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Dress Rehearsal Christopher Crider-Plonka ’16 
sports a Roaring ’20s look for his role as a pre-Hollywood movie 
director and producer in the Stonehill Theatre Company’s (STC) fall 
2012 production of “Moving Pictures,” a play about a pioneering 
stage actress turned silent movie star. Crider-Plonka was one of 
several STC students nominated for awards by the Kennedy Center 
American College Theatre Festival. In addition to his nomination 
for a dramaturgy (theatrical presentation) award, Crider-Plonka 
was also chosen as an arts administration intern for the festival. 
The sophisticated theatrical makeup Crider-Plonka is wearing was 
designed by fellow student Jacqueline Kolgraf ’14.
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Learning  
to Live  
Again
By Maura King Scully
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D
eCeMBeR 2012 was a difficult 
month for Sue Cooney [left]. It 
marked a year since her son Jeffrey, 
19, took his own life in Holy Cross 
Center, just as his first semester  
at Stonehill was wrapping up.

“You’re just going along, 
and then one day, a nightmare 

happens,” reflects Sue, a wife, mother and registered 
nurse. “And then, that’s your new beginning.” For 
Cooney, husband Brian, and sons, Mike, Chris, Steven 
and Ryan, “every day has been hard—trying to find a 
new life, a new way of understanding. Everyone in our 
family is dealing with it in their own way,” she says.

For her part, Sue has found solace in nature—walks in the woods 
and working in her garden. She visits Jeff’s grave at the cemetery by their 
Bridgewater home frequently. “I meditate a lot. I say the Rosary. I talk  
to him all the time,” she says. “As a Catholic, I believe he’s in heaven.  
I believe he’s in a better place.”

Also instrumental has been a support group for parents of children  
who have committed suicide. “You feel so alone, so isolated,” she observes. 
“It’s good to talk to others who have experienced the same thing. It used  
to be when something like this happened, you just swept it under the rug. 
Not anymore.

“Every 14 minutes in this country, someone takes their life. That’s 
38,000 suicides each year, and a lot of those are kids,” Sue continues. 
“Depression is one of those diseases that doesn’t get top priority.” In Jeff’s 
case, “his depression was very hidden. He was always trying to keep people 
happy—he didn’t like to see people upset or down.”

For six months, from the time his depression first surfaced to the 
end of his life, Sue explains, Jeff was in counseling and tried different 
antidepressants. “It didn’t work. He didn’t give it long enough,” she says 
ruefully. “He was so gifted, so bright. To have something like this, he felt 
broken. He couldn’t see his way through.”

Sustaining Support
Despite the grief, this year has offered some bright moments as well.  
“The support has been overwhelming, particularly the open arms of the 
Stonehill community,” Sue says. The funeral Mass was held on campus  
in a packed Chapel of Mary. As a mark of respect to the family on that 
winter morning, students, faculty and staff lined both sides of the walkway 
to the Chapel. Afterwards, Campus Ministry presented the Cooneys with  
a photo album, each page inscribed with a personal note from Jeff’s 
Stonehill friends. President Mark Cregan, C.S.C. ’78 and other senior 
administrators have visited the family numerous times.

When the Cooney’s youngest son, Ryan, decided he wanted to go to 
Stonehill as well—just eight months later—Sue and Brian were hesitant. 
“From the time Jeff got accepted, he kept telling Ryan that he had to go 
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Jeff Cooney The Best  
of the Bunch
Th e Fo u RTh o F FiVe BRo Th eRS, Jeffrey 
Cooney knew how to make friends and get 
along with others. 

 During his senior year at Bridgewater- 
raynham regional high school, his peers 
voted him the friendliest student in his class. 
earlier in his high school career, Jeff received a 
Best of the Bunch award. 

 always in the middle of things, he loved 
pool parties with friends at his parents’ 
house and camping with his family in New 
hampshire. he was no slouch at beekeeping, 
relished cake fights and had a soft spot for cats.

a runner, Jeff captained the Bridgewater-
raynham cross-country team and ran track. 
his friends and family remember him as a 
fun-loving, generous, compassionate and 
intelligent young man who attended stonehill 
to study biochemistry. 

Jeff grappled with depression, and 
although he tried therapy and medication, the 
darkness overwhelmed him. on the afternoon 
of December 7, 2011, as he was completing 
his first semester at the College, Jeff took his 
life, which sent shock waves through the entire 
campus.  

That night, in the Chapel in holy Cross 
Center, more than 450 students, faculty and 
staff gathered in prayer and quiet reflection. 
only sobs broke the silence.

 Noting Jeff’s struggles, his father, Brian 
Cooney, remarked in an interview that “it 
seemed he was able to love everyone in the 
world except himself.”          

—Martin McGovern
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to Stonehill, too. Jeff wanted to watch out for him,” she 
recalls. Ryan’s follow-through was hard, at first. 

But, she observes, it ended up as a blessing. “Ryan has 
so much support. All kinds of people, from Jeff’s friends 
to the resident advisor to his faculty advisor, are looking 
out for him. That wouldn’t have happened if he went 
somewhere else.”

In October, Jeff’s former resident advisor, Brendon 
Dempsey ’13, organized a team for the Out of the Darkness 
Walk, a fundraiser for suicide prevention, education and 
awareness. Sue was amazed at the outpouring: 140 strong, 
the Stonehill team raised more than $11,000—making the 
team the second largest contributor to the Boston walk.

Most surprising for Sue was the response to the one-year 
anniversary liturgy. “Father Hugh [Cleary ’69, director of 
Campus Ministry] told me they wanted to have a Mass for 
Jeff at the Chapel of Mary, and I was touched,” she recalls. 
Sue went, expecting a small gathering, and was stunned to 
find a filled church. “After communion, all the kids who 
had lived with Jeff came over to hug me.” 

In embracing this support, Sue has come to terms with 
some of the lessons from this past year. The first is the 
myth of control: Sue believed that if she was vigilant, “I 
could prevent anything bad from happening. But now, I’ve 
learned there’s no control. Ultimately, it comes down to 
free will. You do the best you can, but there’s no control.” 
The second lesson is forgiveness. “Forgiveness for myself as 
a mom and as a nurse,” she explains, “because I couldn’t 
save Jeff.” 

From those lessons has come hope that another tragedy 
might be prevented. “I want kids to be more open,” she 
says. “If you have depression, let people know how you’re 
doing—honestly. If you can’t confide in your parents, find 
someone you can talk to. Don’t hide it.” For friends at 
college, “if you notice that someone seems very down or is 
sleeping excessively, don’t just accept it. Question them and 
alert someone, like a resident advisor or a chaplain.” 

Bottom line, Sue wants those struggling with depression 
to know that they are not alone, that there is support out 
there and people who are ready, willing and able to help. 
She herself has been buoyed up by that support over this 
past year, what she now calls “the good that has come out 
of all this.” 

“Family, friends, coworkers, people I don’t even know 
have written me letters, telling me their experiences with 
depression. I’ve made new friends through Hope Floats, the 
support group. And Jeff’s roommate’s mother, who I didn’t 
know well before, calls regularly to check in on me. She 
keeps telling me I can call her anytime—even at 3 a.m. How 
many people have friends like that?”
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What to Know suicide risk
Su iCide  To d AY touches all ages and classes in society, 
according to John gorvin ’82, a clinical psychologist 
specializing in psychological and neuropsychological 
assessments of teens and adults. 

it is imperative to take all suicide warning signs seriously, 
says gorvin, and to try to get the person at risk to seek 
professional help. here, he offers six tips on reaching out to 
those at risk of committing suicide.

Signs: look for changes in appetite, hygiene and 
appearance as well as loss of interest in favorite activities. 
Note patterns of withdrawal or social isolation. Failing 
health, relationship problems or losses, and legal and 
financial setbacks can all trigger suicide attempts, especially 
if there is also substance abuse. 

Listen: Being a good listener is critical. But be patient 
and put your own beliefs about suicide aside. really listen 
and let the person talk. 

understanding: it is often said that suicide is a choice 
people make in the face of a treatable problem. people in 
the depths of depression or considering suicide often lose 
hope. it is difficult for them to grasp that things can improve. 

Support: improvement takes effort, persistence and a 
willingness to seek help. Taking a step away from suicide 
and towards a different choice can be made easier if the 
person has someone to reach out to.

Conversation: if you know someone who is depressed 
and may be thinking of suicide, talk to him or her. it is a 
myth that by bringing it up, you will give the person the 
idea. rather, you are showing that you care.

Guidance: if the person at risk is at stonehill, guide 
him or her to residence life, the Counseling Center or 
Campus ministry. other resources include mental health 
professionals, hospital emergency departments or the 
National suicide prevention lifeline at 1–800–273-TalK 
(8255). also visit www.psychologytoday.com, www.abct.org/ 
or www.apa.org. 

STo Nehi LL STude NTS wrote messages of support on index 
cards and presented them to Sue Cooney and her family. 
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Th eRe WAS A TiMe when it was a big deal to 
pack up your record player and clock radio and 
tote them off to your stonehill dorm. Forty 
years ago, blow dryers and electric razors were 
a no-no in the rooms for fear they would blow 
a fuse. Bedsheets and towels were provided by 
the College. Basically, everything you needed 
to live on campus fit into a few boxes.

Today, student residences—as they are  
now called—have evolved to include 
self-adhesive wall decals, ipads, charging 
stations, couches, video games, flat screen 
televisions, under-bed storage, waist-high 
refrigerators and decorative curtains!

here, SAM offers a glimpse inside a fully 
wireless, modern day student room.

sixties scene This photo is from 1967, when 
Boland hall opened as a residence for female 
students. Turn the page to see what a modern 
room in Villa Theresa, which opened in 1992, 
looks like. (if you know who these three students 
are, please call 508-565-1070 to let us know.)

room  
 assignment
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comfortabLe 
computing

The ever-present 
laptop, essential for 
course work, but also

the way many students 
watch television.

ugg!

Slippers from Uggs, 
the current footwear 
of choice on college 

    campuses. Today’s
students arrive with  

all of the latest 
trends. 

tape free! 

Self-adhesive wall 
decals that can be 
written on and

then erased are placed  
all around the room—

even on the  
cinderblock walls. 

coffee run

With a location on 
campus, many 
students run on

Dunkin’. For those who 
want a quick brew, coffee 

makers are permitted  
in the rooms.

caLL me, maybe

A cell phone at rest, 
an unusual sight. 
Landlines are

near-obsolete, as most 
students stay in touch 

with their cell.  
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dock it

One station for 
charging, storing, 
listening and

hitting snooze! Electronic 
docking stations serve 

multiple functions. 

pretty, neat

Trendy curtains, 
rugs, comforters,  
wall decor and

more! Many students 
make their rooms a 
stylish home away  

from home. 

What’s  
under there?

Beds often rest 
on risers so that  
under-bed portable

drawers can help 
maximize storage  

space. 

schooL pride 

Stonehill T-shirts, 
sweatshirts, banners, 
lanyards and more

show just how much pride 
students have in their 

school.  

food fast

Ordering out is a 
treat when you 
don’t feel like

trekking to the Roche 
Dining Commons. 

Georgio’s in Brockton is 
tops for pizza. 
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Go Ahead,  
Snooze — 
you Won’t lose
Faculty and students gain from a collaborative research program  
with the harvard-affiliated Brockton Va • BY MAu RA KiNG SCu LLY

Clearly, sleep matters. But like Failla, we don’t 
embrace that concept as a culture. “Snooze, you lose” is 
an American mantra, shorthand for, to get ahead, you 
need to keep going. And if that means sacrificing sleep, 
so be it. Recent scientific research, however, suggests 
the adage has it wrong. In today’s hyper-charged, hyper-
connected world, too many people aren’t getting enough 
sleep, and it’s taking a toll on our health and well-being. 

d riven to d istraction
Popular media is full of stories about sleep troubles, 
with snoring, sleep apnea and insomnia just a few of the 
culprits. Sleep-aid medication ads dominate prime-time 
TV. Though experts disagree on why we’re not getting 
enough sleep, offering varying explanations, they agree 
on one thing: Poor sleep brings a range of serious health 
problems, including weight gain, cardiovascular disease 
and Type 2 diabetes.

The problem is especially acute in modern American 
culture, according to Psychology Professor John McCoy. 
A learning and memory specialist who has written widely 
on sleep issues, McCoy chalks it up to our love affair with 
electronics. “Technology has many benefits, but it also 
has health consequences,” he says. “Since Thomas Edison 
invented the first commercially practical incandescent light 

 W
hen ryLeigh faiLLa ’15 was  
a freshman, she approached 
her first semester exams 
with trepidation. She was 
particularly worried about 

her biology class and felt she didn’t budget 
her study time well. “There was so much to 
memorize, I felt like I had to stay up all night 
to cram,” she recalls. When she took the 
exam the next morning, however, she found 
she had trouble focusing. “My memory was 
not so great. It was like everything crammed 
in just went right back out.” In the end, 
Failla learned that the all-nighter didn’t pay 
off. She got a C, “which was substantially 
lower than my other grades in that class. 
I would have been better off going to bed, 
getting sleep and then taking the exam.”
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bulb, we live in an increasingly artificial world. Our circadian 
rhythm is off kilter. Instead of rising and setting with the sun, 
we are plugged into technology, operating on a 24-hour clock 
with a stunning array of stimulating options and distractions.” 
As Failla’s example plainly illustrates, “the lack of a good 
night’s sleep reduces our ability to function effectively.”

Sleep may just be the Rodney Dangerfield of physiological 
processes: It don’t get no respect. McCoy, who directs the 
Neuroscience Program at Stonehill, thinks sleep could benefit 
from a good, positive PR campaign. “Sleep isn’t merely a ‘time 
out’ from our busy routines,” he says. “It’s essential for good 
health as well as optimal mental and emotional functioning. 
Sleep even has a significant impact on mortality rates: Those 
who sleep only four hours a night have a mortality risk four 
times greater than those who sleep seven hours a night.”

McCoy delves into the intricacies of sleep at the Harvard-
affiliated Brockton VA. There, in the Department of 
Psychiatry/Division of Sleep Medicine and Research Services, 
he conducts research aimed at better understanding the 
interplay between sleep, learning and memory. “The long-term 
goal is to understand the biological mechanisms—meaning 
exactly what’s happening in the brain—when someone doesn’t 
get enough sleep. This understanding will allow for the 
development of more effective methods to treat sleep disorders 
than those currently available,” he says.

Working Memory
McCoy’s research, for example, looks at behavior and the 
brain, “why your memory may be worse if you don’t get 
enough sleep,” he explains. “What’s going on inside the brain? 
What biological mechanisms are at work?”

One of his studies focuses on sleep fragmentation, in which 
an individual’s sleep is interrupted. This happens in some 
sleep disorders, including sleep apnea, where the airflow in 
the upper air way is obstructed. “We know that people with 
severe sleep apnea frequently suffer memory loss,” he says.

He’s also interested in what’s known as “micro-arousals,” 
where someone wakes up, but not fully. This is common 
in people experiencing depression or post-traumatic stress 
disorder and leads to excessive daytime sleepiness. “Research 
shows if you don’t get enough slow-wave sleep, which only 
happens after you’ve been asleep for quite awhile, you’re tired 
during the day,” he says. “Slow-wave sleep is associated with 
feeling refreshed when you get up in the morning.”

Then, there’s “chronic sleep restriction,” where people lose 
a little bit of sleep here and there. It adds up: In one modeled 
test, McCoy looked at what happened when subjects got five 
hours of sleep per night for five consecutive nights rather than 
the recommended seven to eight. He then tested their memories 
and found cognitive impairments, “problems with vigilance, 
meaning the ability to sustain attention.” And college students  
take note: People who pull all-nighters to cram for an exam 
perform tests of vigilance the same as someone who is legally 
drunk. “This is hardly the right way to approach the demands 

of a final exam,” McCoy observes.
While doing poorly on a test isn’t necessarily great, it’s 

not life-threatening. The statistics on driving while drowsy, 
however, are far more sobering: According to McCoy, in the 
last six months, 15 million people admitted to falling asleep 
at the wheel. “Everybody knows you shouldn’t drive when 
you’ve been drinking. What people don’t know is that you 
get the same results from driving drowsy,” he says. Each year, 
drowsy driving causes 1.2 million crashes, 500,000 injuries, 
8,000 deaths and $12.5 billion in monetary losses. 

Lab Bench Learning
It’s the combination of education and research that McCoy 
loves. As an added benefit, his affiliation with the Brockton 
VA has created rich learning opportunities for Stonehill 
students. Each semester, for eight to 10 hours per week, a 
number of students intern with McCoy and the lab’s other 
researchers investigating various aspects of sleep. 

“It’s a mutually beneficial relationship,” he says, noting 
that the lab gains valuable assistance from students, who are 
eager to learn and are adept at laboratory techniques. For 
their part, “students get excellent research experience along 
with course credit. They learn whether or not they like lab 
research. And for those who love it, they’re getting into highly 
competitive graduate programs and medical schools.” 

Take Joshua Cordeira ’05, one of the first Stonehill 
students to intern at the VA. “When I was a student, there 
was no Neuroscience Program. I was a biology major who 
picked up a few psychology courses and saw how the two 
overlapped,” he explains. Following graduation, Cordeira 
worked at the Brockton VA lab full time as a research 
technician while he applied to graduate programs.

“I worked on many projects during my tenure at the 
neuroscience-sleep research lab,” Cordeira says. “One of the 
more interesting ones was on a chemical neurotransmitter 
called adenosine. Our lab was the first to show that adenosine 
builds up in the basal forebrain when we are sleepy,” he 
explains. “The longer you stay awake, the larger the buildup 
of adenosine—and this adenosine buildup is correlated 
with sleepiness. In other words, we found adenosine to be a 
biological mechanism that drives us to obtain sleep. If you 
think about it, sleep is one of the strongest biological drives,” 
he continues. “We can put off sleeping for a while by drinking 
coffee or taking a stronger stimulant, but eventually, sleep is 
going to get you whether you want to sleep or not. Caffeine 
works by blocking adenosine receptors, making adenosine 
ineffective. Since the delivery of adenosine here promotes sleep 
and caffeine (an adenosine antagonist) increases arousal, our 
data helped support the hypothesis that adenosine serves as a 
potent factor inducing sleep.”

Cordeira just finished a Ph.D. program in neuroscience 
at Tufts University and cites McCoy as instrumental in that 
achievement. “Professor McCoy was a motivating factor in 
me going to graduate school,” he says. “Being able to get 
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hands-on experience, doing meaningful research and getting 
to work with experts in the field was incredible. When I 
came to Stonehill, I didn’t know about doing research—this 
opportunity kind of fell on my lap. Having that research 
experience at the VA was critical in making me competitive as 
a graduate student. It opened doors for me to pursue a career 
I didn’t otherwise know existed.” 

Growing o pportunities
Ashley Proctor ’13, a neuroscience major, is another student 
who says she has benefited from McCoy’s tutelage. “Professor 
McCoy is my advisor. When I learned about the research 
opportunity at the VA freshman year, I immediately let him 
know I was interested,” she recalls. “And every time I met 
with him, I mentioned it again.” Sophomore year, Proctor was 
among a group of students who toured the VA labs, exploring 
different projects. “There were two: research on schizophrenia 
and on sleep. Lots of people were choosing schizophrenia 
because they thought it was more interesting. I was fascinated 
by sleep—what an active process it is,” she says.

Proctor agrees with McCoy’s assessment that sleep is 
underappreciated. “A lot of people aren’t aware how complex 
sleep is. They think your brain shuts down for a few hours, 
and that’s it. But the biology of sleep is fascinating,” she 
continues. “So many people aren’t getting enough sleep, 
from college students balancing their studies to adults facing 
demands from their jobs. Because I’m premed, I’m very 
interested in the health ramifications, like lower immune 
system function and cardiovascular disease.”

Proctor interned at the lab one semester and then over 
the summer through the Stonehill Undergraduate Research 
Experience (SURE) program. Then, because she hopes to 
practice medicine, she spoke with McCoy about the possibility 
of an internship at a hospital.

Building off Proctor’s lab experience, “we found her a 
clinical internship at Massachusetts General Hospital,” says 
McCoy. “Because of her work in sleep research, they matched 
her with Matt Bianchi, a neurologist at Mass. General who 
specializes in sleep disorders.” Working with Bianchi, Proctor 
did a literature review of sleep medications. The collaboration 
resulted in a scholarly article, “Clinical Pharmacology in Sleep 
Medicine: Dedicated and Off Label Medications to Treat 
Sleep Disorders,” recently published in the peer-reviewed 
“ISRN Journal of Pharmacology.” 

That publication is certainly a feather in Proctor’s cap 
and one of which her professor and advisor is very proud. 
“Very few undergraduates publish—fewer still as first 
author,” explains McCoy. While Proctor is excited about the 
article, she sees it as just one achievement on a continuum of 
noteworthy experiences in her college career. 

“I never could have imagined when I came to Stonehill 
that I would have all of these opportunities,” says Proctor. 
“I was very excited when I got accepted to the VA internship 
program. Then it was amazing to be able to continue that 
at Mass. General. This year, I feel like these experiences 
took everything I learned and put it into larger context. I 
have Professor McCoy to thank for all of this. He’s been so 
encouraging and supportive. His advising made the difference 
in all these experiences.”

McCoy accepts the praise, but only as part of a day’s work 
as a teacher and researcher at Stonehill. Hands down, he 
says, “the favorite part of my job is to train, mentor and help 
students gain experience. That’s the most important thing. 
I really find it rewarding when students start out saying, ‘I 
don’t know what I want to do,’ and then end up discovering 
what they really enjoy.” And if they can do that and get an 
adequate amount of sleep at the same time, all the better. “To 
the best of my ability, I encourage students to try to adhere to 
a regular schedule when it comes to sleep,” he observes. “But 
I know it’s hard to do.”

Joshua Cordeira ’05 [left] with Psychology Professor  
John McCoy.

 “Since Thomas Edison invented 
the first commercially practical 
incandescent light bulb, we 
live in an increasingly artificial 
world. Our circadian rhythm is off 
kilter...” says professor John mcCoy.
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