
Joan Cuddihy 

Place of birth: Tramore, Co Waterford 
During the Coronavirus Pandemic, how did
your profession/job/volunteering work help
others? When we hosted our two regularly
scheduled Active Retirement Club events on
Thursday, February 13th and Tuesday, February
25th, no one would have guessed they’d be the
last ARC senior community get-togethers for
some time to come. The monumental impact
that the Coronavirus or COVID-19 would have on
our lives was yet to be realized.

On March 6th the Irish Flag Raising
ceremony at City Hall and the Grand Marshal’s
Dinner at the UICC were the only events to take
place before it was announced that all St.
Patrick day festivities would be cancelled,
including the traditional parade down Market
Street. People were being encouraged to start
practice ‘social distancing’ as the reality of a

Pandemic began to dawn.
The ARC’s St. Patrick’s Day Mass and luncheon, always one of the best attended events

on the IIPC calendar, was scheduled to take place on Thursday, March 12th at the Basque
Cultural center in South San Francisco. As it became clearer that the virus was easily
transmitted in large group settings and that older adults were especially vulnerable, the
IIPC Board cancelled the Mass and luncheon. 

A week later, on March 16, shelter-in-place orders were issued by the City and County
of San Francisco and five other Bay Area counties. The Cairde Café planned for Tuesday,
March 24th at the UICC, was also cancelled. After Easter, a highly anticipated day trip to
an estate and vineyard in the wine country was also cancelled.

Despite this turn of events, one of our first objectives was to preserve and maintain
contact with our 503 clients who receive a letter from us every month. The first letter
reassuring our clients that we had not been forgotten them went out on March 26th and
included advice on staying safe and suggestions for mental and physical activities to
prevent isolation and loneliness.

In April, it became clear that this "new normal" would have a significant impact on the
planning of IIPC’s programs and the delivery of its services, including the Active
Retirement Club program. We reached out to other organizations to learn how they were
adapting their programs and services during these changing times. This was a useful
exercise because it underscored how important it was to stay in contact with our
community.

A group of dedicated ARC Volunteers have always played a central role in the making

the Active Retirement Program one of the largest and most successful run by the IIPC.
Frequently referred to as the "A-Team," it became clear that they would have a pivotal role
to play in keeping the community connected when social distancing meant that we could
no longer come together in the ways we once did.

As the weeks in lockdown rolled into months, volunteers noticed a shift in the things
talked about, i.e. separation from family members came to the fore. Many missed seeing
or being with their children, grandchildren and attending family gatherings. The passing
away of friends during this time was especially difficult as people couldn’t come together
as a community at a Rosary, Mass or funeral to mourn.

With respect to attending Mass and other religious services, most of our clients seem
to have adapted fairly well to participating via television, the internet and YouTube. As
churches began opening up, our clients were split about 50/50 about returning to a
normal routine. Many, still concerned about their health, felt too vulnerable to return Mass
in person at this stage.

More recently, volunteers have noticed some signs of SIP "fatigue" setting in. The
easing of some restrictions has been welcomed and many are eagerly awaiting when
hairdressers and manicurists can reopen their salons. Volunteers regularly field questions
about when the ARC’s usual programs, including the Mass and lunch, will recommence
and clients have expressed how much they miss social occasions like these.

At the end of May, as volunteers became more comfortable with clients and their call
schedules, Volunteer Zoom meetings began to be held every other Tuesday.  Volunteers
have completed call logs since they began their calling routines and this is data yet to be
captured and saved into a data base. From that, more detailed results and analyses will
be possible.

Currently, we host the following events via an online platform: "You, Me & a Cup of Tea"
every Tuesday morning is a virtual get together via Zoom that has replaced the Cairde
Cafe previously held at the UICC. Guests participate in engaging conversations about the
past, the present and whatever is on their minds. Guests have included, Robert O'Driscoll,
Consul General in SF, and Elizabeth Creely, social historian.
As a front-line worker/volunteer, how did you cope during the pandemic?

Coping with the pandemic has not always been easy but I have been lucky to do the
job I do and to have regular contact with the most wonderful group of Irish and Irish
American older adults anyone could ask for. Chatting with one gentleman, originally from
Co. Kilkenny and is turning 100 years old, can only make one feel better. His longevity
sharply contrasts with the relative brevity and transient nature of the current situation,
This too shall pass, and hopefully we will all emerge as a better and stronger community.
Biography: I have a B.Soc. Sc and a Master’s degree from University College, Cork.

I worked in research positions in Dublin (Dublin Institute of Adult Education), London
(Economic & Research Council) and Sydney (NSW Dept. of Health). I became an
Australian citizen. In 1991, I won a Donnelly Visa and moved to live in San Francisco where
I have been ever since with my husband Peter and four children, Jessica, Rebecca, David
and Peter. I have been the IIPC's Active Retirement Coordinator since 2012. I am a huge
baseball fan. Go Giants!!

Donna McGuire

Company and position:
PS/IS 18 – The Park
Terrace School, Assistant
Principal 
During the Coronavirus
Pandemic, how did your
p r o f e s s i o n / j o b /
volunteering work help
others? In February, I felt
compelled to start
discussions on the
effects of the global
pandemic in the various
communities in which I
am a member. The

conversations to bring awareness continued in our school,
the school district, the union, and in educational
leadership organizations and various Irish societies. It was
imperative that we prepared on professional and personal
levels. We mobilized within school, the district and
organizations, to get the necessary computers and devices
in the hands of students, to create access for families to
food supplies, to provide virtual opportunities for physical
and mental wellness, all while staying safe. In March, it
became critical that educators collaborate with families
and community leaders to determine the best way to
continue the educational process moving forward. We
worked together to remain connected remotely, especially
as it pertained to education, self-care, and sharing
inspiring messages.

On a weekly basis, I would send the educational
community positive messages and a myriad of on-line
tools, and would regularly communicate using the school’s
social media and online platforms. For students and
families that were difficult to reach, I made it a daily
routine to find ways to connect with them, direct them to
the appropriate staff, check on their well-being, and get
them the resources they needed. As a staff, we
communicated using an on-line platform, aside from our

regular emails, as another way to reach out and share daily
quotes, inspiration, and encouragement. Even though we
were all working in a new remote way, the uncertainty of
the situation and increased communication made us pull
together, and, as a result, we became even closer as a
learning community!

In addition, to reaching out to staff, students and their
families, as the Chair of the Northern Manhattan’s District
6 Leadership Team, I initiated monthly Zoom meetings. The
team serves 22,000 students across forty schools in
Washington Heights, NYC. Topics such as attendance, self-
care and wellness, as well as providing devices and food
for students and families were addressed. 

As a front-line worker/volunteer, how did you cope
during the pandemic? I realized in February that the
pandemic would hit the U.S., and would most likely affect
large cities first, the way it did overseas. To that end, I
ensured that I had the necessary food and supplies to
avoid unnecessary trips. I gathered the necessary files
from work, so that I could work from home. By ensuring
that I had the necessary tools and supplies to continue
working, it better positioned me so that I could continue
my work helping others. 
Biography: Donna McGuire has worked as an educator for
almost thirty years, with experience in rural, suburban and
urban settings in New York State and in corporate training.
For the past five years, Donna has been proudly serving
the PS/IS 18 community, located in Washington Heights,
as an Assistant Principal, and loving every minute of it!
Donna has served the Washington Heights community for
more than fifteen years. She strives to help the students
and the staff at her school to achieve their personal and
academic best, to work towards common instructional
goals, and to motivate her staff to remember why they
became teachers.

Donna earned a BS from SUNY Oneonta, a MS in
Education from Fordham University, and began working for
her alma mater, South Orangetown Central School District,
as a homeschool teacher and instructional specialist for
IBM in 1990. She continued to work for South Orangetown
for another ten years, and parlayed her corporate training
experience to KPMG, in one of the three national training

centers. The events of September 11, 2001 impacted Donna
tremendously, and she decided that she would make a
change, and follow through with what she set out to do –
teach. Shortly after 9/11, she decided to move to New York
City and worked as a middle school teacher in the Bronx,
before taking an opportunity to become a Literacy Coach
in a middle school in Washington Heights. Donna
completed training at the NYC Leadership Academy,
received a Master’s in Educational Administration from
Baruch College/CUNY, and has completed her course work
in Doctoral Study in Urban Leadership from Fordham
University.

In addition to education, Donna values service to
community. She has been the Council of School
Supervisors (CSA), Chair for District 6, for five years
and was the Assistant Chair for five years prior. In
addition, Donna is the CSA Political Liaison for her
district. For the past five years, she has served the
Washington Heights community as the Chair of the
District Leadership Team (DLT). Donna is the President
of the NYCDOE Emerald Society, the founding President
of the CSA Irish Caucus, and a member of the Grand
Council of the United Emeralds Societies. She has been
a member of the New York Academy of Public Education
and NYCDOE Emerald Society for almost fifteen years.
She is also a proud member of the Association of
Assistant Principals (AAP), School Administrators
Association of New York State (SAANYS) and the
National Association of Elementary School Principals
(NAESP). Donna has volunteered her time to The
Bowery Mission Women’s Center, her local block
association, and has served as a committee member for
fundraising activities for both organizations.

In 2018, Donna received the CSA – Ernest Logan
Unionist of the Year award. In 2019, Donna received the
honor of Irish Woman of the Year from the NYCDOE
Emerald Society. In 2019, The Irish Echo named McGuire
one of America’s Irish Labor Ambassadors of the Year.
Westchester County honored this educational union leader
by officially naming September 13, 2019, as Donna
McGuire Day. In 2019, The Daily News featured Donna as
one of New York City’s Hometown Heroes.
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