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A LETTER FROM THE SUPERINTENDENT
To Our Catholic School Community:

As we mark the start of 2019, it is amazing to think that yet 
another academic year has reached its halfway point. There’s 

nothing I enjoy more than visiting our 22 Catholic schools to see  
the joy, laughter and faith on the faces that fill the halls, as well as  
the many resources we have acquired to help prepare our students  
to meet the lifelong challenges of a rapidly changing world. From  
nursery school to high school, our children receive not only the gift  
of an outstanding education but also a foundation that will keep  
them on the path to living the Gospel message.

Creating this environment is no easy feat, of course, and there  
are so many to thank for making the Catholic schools in the Diocese 
of Syracuse a success. This year, however, I would be remiss if I did  
not specifically express my sincere gratitude to Bishop Robert J. 
Cunningham for his unflinching support of our schools during his  
nine year tenure here. As you know, the Bishop is soon to retire,  
and he will certainly be missed, as he has been such a true beacon  
of faith and leadership to our students, faculty, families and schools.

This issue of Pillars gives you an inside look of how we teach and 
learn in Jesus’ name through the stories of success, perseverance and 
faith. From one-on-one Chromebooks in our classrooms to learning 
the skills to operate drones, our students are grasping important 
lessons in science, technology, engineering and mathematics —  
along with the arts and, of course, religion — that we could never 
have even imagined just a few years ago. Other pages will fill your 
hearts as you read about a teacher who has kept her mother’s legacy 
alive by sharing the diversity of our world with students through 
travel, an alumna who credits much of his success on the basketball 
court to his Catholic school roots, and school communities that are 
thinking outside of the box to keep their enrollments going strong.

Thank you for the continued prayers and support of Catholic 
education that allow us to empower our students with learning, 
compassion, integrity and respect for life. Every one of us plays an 
important role in the mission of the Catholic Schools of the Diocese 
of Syracuse, and for that I thank you. May the Lord grant you His 
many blessings in 2019.

In our love of Christ, I remain,

William Crist
Superintendent of Catholic Schools

MISSION STATEMENT
The Catholic Schools in the Diocese of  
Syracuse share in the evangelizing mission  
of Jesus Christ to love and be of service to  
God and one another. Together with our 
families, communities, and parishes, our  
schools provide an education rooted in the 
Gospels that is “living, conscious, and active”.  
Students witness and are taught values  
and ideals that are in accordance with the 
teachings of the Roman Catholic Church.   
We empower our students to live their faith 
with compassion, integrity, and respect for  
all life and the diversity of our world.

Our schools are faith-centered com-
munities focused on promoting academic 
excel lence while developing a strong moral 
conscience and embracing Catholic social 
teachings that enable our students to meet  
the lifelong challenges and demands of our 
rapidly changing world.
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Dear Friends,
As we reach the half-way point in 

our school year, I am pleased to 
see the blessings that abound in our  
22 Catholic schools each day centered 
around prayer and worship, formation, 
community and service. Pillars maga-
zine is a testament to these practices 
and a look inside all the blessings and 
opportunities that exist inside of our 
schools. 

The administrators, staff and 
volunteers in our Catholic schools 
provide the tools necessary for parents 
to fulfill their role of missionary disciple: 
knowing, living and sharing our Catholic 
faith. At our Catholic schools, the day 
begins with prayer. At every grade level, 
students are formed in our faith. 
Smaller class sizes foster close-knit 
communities where teachers and 

classmates become like family. Service 
to others happens regularly and is  
done with joyful hearts. In partnership 
with parishes and families, our schools 
provide an education focused on the 
Gospel. Our graduates go out into this 
world with a profound respect for life, 
family and faith.

The support and enthusiasm of our 
pastors and school communities is a 
blessing and much appreciated. Be 
assured of my prayers.

Cordially yours in Christ,

Most Rev. Robert J. Cunningham
Bishop of Syracuse



Catholic School Alum Makes the  
Right Call as NCAA Referee
BY CAROLINE K. REFF

Pat Driscoll has officiated at the NCAA Final  
Four Basketball Tournament four times — 
the pinnacle of any college referee’s career — 
but the stories he shares of his days as a  
basketball player for the St. Charles Chargers  

and the Bishop Ludden Gaelic Knights are clearly just  
as important to him.

Driscoll, a 1985 graduate of Bishop Ludden, credits 
sports as a means of support and guidance from very early 
in his life. Raised by a single mother in Syracuse’s Tipperary 
Hill neighborhood, Driscoll lived only a few blocks away 
from the Hamilton Street Boys & Girls Club. It was here that 
he went almost every day after school to play basketball 
or whiffle ball and hang out with friends until his mother 

came home from work. Many years later, 
Driscoll is giving back to the place that was 
his home away from home, as he is now the 
executive director of the Boys & Girls Club 
of Syracuse.

From the Boys & Girls Club to grammar 
school and high school, basketball was 
always a part of Driscoll’s life. At the former 
St. Charles Borromeo School, he made the 
basketball team as a sixth grader, an unusual 
feat considering he was competing against 
eighth graders. In Seventh Grade and  
Eighth Grade, he continued to play for the 
Chargers, coached by his uncle, Rocky Kelly. 
Driscoll eventually moved down the road  
to Bishop Ludden High School, where  
he played basketball for those he still  
considers great mentors — Dick Mulhern, 
Mark Wadach and one of the legendary 
coaches of local high school basketball,  
Jerry Wilcox.

 “I credit a lot of my success to my days 
at St. Charles, Bishop Ludden and the Boys 
& Girls Club,” Driscoll said. “I learned the 
game of basketball — and a lot of other 
important lessons — from some wonderful 
people there.”

It was at the Boys & Girls Club where 
he really got his start as a referee. The club was expand-
ing in the 1980s and inviting teams from outside the area 
to compete there. The organization needed referees, and 
Driscoll was tapped to give it a try. “I had no idea what I was 

doing at the start,” said Driscoll, “but it was a bug I caught 
that never left me.”

Others began to notice that Driscoll had a talent  
for officiating and encouraged him to stay with it. While  
attending college at St. Bonaventure University, he con-
tinued refereeing intramural basketball, while also serving 
as the varsity basketball team manager for four years. He 
eventually became certified as a member of the Interna-
tional Association of Approved Basketball Officials, Inc., 
allowing him to officiate at the modified, junior varsity  
and high school varsity levels. After college, he returned  
to Syracuse and took a job with the City of Syracuse Parks 
and Recreation Department. At the same time, he began  
officiating at the Division II and Division III level for places 
like Le Moyne College and SUNY Oswego before moving 
up to Division I schools like Colgate and Cornell universi-
ties. His rating as a referee continued to climb, and by 1996 
he was given a Division I contract by the Metro Atlantic 
Athletic Conference.  

Today, Driscoll can be seen officiating the big games 
in college basketball in the Big East, ACC, SEC and Atlantic 
10. (As a hometown boy, he does not officiate for Syracuse 
University games by mutual agreement with the ACC.) He 
has risen to these heights while at the same time building a 
career that has included being hired as commissioner of the 
City of Syracuse Department of Parks and Recreation, oper-
ating director of the Say Yes to Education program, and his 
current position with the Boys & Girls Club of Syracuse — 
all career choices he believes have allowed him to mentor 
and give back to area youth. 

Driscoll admits officiating is not all fun and games, 
particularly traveling, juggling hectic schedules and doing his 
best to ignore what is said on social media. “What people 
say on social media is not such a challenge for me, but I 
know my kids see it, too, and that can be difficult,” he said. 

He is a father to three children: Patrick, who is just 
starting his own path as a basketball official; Molly, who 
attends her father’s alma mater, St. Bonaventure University; 
and Emma, who is a 2018 graduate of Bishop Ludden Jr./Sr. 
High School and also attends St. Bonaventure.

As Driscoll looks back on 35 years of officiating, he 
credits the Boys & Girls Club, his Catholic education,  
countless mentors and his late mother, Noreen Driscoll,  
for his success.

“We lost our dad when he was just 34,” Driscoll  
explained. “I was 9. Where do you go from there? My 

2

P
I

L
L

A
R

S

D
EN

N
IS N

ETT | D
N

ETT@
SY

RAC
U

SE.CO
M

“I look forward  

to each game.  

Officiating has taken 

me places I might have 

never gone otherwise, 

and I’ve formed some 

really great friendships 

along the way. It’s a 

wonderful opportunity 

to still be involved in 

a game I learned at a 

very young age with 

the support of a lot of 

great people.”
—PAT DRISCOLL
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mother and her faith really sustained us. She made the 
financial sacrifices to send my sister, Kelly; my brother, 
Gallagher (currently the head varsity basketball coach and 
athletic director at Bishop Ludden); and me to Catholic 
school. She had great faith and really impressed upon us 
that faith and service to others was important. That’s what’s 
truly pushed me to work for the kind of agencies I have in 
my career and, through that, try to make life a little better 
for someone else.”

At age 51, Driscoll has no plans to hang up his whistle 
anytime soon. “I’ll keep officiating for as long as I’m physi-
cally able, and I hope to go out one day on my own terms,” 
he said, noting that in the meantime he hopes to encourage 
and mentor up-and-coming officials, just as others encour-
aged him. 

“I look forward to each game. Officiating has taken me 
places I might have never gone otherwise, and I’ve formed 
some really great friendships along the way. It’s a wonderful 
opportunity to still be involved in a game I learned at a very 
young age with the support of a lot of great people.” n

Caroline K. Reff is the editor of Pillars magazine  
and a freelancer writer in Syracuse, New York.
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Be a Buddy, Not a Bully!

St. Rose of Lima School in North Syracuse uses a No-Bullying pledge every day. 
Here Kindergarten students stand by the school pledge. October was a special 

awareness month, and classes did different activities to show the students how  
“To Be a BUDDY, NOT A BULLY!”  

University of North Carolina head coach Roy Williams 
has a word with referee Pat Driscoll during a timeout at a 
UNC versus Duke University basketball game.
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Catholic Education Gives Valedictorians 
Confidence for the Future
BY KATHERINE LONG

C
ollege life has been very good so far 
for Michael Elacqua. Notre Dame Jr./
Sr. High School’s 2018 valedictorian 
is studying at the College of the Holy 

Cross in Worcester, Massachusetts, and exploring his 
options for a major — biology, environmental sci-
ence and psychology are some of the contenders. He 
chose the Jesuit school because of its “strong academ-
ics, small class sizes, helpful professors, and a great 
working environment” and because of the example 
of his older brother and sister, who also chose Holy 
Cross.

The complexity of the work and meeting the 
demands of the workload are challenges, however 
“I’ve met many wonderful people who share common 
academic goals and it was easy to make many good 
friends quickly,” he said.

And “while there certainly is a change in academic 
rigor, I would say that overall my high school educa-
tion at Notre Dame served me well as preparation for 
the work I am encountering in college,” he said. 

At Notre Dame, Elacqua was a member of the 
National Honor Society and the bowling and soccer 
teams; a student ambassador and a member of the 
principal’s advisory committee; and involved in 
campus ministry and numerous parish ministries.  
At Holy Cross, he’s been focused on academics this 
semester but notes “there are many ways to be 
involved on campus, and I look forward to exploring 
several of them in semesters to come.”

Elacqua offered some words of wisdom to those 
on the college track. “I think it’s important to develop 
good work habits in high school. Also don’t be afraid 
to take a rigorous course load. It really can help you 
prepare for the difficulty of college work,” he said.

C AT H O L I C 
S C H O O L  
C O N F I D E N C E

Zoë Fortin’s sights are 
set on traveling the 

world. She also has the 
confidence needed to 
conquer it. 

Bishop Ludden  
Jr./Sr. High School’s  
2018 valedictorian is 

studying economics at the Uni v ersity of Rochester, 
aiming for a career in international relations or 
consulting that will take her around the globe.  
She’s also minoring in French with the goal of 
mastering a second language that will assist her  
in her future endeavors.

The U of R wasn’t on Fortin’s radar at first, she 
said, but when she learned about the school’s open 
and flexible curriculum, “I knew that was something  
I was looking for.” Visits to campus clinched it. “I 
didn’t know what I was looking for until I found it.”

The transition to college life and “learning how  
to start from scratch friend-wise” was a bit of a 
challenge, Fortin said, but she’s feeling settled and  
at home now. The best part of this new chapter is  
the “flexibility and change of pace,” she said, and  
her ability to set her own schedule, “choosing what  
I do and when I do it.”

Just as she was at Ludden, Fortin is involved in 
numerous activities outside the U of R classroom.  
A former member of Ludden’s varsity cross country, 
indoor track and outdoor track and field teams, 
Fortin is now on U of R’s varsity track and field team. 
She’s also working at the campus radio station, where 
she reviews new albums sent by record labels, and is  
a member of the fashion club, participating in photo 
shoots, doing some modeling and helping to organize 
an upcoming fashion show. 

How did Fortin’s Catholic education at Ludden 
prepare her to take on college and the world? 
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“It really comes down to the confidence that it 
gave me,” she said. “Being in the small environment 
that Ludden has and growing in that environment 
and feeling comfortable there really allows [for] 
personal growth…. The personal growth I was able 
to foster in myself because of the environment I was 
in at Ludden set me up for success here, in that I 
wasn’t really searching for stability within myself. 
That takes a big load off when you’re in a new 
environment — if you have confidence in yourself, 
that makes confidence in what you’re doing easier to 
achieve.”

Fortin also credits Ludden teachers Suzanne 
Pietropaolo and Rev. Dan Muscalino with “preparing 
me the best for the situations that I’m facing now.”

“The extent to which both of those teachers 
pushed me academically, but also personally, has 
really benefited me,” she said.

And to the Gaelic Knights and other students 
who will follow in her footsteps toward higher 
education, she offers some wise advice: know  
thyself. “It’s easy to get lost in what others think  
you should do,” she said, “but make sure you’re  
okay with yourself and that you know what you  
want to do. Don’t worry and don’t rush it.”

E M B R A C I N G 
U R B A N  L I V I N G

Kaitlin Abrantes, 
Seton Catholic 

Central’s 2018 valedic-
torian, is studying 
biomedical engineering 
at Columbia University. 
She’s not sure what 
career path she’ll forge 
after college — biome-
chanics and pharmaceu-

ticals are possibilities — but she’s certain of her love 
for Columbia. 

“I love New York and definitely wanted an urban 
campus,” Abrantes said. She also loves Columbia’s 
curriculum, which allows engineering students to 
explore literature and the humanities alongside their 
science courses.

Abrantes was a member of various academic  
clubs and a hospital volunteer while in high school, 
and she’s continuing to combine smarts and service 
while in college. She is a member of Columbia’s 
chapter of Engineers Without Borders USA, an 
organization that brings together professional and 
student engineers to help communities in developing 
countries tackle projects like building bridges and 
digging wells. Abrantes is part of the chapter’s work 
on projects in Morocco and Uganda.

Abrantes said the faculty and community at Seton 
helped to prepare her for college. “Our teachers 
always cared about our growth and offered a lot of 
perspective,” she said. It also helps to know “there’s 
always a support system back home.”

P U R S U I N G  
B O T H  A R T S  
A N D  S C I E N C E S

Bishop Grimes Jr./Sr. 
High School 2018 

valedictorian Martin 
Welych-Flanagan 
attended The New 
School, a small progres-
sive school in DeWitt, 
before starting at  

Grimes in Seventh Grade. 
Since the age of 7, Welych-Flanagan has con-

ducted a grassroots campaign to protect harp seals in 
Canada and has raised over $20,000 to date for the 
Protect the Seals Campaign of the Humane Society 
of the United States. Welych-Flanagan is interested 
in both art and science, and he is pursuing a career in 
paleontology. Welych-Flanagan is attending Colgate 
University, where he is an Alumni Memorial Scholar.

Last June, the Catholic Schools of the Syracuse 
Diocese graduated 258 seniors – a 100 percent 
graduation rate across the board. In addition, the 
students at the four Catholic high schools were 
offered almost $24 million in college scholarships. n

Katherine Long is the editor of The Catholic Sun.
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STEM Education Builds STEAM and 
“STREAMs” through Diocesan Schools
BY CHRISTY PERRY TUOHEY

I
n 2009, the National Science Board 
recommen ded to the White House that 
students should get started with science 
education as early as possible in order  

to develop the skills that increasingly will  
be needed for global job markets. “The  
earlier children are exposed to STEM con-
cepts, the more likely they are to be comfort-
able with them later in life,” the memo read. 
“The federal government should ensure that 
we are developing the talents of all children 
who have the potential to become STEM 
innovators or excellent STEM professionals.”

As the stem of a flower holds up its 
petals, STEM education upholds these 
components: science, tech nology, engineer-
ing and math. There were nearly 8.6 million 
U.S. STEM jobs in May 2015 representing 
6.2 percent of U.S. employment, according 
to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. That 
number of jobs was, at the time, projected  
to grow to 9.8 million by 2024. 

Central New York Catholic schools are 
preparing students for occupational fields 
that require math and science-related skills 
by implementing STEM education and, in 
many cases, incorporating the arts (STEAM) 
and religion (STREAM) into classroom 
activities, after-school programs, clubs and 
camps. Here is an overview of STEM educa-
tion efforts in the Roman Catholic Diocese 
of Syracuse. 

S E N D  I N  T H E  D R O N E S
B I S H O P  G R I M E S ,  B I S H O P  L U D D E N  A N D 
N O T R E  D A M E  J R . /S R .  H I G H  S C H O O L S

Three Central New York junior/senior high 
schools received a combination of public and 

private support for a Spring 2018 Drone Camp. 
Hosted on the Bishop Grimes campus, the all-day 
event offered participants a chance to learn basics  
of computer coding, which they used to program  
and operate small drones. More than 20 students 
from Syracuse’s Bishop Grimes Jr./Sr. High School 
and Bishop Ludden Jr./Sr. High School and Utica’s 
Notre Dame Jr./Sr. High School attended. 

Bishop Grimes physics teacher Chad Gregory 
described the drones used at camp as small enough to 
fit in your palm. He helped students cycle through 
four different stations around the school building as 
they learned to fly the small aircraft reminiscent of 
Star Wars-type ships. 

6
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“They had virtual reality cameras, so the kids 
were able to wear a 3-D headset and get kind of the 
view from the drone itself,” Gregory said.

Using a Python-based drag and drop computer 
programming language, the participants also learned 
to fly the drones through an obstacle course using 
sets of commands. Gregory, who has been program-
ming computers since the 1980s, was impressed by 
how easily the students picked up the language. 

“The kids took right to it. And before I knew it, 
they actually had me cornered with the drones,” he 
said. “They kind of herded me into one corner, and 
they thought that was hilarious!”

Project Fibonacci, a nonprofit organization based 
in Rome, New York, that provides STEAM educa-
tion programs to schools, organized and ran the 
camp, according to Katie Regan, who worked with 
diocese schools through her job at the Central New 
York Regional Information Center, a state-funded 
provider of instructional technologies. Regan said a 
Heritage Campaign Technology Grant covered the 
cost of the drones for the camp, which were then 
donated to the three schools. 

During the camp, the students also learned about 
drone flying safety regulations and the use of drones 
in aerial cinematography. Gregory said the event 
effectively provided real-life applications for scien-
tific concepts.

“The reason I was excited about it is, in class,  
we talk about all these different scientific principles 
in physics and the principles of flight and such.  
But it’s one thing to talk about it and another to  
see it,” he said. 

M A G I C A L  M I X T U R E S ,  M AT T E R  
M O N S T E R S  AT  B L E S S E D  S A C R A M E N T 

Teachers at Syracuse’s Blessed Sacrament Elemen-
tary School led pupils through scientific experi-

ments in 2018, both in an after-school club and at a 
STREAM camp.

S C I E N C E  E X P L O R E R S  C L U B  

Pennsylvania-based Science Explorers is a program 
that provides STEM-related lessons and materials 

for after-school clubs. Last fall, Blessed Sacrament 
club members created different chemical reactions 
during the Magical Mixtures unit. Pre-Kindergarten 
teacher Heather Marx runs the club.

“We’re talking about polymers. Two liquids we 
blended together became a gas and a solid. It was our 
Matter Monster,” Marx said, “because all the matters 
blended together at one point,” creating a green, 
growing foam. 

Another Magical Mixtures experiment had the 
students mixing baking soda and vinegar in a latex 
glove. It was called The Growing Glove because of 
the way it expanded as it reacted to the combined 
base and acid. 

“They could feel that it was an endothermic 
reaction because it was very cold. When we made  
the foam, it was exothermic. It gave off a lot of heat,” 
Marx said. 

Science Explorers is open to everyone from First 
to Sixth Grade. Marx said the older students often 
help the younger ones with activities. “What’s really 
great is that in the end, it ties it together that the 
older kids are really thinking on that higher level, but 
it’s really getting those younger kids thinking about 
it, but actually feeling it and experiencing it,” she 
observed. “Which, I think, that’s what STEAM 
(STEM plus Arts) is all about.”

continued on page 8

In 2018, students at Bishop Grimes participated in a 
Drone Camp, where they learned the basics of coding, 
which they used to program and operate small drones.
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In August 2018, students who attended Blessed 
Sacrament’s STREAM day camp learned that it 

takes one and a half Alka-Seltzer tablets mixed with 
water to propel a rocket about half the size of a .35 
mm film container into the air. The rockets were  
one of several experiments students tried during  
the two-week camp.

Fourth Grade teacher Jackie Wituszynski guided 
the campers through building LEGO cars and the 
ramps they ran on. Students also built bridges and 
tested how much weight each could hold. 

“Some of them worked, and some of them failed,” 
Wituszynski said, “but then you go back and fix it. 
It’s all based on inquiry and testing ideas and devel-
oping engineering products.”

The arts came into play with student rocket 
designs, which included drawings and Play-Doh 
models. And the “R” in STREAM — Religion — 
called for them to ponder how their experiments 
might impact God’s creation. 

“It’s based on the ethics, like our job is to protect 
God’s earth,” she explained. “For example, if you’re 
going to put a rocket up in the air, we would talk 
about how now you’ve got all of these chemicals 
you’re using, and how does that apply to the pollution 
of the earth?”

Wituszynski hopes to form a LEGO Robotics 
team at Blessed Sacrament in the near future.

D E F Y I N G  G R AV I T Y  W I T H  PA R A C H U T E S 
AT  H O LY  FA M I LY  S C H O O L

“I knew it would work! I knew it would work!” 
Carol Shifflet remembers one of her fifth 

graders shouting. He had just created his own 
mini-parachute, and it had floated slowly to the 
ground just the way he had hoped it would.

Holy Family’s Fifth and Sixth Grade science 
teacher laid out raw materials for parachute building 
on a classroom table and watched students pick 
through newspaper, tissue paper, pieces of plastic 
garbage bags, thick thread, dental floss and clothes-
pins, deciding which would make the best para-
chutes. 
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“I had them draw a picture of it first and how 
they wanted to assemble it,” Shifflet said. She had 
them test the parachutes inside first, dropping them 
from step-stool height.

“They stood on the stool and a lot of them  
fell like a rock. So then that’s when they started to 
improvise what the shape of the parachute should  
be and maybe change the weight and so forth,” she 
added.

A blustery day on the playground hampered their 
outdoor experimentation, but Shifflet plans to repeat 
the parachute project in the spring, hoping for calmer 
winds.

B O O M E R A N G S  A N D  B O T S  AT  
S T.  PAT R I C K ’ S  S C H O O L

There’s a new after-school STEAM Club at 
Oneida’s St. Patrick’s School, and it is open to 

third through sixth graders. Once a week, for half  
an hour, students rotate through different classroom 
centers, learning computer coding and creating 
commands for programmable robots.

Club sponsors Melissa Marris and Erin Thomp-
son applied for several small grants to purchase 
robots and drones, which the students learn to 
manipulate with a drag and drop coding application. 
Two robots, named Dot and Dash, are a blue, 
bubble-shaped pair that can perform different tasks. 
Using an iPad app, club members can move the two 
around, make them dance, talk and even shoot balls. 

At Holy Family School, Syracuse, students created mini-
parachute designs out of raw materials like newspaper, 
garbage bags and clothes pins.
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“We were trying to start with the coding so  
that the kids get familiar with what they need to do,” 
Thompson said. “They need to think far enough 
ahead in order to get the robot to do what they  
want it to do.

The club also has an Ozobot, which resembles a 
small snow globe. Ozobots can be taught to follow 
lines drawn on paper with color markers. “An Ozobot 
is more art-based coding,” Marris explained. “He 
follows lines, and you can build the lines to be code. 
A black line with a red dash with a black line is a 
signal for him to do a certain thing.”

Some of the first club meetings also included 
boomerang building, which is both art and math-
related because it involves measuring the angles of 
boomerang arms. 

“Hopefully, in the future they’ll fall in love with 
science and math and technology, and [a secondary 
school] teacher will thank us down the line!” said 
Thompson. 

Students at Rome  
Catholic School  
participated in a  
Bridges of New  
York project.

Dot fascinated students at St. Patrick’s School, as the 
children learned computer coding, how to create simple 
commands and how to move the blue bubble-shaped 
robot around the classroom.

Here are some of the other STEM/STEAM/
STREAM projects and activities going on  
in our Catholic schools. 
n ROME CATHOLIC SCHOOL hosted both a Drone 

Camp and Drone Club. Third and fourth graders 
completed a Bridges of New York State project, 
and a consultant teacher is helping all teachers 
incorporate projects into their classrooms. 

n ALL SAINTS CATHOLIC SCHOOL hosted a 
STEAM and Faith-filled Doodles and Drawings 
Camp. The school’s Odyssey of the Mind Team 
placed second at the World Finals Competition in 
Iowa. Students aged 7 to 11 competed.

n ST. MARY’S ACADEMY, BALDWINSVILLE, has  
a Science Explorers After-School Science Club.

Christy Perry Tuohey is an author, journalist and writer based 
in Syracuse, New York.
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Changes Outlook for Hundreds of Students
BY CHRISTY PERRY TUOHEY

B
efore Mary Beth (Lester) Miller toured the 
former Nazi concentration camp at Dachau, 
Germany, with classmates in 1984, she didn’t 
realize her language teacher, who was guiding 

students on the trip, had lost friends and neighbors to 
such monstrous places. 

On that trip abroad, Bishop Ludden French and 
German teacher Odette Misik told her students of 
her own involvement with the Resistance Movement 
during World War II. Misik’s parents had owned a 
café in Luxembourg in the days of Adolf Hitler’s rise 
to power. When German soldiers insisted they hang 
a picture of Hitler in their place of business, they 
refused and the soldiers shut down the café. As it was 
the only café in town though, they eventually were 
allowed to re-open. Soon, Misik and her family were 
helping others escape Nazi oppression — and worse 
— including two Canadian pilots whose planes had 
been shot down.

“Not only did it make our visit to this concentra-
tion camp more real and impactful, it helped us to see 
Mrs. Misik through an entirely different lens,” Miller 
recalled. “She was not just our kindly French teacher; 
she had experienced a life we couldn’t even begin to 
imagine. She was an active participant in the things 
we learned about in history class.”

“She was a war bride in World War II, met my 
[American] dad,” Odette’s daughter Suzanne Misik 
Pietropaolo explained. “They needed a French 
teacher at Ludden. She taught French and German 
for 20 years. And then when I had children, she 
decided to stay home with them.”

On the ‘84 trip, Misik had just retired from 
Bishop Ludden and her daughter stepped in as the 
school’s French and German teacher. But Pietropaolo 
couldn’t fly overseas that year because she was 
pregnant. “So I had my mom go, and she took my  
dad along that time,” she said.

“We all loved Mrs. Misik,” Miller said, referring  
to her high school abroad trip to Germany, France, 

Holland and Belgium. “She was the perfect guide  
for the trip — kind, knowledgeable, patient and 
understanding of what would make the experience 
the perfect blend of fun and meaningful for us.”

The Misik family tradition of teaching and  
taking Ludden students to Europe passed from mother 
to daughter, and eventually another family member 
was included in the adventures: Pietropaolo’s husband, 
Tom, a Ludden social studies and history teacher. 

After accompanying her daughter and students 
on the annual Ludden trips throughout the ‘80s, 
Misik decided it was time that her son-in-law got  
a chance to travel with the groups. “My first trip  
was ’91,” Tom said. “I’d never been anywhere.” His 
wife interjected, “He came kicking and screaming.” 

“Didn’t really want to go,” he admitted. By the 
end of his first trip to England and France, though,  
he asked “Where are we going next time?” From then 
on, Tom was involved with abroad trip planning and 
traveling. 

“Him being the history teacher and me doing 
language, we try to combine those things a lot. Like 
what’s historically significant about a place that we’re 
going, and how can we tie this into something?” 
Pietropaolo said.

Mary (Russo) Kleberg went on the 1993 Ludden 
trip to Austria, Germany, Switzerland, France and 
England with the Pietropaolos. She has fond memo-
ries of touring Mozart’s birthplace and seeing 

“She was not just our kindly French 

teacher; she had experienced a life we 

couldn’t even begin to imagine. She 

was an active participant in the things 

we learned about in history class.”
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loca tions in Salzburg, Austria, where the classic 
movie “The Sound of Music” was filmed. The group 
also went to the Louvre in Paris and Buckingham 
Palace in London.

“I went with a few of my best friends — to this 
day — and am so thankful to have this memory to 
share with them. It is such a big, beautiful world out 
there,” Kleberg said.

“Every now and then, we’ll hear from a student 
who will say something about the trip,” Pietropaolo 
said. “I do think they come back changed.

Tom remembers well the painting that changed 
one particular student’s life in Paris. The main reason 
she went on the trip was to see one of Van Gogh’s 
“Sunflowers” paintings at the Musée d’Orsay. The 
students had free time to see what they wanted to  
see one evening, but it was getting late. The museum 
was about to close.

“They ran in. She got to look at it, she bought the 
poster of it and when she came out of there, she was 
just walking on air,” he remembered. “That’s the kind 
of thing that never gets old.”

Pietropaolo’s most memorable abroad experience 
with students happened on the Spring 2003 trip.  
U.S. forces had just invaded Iraq. France and  
Germany had gone on record opposing the war  
and demonstrations broke out across Europe.  
Two students dropped out of the trip because  
those countries were on the itinerary, and they  
were concerned about retaliation against Americans. 

“We ended up in Normandy,” Pietropaolo said. 
“And we went to a little family-run apple orchard.” 
The proprietors, an older French gentleman and his 
wife, sat with the trip chaperones, while the students 
bought souvenirs.

“He said to me, ‘Were you afraid to come?’ And I 
said I wasn’t, but, yes, some of the people that I know 
didn’t feel they would be treated well. And he said to 
me, ‘You need to tell Americans they can always 
come to Normandy. We will never forget what 
they’ve done for us.’”

People of different nations, sitting down together 
at an apple orchard in France and talking to one 
another is exactly the type of interaction the Pietro-
paolos hope to facilitate with their student trips. 

“We deal with people from all over the world all 
the time,” Tom pointed out. “And the more you know 
about them, and the more they know about us, the 
better off we’re all going to be.”

“When you’re going to Europe with us, you’re  
not only representing Bishop Ludden, which is what 
we always tell them,” Pietropaolo added. “You’re not 
only representing Syracuse. You’re representing the 
country. You don’t have to be wearing a flag; they’ll 
know you’re an American. And how they see you, 
that’s the picture they’re going to walk away with.”

Christy Perry Tuohey is an author, journalist and writer based 
in Syracuse, New York.
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BY DYANN NASHTON

Sister Helen Ann Charlebois, principal at Cathedral 
Academy at Pompei, is known to say, “You are 
where you’re supposed to be.” Now, she is look-
ing forward to what that might be next for her 
while handing the reins over to someone she also 

feels is precisely where she is meant to be, Tina Seymour.
Seymour was a student teacher at the school in 2008. 

She taught in public school before Sr. Helen Ann recruited 

her back to teach Fourth Grade. Seymour laughed, “She 
said, ‘Get over here. I really need you.’” 

Later, Sr. Helen Ann asked her to teach art. When the 
need arose for someone to mentor Le Moyne College’s 
master’s degree teaching interns through a joint venture 
between Le Moyne and the Diocese of Syracuse, Seymour 
was tapped again. The mentoring was later paired with a 
Title 1 math position. 

“Now, she’s interning for the principal position. She’s 
doing the job with me now,” reported Sr. Helen Ann, who 
said Seymour will fly solo in January.

Seymour’s career evolved naturally at CAP. She said 
going from teaching Fourth Grade to art gave her the ability 
“to see all the kids on a regular basis, not just one class. I was 
able to build relationships.” Later, she said the Title 1 position 
felt like it was leading her to an administration vocation.

When the transition was decided upon, Sr. Helen Ann 
figured it would take about a year, but the year became 
months when the principal realized her former student 
teacher really was ready. Seymour will take on the role of 
principal at CAP in early 2019. She feels she had a good 
mentor and credits Sr. Helen Ann for where the school is 
today. “Her wisdom is so amazing. We’ve really been so 
blessed,” she said.

CAP has been a long-standing community blessing, 
especially to those new to this country. According to the 
school’s website, most of the school’s students speak and 
understand two or more languages, including English.

“This school is so unique. With all the cultures here, 
there is a lot of soul,” Seymour said. The school has several 
families from South Sudan who had been in Egyptian refu-
gee camps, Sr. Helen Ann said. These CAP students have a 
tradition of learning, as their families also learned Egyptian 
in the refugee camps and now English in the United States.

“Pompei is their spiritual home,” Sr. Helen Ann stated, 
adding the same can be said for Italians, the Vietnamese 
and now world neighbors, such as the Karan from Myanmar 
(formerly Burma), Haitians, Cubans, and those from the 
South Sudan and Burundi.

Seymour said people immediately recognize how 
special CAP is when visiting. “The first time people come 
in our doors, they see the cultures and watch the language 
barriers being crossed,” she said.

Former Student Teacher Returns  
to Take the Reins at CAP

Sr. Helen Ann Charlebois, left, principal of Cathedral 
Academy at Pompei, mentored teacher Tina Seymour 
to prepare her for the principal’s position. Seymour 
will take over as CAP principal in early 2019.
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Sr. Helen Ann credits the teaching staff and the work 
they do to help all the children learn and thrive. “They use 
every techniques that’s ever been invented,” she said, “and 
some they’ve had to invent themselves!” 

Some language skills happen organically, but reading 
comprehension proves the biggest challenge, Sr. Helen Ann 
pointed out. “These students don’t have the background 
to allow them to really sail.” This requires intensive work for 
both the children and staff with growing challenges now 
that even math requires a considerable amount of reading 
comprehension. 

Seymour is looking forward to continuing to meet 
these challenges with her peers and the families they serve, 
and she is prepared for it. The emotions and the transi-
tion move swiftly for her. Seymour said, “I’m nervous. I’m 
excited. The reality is coming. It’s happening.” n

Dyann Nashton is a freelance writer from Oneida, New 
York. She is a frequent contributor to The Catholic Sun.

Children’s Author Visits St. James, All Saints Students
Children’s author and illustrator Suzanne Bloom visited St. James School in 

November to share her talents with students in Kindergarten through Grade 
Two from both St. James and All Saints schools. She shared her gift of words and 
love of children’s drawings, as well as held classroom workshops with some of the 
older students to share the many steps of her writing process. Bloom emphasized 
“the importance of choosing words wisely” and showed students how the creative 
process she uses to make her books come alive can be applied to almost any 
creative activity. Bloom is the author of many popular titles, including “A Number 
Slumber,” “The Bus for Us” and “We Keep a Pig in the Parlor.” Her latest title,  
“I Just Like You,” was released last November and examines the many routines  
that her adorable animal creatures use to prepare for bedtime each night.

“The first time people come in our 

doors, they see the cultures and watch 

the language barriers being crossed.”
—TINA SEYMOUR



14

Active Shooter Training Empowers  
Holy Family Faculty 
BY CAROLINE K. REFF

A
nna Hudson was 3 years old when she 
attended nursery school at Holy Family 
School in Syracuse. Today, Hudson is 
responsible for a classroom full of 3 year 

olds in her first year of teaching — at the same 
school where she once attended. As she prepared  
to be a teacher, she was acutely aware of the great 
responsibilities she would have for her students,  
and she knew protecting them was one of those 
primary responsibilities.

“Every time I heard about a school shooting,  
I would think, ‘I’m going to be a teacher one day, and 
this could happen where I’m teaching,’” she recalled. 

Christine Isbell is also a teacher at Holy  
Family School. A 19-year veteran of the faculty,  
she currently teaches Kindergarten. School shoot-
ings weren’t at the forefront of her mind when she 
first started teaching almost two decades ago, but 
today she knows she has to be prepared for any 
situation.
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“You need to keep your kids safe and know  
what to do in any given situation,” she explained.  
“We don’t expect anything that horrible to happen 
here, but the reality is you have to be prepared.”

Unfortunately, school shootings have become a 
frightening truth in this country. There have been  
an average of 10 mass school shootings since 1999, 
the year two high school seniors opened fire in 
Columbine High School in Colorado, killing 15  
and injuring 24. Since then, mass school shootings 
have taken the lives of 128 people.

The teachers at Holy Family School — as well as 
all across the diocese — hope to never face this kind 
of reality, but the school recently took steps to make 
sure its faculty knows what to do should it happen.

At the start of the 2018-2019 school year, the 
faculty and staff took part in active shooter training 
presented by Armoured One, a Syracuse-based 
agency dedicated to “making schools, colleges and 
universities safer against major attacks and shoot-
ings.” The agency is a “SWAT team driven-company” 
that offers new safety products, like bullet-proof 
glass, site assessments, preparation plans and active 
shooter training from current and former police and 
military, in order to help schools and faculty be 
prepared.

Holy Family teachers had previously attended 
Armoured One’s Level I training, which is informa-
tional and focuses on the psychological make-up of  
a potential shooter. Last August, however, the faculty 
moved on to Level 2 training — a hands-on, interac-
tive session specifically designed to give teachers  
and staff the skills they need but hopefully won’t  
ever have to use. 

“We learned that a shooter’s intent is to hurt as 
many people as possible,” said Isbell. “We also learned 
that our first job is to stay alive because we have to 
keep our students alive.”

Teachers and staff learned ways to barricade 
entryways, hide or escape with their students 
depending on the situation (Editor’s note: For security’s 
sake, specific safety tips and details of the training are not being 
provided in this article.). 

Faculty were also reminded to be proactive and 
aware of their surroundings, both inside and outside 
of the school. “When children are outside on the 
playground, for example, teachers need to be aware 
of who else might be around,” Isbell said. “If someone 
seems suspicious, it is our job to say something.”

One of the most striking parts of the training for 
the faculty, however, was learning how to disarm a 
shooter — an action many of the teachers couldn’t 
imagine having to do before they went through the 
training. Trained staff from Armoured One, many  
of whom spent the better parts of their careers in  
law enforcement or the military, set up scenarios  
and showed teachers techniques to take down a 
person with a gun in their classrooms. 

“Teachers didn’t know if they could do it,”  
said Isbell, “but Armoured One showed us that it’s 
actually possible for even a 100-pound woman to 
take down a 200-pound man with a gun.” Isbell’s own 
efforts drew cheers from fellow faculty members, as 
she went hand-to-hand to disarm an Armoured One 
trainer holding a mock weapon.

In her 50s, Isbell is a marathon runner in top 
physical shape, as well as an outgoing person who is 
unafraid to take charge. She does not fear guns in the 
general sense, as several members of her family are 
hunters. In contrast, Hudson, in her early 20s, has 
never even touched a gun. 

“A lot of what Armoured One taught us was  
how to put your hands on the gun if you have to  
stop someone and the physicality of that,” Hudson 
explained. “Teachers need to have the confidence to 
do that, and the trainers showed us some really good 
methods. The training is definitely a confidence 
builder. You don’t really have a choice if something 
like that were to happen in your classroom. Your  
job is to protect your students and do what you  
have to do. You just go into ‘beast mode.” It was  
good to walk away from the training feeling like  
I was more prepared.”

Hudson said she did not receive this kind of  
training as part of her studies at Nazareth College, 
but she did participate in active shooter drills there  
as a resident advisor in the dorms. The additional 

“You need to keep your kids safe  

and know what to do in any given 

situation. We don’t expect anything 

that horrible to happen here, but the 

reality is you have to be prepared.”
—CHRISTINE ISBELL
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training she received at Holy Family helped her, 
along with the rest of the faculty, walk away with  
a plan — just in case. 

“I’m in the first classroom that someone would go 
past when entering the building,” Hudson explained. 
“That’s scary, and it definitely crosses my mind.

“Since the training, I have definitely given a lot 
more thought to how to react if I had to. I know 
exactly what my Plan A would be if I knew someone 

was in the building, and I also have a Plan B and Plan 
C because no two situations are going to be the 
same,” she added. “Still, I hope I’ll never need to use 
any of those plans as a teacher.”

Caroline K. Reff is the editor of Pillars magazine and a free-
lancer writer in Syracuse, New York.

Armoured One Trains Schools for the Unthinkable
David Mason is a tactical consultant 

and trainer for Armoured One. He is 
a 29-year active member of a local sheriff’s 
department, including 16 years on a SWAT 
team, and is a military veteran. Two of his 
children, now adults, went to Holy Family 
School and on to public high school. One  
of his daughters became a teacher.

His training and experience don’t get put 
on the shelf when he comes home at night. 
They never have. “Particularly when my girls 
were in high school, I would go to Meet the 
Teacher Night and purposely take a school 
map to keep in my patrol bag. I’d make men-
tal notes of where the exits were, etc.,” he 
explained. “That way, if something ever did 
happen, I could share that information with 
fellow law enforcement officers.”

Mason is new to Armoured One. He 
was actually first hired to take photographs 
(a side job he enjoys) by company CEO 
Tom Czyz, who worked with Mason at the 
Sheriff’s Department. At the time, he was 
also asked to join Armoured One as an 
instructor but turned down the offer due to 
time constraints. After observing the session, 
however, Mason was so impressed with the 
training that he reconsidered.

Armoured One focuses solely on safety 
within schools, churches and businesses. 
The company not only offers training but 
also site assessments to look for vulnerable 
areas, informational sessions to help teachers 
better understand the inner workings of an 
armed intruder, and also offers items, like 

bulletproof glass, to help schools build ad-
ditional barriers to safety.

Mason understands that teachers are 
skeptical — and scared — when faced with 
this kind of training. “We are not trying to 
teach them to be Wonder Woman or Super-
man,” he explained. “We are teaching them 
basic moves to fend off an attack until the 
cavalry gets there. We tell teachers, ‘You are 
the first responders.’”

According to Mason, if an incident were 
to occur at almost any school, the average 
time of a shooting is 8 minutes, and police 
response can take anywhere from 4 to 14 
minutes — something that events over the 
past 20 years have shown to be far too long 
to keep people from getting hurt or killed. 

“Teachers have to be the ones to step 
up and protect their kids until help arrives, 
whether that means barricading inside a 
classroom, hiding or escaping,” he said, not-
ing that teachers can use force legally to 
protect themselves and their students.

Awareness is very important, too, ac-
cording to Mason. For example, if a student 
comes to school every day with just two 
books, but then one day shows up with a 
large hockey bag, a teacher needs to be 
proactive. 

“Teachers and school administrators 
actually have more power and authority to 
search a student’s belongings than the police 
do,” Mason said. “Students have fewer rights 
from a principal or a teacher who wants 
them to open lockers or show them the 

contents of their bags. The police would 
need a search warrant.”

Mason cites mental health issues as a 
major factor in many of these tragedies, as 
well as his own belief that today there is less 
value placed on human life. However, he also 
notes that statistically mass school shoot-
ings are not actually happening more often 
since Columbine. But, they are being more 
sensationalized through social media and 
traditional media coverage.

“Shooters want to see what they’ve 
done. They want to see the destruction. 
They want the credit,” he said. “The media 
should focus its reporting on the victims, not 
the shooters.”

Mason said that Armoured One’s busi-
ness has continued to grow and expand 
outside the Syracuse area as more schools 
want to give their teachers the tools to 
deal with this kind of unthinkable tragedy. 
Holy Family in Syracuse was the first in the 
diocese to participate, but there are others 
in the process of lining up similar training.

“Almost every school today is trying 
to do something to prevent these kinds of 
tragedies,” Mason said. “We know no two 
situations are ever going to be the same. But 
if we can train our teachers for the worst 
case scenario, empower them and encour-
age them to have a plan, then they have an 
advantage — and that advantage might just 
save a life.”
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St. Mary’s Cortland Celebrates  
90 Years

M
sgr. Patrick Donohoe had a  
wish — to bring Catholic edu-
cation to the youth of Cortland. 
He believed in the importance  

of a Christ-centered education and worked  
diligently towards that end. With the support 
of parishioners and the Sisters of St. Francis, 
who accepted the call to instruct and share 
their faith with students, plans for St. Mary’s 
School began taking shape in 1923. 

It was not until 1927 that construction 
began on the site of the 1868 St. Mary’s of  
the Vale Church. By 1928, a brick, three-story 
building designed to resemble a cross from  
an aerial view graced the Cortland skyline. 

St. Mary’s Parochial School was dedicated 
in August 1928, and on Sept. 10, 1928, the 
doors officially opened, as five sisters wel-
comed 160 students in Kindergarten through 
Grade 4 under the direction of Principal 
Mother M. Innocentia. A new grade was  
added each year until a K-12 program was  
fully established. More grade levels required 
more Franciscan sisters, so in 1930 a 43-room 
convent was constructed. While today, the 
school’s focus is on elementary education,  
St. Mary’s still stands as a pillar of the faith-
filled education that Msgr. Donohoe hoped 
and prayed for more than 90s years earlier.

Last fall, St. Mary’s School celebrated its 
90th anniversary during the week leading up  
to the Feast of St. Francis, in honor of the 
Franciscan Sisters of Allegany, who were the 
first educators there. A pancake breakfast, a 
celebratory dinner with 180 alumni, faculty 
and guests, and a Sunday Mass were just  
some of the activities that marked 90 years  
of educating the children of the Cortland 
community in the Catholic faith. The celebra-
tion concluded with a fun-filled 90th birthday 
party enjoyed by students, faculty and guests.

Left to right, Sr. Chris Triechel, Sr. Patricia Perry, Sr. Rosemary Higgins,  
Sr. Harriet Hamilton, Helen Trainor and Sr. Margaret Magee enjoyed  
St. Mary’s 90th anniversary celebration.

Rev. Ken Kirkman, parochial vicar, left, and  
Rev. Joe Zareski, pastor, attended the celebratory dinner for  

the 90th anniversary of St. Mary’s School in Cortland.
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Faith, Fun, Focus: The Only Time Three ‘F’s 
in School Is a Good Thing
BY DYANN NASHTON

T
he slogan for Immaculate Conception 
School’s Pre-Kindergarten program in Fay-
etteville is “faith, fun, focus.” Those three 
things and a few other secret ingredients 

make the possibilities endless for the littlest learners.
Principal Donald Mills said the program started as 

a way to give busy parents a morning off. It has now 
expanded in the past few years to include both full- 
and half-day programs and two, three or five-day a 
week options for 3 and 4 year olds. 

Last year was the first year of the full-day 3 year 
old class. “We doubled the size of the program in one 
year,” Mills said, with two each of the 3-year-old and 
4-year-old groups. 

With an early childhood education program 
bursting at the seams, building renovations were 
needed. “We jackhammered out half of the hallway  
to add bathrooms, which, as you can imagine, are 
essential for this many children at this age,” Mills said.

Pre-K-sized tables were purchased for the  
school cafeteria where the children go for lunch  
like the other classes. “If your feet aren’t on the floor, 
you’re not grounded, and that can be problematic,” 
Mills said.

Funding for the growing Pre-K needs were 
pro vid ed by money set aside from a financially 
strong year in the past, but the parish community 
had a hand in making the changes possible. The 
parish Enrollment Initiative Fund not only helped 
attract students and retain them, but it supplied  
the additional materials and building adaptations  
to go hand-in-hand with growth. 

Mills noted that ramped up marketing efforts 
spurred the growth, as well. Prospective families 
scroll through the school’s website to find an entire 
page devoted to the Pre-K program and can now 
schedule private tours from it directly. “Every day  
is an open house day here,” Mills said.
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While the programs are “play-based,” Mills  
noted that attention is given to early literacy and 
math fluency. He said, “It can be as simple as getting 
them used to recognizing a letter, writing that letter 
and eventually writing their names.”

And then there are the developmental and social 
skills, he said, “Sharing is a big one. A lot of things 
can be solved with a kitchen timer.”

Many of the diocesan schools’ early education 
programs offer religion readiness, and Immaculate 
Conception’s program is no different. “Our version 
means we include the Pre-K students in the prayer  
life of the entire school,” Mills said, adding that this 
can be anything from a prayer before snack to 
inclusion in Mass.

The children participate in the regular, but brief, 
Monday morning community prayer service held 
weekly in the school’s gym. Older students, often 
sixth graders, buddy with them and model appropri-
ate behavior during times of worship. Pre-K students, 
along with the rest of the student body, have the 
opportunity to raise their hands with prayer requests. 

“We get a lot of prayers for our mommies and 
daddies,” from the Pre-K students, Mills noted.

It is the same for the monthly Masses, he contin-
ued. “Sure, they get squirmy and fidgety,” but by 
October the little ones have settled in enough to 
begin attending with their older student buddies  
who show them how to sit, stand or kneel in the  
pews when appropriate.

The Pre-K classes have adapted their concert 
schedule to be easier for young children and families. 
Rather than being held in the evenings, the concerts 
are held twice yearly at the lunchtime hour. Families 
who send their children to Immaculate Conception’s 
Pre-K also get the additional benefits of their children 
getting an introduction to Spanish language and the 
choices of Suzuki violin lessons and an after-school 
martial arts program.

For more information, please visit the website at 
icschool.org/nursery-pre-school.

Dyann Nashton is a freelance writer from Oneida, New York. 
She is regular contributor to The Catholic Sun.
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Sugarplum Ball
Notre Dame Elementary School’s Sugarplum Ball is an annual tradition  

in the Mohawk Valley for many families during the Holiday Season.  The 
long-running dance is designed as an elegant evening for little princesses and  
the Prince Charming in their lives. The event features dinner and dancing with  
a DJ, photo booth, raffles, signature yearly charms and a visit with the special 
guest of the evening, who, this year, was Cinderella. This dazzling and memorable 
night benefits special programs at Notre Dame Elementary School.

Immaculate Conception School doubled the size of its Pre-K program in one year, 
making it necessary to renovate areas to accommodate the growing number of 
3 and 4 year olds. The program is “play based” and focuses on early literacy and 
math fluency, as well as developmental and social skills.
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I
ndividual, one-to-one learning has long been an 
ideal educational strategy. More than a decade 
ago, a movement emerged to provide one com-
puter for every student. It was called one-to-one 

computing. With it, teachers now can provide cre-
ative learning opportunities more efficiently. 

A 2014 article in The Economist stated, “Now 
(those) schools themselves need to be changed, to 
foster the creativity that humans will need to set 
them apart from computers. There should be less 
rote-learning and more critical thinking. Technology 
itself will help.”

The schools of the Syracuse Diocese press 
forward with one-to-one initiatives and other 
educational technology thanks to the help of the 
Heritage Fund, a diocesan-wide annual campaign  
to support several specific areas of ministry, of  
which Catholic schools are just one.

To see a one-to-one classroom in action at  
Bishop Grimes Jr./Sr. High School, one would only 
need to step inside the Living Environment (biology) 
classroom of teacher Bill Ayling or perhaps sit next  
to one of his students on the ride home from school. 

“The kids can actually access their assignments 
and work from their smartphones,” he said. “I tell 
them they can do homework on the bus and be done 
by the time they get home.”

The one-to-one classroom initiative wraps in any 
number of different technologies and applications to 
make the educational process happen. One such tool 
is Google Classroom an application that, according 
to Google, “streamlines assignments, boosts collabo-
ration, and fosters seamless communication to make 
teaching more productive and meaningful.”

“It allows me to post assignments, reminders, 
classroom policies, etc. All the students have access 
and their guardians can also be added to help the 
students track assignments. The use of Google 
Classroom has been a great value to me,” said Ayling.

Assistant Principal Patrick Kinne said the school’s 
educators recognized that this technology was the 
right direction for their students and began introduc-
ing more mobile technology about six years ago. 
Historically, he described, students would be brought 
to a computer lab. “It was sort of choppy, but it 
worked,” he said. Later, the school used sets of iPads 
on carts that could be wheeled into classrooms.

“We, as teachers, started thinking more about the 
opportunities that could be available to kids if they 
each had a device,” he said. “It’s revolutionized how 
we’re teaching.”

By the second or third week of school, students in 
grades Seven through 11 are issued Chromebooks 
and email addresses, which are provided and moni-
tored through the diocese. Heritage funding made it 
possible for the school to include both the Seventh 
and 11th grades this year. By fall 2019, every student 
in the school will have a Chromebook.

The technology is hardly inexpensive. Each 
Chromebook costs up to $300. Kinne said, “I impress 
upon them early on the importance of treating 
electronics carefully. We go over ground rules. We’re 
trying to teach personal responsibility, and we are 
trusting that they know that … There’s a sort of 
universal knowledge that ‘I’m not going to mess with 

One-to-One Technology Has  
Revolutionized Teaching at Grimes
BY DYANN NASHTON

Diocesan schools  
are using one-to-one  
computing to provide 
creative and efficient 
learning opportunities  
for students.
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Here’s a Key to School Technology
Below is a quick rundown of the technology provided to the  
diocesan schools through the Heritage Fund this academic year:

n CHROMEBOOK: small laptop/tablet-style devices with a touch screen

n SHORT THROW PROJECTOR: equipment that projects what is on the 
computer onto a larger screen

n CHROMEBOX: a desktop version of a Chromebook

n CHROMECAST: a device that allows a teacher or student to send his/
her Chromebook screen to a projector

n BEE BOT: an elementary school robot that teaches students how to 
think logically and begin to code; essential for math skills.

n DRONE: a device that can be flown high in the air with a remote control 
or computer programs and used for things like search and rescue, pho-
tography and geographical research.

n ACCESS POINT (WIRELESS): A device that gives out a wireless signal to 
computers.

n DOCUMENT CAMERA: A piece of equipment that is a camera but is 
connected to a projector. It shines onto what a teacher is doing on 
paper, for example, so that all the students can see what he/she is  
doing on the screen.

anyone else’s stuff because I don’t want to be respon-
sible if something happens to it.’”

“When we first introduced the idea, we identified 
teachers who would really embrace the one-to-one 
program. We got them some professional develop-
ment on the capabilities. These teachers then began 
presenting it to their peers,” Kinne added.

As with any new educational technology, said 
Katie Regan, former diocese instructional technology 
integration specialist, the application is only as suc ces-
sful with teacher interest and training. “It wasn’t nec-
essarily about the actual device itself,” she explained, 
“but the types of things students should be able to 
do during class — collaborate, assess, think critically, 
analyze text, research, write and create something 
new ... It is our job as educators to prepare students 
for jobs that don’t even exist right now, so these skills 
are essential and applicable to a new future.”

Students are collaborating on their own Chrome-
books in their own time and from their own homes. 
“This is different than making a date to meet at the 
library, and it becomes really nice for parents because 
they don’t have to run the kids around as much,” 
noted Kinne.

A recent ninth grade project combined history 
and English. Students were asked to create a book of 
poetry. Some they wrote themselves and others on 
assigned topics and with information from their 
textbooks.

Student Samantha Linhuber said using the 
Chromebook for the project made poetry, something 

she’s not normally interested in, more enjoyable. If 
she had to do the project the traditional way, she 
said, “It would’ve taken me forever, and I’d have 
probably had to go to the store at the last minute to 
get materials.” 

Another student, Maxwell Steffen, said his 
favorite poem was the haiku he wrote entitled 
“Trees.” Maxwell found it helpful to be able to toggle 
between instructions on how to write a haiku and his 
poem on the screen. “I could look things up as I went 
along,” he said.

The skills Samantha and Maxwell are gaining 
through projects like this will better prepare them for 
what their careers will require. 

“We’re becoming a global, international society. 
They could all be working together on a group 
project from different countries one day,” said Kinne.

Dyann Nashton is a freelance writer from Oneida, New York 
She is a frequent contributor to The Catholic Sun.
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Service Projects Illustrate Core Value  
of Catholic Education
BY RENÉE K. GADOUA

S
tudents at Syracuse’s Most 
Holy Rosary School think 
it’s grand to help others. 
One way they do that  

is called Grand Wrap It Day, a 
30-year tradition of helping others 
and spreading the Christmas spirit.

 “We’re trying to instill 
think ing about other people,”  
said Jennifer Petosa, principal. 
“We want them to learn about 
putting other people’s needs 
before our own.”

The student body participates 
in a variety of community service 
projects designed both to help 

people in need and teach them  
the value of providing aid to 
others. While projects come  
and go, Grand Wrap It Day 
remains a favorite, Petosa said. 

Cheryl Canfield, longtime 
Rosary teacher who retired last 
year as an assistant superintendent  
of diocesan schools, started  
the schoolwide program “and it 
stuck,” Petosa said. “It’s become  
a tradition.” 

Here’s how it works: During 
Advent, students earn money 
doing chores or returning bottles 
and cans. They use that money to 
buy gifts, which they then present 
to the Rev. John Schopfer to 
distribute to people he ministers 
to at the Brady Faith Center on 
Syracuse’s southwest side. 

The program’s name refers  
to the original concept, in which 
students wrapped their presents at 
school. Now they bring wrapped 
gifts and present them during a 
program at which each grade 
shares a Christmas-related 
performance, like a song, skit or 
poem. Students buy games, toys 
and, sometimes, clothes to give  
to someone less fortunate.

“It’s a beautiful tradition,” 
Petosa said. “It teaches them that 
it’s better to give than receive.  
We want them to experience that 
feeling of giving something they 
would like to receive.” 

Rosary holds schoolwide and 
classroom service projects. Last 
November, Rosary’s Kindergarten 
class collected candy donations 
from Halloween. They decorated 
154 bags and stuffed them with 

candy. Teacher Jessica Spencer 
delivered them on Veterans Day 
to Sarah’s Guest House, the 
Samaritan Center and the 
Syracuse VA Medical Center. 

“That’s amazing when the kids 
give up their candy,” Petosa said. 

In fall 2017, Rosary’s Fifth 
Grade class created a fundraiser 
that evolved out of a unit on 
extreme weather after Hurricane 
Maria ravaged Puerto Rico. The 
students studied how communities 
respond to natural disasters and 
learned about the U.S. territory, 
severely damaged by the Septem-
ber 2017 hurricane. 

Students collected donations 
for baskets, then raffled them, 
raising more than $400 to donate. 
“That was really neat,” Petosa 
said. “It’s a great testament to 
what service projects teach our 
students. It was totally student 
driven.” 

Whatever the project, the 
educational goal is same: “The 
message is serving others, and 
putting others’ needs first is 
central to our mission and our 
beliefs,” she said.

CAR I N G CRU SAD E R S CLU B

A new student organization  
at Holy Cross School in 

DeWitt shares that vision. About 
10 fifth and sixth graders belong 
to the school’s Caring Crusader 
Club. Students and parents came 
up with the idea, and they started 
planning projects last summer.  
So far, they have cooked and 
served meals for people staying  
at Syracuse’s Ronald McDonald 

Students at Most Holy 
Rosary participate in a 
number of community 
service projects through-
out the year, including  
collecting candy dona-
tions at Halloween.
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House, picked vegetables at 
Matthew 25 Farm and raked  
leaves for elderly residents in the 
school’s neighborhood. 

Students meet during lunch  
to decide on projects. “It gives 
them an opportunity to decide 
where the need is,” said Holy 
Cross Principal Martha O’Leary. 
“They recognize that elderly 
people in the community have a 
difficult time raking leaves and 
clearing the snow.”

One neighborhood woman 
wanted to pay them. “They 
wouldn’t take anything,” O’Leary 
said. “They plan to go back and 
help her again.” 

Last November, students 
made cookie trays and delivered 
them to firehouses in Syracuse, 
DeWitt, East Syracuse and 
Onondaga Hill. They also made 
and delivered cards thanking 
firefighters for their work 
protecting the community. 

Visiting Ronald McDonald 
House “was a marvelous experi-
ence to understand what families 
go through when someone is in 
the hospital,” O’Leary said. “One 
student’s sister had cancer as a 
child. She’s okay now, but it spoke 
to home, knowing that the family 
was out of town for therapy when 
her sister was ill.”

LIVI N G TH E WO R D  
O F GO D 

A lthough Caring Crusaders  
is new, O’Leary is certain it 

will continue. “The parents are 
very motivated for the kids to  
do this kind of work,” she said. 

She echoed Petosa’s view  
that old or new, service projects 
“teach students to give back to  
he community and to always to  
be there and be of service to those  
in need.”

That’s a core value of all of the 
Catholic schools in the diocese. 
“Our mission is to teach young 
people to evangelize and live the 
word of God in their daily lives,” 
O’Leary said. “Our society is so 
self-centered people forget they 
need to take care of those less 
fortunate.”

Petosa sees another grand 
benefit to community service. 
“That sense of accomplishment 
and working with other kids is 
what they’ll remember,” she said. 
“They hold on to that forever.”

Renée K. Gadoua is a freelance writer 
and editor. Follow her on Twitter @
ReneeKGadoua. 

Religious Role Models
On All Saints Day, Second Grade students at Immaculate  

Conception School dressed as their favorite saints and  
said a few words about their choice at Mass with Rev. Tom Ryan, 
pastor. Claire Caltabiano dressed as St. Claire, the patron saint  
of television.

“Our mission is to teach young people  

to evangelize and live the word of God  

in their daily lives. Our society is so  

self-centered people forget they need to 

take care of those less fortunate.”
—MARTHA O’LEARY, PRINCIPAL, HOLY CROSS SCHOOL

Rosary students  
delivered bags of  
candy to Sarah’s  
Guest House, a  
home-away-from- 
home for families  
with hospitalized  
loved ones.
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Diocesan Foundation’s Endowment Fund 
Makes Catholic School Possible
BY RENÉE K. GADOUA

W
hen Zoë Fortin showed up for an 
October reception at Michael and 
Noreen Falcone’s Skaneateles home, 
she hadn’t done much preparation. 

William Crist, superintendent of Catholic schools, 
had asked her to speak about her experience at 
Syracuse’s Most Holy Rosary School and Bishop 
Ludden Jr./Sr. High School, and she figured she 
could wing it. 

“I just went off the top of my head,” said Fortin,  
a first-year student at the University of Rochester. 
“It’s not something I needed to prepare for because 
it’s so ingrained in my mind, and I’m so conscious of 
how it affected me.” 

That’s what Timothy Mahar had in mind as he 
planned the first regional reception for the Light a 
Child’s Future Endowment Fund, a program of the 
Foundation of the Roman Catholic Diocese of 
Syracuse. 

“Catholic schools provide such a strong commu-
nity for our students,” he said. “It’s a faith community 
and it’s an education of excellence. People make 
friendships that last forever.”

Mahar, the executive director since 2016, 
oversees all diocesan fundraising, stewardship  
and development to the foundation. The office 
distributes money to parishes, Catholic Charities 
and schools.

“Schools are a priority for the diocese,” Mahar 
said. “Catholic education is the future of our 
Church.”

Mahar outlined the foundation’s plan to increase 
funding to provide scholarships for to help students 
attend Catholic schools. 

The office plans more regional receptions,  
where Mahar will invite diocesan supporters to 
donate $10,000 to $20,000 to the Light a Child’s 
Future Endowment Fund. Donors can also support 
schools by attending the Light the Way Scholarship 
Dinner held each January.

Mahar’s goal is to raise $2.5 million for Light a 
Child’s Future fund by 2020. Five percent of $2.5 
million  — $125,000 — could provide 240 scholar-
ships of about $500 each year, according to the 

Catholic Schools Office. In the fall, that fund had 
less than $50,000, Mahar said.

The foundation also hopes to create five named 
scholarships from direct gifts or planned estates.  
The first — the James and Christine Corgel 
$200,000 Endowed Scholarship — will provide  
two $5,000 annual scholarships to Seton Catholic 
Central High School in Binghamton. Preference is 
given to Latino or African-American candidates. 

James Corgel, born and raised in Binghamton, 
graduated from Catholic Central High School before 
it merged with Seton Catholic. He has also created a 
scholarship for Binghamton-area students attending 
The University of Notre Dame, his alma mater. 

“I’m 66 years old and I’ve had 19 years of Catholic 
education that really is the backbone of who I am 
today and why I do the things I do,” he told The 
Catholic Sun. “I don’t think my life has been fancy or 
extraordinary. … Now that I have the capability, I 
want to help other people do the same; why not?”

The diocese’s annual HOPE Appeal also funds 
scholarships. In 2017, $675,00 from that fund drive 
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supported about 1,300 students for academic year 
2017-18, according to the Catholic Schools Office. 

“Someone can leave a large amount for an 
en dow ment or can give a small amount to an  
existing fund or give an annual gift to the HOPE 
Appeal,” Mahar said. “Every gift matters.”

Tuition assistance matters to the Aroman family 
of Eastwood. Mayol and Victoria Aroman, natives of 
Sudan, sent their three children to public school 
when they arrived in Central New York in 2013.  

“They were doing 100 percent in their school,” 
Mayol Aroman said, “but we preferred the Catholic 
schools because religion curriculum is not any more 
in the public school.” 

The Aromans’ two older daughters, Achot, 15; 
and Achol, 13, attend Bishop Ludden. Akec, 7,  
attends Cathedral Academy at Pompei. Both parents 
work, and Mayol is studying computer science at 
Syracuse University. Achot spoke on his behalf at the 
regional reception.

Victoria Aroman attended Catholic school in  
her native country, and she wanted her children  

Trinity Students Travel  
the Healthy Highway
Red light, green light are 

phrases usually associated 
with traffic patterns, but, for  
Trinity Catholic School students 
in Oswego, these traffic meta-
phors help categorize foods so 
children are able to make healthy 
food choices.  

With an obesity rate of  
38.7 percent for children in 
Oswego County, officials in the 
health fields and school personnel 
decided it was time for a change. 
Trinity, along with every elemen-
tary school in Oswego County, 
introduced the Healthy Highways 
program to its students. Students 
learn that it is important to “fuel” 
their bodies with “green light” 
foods and to limit their intake  
of “red light” foods. The program 
also encourages students to 
increase the amount of exercise 
they receive. It is hoped that  
the lessons learned will be shared 
with their family members.  

Last fall, Trinity Catholic  
held a Healthy Highways Family 
Night to introduce the program 
to parents. Students and families 
rotated through a series of sta-

tions to learn more about food 
and to try various exercise oppor-
tunities. Stations included yoga, 
Taiji, an ancient Chinese exercise 
for improvement of health; and 
the opportunity to make healthy 
smoothies by pedaling a bicycle. 
The Oswego Hospital, Oswego 
County Health Department, Jill 
Shaver of the Children’s Museum 
of Oswego, Geoff Baer of the 
Center for Taiji & Qigong Studies 
and Caitlin Gilkey joined Trinity 
staff in preparing and presenting 
during the  evening. 

to share that experience. “My kids’ attitudes are 
different now,” she said. “The way they dress and 
how they talk is different. The education is very 
strong, and students know how to follow the rules.  
There is less bullying.”

Thanks to the tuition assistance, Mayol was  
able to cut his workday from 16 to 8 hours a day. 

The diocese is committed to providing tuition 
assistance to families in need, including immigrant 
and refugee families. “Catholic school allows the 
individual to reach their intellectual and spiritual 
potential,” Mahar said. “Our schools provide the 
foundation of faith for life.”

Renée K. Gadoua is a freelance writer and editor. Follow her on 
Twitter @ReneeKGadoua.

The Aroman family, originally from Sudan, are pleased  
to be able to send their children to Catholic school 
through tuition assistance provided, in part, through  
the Light a Child’s Future Endowment Fund.
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St. Mary’s Academy Works With Parish, 
Community to Make School Thrive

S
r. Celestine McCann joined the Sisters of  
St. Francis more than 70 years ago and has 
spent the majority of that time as a teacher, 
throughout the Diocese of Syracuse, as  

well as in several other locations. Today, at age 90, 
she can still be found pitching in at St. Mary’s Parish 
and St. Mary’s Academy in Baldwinsville, assisting 
wherever help is needed.

Last March, Sr. Celestine 
received a special honor for this 
commitment to Catholic educa-
tion — a scholarship created in 
her name.

“The St. Mary’s Academy 
Scholarship was renamed the  
Sr. Celestine Scholarship Fund,” 
said Pastor Rev. Cliff Auth. “It 
bears all of those things that are  
a priority to Sr. Celestine and our 
parish community: God’s love, 
God’s mercy and God’s charity.”

The original scholarship 
already had collected $75,000 
earmarked to help students attend 
St. Mary’s Academy, but the 
generosity of others who know 
and love Sr. Celestine only  

“Without the investment of  

St. Mary’s Academy families, as well 

as those in the parish, our school 

would not be as vibrant as it is today. 

We owe a debt of gratitude to those 

who provided a blueprint for  

cooperation of the parish, the  

academy and the larger Catholic 

community. As long as we follow this 

example and celebrate our collective 

efforts, we will always be successful.
—REV. CLIFF AUTH, PASTOR

Sr. Celestine had a scholarship named in her 
honor at St. Mary’s Academy. Here she is 
pictured meeting Pope Francis.
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helped to increase the much needed funds. Since 
naming the scholarship, the school has been able to 
continue to help fund some of the need in its current 
student population, as well as increase the additional 
student base through financial assistance.

“If it helps promote Catholic education and helps 
children get to know God a little bit better, it’s worth 
it,” said Sr. Celestine, who herself has been known to 
work the phones seeking donations – not because the 
scholarship is in her name but for the good of the 
school and its students.

The Sr. Celestine Scholarship is just one way that 
St. Mary’s Academy has been working hard to 
promote Catholic education within the school,  
parish and community for a number of years. Just a 
few years ago, the school’s enrollment numbers were 
decreasing, but, under the direction of Principal 
Renae Henderson, her staff, the pastor and so many 
others in the parish, the school has seen its enroll-
ment rebound. Since 2011, St. Mary’s has developed  
a new website, installed a new school sign promi-
nently placed in front of St. Mary’s Church (the 
school cannot be seen from the road), hired Enroll-
ment and Development Director Tara Nolan, upped 
its social media exposure and increased positive 
word-of-mouth. It has also partnered with a local 
public school district to house an Extended Pre-K 
program. While the EPK is technically a separate 
program, St. Mary’s has benefited, as some of the 
EPK children have joined the academy’s “wrap 
around” program, allowing them to participate  
in a half day of EPK, as well as a half day in the 
school’s Pre-K and/or after care programs.

“Without the investment of St. Mary’s Academy 
families, as well as those in the parish, our school 
would not be as vibrant as it is today,” said Rev. Auth. 
“We owe a debt of gratitude to those who provided a 
blueprint for cooperation of the parish, the academy 
and the larger Catholic community. As long as we 
follow this example and celebrate our collective 
efforts, we will always be successful.” n

Teacher Retires After 40 Years, Leaves Legacy  
of Faith, Passion for Learning 
Teachers may come and go, but some 

leave a lasting impression. Such is the 
case with John Kocik, who retired from 
St. John the Evangelist School last June.  
A graduate of the Catholic school system 
in Broome County, Kocik returned to 
his roots as a teacher in 1977 and taught 
at both St. John the Evangelist and St. 
James schools. During his 40-year career, 
he taught social studies, current events 
and religion to students in Grades Four 
through Six.

“John taught with a great deal of 
enthusiasm, wit, and an enormous dose 
of humor,” said James Fountaine, principal 
at St. John the Evangelist School. “As he 
moved through the day, he shared not 
just facts with his students but a true pas-
sion for learning. He communicated very 
effectively with parents – many of whom 
he had as students years ago.”

Kocik’s enthusiasm spread outside  
of the classroom, as well as running in-
tramurals, collecting bottles for the Sixth 
Grade year-end trip, organizing that trip 
to Hershey Park, and helping intermedi-
ate grade students participate in the 
National Geographic Geography Bee.  

In addition, his faith was an important 
element of his teaching, and he often 
led student liturgies and coordinated the 
Jesse Tree Advent Services, a very special 
way for the St. John’s community to 
celebrate the birth of Jesus.

In March 2018, Kocik was awarded 
the Richard Bucci Excellence in Teaching 
Award at the 10th annual Catholic Educa-
tion Foundation Green Tie Dinner

“John was always a positive influence 
among his colleagues,” said Fountaine. 
“They respect his 40 years of experi-
ence, his work ethic and sincerity. On 
many occasions, he offered me impor-
tant insights into the world of Catholic 
school education, which have had an 
impact on my own faith. He truly loved 
his students and wanted them to grow to 
be outstanding citizens grounded in their 
Catholic faith. John’s commitment to 
Catholic education is a legacy to which 
we should all aspire.

“John was always a  
positive influence  

among his colleagues. 
They respect his 40 years 
of experience, his work 

ethic and sincerity.”
—JAMES FOUNTAINE
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LEE CARULLI: CATHOLIC 
SCHOOLS OFFICE

Like students 
across the diocese, 
Assistant Super-
intendent Lee 
Carulli is learning 
new things every 
day.

“I’m working with some really, 
really good people here in the 
Catholic Schools Office, as well  
as at the building level, where I’ve 
done some work with a variety of 
administrators,” he said.

Carulli joined the Catholic 
Schools Office as assistant 
superintendent in June, succeed-
ing Cheryl Canfield. He previ-
ously taught at Minisink Valley 
High School in Slate Hill, New 
York, served as assistant and 
acting principal at Durgee Junior 
High School in Baldwinsville and 
as a middle school and an elemen-
tary school principal in the East 
Syracuse-Minoa Central School 
District. In addition, Carulli was 
an adjunct professor at Le Moyne 
College.

This year, “We’ve made 
pro  gress on the ongoing accred-
itation process, with schools 
reflecting on their practices  
and looking at data to help  
assess where they stand at this 
point in the process,” Carulli said. 

Data is top-of-mind for 
Carulli, who is working with 
schools on using and understand-
ing i-Ready, a software package 
that delivers student instruction, 
diagnostics and progress reports 
based on K-12 Common Core 
Standards. In addition to provid-
ing knowledge from an i-Ready 
specialist, Carulli is also encour-
aging “administrators to share 
with the group ways in which  

data can be used to have discus-
sions with staff that can have an 
impact on instruction.”

“Having the group of adminis-
trators begin to appreciate that 
there’s a great deal of collective 
knowledge and wisdom among 
them, and that by sharing that 
knowledge and wisdom we all  
can grow, is an exciting part of 
this job,” he said.

CHRIS CASLER-GONÇALVES: 
BISHOP GRIMES JR./SR. HIGH 
SCHOOL

Chris Casler-
Gonçalves’ first 
semester at Bishop 
Grimes Jr./Sr. 
High School in 
East Syracuse  
got off to a great 

start. “We just had the largest 
open house in recent history,” he 
said in November. “We’re excited 
about the prospect of welcoming 
more and more families to Bishop 
Grimes.”

He began his teaching career 
in public schools in his native 
New Jersey. Casler-Gonçalves 
served as a teacher and depart-
ment coordinator at the San 
Diego French-American School 
and as principal of an elementary 
school in the Skaneateles Central 
School District before coming to 
Grimes.

Casler-Gonçalves came on 
board as assistant principal this 
fall, charged with focusing on 
campus ministry and student life. 
His new position allows him to 
merge two things he loves: 
working directly with students 
and working on administrative 
initiatives that will benefit those 
students. 

“My passion is getting to know 
the kids and getting their feedback 
on their experience at Grimes — 
what they love about it, what they 
want to see improved… I’ve been 
taking as many opportunities as I 
can to sit and talk with them about 
it,” he said.

Casler-Gonçalves is thrilled 
about Grimes’ newly launched 
partnership with Le Moyne 
College. Through the Le Moyne 
College Challenge, Grimes 
students who meet several 
academic requirements are eligible 
to enroll in an on-campus course 
at the college and are guaranteed 
admission to Le Moyne’s Liberal 
Arts Program.

“This is an exciting time for 
Grimes,” he said.

MICHAEL MCAULIFF:  
ST. MARGARET’S SCHOOL

Retirement  
wasn’t Michael 
McAuliff’s style. 
Currently the  
new principal of 
St. Margaret’s 
School in Matty-

dale, McAuliff retired in 2016 
after serving as principal of 
Altmar-Parish-Williamstown 
Elementary School for 16 years. 

“I missed it,” he said of his 
work in education, and came to 
realize “I wasn’t ready to retire. I 
was ready for something different.”

Since coming on board, “I’ve 
been blown away by the warm 
greeting that I’ve received at St. 
Margaret’s from the students, the 
staff, parents, the school commu-
nity and the parish. Everyone has 
been extremely supportive and 
very welcoming. I couldn’t have 
asked for more,” he said.

Editor’s Note: The 
Syracuse Catholic 
Diocese welcomed five 
new leaders in Septem-
ber. Each has taken on  
a unique role, while  
all working towards  
a common mission of 
educating students in 
the Gospel message.  
At the half-way point  
of the 2018-2019 school 
year, The Catholic Sun 
editor, Katherine Long, 
caught up with these 
individuals to check in 
on their progress.

New Administrators Thrive at Mid-Way Point of School Year
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McAuliff is focused on two 
key priorities this year: boosting 
enrollment and enhancing the 
instructional program.

Parents of current students 
“will see an already very strong 
instructional program” — which 
includes Spanish language classes; 
a full complement of music, art 
and technology classes; and an 
irreplaceable spiritual component 
— “become stronger and more 
academically challenging for their 
child, and those parents who are 
looking for that for their children 
will find that here in a small, 
personalized school setting,”  
he said.

The benefits of a smaller 
school environment are many  
and “greeting every student by 
name, to me, outweighs any 
program,” he added — a point 
beautifully illustrated moments 
later when the principal paused  
to joke and share a cookie with  
a student celebrating his birthday.

So coming out of retirement 
was the right decision? “Abso-
lutely. I’d do it again in a heart-
beat,” McAuliff said.

 
THOMAS SORCI: HOLY FAMILY 
SCHOOL, NORWICH

Thomas Sorci’s 
long career in 
Catholic educa-
tion has taken 
him to points near 
and far, and he is 
thrilled to be 

home in New York State as the 
new principal of Holy Family 
School in Norwich.

In his first months at Holy 
Family, “I have noticed a strong 
dedication to Catholic values by 
the faculty and staff, as well as an 
unwavering commitment to our 

school from parents and commu-
nity members,” Sorci said. 

Sorci most recently served  
as principal of St. Michael Indian 
School in St. Michaels, Arizona 
— a post he served in twice — 
Mother Teresa Regional School  
in Atlantic Highlands, New 
Jersey; and Lumen Christi High 
School in Anchorage, Alaska. 

Sorci said the year’s new 
initiatives and events have 
included creating artistic thank-
you cards for all of the school’s 
supporting parishes, a Holy 
Family Night at the Binghamton 
Devils hockey game where the 
choir sang “God Bless America,” 
and a school-wide field trip to see 
a performance of “Aladdin Junior.” 
He and the school community 
were also looking forward to 
beginning a food drive to support 
the Community Kitchen at St. 
Bartholomew’s Church. 

Additional items on the  
new principal’s docket: “I am  
also excited about starting a  
new musical instrument lesson 
program at Holy Family School 
and continuing to develop our 
robotics club,” Sorci said.

NANCY WILSON: ROME 
CATHOLIC SCHOOL

Nancy Wilson  
has had many 
roles at Rome 
Catholic School 
— student, 
teacher, parent, 
and now principal. 

Wilson has served in diocesan 
schools for 20 years; she most 
recently taught Pre-K 3 and 4 at 
Rome Catholic. She is also an 
alum of the former Rome Catholic 
High School, as are her two 
children.

 “It has been a wonderful 
opening of school,” Wilson said of 
her first few months at the helm. 
She said she knew every student’s 
name by the third day of school 
— just one of her efforts to ensure 
that every student and parent feels 
welcome. In November, Wilson 
and the Rome Catholic commu-
nity had already elected student 
council officers and marked 
Halloween with a parade and 
Veterans Day with a ceremony 
honoring those who served, as 
well as an annual evening of 
Thanksgiving fellowship featuring 
some of the principal’s signature 
desserts. 

In the classrooms, Wilson is 
working with teachers to establish 
Rome Catholic as a STREAM 
school — incorporating science, 
technology, religion, engineering, 
arts and math into every lesson. 
“No part of their day is too small 
to make a STREAM activity,” 
Wilson said.

Rome Catholic is “a lovely 
little school,” Wilson said, “full  
of teachers who want to do well 
and educate kids. And that’s  
what we’re going to do. And  
we’re going to have fun doing it!”

Katherine Long is the editor of  
The Catholic Sun.

New Administrators Thrive at Mid-Way Point of School Year
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All Saints Catholic School Endicott 607-748-7423 setoncatholicallsaints.org

Bishop Grimes Jr./Sr. High School E. Syracuse 315-437-0356 bishopgrimes.org

Bishop Ludden Jr./Sr. High School Syracuse 315-468-2591 bishopludden.org

Blessed Sacrament School Syracuse 315-463-1261 blessedsacramentschool.org

Cathedral Academy at Pompei Syracuse 315-422-8548 capsyracuse.org

Diocesan Catholic Schools Office Syracuse 315-470-1450 syrdio.org

Holy Cross School Dewitt 315 446-4890 hcschooldewitt.org

Holy Family School  Norwich 607-337-2207 hfsnorwich.org

Holy Family School Syracuse 315-487-8515 holyfamilyschoolsyr.org

Immaculate Conception School Fayetteville 315-637-3961 icschool.org

Most Holy Rosary School Syracuse 315-476-6035 mhrsyr.org

Notre Dame Elementary School Utica 315-732-4374 notredameelem.org

Notre Dame Jr./Sr. High School Utica 315-724-5118 ndjugglers.org

Rome Catholic School  Rome 315-336-6190 romecatholic.org

Seton Catholic Central Binghamton 607-723-5307 setoncchs.com

St. James School Johnson City 607-797-5444 st-james-ms.org

St. John the Evangelist School Binghamton 607-723-0703 sjebing.org

St. Margaret’s School Mattydale 315-455-5791 stmargaretschoolny.org

St. Mary’s Academy Baldwinsville 315-635-3977 smabville.org

St. Mary’s School  Cortland 607-756-5614 smscortland.org

St. Patrick’s School Oneida  315-363-3620 stpatricksoneida.org

St. Rose of Lima School  North Syracuse 315-458-6036 stroseny.org

Trinity Catholic School Oswego 315-343-6700 oswegotrinitycatholic.org
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