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42 years of teaching, inspiring

When John Guerra started
working as a psychology pro-
fessor at Springfield Technical
Community College in 1977,
most of his students were
young veterans about his age
who had recently returned
from the Vietnam War.

He would use his training
as a psychologist not only to
teach material from the text-
book, but to help his students
overcome their post-war
demons.

“A lot of them were angry,
angry at the country for put-
ting them over there,” Guerra
said. “Iwon’t even tell you the
stories they told me that they
had to experience in Vietnam.
They were lucky to be alive.”

42 years later, Guerra still
teaches psychology classes and
continues to lend a sympathet-
ic ear to students —many of
whom weren’t even born when
he began teaching at STCC.

These days, he might hear
from students who are young
working parents. They want
advice about a child who
might have autism or atten-
tion deficit disorder. He some-
times learns that a student is
homeless and hungry. Others
might ask him what their
dreams mean.

“Our kids here are always
coming up and asking, ‘Can
you help me out?’” Guerra
said.

Guerra does what he can.
He might refer a homeless
student to STCC’s Center
for Access Services, which
provides free help to eligible
students in need of groceries,
housing and other necessities.
Guerra might direct them to
the Health and Wellness Cen-
ter at the college.

“I'mglad I can use my
experience to help them better
themselves,” said Guerra, who
has worked as a clinical thera-
pist in Springfield for the past
20 years while also teaching
classes at STCC.

Guerra — a longtime adjunct
(part-time) professor at STCC
— brings a joy and passion
to his work. He joined STCC

Professor John Guerra, second from right, with students in his

abnormal psychology class at STCC.

when the college was 10 years
old and has served under five
of the college’s six presidents.
He shows no signs of stopping.

Guerra has made a mean-
ingful difference in the lives of
generations of students, from
veterans to working parents
to senior citizens. He recently
had a 92-year-old retiree for
a student. Former students
approach him on the street to
say hello and recall their expe-
rience in his classroom.

“It is true John has worked
for decades at STCC, but it is
impossible to quantify the im-
pact he has had on students,”
STCC President John B. Cook
said. “Not only does he give
everything to the craft of
teaching, he is a tremendous
human being.”

A big booster of the com-
munity college, Guerra grew
up in Springfield and earned
his bachelor’s and master’s
degrees in psychology from
American International Col-
lege. He lives in Longmeadow
and worked in Springfield
and Chicopee Public Schools
before coming to STCC.

“This is home for me,” Guer-
ra said. “I've been offered
jobs at other colleges, but 'm
not interested. This is a good
school. They do a good service
for the kids.”

“I think you’re foolish not
to spend two years here,” he
added. “You're going to save
a ton of money. You're not
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going to go to another college
in Springfield for what you're

paying here, and we’re not

teaching you anything differ-

ent than what they’re teach-
ing. You've got great profes-
sors who are knowledgeable

in their field. Many of us were

in businesses before taking
teaching positions, so we’re
bringing that experience. A
lot of the professors here are
lawyers or taught in public
schools, so you have a great
staff.”

“This is home for me. I’'ve been offered jobs at
other colleges, but I’'m not interested. This is
a good school. They do a good service for the

kids.”

John Guerra

switched to psychology. Over
the summer, she took Guerra’s
abnormal psychology class.

Another student in the class,
Agnes Frias, of Springfield,
described Guerra as an engag-
ing professor who has a way of
making students feel comfort-
able opening up.

“Some people will go after
to talk to him, but others will
share in class,” she said.

Frias said she appreciates
the insight Guerra brings into
the classroom. “If we're going
over the topic of depression,
he will have more ways to
explain and go deeper than
the book,” Frias said. “He will
give an example of the way a
person is acting. He will ask us
what do we believe they have
and how do we treat them if

and the College of Our Lady of
the Elms. Students can enroll
in a program and receive a
bachelor’s degree in social
work from Elms on the STCC
campus.

“They always ask, should
I take this, or should I take
that?” Guerra said. “Itell
them, if you’re going to go
to college, make it worth
something down the road.
There are hobbies and then
there are actual careers. If you
can’t make money through
your hobby, then have a career.
The Elms social work program
is excellent. Jobs start in the
$50,000 range.”

After 42 years at STCC,
Guerra has reached the age
where he can retire and enjoy
his own hobbies. But he’s not

Richard Greco, dean of liber-
al arts and professional stud-
ies at STCC, said one of Guer-
ra’s strengths as a professor is
his professional background
as a clinical psychologist.

“Professor Guerra brings
avirtually infinite amount
of clinical experience to the
classroom that our students
benefit greatly from,” Greco
said. “This practical applica-
tion of knowledge is a corner-
stone of a technical education
even within the liberal arts.”

Guerra’s students say they
enjoy hearing their professor
relate stories about real people
he has treated over the years.

“Ilike how he brings exam-
ples from his practice into the
class to help us better un-
derstand the disorders we're
talking about,” said Kamryn
Kozaczka, a student from
Ludlow.

Kozaczka started as a
criminal justice major, but

Professor John Guerra talks with students in his abnormal
psychology class at STCC. They are, from left, Keon Wedder-
burn, Samaiyah Gray and Manar Hamied, all of Springfield, and
Kamryn Kozaczka, of Ludlow.

we were the doctor. It’s a fun
way of learning.”

Students say Guerra also
helps them decide how to turn
apsychology degree into a
career. Guerra highlights the
partnership between STCC

ready to give up the work he
loves.

“I'm choosing to work” he
said. “It hasn’t hit me yet that
I’'m old and want to slow down.
When it does, that’s when I’ll
say, ‘Hasta la vista.”
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