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Edith McElroy Transcript – Interview recorded 12/14/09 

Levine II Bldg, Levine Campus, Central Piedmont Community College, Matthews, NC 

Transcribed and edited by Mark Coltrain 

Coltrain: Today is Monday, December 14 [2009] and we’re out at Levine Campus with Dr. Edith McElroy 

and this is the fourth interview for the CPCC and the Global South Oral History Project. 

Coltrain: What is your name and where and when were you born? 

McElroy: My name is Edith Valledares McElroy and I was born in Venezuela many years ago. That’s for 

me to know. You don’t have to have an exact date. [laughs] 

Coltrain: No, you don’t have to give an exact date but when is your birthday. 

McElroy: It’s November 10th. 

Coltrain: Did you grow up in Venezuela? 

McElroy: I grew up in Venezuela and in Spain. And I’ve been here longer than I’ve been anywhere else. 

So I sort of grew up here, as well. 

Coltrain: Where else have you lived, in addition to Venezuela and Spain? 

McElroy: Here in the United States. Living, living like you know moving in and yes— 

Coltrain: And how long were you in each place? Like Venezuela and Spain? 

McElroy: Well, I was in Venezuela until I was a teenager and then I moved to Spain with my family for a 

year and then I went back to Venezuela, then I have been here for twenty-five years. 

Coltrain: And where else—where in the United States have you lived? 

McElroy: Right here. Charlotte. Yes, Charlotte, North Carolina! Twenty-five years right here. 

Coltrain: What jobs have you had? 

McElroy: Ooh, let me start from—as an adult, right? 

Coltrain: Yes. 

McElroy: The first one that I remember I was helping with payroll in a pharmaceutical company was my 

first real job—I got paid to do that. And then after that, I came to the United States and I started 

working as a teacher after I graduated from college. And I have been doing that since, I mean I’ve been 

going from elementary school to the university to—I worked at UNCC for many years and then I came to 

CPCC as an instructor. And then from there I was the discipline chair of the foreign languages 

department. I have been interim of several jobs—associate dean, division director, I was finally the 
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division director of the foreign languages department for many years and now I’m the dean of the 

Levine Campus—after being the interim dean for awhile, as well. 

Coltrain: And tell me about your job as dean here. What does that entail? 

McElroy: Well, I was telling that to somebody else the other day, by the way, because it was a student 

from the journalism area and they come and they interview me once in awhile. I have two different 

responsibilities that I can think of right now—one is taking care of the academic programs that report to 

me. And those are basically general education classes, like English, Reading, Humanities, Business, 

Economics, Foreign Languages and a long list—Psychology, Sociology, et cetera. And then the other part 

of the job is taking care of the campus. And this is a campus that is very diverse and we have what, 

about a hundred and thirty full-time instructors, a hundred and twenty part-time people working her. 

Well, a hundred and thirty full-time personnel. And not all of them report to me, so I have to make sure 

everybody is happy with what they’re doing and if I see anything it is not supposed to be, I need to make 

sure I have a good communication with the other areas. Like I said, we have different teams working 

together. Those are my two basic responsibilities. 

Coltrain: When did your family leave to come to the United States? What year? 

McElroy: It was—well, they came first, my parents and my sisters came in ’82 and then I came in ’84. 

And they came because my sisters were going to go to college and so my parents decided that Charlotte 

was the best place for them to go because there was nothing else to do other than study. So I was in 

Venezuela pretty much by myself until I decided to join them in ’84. 

Coltrain: When you came what did you bring with you? What sort of possessions? 

McElroy: I had my clothes—that’s it. That’s it. Everything else stayed. I remember sending a bunch of 

stuff to my relatives’ house. My parents were already here so a bunch of my belongings stayed with my 

grandmother, some other stuff with my aunt. Whatever I didn’t need I gave away, so yeah, I came with 

my clothes, that was it. 

Coltrain: Do you remember anything about the journey to get here? What was that like? 

McElroy: It wasn’t anything out of the ordinary. Because since I was very little—my parents are not from 

Venezuela. So I grew up in a multi-cultural family, very diverse, so we were always going from one place 

to another. When, the first time when I moved to Spain, when we moved to Spain, we took only 

clothes—the same thing, we left behind everything else. And of course at that time, we had a house 

there, so my dad decided that we were going to keep all of our possessions stored in case that we had to 

come back which was a good thing. So it wasn’t anything out of the ordinary, it was normal, just come 

and start a new life somewhere else. 

Coltrain: Do you remember your first day in the U.S.? 

McElroy: Let me see, my first day…I remember my first day at CPCC because I came here to study. And I 

remember registering for classes and there were long lines and everything was due—we had to do 
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everything by cards, little cards—what classes are you taking and all that. And it was cold. And that 

winter I think it started snowing in October and I didn’t know how to drive in the snow and my dad gave 

me the keys to the car and he said, “here, go to school.” I’m like, “I don’t know how to drive.” And he 

said, “Don’t worry about it, it’s okay!” And I made it so—but yeah, it was really cold and a lot of snow, 

that was a shock. 

Coltrain: And that was in 1984? 

McElroy: Yeah. 

Coltrain: And tell me a little bit about your family that came—you said you had a couple of sisters and 

your parents?  

McElroy: And my son also, I had a son. My son was, what, four years old. Yeah so we all came—my 

parents were retired at that point so they were not living here—my sisters were left here by themselves 

to go to school and they had their own place and all that. My parents had their place to come and go 

back and forth to Venezuela because my two grandmothers were still there. So they wanted to make 

sure they were still taking care of the whole family. And then when—most of the times when my 

parents were elsewhere I was here, which was funny because one of the reasons I moved here was to 

be closer to my family but they were all over the place so that was fine, too. 

Coltrain: What were some of your first impressions and/or experiences here? 

McElroy: Yeah, my first—this is so funny because I come from a city, I come from Caracas and they have 

like what, five million people living there at that time. It’s a huge place. And the traffic is bad. And 

everything is you take forever to do everything, it’s kind of disorganized and I think it was to do with the 

nature of places—too crowded. And when I came here it was so quiet. And I had been here already 

because in ’82 I came to visit so I knew what the city was like. But living here was different. And all the 

restaurants were closed maybe at ten. And I remember in Venezuela, the restaurants were open until 

six a.m., it was a different vibe altogether and I think that was the thing that shocked me the most. But 

when we were living in Spain, we were living in a small town close to Madrid—that it was like a weekend 

tourist place and so it was a very small place as well. It wasn’t that bad it was just like, ooh, okay—and it 

has—Charlotte has changed a lot, you have to say. I mean in all those years. 

Coltrain: What sort of traditions or customs have you made an effort to preserve since you’ve been in 

the states? 

McElroy: Yeah, the food that we eat for the Christmas holidays in Venezuela—and this is something that 

is very dear to me because like I told you my parents are not from Venezuela but one of my 

grandmothers is and she was the one who taught me how to cook. And every year during Christmas 

time all the girls—my two sisters, myself, my mom and my grandmother, we cook for days at a time. So 

it was like, and she said, I need to pass this onto your mom and then your mom is going to pass it on to 

you guys, right, because we were three and guess who got stuck with it? It was me because I’m the 

oldest one so that’s fine. That’s something I try to keep as much as possible—so the Christmas food, 
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something that is so particular. There is one dish in particular is called ayacas—it takes forever to make 

but we try to keep it, every year we try to make them. 

Coltrain: And what is ayacas? 

McElroy: Ayacas is, it’s like a tamale but it’s different because it is made with a lot of ingredients. The 

tradition is that this is the food that the slaves used to eat when they were living in the haciendas in 

Venezuela. They got the leftovers from the big meals for Christmas so the only thing they could do is put 

together little pieces of everything and put them together with corn dough and then make a like a 

tamale-looking but everything was inside so that’s basically what it is and it takes forever to make 

because at that time everything was made already so the only thing they had to do was fix it but we’re 

trying to emulate something so we have to cook all the ingredients and it takes awhile. 

Coltrain: Are the ingredients fairly easy to find? 

McElroy: Oh thanks to the growing population of Latinos in Charlotte, yes. It used to be very hard to find 

them but now with so many stores you can find pretty much everything. 

Coltrain: Are there traditions that you have given up or changed in anyway? 

McElroy: Nope, I don’t think so. I think, well, there was a tradition, the three kings, you know in Spain 

they celebrate the three kings more than they celebrate—in some areas—you know, traditions change. 

My grandmother—my dad’s mom—used to celebrate that more than anything because I guess that was 

the time when the kids received the presents. So we had like three times to celebrate Christmas, once 

was the twenty fourth of December, the twenty fifth, and then the sixth, which is the epiphany, right? 

That what they call it?  

Coltrain: And you mentioned that you are married? 

McElroy: Yes. 

Coltrain: Tell me about your spouse. 

11:51 

McElroy: Oh, Clint McElroy, he works here at CPCC. He’s the dean of, what is it that he calls himself 

these days, Student Services—At Risk Students. He has a lot of responsibilities and he’s trying to make 

sure that our students are well-prepared because they already come with certain problems—they’re not 

ready for college education yet so that’s what he tries to do—make sure that we develop programs to 

attract them and to keep them and to make them successful so that’s him. And he’s more Latino than I 

am even though he’s not. So he has embraced our culture very nicely. 

Coltrain: How did y’all meet? 

McElroy: We met here a long time ago. He was in the English Department, I was in the English 

Department then and we started as friends and then—yes. 
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Coltrain: And y’all have been married since the early 80s? 

McElroy: No, no, no, we were married, when was it? Since 2003. That’s recent. 

Coltrain: Tell me about your children. 

McElroy: My children. I have two little ones. Well, not little anymore. My son, he is a very 

compassionate individual and he is a nice human being. He is a very idealistic person. He is one of the 

few people with an old soul—he was born an old soul. He knows how to talk to people and he’s not 

interested in anything material. Everything is more spiritual than anything. You can see it in his eyes, I 

mean he’s just one of those people. And the little one, Alexandra, she is the youngest one, she is a 

senior in high school and she is very active. She’s always moving, thinking about something, very 

intelligent, 4.0 student, dedicated. She wants to be a chef when she grows up and I think that from the 

two of them, she is the one who has had the hardest time with me because I try to keep some of our 

ideals from other cultures. And when she tells me, “Mom, that’s not the way we do things here.”I say, 

“Oh, I forgot.”  

Coltrain: Like what? 

McElroy: I don’t know. For example, dating. I’m old school and it takes me awhile to figure out, yes, 

she’s already seventeen, that’s fine. 

Coltrain: Tell me what languages do you speak? 

McElroy: Okay, when I came here to the United States, my second language was French. And I had 

studied English in school, it was mandatory. It wasn’t like an elective or anything, we had to. So then I 

came to the United States and because I probably had to produce more in English than in French, I put 

French back in there but I kept studying it in college. And then after many years, I don’t think I have used 

it. I grew up, like I said, in a very multi-cultural place. My grandmother spoke German, my dad speaks 

Italian, and sometimes when you didn’t want people to know what you were talking about, the other 

language came to be very useful. Portuguese, I can understand pretty much all the Romance Languages 

because they come from the same root. 

Coltrain: Do you speak a different language in different settings now? Like when you’re at home, 

opposed to here. 

McElroy: Well, it depends on the situation I guess. With Alexandra, with my daughter—with my son, I 

speak to him mostly in Spanish, which is really funny, I guess because when we came here, he four 

already so he was completely fluent in Spanish. With Alexandra, she’s bilingual but she learned Spanish 

here, so I go back and forth, it’s like Spanglish—so we use words—and if I have to say something very 

seriously, it probably comes out in Spanish more than in English. 

Coltrain: Tell me about the place where you grew up. Describe it for me. 
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McElroy: The place—let me think about what I remember about that place—I have better memories of 

the place I was living in Spain than the place in Venezuela even though I lived in the same house for 

many, many years. It was a big house. We were five of us. My grandmother didn’t live with us but she 

visit us every single day, she was helping out my mom because my mom was a working person. Imagine 

that, at that time, when everyone was a stay at home mom, my mom was working. She has a career and 

nobody would tell her to quit or do anything else. So my grandmother was always there with us. I had 

my own room, my sisters had to share the room for awhile and then everybody had—you know it was 

very spacious. It was a shock when we came to the United States and saw some of the spaces were not 

as big as we used to have there. My school was two blocks from my house, so I used to walk to school 

and come back like nothing. We had a nice shopping center right in front, we had a social club that we 

were members of so we would go and swim and play tennis. It was a very nice childhood. I have no bad 

memories about any of that. And we used to travel a lot. That was another thing—my parents made 

sure that we knew the country very well, so we used to take vacations in the country and then also 

outside. 

Coltrain: And this was in Venezuela? 

McElroy: Mmmhmm. 

Coltrain: Now tell me about Spain. 

McElroy: About Spain? It was a shocker. When I left Venezuela, I never liked my school. I’m glad this is 

going to be somewhere. I went to Catholic school so I had an issue with the ladies who worked there—

the nuns. So when I left Venezuela that was my only thing. I was a teenager; I had to leave all my friends 

behind. How hard is that? Think about it. But I was happy I was going to change schools, that was my 

only thing, okay I’m going to get to another place. Originally, we were going to live in Belgium but thank 

god we didn’t because I didn’t speak any Flemish, neither one of us, so it was the hardest one, it was not 

even French, it was the other side. So my parents decided, better to go to a place where people speak 

Spanish. We went to Madrid and my parents started looking for a place to live. And everything was so 

small. And that was one of the things, we were used to being in a big house, everybody had their own 

space, and we were going to kill each other, pretty much in a small place. So my parents said that—they 

took the train and they went to a very small town close to Madrid—San Lorenzo de El Escorial, it was a 

vacation place. People had their little chalets where they would spend some time on the weekend. And 

they found a very nice apartment, but for the standards of Spanish, right? Huge. It was big. It was three 

bedrooms, two bathrooms, it was huge for the place. So we went to—we went there and then all of the 

sudden, my parents came home with a uniform from the school and I recognized it and I’m like, “No 

way, man!” So I ended up going to the same school I was going to in Venezuela but it was worth it. 

Coltrain: Have you been back to visit Venezuela or Spain? 

McElroy: Yeah, the last time I went to Venezuela was in 1997. And I’m sorry that I went so late because I 

was planning to go earlier but my grandmother died before I could see her, like a couple of months 

before. So that was probably the reason for my visit more than anything, I wanted to have some kind of 

closure—my grandmother—I was closer to my grandmother than I was to my mom for—like I said, my 
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mom was always working, doing something, and my grandmother was always there. So then when the 

situation looked like it wasn’t very safe to go back to Venezuela, we decided not to go back anymore. 

And Clint has not been. And we’re always thing that maybe when things get better, we can go back. 

Alexandra doesn’t remember any of it—it has been too long. And Spain, yes, the last time I went was 

2001. And we’re going again this week. 

Coltrain: Wow. 

McElroy: Yes. Not to the same place where I grew up but in Spain. 

Coltrain: Thing have changed politically in Venezuela—what other ways have they changed? 

McElroy: Well, the infrastructure has changed. My parents went there a couple of years ago—my mom 

needed to have some medical treatment and she felt more comfortable seeing her doctor there, you 

know, the same doctor forever and when they went they said that everything was so—nobody’s paying 

attention to anything. So the roads are not nice, everything looks old and needs to have somebody 

taking care of it. And I think that’s another thing, pretty much everybody has left. Anybody who had 

anyway of going to another country, like I said, we are a country of immigrants. Everybody who is in 

Venezuela pretty much is the son or the daughter or grandson or granddaughter of somebody from 

another country. And so they decided to go back to where their parents came from. So everything has 

changed—it’s not the same people, not the same diversity, the infrastructure has suffered and it’s not as 

safe as—let’s say for a huge city of five million like I remember it, you have to take precautions. It’s like, 

if you go to New York, you don’t bring your ten thousand dollar Rolex because chances are—it shouldn’t 

happen but it may happen. So I guess it gets worse, it has gotten worse. 

Coltrain: What about the place where you lived in Spain? Has that changed much? 

McElroy: It has become a big place! The last time I went it was like a bus station right in front of that 

place. What is this doing here? So yeah, it has changed a lot. It’s not even close to what it used to be. 

Coltrain: When you were in Venezuela, what did people do for a living? 

McElroy: As far as I remember it, pretty much all of my dad’s friends were accountants—they were 

CPAs, all of them. They went to school together, were a very tight group of people. And my dad was 

working—he was in charge of a pharmaceutical company, so it was that group of CPAs who were his 

close friends. And also the people who were members of the chamber of pharmaceutical companies in 

Venezuela, so it was just like—those were the people I remember pretty much. My mom was a teacher 

and she was an elementary school teacher and so they had two sets of friends so they did stuff with 

each one of them. And my house was a party place—I remember having a party at least once a month 

for some reason, I mean we were three girls—we always had separate birthdays; parties for the 

company— 

Coltrain: Was it the same in Spain? 
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McElroy: In Spain we were by ourselves there so because when my dad, my dad retired from his 

company when he was forty five. He had started working there when he was fifteen, so thirty years later 

he decided that it was time to retire, so that’s the reason why we moved to Spain. It was just us. We got 

new friends. My mom, she’s an artist, she paints and she doesn’t need to be around people, she has her 

own—and my dad was still very close to the people who were the owners of the pharmaceutical 

company that he worked with, who happened to be some kind of royalty members, who knows what, in 

Spain. He had his group of friends, I had my group of friends, my sisters—so it was new, everything was 

new. 

Coltrain: Remind me again, you said you were only in Spain for a short time? 

McElroy: Yeah. It was about a year and then we went back to Venezuela. 

Coltrain: Growing up in Venezuela and Spain, what places stand out in your mind? Or landmarks? 

McElroy: The thing that I liked, Spain, I liked Europe in general, more than Venezuela. When I was 

growing up I always thought that was not the place for me. I have German blood and this is like a 

compulsion, I have to be organized, I have to have some kind of stability, structure and that was very 

difficult to achieve in Caracas, I don’t know if it’s the same thing because it was a big city because the 

people were different but I always thought I have to get out of here, so it was more organized in other 

places but I think that’s what I think about the most. And the place that I really always remember—there 

is this place next to Madrid where they have a monument for people who died during the Civil War in 

Spain: El Valle de los Caidos and I always think about that place. It’s a beautiful monument on top of a 

mountain and it was very close to the place where I used to live. So when people used to come from 

Venezuela to visit, I would be the tourist guide—just skip school and go there. 

Coltrain: Tell me, what do you value most about what you do here at CPCC? 

McElroy: Oh helping students, that’s it. I don’t think that it would be anything else other than trying to 

make a difference in people’s lives. We touch so many people. You can have any job and do the same 

thing. You know, it’s just like if you work at any other business, you could be doing the same thing but 

the opportunity of having so many people coming—people telling me, ‘I don’t know what I’m doing. I 

need to have some kind of guidance.’ And being able to have a little bit of influence. And even if they 

don’t know it yet, you know, making that transition in their lives when they don’t think they have any 

hope. To me that means a lot. 

Coltrain: You’ve been at CP pretty much since you got here back in the 80s— 

McElroy: Well, I started as a student in ’84, then I finished up—well, let me go back—when I was in 

Venezuela, I was going to be an architect. And then my school there closed because of some political 

issues, so I went to another school to become an engineer so but I brought my credits from the 

architectural school so I decided to combine them both—it was what is called ingeniera de obras civiles. 

It is an engineering, civil engineering, so you have to have a knowledge of design and the structural 

system—the whole construction. And then when I came to the United States, my purpose was to come 
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to CPCC and see if I could get a degree in architectural design. And then I changed my mind. I decided 

no, I don’t want that. I brought all my credits from Venezuela and started doing different things here, 

see what I liked. And then when I graduated from here I went to UNCC. And then I finished Bachelor’s 

Degree in Psychology, then I finished a Bachelor’s Degree in Spanish and then I did a Master’s Degree in 

English as a Second Language. In the meantime I was always working as an instructor there. And then I 

came here, ’97 as a full-time instructor because I worked here at CPCC before in ’93. 

Coltrain: How has CP changed over the years since you’ve been here? 

27:31 

McElroy: The main thing and this is always the same thing that we tell each other is it used to be the 

time when you go to a meeting and because we didn’t have so many campuses, you knew everybody, 

‘Oh, who’s that person?’ ‘They just hire them.’ So okay, let’s say, ‘Hello! Where are you from.’ And you 

used to know everybody. When this thing started to grow, it’s just like amazing, I don’t know who else is 

there anymore. I go to meetings at so many campuses now and, ‘Who’s that person?’ ‘I don’t know.’ 

‘Who is that?’ ‘I don’t know.’ So yeah, it was has grown in terms of not only the buildings but also the 

people that are here. I mean it’s—you have to make an effort to make sure that you get to know 

everybody, when it was so easy before. 

Coltrain: What would you attribute that growth to? 

McElroy: Well, in general, the growth of the population. We are offering more programs. We have more 

students. So it’s a normal progression. 

Coltrain: Talk a little bit about CP’s relationship with the Charlotte-community. 

McElroy: Well, that’s another thing that we always talk about, we were at a meeting the other day and I 

asked people to raise their hands if they have been doing anything related to CPCC, everybody had 

something to do. We touch everybody’s life in one way or another, starting with what we do with the 

high schools, something so simple. Our high school students from CMS and some others—home school 

students—they take classes with us. People taking CCE classes; people re-training; people who have to 

have, keep their certification updated, everybody takes classes at CPCC. It is amazing. And we belong to 

any kind of organization also. So for instance, I’m the chair elect of The Latin American Chamber of 

Commerce and we have an office at the Professional Development building at the main campus at 

Central Campus. So it’s just like the Chamber of—the Charlotte Chamber, Cheryl Richards is on one of 

the education committees, so we all participate in the community so the community recognizes us. And 

Dr. Zeiss of course is everywhere. He’s very active as well. 

Coltrain: From your point of view, how have historical events affected CPCC and how it’s changed since 

you’ve been here? 

McElroy: Well the first thing that I can remember, and this is something that touched me, I was working 

with the International Student Office, and when was that 2000-2001, during those years. And we used 

to have, prior to September 11th, we used to have a large population of international students coming 



E. McElroy CPCC and the Global South Transcript 10 
 

 
 

with F1 visas, student visas. After all that happened, during that time, and all the restrictions that were 

imposed on people who wanted to come here, our international population has changed. So I 

remember having students, so many students with F1 visas then, after the restrictions we started 

noticing that more students who were coming to our programs had already been living in Charlotte for 

awhile so our international students were international in definition but they were Charlotteans their 

home was here. So that was a huge change then. And now we’re picking up again on the numbers and 

the number is growing again so the diversity is growing. And because pretty much everybody who is an 

international student from Charlotte, who live in Charlotte, you can separate them in groups—so you 

have your Vietnamese students, you have your African students, you have your Latino students but 

before September 11th, we had students from other places also. So now it’s getting to be pretty much, 

we’re trying to catch up. It may not happen. Also, every time that we have a problem with the economy, 

we see so many people who are desperate and need to be retrained and then how we as an institution 

adapt to the needs of the community when times like this come. So we reach to different organizations 

and we try to find people not only training but also jobs after the fact. So I think we are a good, we are a 

very dynamic organization in terms of not being—not waiting for things to happen but anticipating—

changing while things happen. 

Coltrain: Describe some of the challenges you encounter when you do that. 

McElroy: Yeah because for instance, I told you at the beginning what my responsibilities are in terms of 

my title here. And I have—my programs are academic in nature, so we have the general education 

classes those classes that the students need in order to graduate from whatever degree they’re seeking. 

But also we have the programs that are certificates and short-term programs in the business area. And 

those, when the economy tends to be in this situation that it is right now, when people need to retrain, 

we need to make sure that we’re not only serving our students, general education classes, but also the 

students who need to have a certificate to go join or rejoin the workforce. So that is, and also seeing 

sometimes more attention is paid to retraining people and offering certificates so it’s just like trying to 

find that balance, that is a challenge right there. 

Coltrain: What sort of challenges have you seen CP overcome since you’ve been here? 

McElroy: Well trying to serve so many people because every time, like I said, every time the economy 

has gone the opposite direction, we get a higher demand for classes. And of course the economy’s also 

affecting us so it’s not like we can go out and say ok we’re going to hire fifty new people and we’re going 

to offer five thousand new sections, that is impossible because we cannot do that either. So with the 

limited resources that we have, we have been able to serve as many as possible. Of course, not as many 

as we wanted to serve but as many as possible. And that has been a huge sacrifice on the instructors as 

well because we’re asking instructors to take more students in their classes, where we’re trying to 

economize as much as possible. Trying to save on travel and things that we can probably cut in order to 

serve more. And that is huge. 

Coltrain: Talk a little more about CP’s international population… 
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McElroy: I remember when I came in ’84 we were a group of internationals—all of us, I mean you could 

see us, we used to meet at the Kratt building and it was just us. And you knew who they were, I mean it 

was just forty people perhaps and we had a language lab at the bottom and we had our English as a 

second language classes there. I was fortunate that I already had the training in English so I didn’t have 

to take English as a second language but most people did. We were all there and it was a handful, I 

mean you could count us. And then all of the sudden, there is no way, I don’t even remember how 

many, I mean the statistics are there—Planning and Research, every year they put together the number 

of students and the nationalities that they represent and you would be amazed. People that come from 

places that I didn’t even know there were countries. It’s just like, whoa, they get a new country everyday 

pretty much. It was just like, when we started we probably were like three groups of people, now it’s a 

hundred and some different countries represented. That tells you something—that Charlotte is 

becoming a more international city every day and that makes a lot of sense. At the beginning we used to 

have a lot of German companies coming here and that was not the only thing. When we started looking 

at the data from the Chamber of Commerce, it was just like we have companies or businesses from any 

kind of country that you can think of. And those businesses, they bring their own people and they hire 

people from their region so it’s just—they start to connect right there, we were members of the mayor’s 

International Cabinet as soon as it started. If you talk to Janet Malkemes right there, she came to 

Charlotte with the sole purpose of starting that organization in 1993. Now we have a bunch of people 

appointed by mayor—they changed their name, now they are together with some other group but they 

are the same thing—serve the international population in Charlotte. So if you go to the international 

students office and you see how many people apply for—to enter CPCC, it’s just ridiculous. Sometimes 

we can’t serve them in terms of offering enough English as a second language classes so we have to be 

creative. ‘Okay, what are we going to do with you? Okay, take this test and we’ll put you here.’ So it is 

amazing how much the diversity—we have a group and this is, what do we call it, the Diversity 

Committee here at CPCC and you must be familiar with that one. I was there for a year a long time ago. 

And now, well, go back and look at it again, you know, it’s just the configuration of groups has changed 

so much so not only in terms of the students but also funny, because I have an accent and it’s very 

obvious that I am not from the United States but you talk to other faculty members here who have 

names that are not recognizable as international and all of the sudden you’re talking to them and they 

don’t have an accent or anything and they start talking to you in Spanish. ‘Oh, I didn’t know you spoke 

Spanish.’ ‘Oh yeah, I’m from Panama!’ What are you talking about?! But I’ve been here so many years—

so this is another thing that you have some that are very obvious but you have some that are not and 

they are here and they’re with us.  

Coltrain: So over the next ten years or so, do you see that continuing to grow and spread? 

McElroy: You know what is changing is the number of students from specific regions because of the 

economic situation as well. We used to have a very large group of students from Colombia. So now, I 

don’t think that the Colombian group is the biggest one, I mean I’ve not looked at the numbers but I 

have the impression that that’s the case. Also we used to have a large number of students who were 

Venezuelan and again, that has changed, as well. So that’s what it is that the dynamics of the groups 

have changed depending on what is going on in the region and some people went back to their 
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countries of origin because they couldn’t find jobs here. Some other students just come for the sole 

purpose of getting an education and going back to their countries so they can help their country to, you 

know, develop. So I guess that’s what we see every day. This is like a micro-organism, you know what it’s 

like, it’s life so it’s just moving really fast.  

Coltrain: What do you miss most about Spain or Venezuela? 

McElroy: What I miss most about Venezuela is the proximity to the beach where I was living. It was 

twenty minute drive, so get in the car let’s go. And it was just very simple, nothing out of the ordinary, 

just get in your car and go. The food was different. I have to say the flavors of the foods, the tropical 

fruits that you cannot find here—there is no way, you can find certain fruits but it’s not the same. The 

climate—in Caracas it’s like, when I was living there, I’m assuming that the climate has changed also 

because even though people say that it’s not changing, I’m pretty sure that it is, but it was like 

springtime the whole year long. It didn’t matter what it was, we only had two seasons—it was the dry 

season and the rainy season. So that was the only way for you to know that the seasons had changed—

other than that the temperature was exactly the same. So that I miss and I have been here for twenty-

five years and I’m still not used to the winter. Every time the winter comes it’s a surprise—‘what?! Okay, 

I have to get my coat…’ and so forth. What I miss from Spain is being out so late at night and it’s safe and 

it is normal and people are very relaxed. It’s another way of living. I think that the United States, we 

work more than people in other places. I remember in Spain you work because you want to go on 

vacation, that’s your sole purpose in life—you have three four weeks of vacation and you’re going to 

take them no matter what. And people go and they rent a place and you have a thousand people in one 

place but that’s fine – this is my vacation and I’m going to take it. So the times when they eat their 

meals, you know, eating very late at night, you couldn’t do this here even if you wanted to. And you 

know there is another thing I have noticed, you eat and you eat and you eat and you don’t gain weight 

[laughs] in either one of those places. You know in South America and in Europe, so I don’t know what it 

is about the food here that makes you gain so much more weight. 

Coltrain: Maybe because people are more active there? 

McElroy: Yeah, you walk. It’s easier to walk than drive a car. 

Coltrain: That’s something that Bjarne Nielsen was saying was getting around and how you maneuver 

around cities—that was one of the biggest challenges he had when he got here. And I can see that 

public transportation being so much more accessible. 

McElroy: Yeah, my grandmother was eighty some—eighty six maybe when she died, she was still going 

out and going to the market—walking and taking the metro and taking busses and all that—here she 

would’ve died of boredom because she didn’t drive, so— 

Coltrain: Is there anything, when you visit Spain, anything that you have to get? Food or— 

McElroy: Yes! Churros, that’s like a pastry, like beignets—the French ones—but these are long and you 

soak them, you put them in chocolate. It’s a very dense chocolate, not the one that you drink, one that 
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you use a spoon. In fact, that’s what I told Clint, when we get there, the first thing that I want to do is 

get my churros and get it out of the way! Because there is another thing funny, we found a place that 

pretty much sells all the foods from Spain that you can—even you can miss in terms of hams and 

sausages and cheeses and cookies and all of that, they sell them online and they bring them to your 

house. I mean, that we don’t miss. But the churros, somebody has to make them and I’m not about to 

fry anything at home so there. And in Venezuela, let me see, oh yeah, golfeados, another sweet—it’s like 

cinnamon rolls and I have not found them anywhere else. I have attempted to make them here, they 

have worked out fine but it’s too much work, so yeah. 

 

 

 


