark.” 
 

Sandra S. Lee, Ph.D. 
Professor, Seton Hall University 

Author, Images of America: Italian Americans of Newark, Belleville, and Nutley 

 
 

“Father Nicastro has captured the authentic spirit of the popular devotion to Saint Gerard.  More than mere nostalgia and     
certainly more profound than just ethnic heritage, he opens the treasure chest of Catholic and Italian patrimony.  While         
immigrants in the New World clung tightly to the Old World traditions and customs, subsequent generations inherited a rich 
and invaluable gift from their immediate ancestors.  This book shows that there has been and will always be a close relationship 
between an American parish (St. Lucy’s, Newark, New Jersey) and an eighteenth-century saintly hero (St. Gerard Majella).  Yet, 
the influence of this young man of God transcends time and space, and the feast in his honor is but a colorful way in which the 
Catholic faith and Italo-American culture not only overlap and intersect but where they also punctuate the landscape with love, 
devotion, and hope in Divine Providence.” 
 

Rev. Father Kenneth Brighenti, Ph.D. 
Vice Rector, Mount St. Mary Seminary, Maryland 

Co-Host, Web of Faith 2.0, EWTN (Eternal World Television Network) 

Father Thomas Nicastro, 
St. Mary’s Roman Catholic 
Church, Nutley, New Jersey 

Join Father Thomas Nicastro on a journey through the first one      
hundred years of the Feast of Saint Gerard at Saint Lucy’s Church in 
Newark, New Jersey.  You will be captivated from cover to cover, not 

only as an Italian American, but as a person of the Catholic faith.        
Some photos throughout the book date back to the early 1900’s. 

  

As the decades have 
passed, generation after 

generation of Italian 
Americans return          

annually to celebrate their 
heritage and Catholic 
faith and express their 

gratitude for St. Gerard’s 
powerful intercession. 



  
 Una Serata Elegante, AMICI della Cultura Italiana’s annual dinner dance was held on April 19, 
2013, at the lovely Ravello Ristorante and Catering in East Hanover, NJ.  Una Serata Elegante, 
which means “elegant evening” in English, is a time for the students of AMICI della Cultura Italiana 
to come together and celebrate, not only their love of the Italian culture, but the many events that 
each student club of AMICI held throughout the school year to commemorate and expose the   
student body’s at their respective universities to the vast and rich Italian Culture.  This year’s event 
was attended by over 160 student members, alumni, and faculty advisors of AMICI della Cultura   

Italiana, representing 14 university Italian clubs within Coccia Foundation’s AMICI della Cultura Italiana NJ/NY region.  
 

 The evening was filled with energy and excitement, as the students visited with members of the many different 
clubs, while dancing and singing along to traditional and new Italian favorites and enjoying a delicious meal.  This         
wonderful evening could not have happened without the hard work and dedication of the AMICI della Cultura Italiana 
Steering Committee, a group of students representing different university Italian clubs within the AMICI group.  This 
May, all of the steering committee members graduated.  To honor their hard work and dedication, Elisa Coccia and    
Joseph Coccia III awarded these students for their hard work, dedication, and passion with lovely commemorative 
plaques.  The Steering Committee is made up of Louis 
Garzone from Rutgers University, Deanna Gencarelli 
from Drew University, Christina Luzzi from Ramapo 
College, Joseph Natale from Stevens Institute of      
Technology, and Emanuela Andolina from Montclair 
State University.  They will be missed, but we are pleased 
that they will continue their involvement in other aspects 
of the AMICI organization. 
 

 Another very special thank you to Michael Grillo,     
NJ/NY Student Liaison, for encouraging 24 alumni    
students to attend Una Serata Elegante this year.  Michael 
has become a true leader, promoting and preserving    
Italian culture. 
 

 This upcoming April will mark the tenth          
anniversary of Una Serata Elegante.  We are sure that this 
evening will be an even larger success next year, thanks to 
the ever-growing number of passionate students who are 
joining our AMICI della Cultura Italiana organization.  We 
hope all of you will be able to join us in April of 2014 for 
this truly fun evening.  Anyone who is fearful that the 
great traditions of the Italian culture will not continue 
with the next generation of Italian Americans need only 
attend one of our AMICI della Cultura Italiana events to 
ease their worries.  You will be pleasantly surprised!  For 
more information, or to make donations, please contact    
Christina Luzzi at cluzzi@ramapo.edu. 
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‘Una Serata’ Celebrating Its Ninth Year‘Una Serata’ Celebrating Its Ninth Year‘Una Serata’ Celebrating Its Ninth Year   

Students from Montclair State UniversityStudents from Montclair State University  

Bernard & Erin McGuinness,Bernard & Erin McGuinness,  

Coccia Foundation supportersCoccia Foundation supporters  
Vincent Calabresi, NJIT ‘11Vincent Calabresi, NJIT ‘11  

Deanna Gencarelli, Drew ‘09Deanna Gencarelli, Drew ‘09  

Coccia Institute Director Coccia Institute Director 

Dr. Mary Ann Re, Trustees Dr. Mary Ann Re, Trustees 

Elisa & Joseph Coccia III, Elisa & Joseph Coccia III, 

Professor, Italian & Italian Professor, Italian & Italian 

Graduate Program DirectorGraduate Program Director  

Dr. Andrea Baldi, Dr. Andrea Baldi,   

Michelangelo & Catherine Michelangelo & Catherine 

Vignale, President of ITANJVignale, President of ITANJ  

  

10th Anniversary Celebration at 10th Anniversary Celebration at   

Ravello’s, East Hanover, NJRavello’s, East Hanover, NJ  
  

April 11th, 2014April 11th, 2014  



 
 
 
 
 
 

 At the threshold of the fifth annual symposium of Teaching Italian, we easily observed the enthusiasm and    
commitment of organizers, speakers, and participants.  The topic, Culture at the Core of Unit Planning, was extensive — 
it ranged a wealth of themes and skills and featured the expertise of speakers and workshop leaders, with their research 
and excellence in teaching.  For those of us who are already familiar with this signature event for Italian professional    
development at Montclair State University, we would consider this description to also be applicable to the previous four 
symposia, which highlighted speaking, writing, technology, and the advanced placement exam. 
 
 With every symposia, the comments and suggestions that were made provided us with an opportunity to reflect 
and discuss on how to make things even better.  In response to the feedback that we collected, the program and format 
of the fifth symposium evolved and flourished.  In her keynote address, Dr. Flavia Laviosa shared with us how to unlock 
the potential of Italian culture instruction.  The symposium featured an interactive panel discussion, moderated by this 
writer, on the challenges and opportunities of teaching Italian culture.  The panelists, Drs. Anna DeFina, Luciana Fellin, 
Flavia Laviosa, and the audience engaged in sharing best practices based in sound pedagogy.  The workshops, a hands-on 
collaborative development of teaching materials, offered participants more time on task, which had been a recurring   
request.  Participants selected from two of the four workshops offered on topics integrating culture and writing,         
technology, songs, and everyday teaching practices.  This new format was a success. 
 
 Moreover, we honored one of the participants with the Coccia-Inserra Award for Excellence and Innovation in 
Teaching of Italian K-12.  Maria Abate DeBlasio received the award, which will be used to advance Italian language and 
culture curriculum and programming at Palisades Park High School.  We are profoundly grateful for the generosity of 
both Cav. Joseph Coccia, Jr., and Lawrence R. Inserra, Jr., “who have clearly exhibited their awareness of the necessity of 
both recognizing and supporting, in the Renaissance notion of patronage, the teaching of Italian language and             
culture” (Anthony Julian Tamburri).  To review the program and see pictures from this exciting event, please visit the       
Department of Spanish and Italian website: http://www.montclair.edu/chss/spanish-italian/tiv. 
 
 Montclair State University is very fortunate to be in a position to host this signature event with the support of the 
Joseph and Elda Coccia Institute for the Italian Experience in America.  This is the legacy of the late Cav. Joseph Coccia, 
Jr., who, in 2008, inaugurated “Teaching Italian Symposium. Meeting I: Speaking” — to promote the teaching of Italian     
language and culture and to provide the opportunities for professional development, whereby teachers of all levels can 
further the quality of their teaching of Italian.  We look forward to continuing that legacy on Friday, October 18, 2013, 
with Teaching Italian VI: CineLezione, featuring keynote speaker Piero Garofalo and workshop leaders Tania Convertini, 
Elisa Dossena, and Teresa Lobalsamo, and all future symposia. 
 
 

Enza Antenos-Conforti 
Italian Professor, Dept. of Spanish & Italian 
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Teaching Italian VI: CineLezioneTeaching Italian VI: CineLezioneTeaching Italian VI: CineLezione   
   

at Montclair State Universityat Montclair State Universityat Montclair State University   

  

  

Coccia Foundation AppointsCoccia Foundation Appoints  

Pennsylvania Regional Student LiaisonPennsylvania Regional Student Liaison  
  

Join us in welcoming Gino RandazzoJoin us in welcoming Gino Randazzo  
at ginorandazzo@cocciafoundation.orgat ginorandazzo@cocciafoundation.org  
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 Teaching has been my dream since I was in the seventh grade.  Teaching in another country was also another dream 
of mine; one that I never thought would come true.  Thanks to Coccia Foundation, I was able to make my dream a reality. 
Last year, my once-thought impossible dream came true.  I found a program in Italy, where I could teach English to Italian   
students.  The program is called Associazione Culturale Linguisrica Educational, otherwise known as A.C.L.E.  I went through a 
long screening process, where I first applied and then, if accepted, completed a distance-learning course.  As a new tutor, it 
was required I attend a week-long orientation in San Remo, Italy.  There I met other new tutors like myself from England, 
Scotland, Ireland, Whales, America, Canada, South Africa, and Australia.  During the week, staff and return tutors from      
previous years taught us A.C.L.E.’s philosophy and how to teach English to Italian students in order to spark a positive      
experience with the language. 

 Teaching English in Italy was a tremendously unique    
experience.  The students I taught were a pleasure to work with. 
Their desire and spirit was magnetic.  I had the privilege of     
working with students of varying age groups and English abilities. 
It was crucial to speak slowly, clearly, and incorporate gestures in 
order for students to understand the information I was trying to 
convey.  In order to be an effective teacher of English, I            
implemented engaging and effective lessons to spark positive    
feelings towards the English language.  Teaching for A.C.L.E. gave 
me the tools and strategies to support the learning of students 
whose first language is not English.  In addition, I learned how to 
recognize students’ needs without verbal expression. 
  

 The experiences I gained in Italy while working for 
A.C.L.E. helped me grow in a positive direction, not only as a 
teacher, but a person as well.  I matured a great deal and was able 
to develop my teaching skills in a highly productive and effective 
way.  My experience with A.C.L.E. last year caused my comfort 
level in the classroom to reach new heights.  Since returning from 
Italy, I have graduated from Ramapo College of New Jersey with a 
B.A. in history, a minor in anthropology, as well as obtaining my 
secondary social studies teacher certification.  While teaching in 
America, I have implemented the A.C.L.E. philosophy by      
stimulating my students’ imaginations, challenging their views,  
promoting critical thinking, and encouraging and motivating them. 
Comparing my experience with A.C.L.E. with my familiarity of 
teachers in America, I have made it a point not to speak at my   

students, but to speak with them, and provide a positive climate in which student self-discovery learning occurs. It is           
important as a teacher to realize that I am not a “dictator” of learning, but rather a “facilitator” of learning.  
  

 With the knowledge, skills, innovative ideas, pupil centered ideas, and philosophies I learned from A.C.L.E. and my   
experiences since, I feel I have taken my teaching ability to a new level.  Facilitating learning, especially group learning, being 
creative, flexible, compassionate, and self-confident are all ways I have grown as a person and a teacher.  Mastering these traits 
through A.C.L.E. has made it possible for me to become a more confident and effective teacher.  Through A.C.L.E., I was 
able to cultivate friendships with a multitude of other tutors and with the Italian helpers I met and worked with at my camps. 
Since my return to America, they have blossomed into what will become life long friendships.  I learned and developed my 
teaching skills, strategies, and philosophies, which I have implemented and expanded on in my classrooms in America.  Finally, 
I was able to gain a basic comprehension of the Italian language, as well as gaining many cultural experiences, such as cooking      
traditional Italian dishes with the families I lived with in Italy.  As a result, I have become a more independent, self-confident, 
and mature individual and teacher.  
 

Christina Luzzi 
Ramapo, Class of 2013 

 

Two Worlds, One ClassroomTwo Worlds, One ClassroomTwo Worlds, One Classroom   



 During my first year as Student Liaison to Coccia Foundation’s AMICI della Cultura Italiana, I have thoroughly        
enjoyed working with the students of the different universities in our network.  They are truly an energetic and passionate 
group of young people.  Their pride for the Italian culture, language, and tradition 
guides every aspect of their lives.  As Student Liaison, I was greatly assisted by our 
Steering Committee Louis Garzone of Rutgers University, Deanna Gencarelli, Alumni 
Advisor of Drew University, Joseph Natale of Stevens Institute of Technology,     
Christina Luzzi of Ramapo College, and Emmanuela Andolina of Montclair State    
University.  These students helped organize many events for the students and our       
bi-annual meetings with all the university organizations. 
 

 This year, we began a workshop series at our bi-annual meetings, held in the 
fall and spring.  Each workshop is student-centered and focuses on any issues that may 
arise, as the students are running their organizations throughout the year, such as   
fundraising and event ideas, as well as membership retention and expansion.  It is      
extremely encouraging to see how skillfully the students execute events.  All AMICI 
della Cultura Italiana events are attended by many different members of each university 
and, undoubtedly, a network that grows exponentially each year.  In May, Mrs. Elda 
Coccia, Elisa Coccia and I held an interest session for any schools that were interested 
in joining our New Jersey/New York region of AMICI della Cultura Italiana.  We are 
proud to announce that five more universities will be joining our network in the fall, 
making a total of 23, and they will be joining us at our NJ/NY kickoff meeting for the new academic year on September 28, 
2013, at Montclair State University.  We are also very excited about our first meeting of the new academic year with our     
ever-expanding Philadelphia/Delaware region of AMICI della Cultura Italiana to be held at Saint Joseph’s University on       
October 5, 2013.  We look forward to a strong presence in this region in the future. 
 

 Although the 2012-2013 academic year was very successful for AMICI della Cultura Italiana, it was also marked with 
much sadness.  The passing of Cavaliere Joseph Coccia, Jr., in January, left a hole in the AMICI family.  Cav. Coccia was, in 
every sense of the word, a “gentleman.”  He had a kind word and warm smile for everyone, but he had a particularly soft spot 
for his “students.”  I can personally attest to this going back to when I first met Cav. Joseph Coccia, Jr., as a Rutgers student in 
2005 — I was amazed by his passion and energy.  He was a man that knew his true purpose in life, something that many    
people spend their entire lives searching for.  He always spoke of “Passing the Torch” of the Italian culture and language onto 
the future generations, and he was a great success at it.  I don’t know any other person who was able to rally young people the 
way Cav. Coccia did.  His passion was so contagious that, as college students, we would joke that when “Mr. Coccia,” as we all 
respectfully referred to him against his wishes, called on a Friday night, we would skip the frat party or football game, put on 
our Sunday best, and go to one of the many Italian American events, where he would introduce us as his “students.” 
 

 When I accepted the position of Student Liaison and met the current college students this past year, they told me that 
they would do the exact same thing.  This was not because these students felt they owed him something, but because each one 
of these young people had a personal connection with this man, and they were happy to spend time with him and enjoyed  
seeing him inspire the crowd wherever he spoke.  This is proof of the indelible mark Mr. Coccia left on countless young     
people.  There is no better testament to this than the sheer number of people in their 20’s who attended Mr. Coccia’s wake 
and funeral.  These young people, many of whom have never attended a wake or funeral before, came from far and wide to 
pay their respects.  As part of the technological generation, scores of AMICI students and alumni wrote beautiful tributes, 
thanking Mr. Coccia for the contributions to their lives on Facebook and Twitter.  Through the creation of the AMICI della 
Cultura Italiana network, Mr. Coccia made it possible for hundreds of students to study abroad in Italy and to continue their 
education in Italian studies. 
 

 “AMICI” goes so much further than college Italian clubs for its members.  “Kids” who met through AMICI are now 
married adults expecting kids of their own, and countless strong, lifelong friendships have been formed through this network, 
all because a man had a vision to start a network that has become AMICI della Cultura Italiana.  For this, we are all eternally    
grateful to Mr. and Mrs. Coccia and to Coccia Foundation.  We look forward to working with Elisa Coccia, who has been a 
real champion for the students this year, and seeing the great things that AMICI della Cultura Italiana and its members will   
accomplish in the future… never forgetting the ideals of pride in the Italian culture that Cavaliere Joseph Coccia, Jr., taught us. 
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NJ/NY Student Liaison UpdateNJ/NY Student Liaison UpdateNJ/NY Student Liaison Update   

Michael Grillo, NJ/NY Student 
Liaison, Coccia Foundation 



 

 The Coccia Institute and the Department of Spanish and Italian hosted their    

annual Italian Scholarships and Awards Ceremony on April 3rd, ably assisted by volunteers 
from the MSU AMICI club.  The evening reception in University Hall’s Adelina Granito 
Ferraro Lounge boasted the participation of an unprecedented number of donors and family     
members of award recipients, in addition to the academic community. 
 Dr. Mary Ann Re, Director of the Coccia Institute for the Italian Experience in 
America, kicked off the occasion, taking stock of both student and faculty accomplishments 
over the past year, and surprising the audience with the news that a cake-cutting ceremony 
celebrating the 10th anniversary of the founding of the Coccia Institute by Cav. Joseph and 
Elda Coccia was to follow the presentation of the student awards.  What better occasion on 
which to mark the formal signing on March 27, 2003, of the documents establishing the    
Institute! 
 As the first awards ceremony to be held after the loss of Cav. Coccia, a reflective 
tone served as a poignant backdrop to this otherwise joyous occasion.  Heartfelt thanks and 
cherished memories were shared in moving remarks by numerous participants, including 
Dean Marietta Morrissey and Prof. Andrea Dini on behalf of the College of Humanities and 
Social Sciences and the Department of Spanish and Italian.  Speaking for her mother Elda, 
her sister Marisa Coccia Kettelhut and her niece Kristen Kettelhut, in attendance, and the 
entire Coccia family, Coccia Foundation President Elisa congratulated the award recipients, 
thanked the generous donors, and shared her thoughts on her parents’ having passed the  
torch to her.  Under her leadership, Joseph and Elda’s legacy will live on via the Coccia   
Institute, the scholarship programs, and the entire menu of Coccia Foundation’s charitable, 
educational, and cultural initiatives.  
 The generosity of the community continues to amaze us.  Fully fourteen      
achievement, study abroad, and internship awards from nine remarkable donors, both     
individuals and organizations, were presented.  Particularly meaningful was the conferral of 
the awards to the outstanding students by the donors themselves.  
 

Maria Manzetti Memorial Scholarship: Sara Conforti 
(Presented by Lizabeth Manzetti Murzakhovsky) 
 

Coccia Foundation-Saddle Brook UNICO Scholarships for Excellence in Italian 
Language: Katherine Rivas, Vincenzo Romagnuolo, Taylor Schaad & Gaetano Sollazzo 
(Presented by Elisa Coccia & Joseph Nasello) 
 

Passaic Valley UNICO Italian Studies Award for Study Abroad: George Clark III 
(Presented by Joseph Agresti, Robert Appaluccio & Salvatore Benvenuti) 
 

Coccia-Inserra Italian Student Internship, Fall 2012: Sonia Sulis 
(Presented by Elisa Coccia) 
 

Inserra-Coccia International Italian Student Internship, Spring 2013: George Clark III 
(Presented by Lindsey & Lawrence Inserra, Jr.) 
 

MSU Italian Program Merit Award for Excellence in Italian & Study Abroad:  
Gaetano Sollazzo (Presented by the MSU Scholarship Committee: Prof. Andrea Dini, Presidente del comitato, Prof.ssa Teresa Fiore, 
Prof.ssa Gina Miele & Prof.ssa Marisa Trubiano) 
 

District 7 UNICO Italian Achievement and Study Abroad Award: Celina Poggiogalle (Presented by Joseph Pitocco) 
 

Conrad J. Schmitt Undergraduate Scholarship: George Clark III (Presented by the Italian Scholarship Committee) 
 

Eleanor Salmon Keyser Fund Scholarship: Michael Spallone (Presented by the Italian Scholarship Committee) 
 

Cav. Joseph Coccia, Jr. Memorial Intermediate Italian Scholarships: Anna Maria Grammatica & Sandra Scavuzzo 
(Presented by Elisa Coccia) 
 

Congratulations to our student recipients, a very special thanks to our generous donors 
and Buon Anniversario — Happy 10th Anniversary, Coccia Institute! 

 

Cav. Mary Ann Re, PhD 
Director, Coccia Institute 
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Dual Celebration at Montclair State UniversityDual Celebration at Montclair State UniversityDual Celebration at Montclair State University   
   

Italian Scholarships & Awards Ceremony & 10th Anniversary of the Coccia InstituteItalian Scholarships & Awards Ceremony & 10th Anniversary of the Coccia InstituteItalian Scholarships & Awards Ceremony & 10th Anniversary of the Coccia Institute   



 
 

 
Dear Coccia Foundation Trustees, 
 

Thank you very much for choosing me as the recipient of your 
Student Awards Program.  I really enjoy learning Italian and I’m 
glad you brought this language to our school; grazie.  I appreciate 
the certificate & your generous gift, and I plan on putting it    
towards my college education. 
 

Sincerely, 
Daniel Ulshoefer, Helen I. Smith Elementary School 
 
 
Dear Mrs. Coccia, 
 

It was lovely to meet you, Elisa & Marisa at Rutgers earlier this 
month.  I cannot thank you enough for the generosity & support 
your family has given me & countless other students.  Thanks to 
your generous scholarship, I am now able to travel to Italy to 
begin my dissertation research. 
 

With sincerest gratitude, 
Jennifer Higgins, Rutgers University 
 
 
Dear Elda & Elisa, 
 

Thank you for the generous gift & the wonderful student award.  
I plan to continue my interest & love for Italian Culture! 
 

Grazie, 
Mary Dragone, Academy of the Holy Angels 
 
 
Dear Elisa, 
 

I wanted to personally say thank you for the scholarship that 
Coccia Foundation awarded me.  I was excited to hear that I  
received such an award.  Studying abroad has been a dream of 
mine that I can finally do.  I wanted also to say thanks to Elda 
for making it possible for me to obtain this scholarship.  I believe 
Coccia Foundation truly is a wonderful organization.  I am proud 
to represent Coccia Foundation through Ramapo College’s    
Italian Club (part of the AMICI of the Foundation). 
 

Sincerely, 
Gianna Marie Casola, Ramapo College 
 
 
Dear Coccia Foundation, 
 

Thank you for the scholarship.  As a freshman, I enjoyed taking 
Italian and will continue on next year. 
 

Grazie! 
Stephanie Bianchino, Old Bridge High School 
 
 
GRAZIE GRAZIE GRAZIE FAMIGLIA COCCIA!!! 
 

Susan Fischer, Teacher of Italian, Ocean Township 

 
 

 
Dear Elisa, 
 

I am writing to thank you for selecting me to receive the        
generous Coccia Foundation Scholarship.  I feel very honored to 
have been chosen.  Next year, I will be attending Rensselaer 
Polytechnic Institute as a chemistry major.  Although I cannot 
trace my personal roots to Italy, my four years of leaning about 
the Italian language, culture, music & cuisine with Professor 
Campione have encouraged me to pursue even more deeply my 
study of Italian.  Therefore, I hope to continue in my study of 
the Italian language.  My family and I are extremely grateful that I 
was chosen to receive this scholarship.  Once again, thank you 
for your generosity. 
 

Sincerely yours, 
Lisa Mazukewicz, Hamilton High School No.-Nottingham 
 
 
Dear Michael, 
 

Thank you so much for my scholarship and for everything you & 
the Coccia Family do that undoubtedly assures the continued 
support of Italian & Italian American studies. 
 

With sincerest gratitude, 
Loryn M. Fallon, Bryn Mawr College 
 
 
Dear Coccia Family, 
 

I am a first-year medical student at UMDNJ, and I am honored 
to receive a $1,000 scholarship from you.  I would like to express 
my sincere gratitude for the generous donors who established 
this fund.  I truly aspire to one day be able to give back &      
support future students as they prepare to achieve their dreams. 
 

Sincerely, 
Michael Ullo, UMDNJ 
 
 
Dear Elda & Elisa Coccia, 
 

Thank you so much for recognizing my academic                   
accomplishments in Italian language & culture at MTHS’s Senior 
Awards Night.  It is really touching when people praise you for 
your hard work & dedication in one subject. 
 

Sincerely, 
Christa Ceconi, Montville Township High School 
 
 
Dear Ms. Coccia & Coccia Foundation Board, 
 

Thank you so much for awarding me the Daidone Scholarship; I 
am very honored & grateful.  I wouldn’t have been able to study 
in Rome if it were not for your Foundation. 
 

From, 
Deanna Dollbaum, Saint Joseph’s University 

 

A Note of ThanksA Note of ThanksA Note of Thanks   
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 The concept of an “American Garden” in our Sister City Greve-in-Chianti, Italy, was proposed by the Mayor of 
Greve, Alberto Bencista, at a meeting in April of 2011, held in Rehoboth Beach, Delaware.  This meeting was in conjunction 
with the celebration of Verrazano Day, an annual holiday in the Tuscan City.  A delegation of Italian dignitaries and citizens 
were in Rehoboth Beach to co-sign the Sister Cities agreement which had been first signed in Greve-in-Chianti on April 17, 
2010.  Mayor Bencista addressed his fellow citizens via satellite from the Boardwalk Plaza Hotel in Rehoboth Beach, sending 
greetings from him and the Italian delegation as those in Italy celebrated Verrazano Day along with us in the U.S.  That dream 
came to fruition in April of 2012, when a delegation of citizens and Board members of the Rehoboth Beach Sister Cities         
Association attended the opening of the “AMERICAN GARDEN OF THE NAVIGATORS” in Greve, dedicated to the 
friendship of the two cities. 
 

 From that success, it was decided to propose the idea of an Italian garden in Delaware to the Rehoboth Beach City 
Council — an idea which met with much negativism.  After much debate, research and perseverance on the part of the Sister 
Cities Association and many residents of Rehoboth Beach, the City Council agreed to allow the “Garden” to be built.  A    
landscape architect was hired to design the “Garden” and, with the financial help of the Delaware Commission on Italian  
Heritage and Culture and many private donors, including the Coccia Foundation, the garden was constructed.  The dedication 
and weekend long celebration was 
held on June 21-23, 2013,        
attended by Mayor Bencista and 
an eight member delegation from 
Greve.  Phase II of the project — 
the addition of educational  kiosks 
to the “Garden” — giving          
information, historical facts, etc., 
about various Italian Navigators 
who had an impact on the United 
States, will begin in 2014. 
 

Mary Teresa Sachele-Morrison, 
Professor of Romance Language & Literature 
The Rehoboth Beach Sister Cities Association, Board Member 
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Layout & Visual Design  —  Vincent Coccia 

Coccia Institute Upcoming EventsCoccia Institute Upcoming EventsCoccia Institute Upcoming Events   
 
Date:   Friday, October 18, 2013 (8:30 am to 4:00 pm) 
Event:   Teaching Italian Symposium-Workshops (Meeting VI):  Current Approaches to Film in the Classroom  
Location:   University Hall—7th floor Conference Center (Montclair State University) 
Sponsored and organized by the Coccia Institute and the Department of Spanish and Italian; Co-sponsored by the Inserra Chair.   
 
Date:   Wednesday, March 26, 2014 (8:30 am to 3:00 pm) 
Event:   Italian Language and Culture Day — “Un viaggio nel tempo: ieri e domani (A Journey in Time: Yesterday and Today)” 
             Original performances in Italian by students in NJ middle schools and high schools  
Location:   University Hall—7th floor Conference Center (Montclair State University) 
Sponsored and organized by the Coccia Institute and ITANJ (Italian Teachers Association of New Jersey). 
 
Date:   Wednesday, April 2, 2014 (5:30 pm to 7:00 pm) 
Event:   Italian Scholarships and Awards Ceremony 
Location:   University Hall—Adelina Ferrero Granito Lounge (Montclair State University) 
 
For additional information, please contact Coccia Institute director Dr. Mary Ann Re at 973-655-4038 or rem@montclair.edu. 
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 On November 23, 1980, a disastrous earthquake devastated the towns of Avellino, Salerno, and Potenza.  Joseph 
immediately volunteered to be the Earthquake Project Coordinator, taking on the challenging task of raising funds to 
help rebuild.  The homeless families and their children received a helping hand from UNICO National.  They were    
particularly interested in the program that the Emergency Earthquake Committee that Boys’ Towns of Italy Inc., had  
initiated to assist the Child-Victims of the 1980 Earthquake [according to a report presented to UNICO National from 

Monsignor J. Patrick Carroll-Abbing, President of the Boys’ 
Towns of Italy Inc.]. 
 

 Joseph and his outstanding committee worked tirelessly to 
raise approximately $500,000 in five months, which funded the 
following eight buildings: Kindergarten in Bisaccia, Community 
Center in Muro Lucano, Elementary School in Torella dei 
Lombardi, Kindergarten in Caposele, three Infant-Care Centers in 
San Mango sul Calore, Carife, and Sant’ Andrea di Conza, and a 
Kindergarten in Ricigliano.  At the Carife Infant-Care Center’s 
grand opening, three children were selected to cut the ribbon.  
The center assisted infants and the very young as well as their 
working mothers.  The collective fundraising endeavor would be 
one of the many commendable deeds that Joseph performed to 
have been decorated and knighted as “Cavaliere” in the Order of 
Merit by the Italian Government in Rome, Italy.  This prestigious 
association was not to pay them back, but to stimulate others to 
compete for this honor [according to Carlo Alberto, RE, who 
signed the official document on January 16, 1987]. 
 

 Joseph received a letter from UNICO National stating, “We are proud to be associated with you as fellow    
UNICANS, and also as fellow Americans.  Your unselfish actions over the 
past five months have helped to assure many thousands of the inflicted Italians 
and their children, that they will now have a place to go.”  During one of the 
trips to Italy, several committee members were surprised with a private viewing 
with Pope John Paul II, arranged by Monsignor J. Patrick Carroll-Abbing.   
Joseph felt inadequate to meet the Pope without his suit jacket; however, he 
had previously given away all of his clothes to the earthquake victims and    
literally went home only with the clothes on his back. 
 

 Joseph’s accomplishments are 
endless, including an “Honorary     
Membership” from PBA Local 21 for 
spearheading a committee to raise funds 

for 140 bullet proof vests in Kearny in 1979, making him the only civilian to      
receive such an honor in 70 years; UNICO National Vastola Award in 1982; Seton 
Hall “Man of the Year” in 1997; Honorary Degree of Doctor of Humane Letters 
at Montclair State University in 2004; and the UNICO National Cianci Award in 
2012 – just to name a few.  People often asked, “Was there only one Joseph     
Coccia, Jr.?”  Even though Joseph had more than his share of adversities, he was 
the first one to count his blessings… first to God, and then to his wife Elda, who 
stood faithfully by his side for more than sixty years.  He was also very proud of 
his children and the lives they each created for themselves.  However, during the 
last ten years, he became especially proud of “his students,” as he fondly called 
them, referring to the creation of the multi-cultural student network, AMICI     
della Cultura  Italiana.  Joseph Coccia, Jr.’s, extraordinary vision is certainly realized. 

Cav. Joseph Coccia, Jr. Cav. Joseph Coccia, Jr. Cav. Joseph Coccia, Jr. ———   “A Vision Realized”“A Vision Realized”“A Vision Realized”   

Ribbon-cutting ceremony of the Infant-Care Center 
in Carife, Provincia di Avellino. 

Pope John Paul II giving a special blessing 

Elda and Cav. Joseph Coccia, Jr., 
founders of Coccia Foundation     

and Coccia Institute 



Spring meeting of the Conference of Presidents of Major Italian American Organizations held on 
Saturday, June 8, 2013 at the Arsenal Conference Room in Central Park, New York City 

 

 Chaired by Joseph Sciame, the meeting included representatives of the overall membership of 40 major Italian 
American organizations throughout the United States and attending was Elisa Coccia, President of Coccia Foundation.     
Attending the meeting and conveying updated and related information concerning the activities for the 2013: Year of Italian 
Culture in the United States was Minister Natalia Quintavalle, Consul General of Italy to New York, and Director Magnani 
of the Italian Tourist Board, as well as the Executive Directors of the Cooley’s Anemia Foundation and Boys’/Girls’ Towns 
of Italy. The Conferees discussed a variety of topics and focused on the year 2014, the 40th Anniversary of the Conference 
and an appropriate to be planned national event.  For further information regarding the Conference of Presidents of Major 
Italian American Organizations, please contact Joseph Sciame, Chair, at 718-990-1486 or sciamej@stjohns.edu. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Coccia Foundation 
            “Passing the Torch” 
 

23 Leswing Avenue 
Saddle Brook, NJ 07663 
 

Thank you for bringing our Italian 
culture and heritage into your home. 

 

Joe Agresti, Vastola Award RecipientJoe Agresti, Vastola Award RecipientJoe Agresti, Vastola Award Recipient   
   

The Dr. Anthony P. Vastola Award is the highestThe Dr. Anthony P. Vastola Award is the highestThe Dr. Anthony P. Vastola Award is the highest   
and most meritorious award that UNICO Nationaland most meritorious award that UNICO Nationaland most meritorious award that UNICO National   

may bestow on any UNICAN.may bestow on any UNICAN.may bestow on any UNICAN.   

 

Join Today! 
 

Our membership continues to grow! 
 

If  you value the vision & mission 
of  Coccia Foundation, 

become a member & join us 
in “Passing the Torch” 
to future generations. 

 

Membership applications can          
be found on our website: 

www.cocciafoundation.org 

Members of Passaic Valley UNICO Chapter (L to R): 
Joyce O’Hara, Robert Appaluccio, Chapter President, 

Joseph Agresti, PNP, Steve Pelonero & Salvatore Benvenuti 
   

Photo courtesy of Steve Pelonero 


