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“When I came here, I knew. I had
a feeling that this is where I was
supposed to be. ... It has been a
great connection.”
CHRISTINA JEAN-CHARLES
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Clarkstown South graduate Christina Jean-Charles advances the ball for the Oklahoma State Cowgirls in a game against the Kansas Jayhawks on Oct. 25.

STARRING
IN A
NEW CITY
Jean-Charles now dazzling in Stillwater
MARK TRAVIS FOR THE JOURNAL NEWS
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Christina Jean-Charles of Oklahoma State marks up against the
Kansas Jayhawks on Oct. 25. Jean-Charles started every game in
her first season with the Cowgirls.

STILLWATER, Okla. - Growing up in New City, Christina Jean-Charles was
raised less than an hour away from landmarks such as the Empire State Building
and Rockefeller Center, which, for some, would preclude a fear of heights. That
wasn’t the case for Jean-Charles.
“I’m freaked out about heights,” Jean-Charles said. “It’s weird, I can get on a
plane, but heights I can’t do. I just get so scared up high.”
Jean-Charles, a junior defender for the Oklahoma State University women’s
soccer team, now finds herself in Stillwater, Oklahoma, a city where the closest
thing to a skyscraper is a pair of 12-story dormitories.
New City has more in common with Stillwater than you would think, but going
from the hectic city life of the New York City metropolitan area to the quiet plains
and rolling hills that confine Stillwater was a big change, at least when it came to
See JEAN-CHARLES, Page 2D
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NFL players talk
openly about
mental illness

Coaches, ADs thankful
for those who cared

KRISTIE RIEKEN ASSOCIATED PRESS

NANCY HAGGERTY COMMENTARY
Jim Agnello was only 20, an Iona
College kid. But, thanks to Jan Mitchell, he was also the Iona Prep assistant
cross-country and indoor and outdoor
track coach, as well as the guy who
drove the team’s 60-passenger bus.
Agnello, the current Bronxville
counselor and cross-country and ski
coach, drove that bus on steep and
winding Bear Mountain Bridge Road and, at one
point, also right to the door of New York Hospital to
deliver the spring team and its city championship
trophy to a then-seriously ill Mitchell, Iona Prep’s
head coach, then and now.
That was the 1980s but Agnello, who’d run for
Staten Island’s Monsignor Farrell, is still thankful.
“He gave me my entrée into coaching. It was a big
risk on his part taking on a kid. He really opened the
door for me in every opportunity I had in coaching
and in education,” Agnello said, characterizing
Mitchell as an “extra-dedicated, compassionate
See HAGGERTY, Page 2D

CONTRIBUTED

Lakeland field hockey and girls lacrosse coach Sharon Sarsen
said former Lakeland boys lacrosse coach Frank Vitolo “made
a lasting impression on me.’’

HOUSTON - Arian Foster was in a bad place, drinking heavily to self-medicate and deal with the problems in his life.
The Houston Texans’ running back knew he needed
help but was reluctant to seek it because of the stigma
surrounding mental health issues. He overcame that
fear, sought therapy and it changed his life.
“It just got to a point where I just threw my hands in
the air and I was like: ‘This is going to kill me,’ ” Foster
said. “So I went and got help and it was the best decision I ever made.”
Now that he’s embraced the benefits of counseling,
Foster has joined the Jets’ Brandon Marshall’s PROJECT 375, a nonprofit organization dedicated to eradicating the stigma surrounding mental illnesses and
disorders. Foster is the first of what Marshall hopes
will become a group of athletes, entertainers and business leaders who will talk openly about the issue as
members of what he calls the organization’s founders
circle.
Marshall, a receiver for the Jets, was diagnosed
with borderline personality disorder in 2011 when he
See ILLNESS, Page 2D
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coach.”
At Thanksgiving, many ADs and
coaches like Agnello remember the
coaches and ADs who have meant a
lot to them, including the following:
Carmel AD Susan Dullea: She and
classmates at upstate Massena High
School referred to AD Martha Slack
as “Dragon Lady.”
But the mother of three proved
anything but. She was Dullea’s inspiration to go into teaching, coaching
and administration.
Dullea, who’s thankful her first
coach, her mom, got her involved in
sports, noted Slack accompanied her
in spirit when she went to play for
Ithaca College.
“She sent cards and letters to inspire me and still sends them to me,”
she said. “She sent me a hand-written
letter to be myself, move forward and
accept challenges. As a high school
athlete going off to college, it’s easy to
walk away or feel defeated when you
have no family around. She looked
after me and worried about me.”
At Ithaca, Dullea also found another role model in softball coach Deb
Pallozzi. “She taught me how to be a
strong woman. She set the bar high
for us student-athletes and she demanded we meet that bar.”
White Plains boys basketball
coach Spencer Mayfield: Coach Tony
Boffa may be in the Nyack High
Sports Hall of Fame for his high
school coaching, but it was during his
time as a middle school football, basketball and baseball coach, as well as
phys ed teacher, that he made an indelible impression on Mayfield.
“We’ve been friends forever. He’s
always been one of my biggest fans
and supporters,” Mayfield said.
Boffa was organized, detail-oriented and serious during practices but
“yet he made it fun.”
He’d open the school gym mornings and Thursday night. “He played
with us,” Mayfield recalled. “We’d
play dodge ball and we loved to take
shots at him.”
Lakeland field hockey and girls
lacrosse coach Sharon Sarsen: Sarsen never played for fellow former
Copper Beech Middle School teacher
Frank Vitolo, but she certainly was his
student.
Vitolo, now an assistant men’s lacrosse coach at LIU Post, was Lakeland High’s boys lacrosse coach when
a young coach Sarsen watched his
practices. “He definitely made a lasting impression on me. He really emphasized out-working your opponent.”
It was his encouragement that led
Sarsen, who has won 10 state field
hockey titles at Lakeland, to coach the
Hudson Valley Empire State Games
field hockey team.
“He was there 100 percent,” she
said. “He did everything above and
beyond and gave the kids the opportunity to be successful.”
Peekskill AD Lou Panzanaro: Panzanaro was a senior at Peekskill High
in 1963 when his 34-year-old baseball
coach, Bob Pease, who’d talked him
out of quitting baseball, died of a
heart attack during a game at Yorktown.
“I think of him very often,” Panzanaro said. “He was a strong disciplinarian. But he’d sit me down and
explain to me what I needed to do to
get better. He gave me his time and
attention.”
Bob Sterling is another coach for
whom Panzanaro is thankful. As a
4-foot-10, 75-pound freshman, Panzanaro was banned from trying out
for football due to his tiny size.
“Coach Sterling saw how upset I
was and pulled me aside and told me
he could probably turn me into a pretty good cross-country runner,” said
Panzanaro, who ran for him for four
years.
Finally, Panzanaro, who’s most
noted for his years coaching Peekskill
basketball, thinks of John Devins. He
was a retired Peekskill AD and football coach when, at his dad’s urging,
Panzanaro asked Devins for advice
about coaching football. Panazanaro
went on to coach on the freshman, JV
and varsity levels.
“The coaches we had and the physical education teachers we had were
effective and tremendously influential on most of their students,” Panzanaro said.
North Rockland AD Joe Casarella:
Casarella wasn’t sure whether he was
going to college. “Very few people in
my family went,” he explained.
But that was before his Harrison
High football coach, Ralph Friedgen,
got recruiters to look at him.
Now the 70-year-old Casarella is in
the Ithaca College Athletics Hall of
Fame as a member of its undefeated
1965 team. He also profited from playing for Ithaca coach Dick Lyons, who,
like Friedgen, was a disciplinarian.
“He taught me how to be thorough.
He worked dawn until late at night,”
he said.
And Casarella is also grateful for
Ralph Cordisco. The now-97-year-old
was the North Rockland AD and football coach who hired Casarella. After
serving as his assistant football coach,
Casarella won 255 games as head
coach.
“(He taught me) how to deal with
kids — that every kid should be treated the same, star or last man on the
team.”
Twitter:
@HaggertyNancy

scenery.
“The sense of community and family
is the same,” Jean-Charles said. “The
only difference (in Stillwater) is the
land. Back home it’s just houses and
buildings.”
Jean-Charles survived a trip to the
Statue of Liberty when she was a kid, but
she might have been too young to realize
it. When her family began taking summer vacations to amusement parks,
Jean-Charles made it clear she wasn’t
one for thrill rides.
“When we would go on vacation to
Disney World, you didn’t even ask her to
go on the scary rides,” said Pierre JeanCharles, Jean Charles’ father. “She
wouldn’t do it. She would never go. I
think she got it from me.”
Last summer, Jean-Charles was destined to confront her fear. On a trip to Six
Flags in New Jersey, she rode her first
roller coaster.
“It was scary,” Jean-Charles said.
“But it’s baby steps.”
Trying new things has been a theme
for Jean-Charles over the past year.
Whether it was getting her first taste
of Oklahoma State’s “Bedlam Series” rivalry with the Oklahoma Sooners or
making friends with pigs and horses at
her roommates’ house in Edmond, Oklahoma, Jean-Charles has become familiar with Southern culture since becoming a Cowgirl. That is quite an adjustment for someone more than 1,400 miles
away from home.
Jean-Charles grew up in an active
household, with three sisters who enjoyed playing soccer and a father who
grew up playing the sport religiously in
Haiti. She spent countless hours in the
backyard working on her game.
“It definitely helped me become the
player I am,” Jean-Charles said. “My
dad has a lot of knowledge about the
game. It helps to talk to him about soccer. The training that I do over the summer, he helps me with my techniques
and everything.”
Pierre Jean-Charles’ instruction
wasn’t limited to the back yard, either.
When Christina began playing for the
Clarkstown Soccer Club in West Nyack,
Pierre joined the coaching staff. He not
only coached Christina, but also her two
younger sisters, Briana and Sophia,
which brought a tight-knit family even
closer.
“It was fun,” Jean-Charles said.
“When you have sisters, everything
seems easy with them. They’re like your
best friends. They understand what
you’re going through, and they’re always there for you.”
Both of Jean-Charles’ younger sisters followed in her footsteps at Clarkstown South High School. Briana is a
sophomore at High Point University in
North Carolina, and Sophia is a junior in
high school. Of all of the players JeanCharles’ work ethic has inspired, her sisters might be the most affected.
“I look up to her,” Briana JeanCharles said. “She was the rock of the
four of us (sisters). If we were going
through something, I would follow her
lead. If she could be strong, then I could
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Christina Jean-Charles advances the ball for the Oklahoma State Cowgirls in a game against
the Kansas Jayhawks on Oct. 25.

be strong, too. She really taught me to be
patient and to stick it out with things
when I get frustrated.”
After graduating from Clarkstown
South, Christina attended Monroe College in New Rochelle, where she was one
of the top junior college players in the
nation, and helped the Mustangs win an
NJCAA National Championship during
her sophomore year.
“Christina is one of the most responsible, mature and down-to-earth kids
we’ve ever had in our program,” Monroe
coach Jonathan Garbar said. “If you
would have asked her teammates who
was most likely to go to the next level,
they would have said her. She was a wonderful and compassionate kid and one of
the most memorable people I’ve
coached. She was everything that a
coach would want.”
It was at the NJCAA Tournament
where Jean-Charles caught Oklahoma
State’s eye. Before the tournament,
Jean-Charles wasn’t sure if there would
be a next step in her collegiate career,
but Garbar said 15 “high-level” schools
offered Jean-Charles a visit or a scholarship after the tournament, including
Oklahoma State. Although the chance to
play Division I soccer arose suddenly, it
didn’t come as a surprise to JeanCharles’ parents.
“Christina is very dedicated and loyal
to what she chooses to do,” said Marie
Jean-Charles, Jean-Charles’ mother.
“When she was little, she was always
outside with her ball when everyone else
was inside. Whatever she does, she
wants to do it to perfection.”
With Monroe College a short drive
away from home, Jean-Charles’ parents

attended almost all of her home games
as a Mustang, and that is something they
wanted to continue after her junior college career. Jean-Charles took six official visits, with Oklahoma State being
the farthest.
“We were praying for one of the two
closest schools (North Carolina and
Monmouth),” Pierre Jean-Charles said.
“But we gave her the option. We didn’t
want her to choose because of us. When
she said she fell in love with Oklahoma
State, we supported her. But we told her,
‘We are not going to come to every game
anymore.’ ”
Just as quickly as Oklahoma State
was sold on Jean-Charles as a worthy
recruit, Jean-Charles had bought into
the idea of becoming a Cowgirl. During
her official visit in Stillwater, JeanCharles became enamored with everything the school had to offer.
“When I came here, I knew,” JeanCharles said. “I had a feeling that this is
where I was supposed to be. I love the
coaches. I love the atmosphere. It has
been a great connection.”
Jean-Charles, an exercise science
major who is studying to become a physical therapist, started every game during her first season at Oklahoma State.
She led Cowgirl outfield players in minutes played, ranked second in assists
with four and cemented herself as the
Cowgirls’ first-choice at right back for
the 2016 season.
“I am so proud,” Marie Jean-Charles
said. “Not only proud of what she is able
to do, but proud that she followed her
dreams to get where she is. That’s what
makes me a proud mother.”
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sought treatment after off-the-field issues threatened to derail his NFL career. He and his wife, Michi, formed the
organization and dedicated themselves
to helping others with mental illnesses.
Doing this gave Marshall purpose,
and looking back he’s so thankful he received his diagnosis and treatment
when he did.
“I had a chance to lose my wife, possibly my career, and that would have
been a lot, especially at the age of 27. I
probably wouldn’t have been able to
cope and deal with that,” Marshall said.
“So I’m glad that we took the proper
steps, did the work, and now we’ve went
from patient to provider.”
Foster and Marshall sat down for a
deeply personal chat to mark the running back’s partnership with PROJECT
375. Marshall asked the questions and
Foster was open and shockingly candid.
Foster said he grew up in a home with
domestic violence where there wasn’t
enough food at times. When he made it to
the NFL, he found a whole new set of
problems related to money and whom to
trust.
“It’s just so much pressure and nobody tells you how to deal with it,” Foster said.
He didn’t see counseling as an option.
“I was drinking heavily. I was,” he
said. “I’m not proud of it. But it was
something that helped me because it
was numbing and what I found out,
which was extremely powerful, was the
emotions that you numb you can’t be selective with. So everything that you
numb that you’re trying to numb you
also numb everything good. So I was
blocking out a lot of love.”
He didn’t hit rock bottom until his
then-wife Romina made a life-changing
decision.
“It was when my wife decided that we
were going to get a divorce,” he said.
“This is extremely personal, but I was
just not the best husband. I just wasn’t.
And that was because I didn’t know how
to be a husband. … I was out there just
trying to wing it.”
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Houston Texans running back Arian Foster, left, and Jets receiver Brandon Marshall talk on
Saturday about overcoming mental health issues.

His time in counseling helped Foster
stop his destructive behavior. But soon
after he started to feel happy again, he
tore a groin muscle in training camp. He
says he was OK though, because of the
mental work he’d put in.
He returned on Oct. 4 and was riding
high. Happy on the football field, proud
of the father he’d become and enjoying
life overall. Just four games after his return came another blow; Foster tore his
Achilles’ tendon and would miss the rest
of the season.
“It’s like … man I can’t catch a break,”
he said. “But I’ve done so much emotional work that it didn’t really faze me either.”
Foster’s passion for this cause isn’t
only because of his struggles. He has another big reason for wanting to help.
“My sister is bipolar,” Foster said.
For many years Christina Foster’s illness went undiagnosed.
“We didn’t have money to get any
kind of diagnosis so we just thought that
she was (a jerk),” Foster said. “… It got
to the point where I stopped talking to
her because I couldn’t deal with it, and I
didn’t know what she was going through.
So we lost years of our life because we

didn’t know she was suffering from this
disease.”
Foster choked back tears as he spoke
of his sister. He said she was living in
government housing and using food
stamps. She finally got help and is better
now, which has allowed the two to repair
their fractured relationship.
A condition of allowing Foster to
share her story was that he include the
happy ending.
“She said absolutely, but make sure
that you tell them that it’s a story of triumph,” Foster said. “She takes the proper medicine and it’s a struggle still, but
every single day she fights it and she’s
on her way to get her master’s (degree)
now.”
Marshall loves hearing people’s stories because each one is valuable in
starting to erase the stigma of discussing mental illness.
“The thing that is therapeutic … is
when I’m helping other people,” Marshall said. “It’s so freeing and rewarding. It also holds me accountable to continue to take the proper steps when I’m
not feeling well, I’m having a bad day to
… use the tools and skills that I have to
make sure I get back on track.”

