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Interview to Elisa Coccia

From immigration to culture:

Umberto Mucci

There are institutions that are
born from the generosity of in-
dividuals, and that outlive them
after they are gone. They become
a remarkable legacy — one that
keeps their memory alive with
graticude and pride, honoring
those who taught us so much and
who will always remain with us.

Today we share a story that em-
bodies exactly this spirit, promot-
ing Iraly in New Jersey through a
wide range of initiatives. We do
so by welcoming Elisa Coccia,
President of the Coccia Founda-
tion, who continues with dedica-
tion and respect the work begun
by her parents, Joseph and Elda
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Elda and Cav. Joseph Coccia, Jr.

Coccia.

My first question is about your
family and your Italian roots:
which part of Italy do you come
from, and how did your family ar-
rive in the United States?

Our family story reflects the broad-
er experience of Italian immigra-
tion to the United States. Between
1800 and 1920, more than four
million Italians came to America,
many settling in cities such as New
York, Boston, and Chicago, where
they contributed to infrastructure
and helped shape American cul-
ture. My grandfather, Joseph Coc-
cia, Sr., followed that path when
he left Norcia, in the province of

Perugia, in 1903 at the age of 17. He
came in search of a better life, driv- Their journey to America was lone
en by poverty, unemployment, and i A
1." }1) Yo e H l‘ “ and difhicult, traveling on a crowd-
lmlltt_‘(" (?ppﬁl tunines. ; )egaln ed ship with scarce food and very
working in the mines in Pennsyl- . : s .
o lg d . | b}l tight living conditions. Despite the
vania, later married, and eventual- L 5
! ! hardship, it was also a moment of
ly moved to New Jersey, where he . " he familv was final
- otked multinle tobs ar the s: great joy, as the family was final-
WREREC H}U {t_lp € I{OI_b at the Same 1y reunited after many vears. Even
time, ncluaing delivering ice, a  ~ . ez .
& g 1€ then, their first year in the United

business he would later own.

States was filled with struggle and
adjustment, and they still faced
prejudice.

These experiences shaped the life of
Joseph Coccia, Jr., who was born in
1929 during the Great Depression.
From a young age, he helped his
facher with physically demanding
work, delivering coal, oil, and ice,
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while also attending school and
learning Italian. His upbringing
instilled a strong work ethic and
a deep connection to Italian lan-
guage, traditions, and values.

What is the history of the Coc-
cia Foundation, and what are its
main activities?

—,,% Coccia
T  Foundation
e Passing the Torchs

The Coccia Foundation was es-
tablished in 1994 by Cavaliere
Joseph Coccia, Jr. and Elda as a
charitable organization dedicat-
ed to supporting educational and

cultural initiatives, particularly
for young people in the Italian
and Italian American communi-
ty. Over time, the foundation has
focused on promoting awareness
of Ttalian culture, history, and so-
cietal contributions, while also
celebrating and preserving this
heritage for future generations.

A central activity of the founda-
tion is the creation of scholar-
ships, especially for students who
pursue lralian studies, either as
a major or minor. These scholar-
ships are not only financial sup-
port but also a way to build re-
ladionships with students as they
move forward in their lives. The
foundation also supports cultural
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and educational events. often

in collaboration with institu-

tions of higher education, re-

inforcing its mission to l{eep
(=

active and

Italian heritage
(=

meaningful.

The motto of the Coccia Foun-
dation is “Passing the torch™
what does it mean?
“Passing the torch” represents
the foundation’s mission and
vision. It is not only symbolic,
but essential for the survival,
relevance, and growth of the
[talian and Italian American
community. It means preserv-
ing cultural identity by ensur-
ing that traditions rooted i

language, history, and \-':1lues

are actively transmicted to

younger generations. Without

this effort, those traditions can

“Passing the Tot

quickly fade.

It also ensures continuity, be-
cause organizations depend on
new generations to remain ac-
tive and strong. Younger peo-
ple bring new energy, ideas,
and perspectives, helping the
foundation evolve while still
honoring its origins. At the

rch™

same time, it fosters a sense of

belonging, encouraging young
people to stay connected to
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Joseph Coccia, Jr. passing the torch to Elisa Coccia

their heritage and to give back to
their community.

Ultimately, “passing the torch’
is about respecting the legacy of
Iralian immigrants, who buile
these communities through sacri-
fice and determination, while en-
suring that their legacy continues
to thrive. It is about preserving
the past, strengthening the pres-
ent, and securing the future.

Your academic spin-off is the
“Joseph and Elda Coccia Insti-
tute for the Italian Experience in
America™ please tell us abour it

The Joseph and Elda Coccia Insti-

tute for the Iralian Experience in

America was established in 2003
at Montclair State University as
the academic arm of the founda-
tion. It is part of the College of
Humanities and Social Sciences
and focuses on promoting ltal-
ian and Iralian American cul-
ture within an academic setting.
Ies key initiatives include annu-
al Teaching Italian Symposiums,
where educators come together
to discuss innovative teaching
methods and Iralian language ed-
ucation. The Institute also organ-
izes cultural events in partnership
with various organizations, such
as the Iralian Flag Raising event
at the university. In addition, it
promotes

community engage-

ment by collaborating with Ital-
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ian businesses and organizations,
helping to strengthen cultural ex-
change and connections.

A question about the Coccia In-
stitute’s study abroad program:
why are these study abroad pro-
grams in Italy so popular among
American students, especially
Italian Americans?

Studying in Italy offers a unique
experience that goes beyond tra-
ditional academics. It combines
education with real-life cultural
immersion, allowing students to
live within the history, art, and
architecture that define the coun-
try. Cities like Rome and Flor-
ence become part of the learning
experience, where culture is pres-
ent in everyday life.

lealy is especially actractive for
fields such as arc history, fash-
ion, culinary arts, and language.
Many universities have estab-
lished partnerships with Italian

mstritutions, making it easier for

students to study abroad and
transfer credits.

Students who pardcipate in
these programs often return with
stronger language skills and a
deeper understanding of Italian
culture. They move beyond text-
book learning and gain a more
natural and authentic connection
to the language. For many, this
experience builds confidence,
adaptability, and a broader per-
spective, and it often inspires a
lasting passion for Iralian culture
and heritage.

What is the
Award?

Coccia-Inserra

The Coccia-Inserra Award for
Excellence and Innovation in the
Teaching of Italian was estab-
lished in 2010 by Cavaliere Joseph
Coccia, Jr. together with Law-
rence R. Inserra, Jr. It recognizes
exceptional educators who con-
tribute to advancing the teaching
of Iralian language and culture.
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The award is presented each year
during the Teaching Italian Sym-
posium at Montclair State Uni-
versity. Initially set at $1,000, it
has grown to $5,000.

Half of the award is designated
for professional development,
while the other half is specifi-
cally intended to support Icalian
language and cultural programs
within the recipient’s classroom.
This reflects the foundation’s on-
going commitment to strength—
ening Italian education.

You are based in New Jersey, a
state with a large Italian Amer-
ican community. Do you collab-
orate with Italian American or-
ganizations in the Garden State?

Yes, collaboration is an important

part of our work. The foundation
has partnered with and support-
ed many Italian American organ-
izations in the region, including
AIAE, Dltalia Programs, the
Federation of Italian American
Societies of New Jersey, the Ttal-
ian American Museum in New

York, ITAN], the Mario Lanza

Institute, the New Jersey Herit-
age Commission, and UNICO
National.

These collaborations allow us to
support a wide range of cultur-
al and educational initiatives,
strengthening connections with-
in the community and helping to
promote Italian heritage across
different generations. Through
these partnerships, we continue
to expand the reach and impact
of our mission.




