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Dear York College Alumni,

I am delighted to be in communication with you again via 
this newsletter. 

The past year has been one of many accomplish-
ments with our year-long golden anniversary, which we 
celebrated from September 2016-September 2017. Some 
of you were here to celebrate with us by attending the 
50th Anniversary Executive Leadership Breakfast, featuring 
a panel discussion by founding professor, Dr. Robert Par-

met and community leaders the Hon. Archie Spigner, Carlisle Towery, retired pres-
ident of the Greater Jamaica Development Corp.; and Daisy Bernard, ‘83. Some of 
you also attended the homecoming events; and I was delighted to see  several of 
you at the gala, a standing-room-only fundraiser at Guastavino’s in Manhattan in 
May; raising almost $400,000 for scholarships. 

The affair helped us to attract three major new donors; and we were also 
proud of extensive coverage in local newspapers on our stellar achievement. To 
those of you, who supported the gala, whether by purchasing a ticket or sending 
a donation, thank you! Those funds will go toward providing merit scholarships 
for our hardworking students.  

In June we graduated the largest class in our history with 1158. They have 
now moved on to graduate schools or careers. Graduates such as Zelifa Grace 
Rajendra is now teaching in a local school; Durrell Washington, is at Columbia 
University pursuing his MSW; Matthew LeBris, a Business major is now employed 
at Damon John’s company, The Shark Group. Meanwhile Reneesia Bailey is at 
the New England School of Law in Springfield, Mass; and Salim Gnabode, is at 
Duke University School of Medicine pursuing Master of Biomedical Science. 

On the facilities front, we continue to lobby our state government for support 
of our proposed Academic Village and Conference Center. As enrollment grows, 
the need for additional space becomes ever more necessary. We will keep you 
informed as we seek public/private partnerships to make this dream a reality.

But in the aggregate, it has been a great season for York College; and with your 
continued support we will persist in our efforts. Similarly, I wish you all the very 
best in all your endeavors as you continue to honor your life’s goals while also 
making your alma mater proud.

Sincerely,

Marcia V. Keizs,
President

Bianca Regina Brown 
Wins NSF Research  
Fellowship
Bianca Regina Brown, York College ’15, is 
now a doctoral student, pursuing Evolu-
tionary Biology at Brown University. She 
was one of 12 CUNY students and recent 
alumni to receive the National Science 
Foundation Graduate Fellowship worth 
$138,000. 

Working with fruit flies, barnacles and 
rodents, Brown researches how environ-
mental changes affect the microbiome 
(the microbes that symbiotically live in 

other creatures, 
particularly bacte-
ria in the gut).

Brown says 
she grew up near 
the beach on the 
island of Jamaica, 
“…so I was always 
interested in the 
environment, al-

though I didn’t realize there was an as-
pect that you could study in the lab.” 

When she came to New York City at 
18, Brown chose York College because of 
its pharmacy program; but after meeting 
biology professor, Elizabeth Alter, she saw 
a different world; one where you could 
study things you never knew existed.

You can get  
updates about 
the York College 
community and

the impact the college and alumni 
are making throughout the world 
by liking us on Facebook at York 
College Alumni Network (YCAN)

DID  
YOU  
KNOW

?



Dear York College Alumni,

As you well know, York College has been a fixture in  
Jamaica, Queens for 50 years. As we march on to-
wards the next 50 years, I’m taking this opportunity 

to reach out to alumni and friends to provide an update on 
where we are and what we’re accomplishing thus far.

Widely acclaimed for its liberal arts curriculum, York has 
nearly 50 major disciplines: Accounting, African-American 
Studies, Anthropology, Art History, Biology, Biotechnolo-
gy, Business Administration, Chemistry, Communications, 
Technology, Computer Science, Economics, Nursing, Oc-
cupational Therapy, Physics, Pre-Medical/Dental, Psychol-

ogy, Physician’s Assistant Studies, Pharmaceutical Sciences, Pre-Law, Social Work, 
Speech Communications, Theatre Arts, Studio Art, Teacher Education, and Wom-
en’s Studies. 

The college’s student body mirrors the community’s rich diversity; currently 
44% of students are African-American, 27% Asian, 22% Latino, 7% Caucasians, and 
many of these students are “first-generation students” the first in their families to 
pursue a bachelor’s degree. These students can encounter numerous challeng-
es such as poor academic preparation, family responsibilities, and inadequate fi-
nances. York College stands above other institutions in embracing these students 
and supporting their success. Here, they are nurtured in an atmosphere of high 
expectations; they graduate well-prepared for graduate study, or the workforce. 

York’s award-winning faculty members pride themselves not just on their 
teaching abilities: but on their dedication to the development of their students 
into successful global citizens. York professors often spend countless personal 
hours ensuring that their students succeed in their classes and career choices.

The Student Loan Report website recently commended York College for also 
being one of the country’s top institutions for graduating student’s debt-free. York 
placed in the top 10 among 300 public and private colleges across the country 
whose graduates had the lowest student debt. 

York College’s facilities include an up-to-the-minute science lab, an expansive 
micro-computer lab, a 150-seat theatre, a 1,500-seat auditorium, which has fea-
tured live performances by popular performers and classical musicians. The col-
lege’s gymnasium features an Olympic-sized swimming pool, indoor track, and 
state-of-the-art gym equipment. York’s 50-acre campus is also host to the FDA 
Regional Testing Laboratory, which has partnered with York to provide training 
and internships for our students as well as faculty exchanges.

Perhaps it’s been a while since you’ve visited the campus. I would certainly 
welcome the opportunity to schedule time for a tour and a meeting with myself  
and college president, Dr. Marcia V. Keizs. You can see first-hand the amazing 
things that are happening here at your alma mater. 

Best,

Shereitte C. Stokes III, ACFRE
Vice President for Institutional Advancement

2017 Salk Scholarship  
Recipient from York 
College
Olayinka Oladipupo, a graduate of the 
class of 2016, was one of the scholars 
who received this year’s prestigious 
Dr. Jonas E. Salk Scholarship. The high-
ly-competitive Salk Scholarship is award-
ed annually to only eight CUNY gradu-
ates and graduating seniors preparing 
for MD and PhD programs in the biolog-
ical sciences and chemistry. Throughout 
its history, York has amassed nearly 30 
Salk Scholarships.

Growing up in a small town in Nige-
ria, Oladipupo dreamed of becoming a 
physician. It all started when he broke his 

arm as a child, de-
veloped an infec-
tion after a delay 
in medical treat-
ment, and was 
finally taken to a 
hospital where he 
encountered the 

possibilities of modern medicine. Since 
then, his sights have been set on a med-
ical career, a pursuit that he was working 
toward when he won a visa lottery to 
the United States. 

Oladipupo, mentored by York’s Dr. 
Ruel Desamero, graduated summa cum 
laude with the Bachelor of Science in 
Biotechnology. He also credits Dr. Adam 
Profit, Dr. Louis Levinger, Dr. Ivica Arsov 
and Dr. Andrew Criss, the college’s Pre-
med advisor, for his success.

At York, Oladipupo excelled as a stu-
dent government leader and was award-
ed the CUNY Vice Chancellor’s Student 
Leader of the Year award in 2016. He was 
also the founding president of the Under-
graduate Research Club and a member in 
Pi Eta Kappa fraternity. As a volunteer at 
St. John’s Episcopal Hospital in Far Rocka-
way, Queens, he has witnessed the com-
passion and care he hopes to emulate in 
his own career as a physician. Oladipu-
po is pursuing his medical education at 
SUNY Upstate Medical University. 
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York Alumni Celebrate Class Reunions
The alumni classes of 1972, 1977, 1982, 
1987, 1992, and 1997 celebrated their re-
union on Friday, June 2, 2017. The reunion-
ing alumni kicked off their day by march-
ing in the college’s 47th Commencement 
exercises processional with the 2017 grad-
uating class. That activity was followed 
with attending the VIP post-commence-
ment reception, hosted by President Keizs.

The highlight of the day was the Class 
Reunion luncheon where alumni had the 
opportunity to pore over their yearbooks 
and reminisce about their student days 
at York with some of the retired and long-
standing faculty in attendance.

The retired faculty included Professors 
Emerti Jack Schlein (Biology), Laura Fishman 
(History and Philosphy), Charles Coleman 
(English), and Joseph Malkevitch (Mathe-
matics). Longstanding faculty members 

Professors Howard Ruttenberg and Robert 
Parmet were also at the luncheon.

The keynote faculty speaker for the 
luncheon was Professor James Como 
from the Performing and Fine Arts de-
partment, who had recently announced 
his retirement. As York celebrated its 50th 
Anniversary, the 2017 spring semester 
also marked Professor Como’s 50th year 
in teaching in higher education. Forty 
nine of those years were at York College. 

Alumni representatives from each 
class were invited to the podium to speak 
about the impact York had on their lives. 
Many mentioned the amount of walking 
they did throughout Jamaica to get to 
classes before the current campus was 
built. They also shared the names of York 
faculty who had mentored them and 
guided their career paths.

Dr. Pashko Camaj ’97 made a special 
presentation of his printed dissertation 
book that fulfilled his degree of Doctor 
of Public Health in the Mailman School 
of Public Health at Columbia University. 

The Office of Institutional Advance-
ment is very grateful to all the alumni 
who joined us for a day of friendship and 
nostalgia at York College.

Keynote faculty speaker Professor James Como 

30th Alumni Class Reunion - Class of ‘87 with 
Alumni Association President

40th Alumni Class Reunion - Class of ‘77 35th Alumni Class Reunion - Class of ‘82

25th Alumni Class Reunion - Class of ‘92 20th Alumni Class Reunion - Class of ‘97
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York Hosts 50th Anniversary Gala 
It was an evening to remember as the York College Foundation 
held its 50th Anniversary Gala on May 10th at Guastavino’s in 
Manhattan. The event, chaired by Jack L. Glasser, Esq. ’78, was 
well attended by business leaders, politicians, community sup-
porters, alumni and members of the college community.

The gala honored the Catsimatidis Family, founders and 
owners of the Red Apple Group; Icema Gibbs, Director of Cor-
porate Social Responsibility and a founding member of JetBlue 
Airways; and Dr. Ashok Nigalaye, former chief executive officer 
and chairman of Epic Pharma LLC.

Bill Evans, senior meteorologist for Channel 7, emceed the 
festivities.

In addition to the awards presented to the honorees, inspir-
ing speeches were also given by Class of 2017 students Dian-
na Rodriguez, Colin Bobb and class valedictorian Zelifa “Grace” 
Rajendra.

The program closed with the enthusiastic singing of the 
college’s anthem, “Alma Mater,” composed by alumna Andrea 

Kazlas ‘87; followed by dancing into the night to music provid-
ed by The Q&A Experience, a band headed by York music profes-
sors Jonathan Quash and Mark Adams.

Dr. Ashok Nigalaye addresses the crowd of more than 400 guests at Guastavino’s

Colin Bobb, Jr. ’17, Dianna Rodriguez ’17, President Keizs, and Valedictorian 
Grace Rajendra ’17

President Marcia V. Keizs and Master of  
Ceremonies Bill Evans

Chair of the York College Foundation Board Michelle Chow-Tai and the 
Catsimatidis family 

The Q&A Experience, featuring York’s own Music instructors Jonathan 
Quash and Mark Adams provided live music
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In Memoriam
Dr. Daniel Brietstein ’85

Dr. Brietstein en-
rolled at York as a 
17 year-old straight 
out of Cardoza High 
School. He complet-
ed enough required 
courses at York to be 

accepted into medical school at Univer-
sidad del Noreste (Northeastern Univer-
sity) in Mexico without the undergrad-
uate degree. But Brietstein wanted to 
close the loop at York. So, from medical 
school he returned to York College to 
complete his baccalaureate degree in 
Biology. 

Dr. Janis Jones
Dr. Janis W. Jones 
served the York Col-
lege community for 
six years (2005-2011). 
As vice president for 
Student Develop-
ment, Dr. Jones was 

known not only for her role in support-
ing student success, but for providing 
staff and managers with professional 
development opportunities and en-
couragement in pursuing advanced de-
grees for professional growth and career 
advancement.

Professor Emeritus, Dr. Frank Pomilla
Dr. Pomilla received 
his BS, MS and PhD 
in Physics from Ford-
ham University. He 
was on the faculty of 
St. John’s University 
for 15 years before 

joining York College as a founding pro-
fessor. He served on York’s faculty for 
more than 20 years; and was the col-
lege’s first Chairman of the Department 
of Natural Sciences. Dr. Pomilla retired 
from York in 1992.

Vanessa Raghubar ‘17
Vanessa Raghubar, a 
class of 2017 gradu-
ating senior, was trag-
ically killed in a dev-
astating car accident. 
According to the 
Psychology Depart-

ment, Ms. Raghubar was “a shining light 
in her courses, asking questions, adding 
to the discussions and seeking clarifica-
tion as she was making decisions about 
her future.” Ms. Raghubar’s bachelor’s 
degree was posthumously presented to 
her grieving family at York’s 47th Com-
mencement Exercises on June 2, 2017. 

Professor Winsome Smickle ’99
Professor Winsome 
Smickle graduated 
from York College 
in 1999 and earned 
her Master’s degree 
in Psychology from 
Adelphi University. 

She began teaching at York as an ad-
junct lecturer in 2001, and joined the 
faculty fulltime in 2009.

The York College Alumni Association Scholarship and Awards Gala
York’s 50th Anniversary gala was not 
the only celebration taking place at the 
college. The York College Alumni Associ-
ation held its 29th Annual scholarships 
and Awards Gala on September 30th at 
Antun’s of Queens Village.

The Alumni Association awarded 
scholarships to sophomore and juniors for 
their academic excellence. The students 

represented majors in Occupational Ther-
apy, Nursing and Business Administration.

Other individuals honored included 
Anthony D. Andrews, Jr., Ed.D., the recipient 
of the Distinguished Alumnus award and 
Professor Olajide S. Oladipo, Ph.D., from 
York’s Department of Business and Eco-
nomics, who received the Distinguished 
Faculty award. Joann Floyd-Whitehead 

was the Community Service award recip-
ient and Linda Hand-Chesney, York’s direc-
tor of Career Services, received the Merito-
rious Services award.

Following the award presentations, 
guests were ready to hit the dance floor. 
The event was truly a celebration of the 
spirit of excellence representing the York 
College community and Queens.

Student Scholarship Recipients York Alumni Association Board members with Anthony Andrews (in bow tie)
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York College Commencement 2017
On Friday, June 2nd, York College hosted 
its 47th Commencement Exercises. At 
1150-strong, the Class of 2017 was York’s 
largest to date. Keynote speaker, New 
York Secretary of State Rosanna Rosado, 
and Valedictorian Zilefa “Grace” Rajendra, 
had inspiring remarks for the graduates. 

The ceremony also featured encour-
aging words from CUNY Board of Trustees 
member Lorraine Cortes-Vasquez and Mat-
thew Sapienza, CUNY Senior Vice Chan-
cellor and CFO; as well as Senator Chuck 
Schumer, Queens Borough President Me-
linda Katz and Councilman I. Daneek Miller. 

2017 VALEDICTORIAN  
Zilefa Grace Rajendra

Valedictorian Zelifa “Grace” Rajen-
dra, the married mother of four, 
was born in Guyana and graduat-
ed from high school at 16. She was 
the eldest of nine children and her 
family was among the poorest in 
her neighborhood. It is for this rea-
son that Ms. Rajendra could not 
afford to continue her education 
to fulfill her dream of becoming a 
medical doctor. With that dream 
deferred, Rajendra began teaching 
at sixteen and found that she actu-
ally belonged in that field.  

But, she still could not afford 
to attend the University of Guyana 
or elsewhere. When she arrived in 
New York in 2006, going to col-
lege became a priority. Ms. Rajen-
dra enrolled at York and thrived 
on all levels of her academic life. A 
math professor saw her knack for 
the subject area and encouraged 
her to major in that field.

In pursuing a Math degree, 
Rajendra won many scholarships 
and was the first recipient of the 
Con Edison STEM Endowed Schol-
arship. She will continue her edu-
cation with a master’s degree in 
Mathematics Education for middle 
school teaching, at Hunter College.

Senior Vice Chancellor Matthew Sapienza and NY Secretary of State Rosanna Rosado

Valedictorian Zilefa “Grace” Rajendra and 
President Keizs
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