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On June 10, Grace Academy held its third
graduation ceremony and sent 14 members of the
Marian Anderson Class of 2015 on to high
performing high schools. The ceremony was cause
for two other momentous occasions in Grace’s
history: the school marked its fifth year in existence
and Grace Academy was accredited by the
Connecticut Association of Independent Schools (see
article on back page).
Adam Soderberg, the pastor of South Congregational
Church (Grace Academy’s home), made note of the
school’s relationship with the church and the
profound changes he sees in women’s roles in our
world. In his invocation remarks, he said, “This year
we have two women running for the highest office
in the land….that’s awesome. I see before me today
future leaders, CEO’s of Fortune 500 companies,
Senators, and maybe even a Madam President.”
He continued, “It is my prayer that when that day
comes, you will remember how much Grace
Academy and South Church loves you and
supported your hopes, goals and dreams.”
The Marian Anderson class chose Maya Angelou’s
poem Phenomenal Woman, read beautifully by
classmate Angelica Cornejal De Los Santos, as the
defining theme for their class and the evening’s
ceremony. The Marian Anderson Class of 2015,
Grace Academy’s largest graduating class (14 girls) is,
indeed, phenomenal. They have achieved a number
of exciting firsts:
•

All 14 graduates were admitted to private
schools - a first!

•
•
•
•
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Two students were admitted to boarding schools
– a first!
One graduate, Azoya Clarke, will attend Loomis
Chaffee on a full scholarship.
One graduate will attend Watkinson School on a
near-full scholarship.
The Marian Anderson Class of 2015 was the first
class to represent the school in interscholastic
competition.

In his closing remarks, Mr. Fitzsimons, Head of
School, explained to the Marian Anderson class that
Grace Academy has given each student a special type
of gift; the gift of knowledge and love. The members
of the Marian Anderson class now have an awesome
responsibility; they must take this gift and share it
with others. He encouraged them by saying, “When
you meet new students and teachers at your high
school, let them know you. Let them scratch their
foreheads and ask themselves,’ ‘Where did this kid
come from?,’ ‘Who is she?,’ ‘How did she become
so…phenomenal?.’” Through the many and varied
experiences the students gained at Grace Academy,
they have the capacity to make profound changes in
the world they inherit.
The graduation ceremony included: a beautiful
rendition of See You Again by Wiz Khalifa, sung
by the Marian Anderson students; the first athletic
award presented by Bryan Cote, Grace Academy’s
soccer and basketball coach; keynote addresses from
Alanna Torres and Biaja Jones, two members of the
Marian Anderson class; and overwhelming cheers of
joy from parents, friends, faculty, and supporters of
Grace Academy as the girls received their diplomas.

The Autorino Great Hall at The Bushnell
was the place to be on May 14, 2015. Marcia
Herrera and the dedicated volunteers on The
Power of Grace steering committee planned a
fabulous reception that highlighted the
mission and values of Grace Academy. Over
200 guests filled Autorino Great Hall to hear
the Grace Academy choir sing Afterlife by
Ingrid Michaelson, watch a video about the
life of the school, created and edited
beautifully by Joelle Nawrocki and her team
from The Travelers, and be entertained by the
extraordinary talents of auctioneer John
Motley.
Since Grace’s founding in 2010, dozens of
people have donated many hours of personal
time and professional services to the school
for the direct benefit of the girls. The Power
of Grace committee, led by Marcia Herrera,
kept that spirit of volunteerism alive. The
entire event was conceived, arranged, and
organized by volunteers (other than the costs
associated with the caterer, printing materials,
and the rent of Autorino Hall). The programs
were produced and printed by a committee
member, flowers were donated by Bella Rosa
International, and all the auction items were
donated.
We are pleased to report that Grace Academy’s
The Power of Grace benefit raised over
$235,000! 96.3% of all funds raised -corporate sponsorships, individual ticket sales,
auction items and donations – went directly to
Grace Academy to fulfill its mission to
transform the lives of girls in Hartford.

The GSP Team: Heather Hoffman, head of Graduate Support (second from far right), with
the Class of 2015 and most of her volunteers: (L to R) Emily Estes, Ashley Gengras, Dawn
Zammitti, Kim Polley, Kathy Kraczkowski, Kathy Binder, Gjyl Mustafa, Marcia Herrera,
Lori Noble, Elizabeth Policelli, Heather Hoffman, Carolyn Norris.

One of the great things about a Grace Academy education is that it
does not end at the completion of the eighth grade. The
Graduate Support Program, led this year by Heather Hoffman and
Tracy Smith, places, effectively tracks, supports, and mentors students once they have graduated from Grace Academy, ensuring each
student’s success in high school and access to higher education.
The Office of Graduate Support consists of a Coordinator of Graduate
Support and a Director of High School Placement. Heather Hoffman,
who initially joined Grace Academy three years ago as a guidance
counselor, led the high school placement process. This past year,
Heather brought together 14 volunteers (one for each eighth
grader) to guide the students and her parent(s) through the high
school placement process. First, Heather and the volunteers met
individually with the student, their parents, teachers, and staff to
discuss possible high school opportunities. The students were then
guided through the steps of information gathering, campus visits, interviews, standardized tests, application writing, and completion of
the financial aid forms. Heather and her team of volunteers strive to
place 8th graders in secondary schools that will be good matches for
them academically, socially, culturally, and athletically. While most
students receive scholarships to attend independent schools and
Catholic schools in the Hartford area, Grace Academy also provides
financial support for high school tuition gaps, application and
registration fees, SSAT prep, textbooks, and financial aid counseling.
Our graduates have been placed at: Ethel Walker, Loomis Chaffee,
Watkinson School, Northwest Catholic, East Catholic and Mercy
High School, as well as high performing magnet schools.
Once the student is admitted to high school, Tracy Smith, the
Graduate Support Coordinator, takes over. Tracy, Grace Academy’s
seventh and eighth grade Girls Space (Health) teacher, is responsible
for developing a deeper relationship with each parent and student, as
well as with each graduate’s guidance counselor and other
administrators in the high schools our graduates attend. Prior to
graduation, every Grace Academy parent signs a release form,
effectively giving Grace Academy rights, as a parent, to review all

progress reports and report cards. If a student falls behind academically or
shows signs that she is struggling, Tracy intercedes to help support the student
with tutoring or other needs. Tracy, along with the teachers, volunteers and
administrative members at Grace serve as advocates and counselors to help each
student make a smooth transition into high school. Our graduates know that
there is a team of people behind them to serve as coaches, counselors and guides
to keep them on track for a college degree. Paola Ocasio, a Grace Academy
graduate from the Class of 2013, summarized her experience in a recent speech
she gave to visitors,
“I know that the years I had at Grace gave me a foundation which
I can build off of for the rest of my life. With this foundation, I have
been given opportunities that I would not have gotten
otherwise. I know that going to Grace Academy changed the
direction of my life. If I had gone to another middle school, I might
not have had the academic background, or the confidence, to be
successful in a high school like East Catholic. Now I know I can be a
leader anywhere....at my school, in college, and in my future career.”

Azoya joined Grace Academy as a fifth grader in 2011.
As she indicates in her interview, Azoya pushed herself to
succeed in every endeavor. She was admitted to Concord
Academy, Choate Rosemary Hall, Taft School, and will be
attending Loomis Chaffee on a full scholarship.
How did you first learn about Grace Academy and what
made you decide to come to this school?
I learned about Grace Academy through Covenant Prep
because my older brother and cousin had attended
Covenant Prep, the all-boys school similar to Grace
Academy. Once my mother found out that there would be an all-girls school,
she thought that it would be a good idea for me to attend Grace Academy.
What were your favorite subjects while at Grace Academy?
I liked English Language Arts (ELA) because unlike Mathematics, writing and
getting all of my ideas out on paper always has been something that I have
seemed to struggle with. However, I have learned new writing tips and developed
my skills more, so I now feel more confident in my writing.
How has Grace Academy helped you grow as a student? Do you think Grace
Academy has prepared you for Loomis Chaffee?
Academically, Grace Academy has helped me to prepare for high school and life
beyond college by educating me and helping me to grow as an individual. I’ve
always been really on top of myself to work as hard as I can so that good things
would result from my actions. I feel that as my years at Grace Academy went on,
I developed my skills in certain classes and in sports. Grace has supported me, as
well as other graduates in my class, because there was always someone who was
able to resolve a problem or help me move to the next step with whatever I was
doing. Additionally, Steppingstone Academy, has helped me by preparing me for

More than thirty alumni from the
College of the Holy Cross shared
their talents and energy with Grace
Academy students for a day of
service - Holy Cross Cares Day – on
Saturday, April 25th.
Alumni, spouses, and their
children, were grouped with our
students to assist with three of the
following projects:
One group made 150 sandwiches for
the sandwich ministry program at
St. Patrick St. Anthony Church. The
bread, sandwich meat, chips, drinks
and bags were donated by the Holy
Cross alumni, who then spent time
with our girls writing note cards for
the recipient of each bagged lunch.
The second group of alumni sat
side-by-side with our students at
12 sewing machines as they turned
out dresses for girls in Haiti. These
dresses were delivered directly to
Caitlin Clarke, a former teacher at
Grace Academy who is teaching
girls in La Savane, Les Cayes, Haiti.
The final group of Holy Cross
alumni worked with students
outdoors planting vegetables in
raised beds, and flowers and herbs
in urns on the grounds of the school.

The College of the Holy Cross hosts
a National “Holy Cross Cares Day”
in the spring of each year. Service to
one’s neighbor, to the community,
to the City of Hartford, and to those
most in need throughout the world
is a cornerstone of the mission of
both Grace Academy and the
College of the Holy Cross.

the SSAT, revising my essays for high school applications,
and providing transportation to interviews. Grace
Academy has exposed me to new things which I can
benefit from in the future such as different sports, clubs,
and much more. I also grew internally because I was able
to learn more about different cultures and how to interact
with my peers.
Looking back, is there anyone who has made an impact
on your life at Grace Academy?
Mrs. Gina really made an impact on me. Since day one
she’s always been a huge supporter of mine and I
appreciate all the ways in which she has helped me
through my struggles. Plus, her kindness and love that
she shares with everyone else at Grace just goes to show
how great of a person she is.
What were some of your most memorable
experiences at Grace Academy?
A memorable experience for me while at Grace Academy
was when the seventh and eighth graders created an art
project that went into an actual gallery called The Golden

What inspired you to
become a teacher?
I’ve always wanted to become
a teacher. At first, I thought I
would study music education,
specifically for high school
choirs, but then I decided to get
my degree in Early Childhood
and Elementary Education at
Iona College. After learning
all of the new teaching strategies in my classes, I found
myself more and more excited
to actually get myself into the
classroom.
How did you first hear about Grace Academy and why
did you originally decide to work here?
I was a Student Campus Minister at Iona and I actually
heard about Grace through an email from my boss at the
time; Matt [Fitzsimons] was asking for applicants who
were interested in teaching and having their own
classroom. I volunteered in college and one of my oncampus jobs was to lead an after school tutoring center for
first through eighth graders. I figured with my experience,
Grace Academy would be exactly what I needed! When I
came for my interview, I received a tour from two of the
current eighth graders, who just recently graduated (6th
graders at the time), and I was hooked. That was when I
knew Grace was the perfect place for me.
What do you like about Grace Academy that makes you
want to continue teaching here?

Thread Gallery. This was memorable because it felt good
to create a piece of art that many people would see when
going to the gallery and I felt really proud of what I was
able to accomplish with that project.
What are you going to miss the most at Grace Academy?
I will miss the wonderful people that I have met here at
Grace Academy the most. I will always be there for my
friends when they need me and I have enjoyed getting
to know such special people. Also, I’ll miss the other
students and faculty who helped me to feel welcome
and at home every day.
Are you excited for high school?
Of course I am excited to start high school! I have put in
too much work to not be happy and satisfied with the
choices I have made for my education. Socially, it will
definitely be a huge adjustment because there will be
many more people compared to Grace Academy, but I’m
ready for whatever high school has to offer me.

Grace Academy is so unique because of the close-knit
atmosphere between all of the students and teachers as
well. I’ve been able to get to know my students in so many
different ways; from being their ELA teacher, their choir
teacher, and their sports coach. I have observed that there
are some things the girls can express in choir or outside on
the soccer field that they can’t necessarily express in the
classroom, and I enjoy being able to be a part of all forms
of expression. I think music and movement are great ways
for the girls to express themselves without having to put
their feelings into words, which can at times be difficult.
What have you gained from your experience at Grace?
I’ve definitely gained so much more teaching experience
than I ever would have thought I could have in just two
years. From behavior management to planning and
implementing 90 minute lessons...it’s definitely easier said
than done! I’ve been really lucky to be able to have had
so much time in the classroom getting to try out all of the
things I’ve learned at Iona, and at the University of St.
Joseph’s, where I am currently getting my master’s in
Special Education.
What values do you think are the most important to instill into your students? What do you want your students
to take away from their time spent at Grace?
I think for me, I’d like all of my students to know how
much they are cared for here at Grace. I always talk to my
students about being ‘life-long learners,’ and I wouldn’t be
able to call myself a good teacher if I didn’t continue learning new things every day as well. I hope that my students
take that with them and keep embracing all of the opportunities that come their way to learn new things.

Grace Academy convened in an all-school assembly in
May to hear Steven McDonald, a retired New York City
police detective, share his life story and message of
forgiveness.

spine would have been to nurture revenge in my heart.
Such an attitude would have extended my injury to my
soul, hurting my wife, son, and others even more.”

McDonald talked about the cycle of violence in the world.
On July 12, 1986, Steven
To him, the cycle of
McDonald, was shot
violence that plagues so
three times and nearly
many lives today –
killed by 15-year-old,
including young lives –
Shavod Jones, while
can only be overcome by
patrolling Central Park.
breaking down the walls
McDonald, only
that separate people and
twenty-eight years old at
make them fear one
the time, newly
another. The solution, he
married to his wife,
says, is to love, respect
Patricia, and expecting
and forgive. During a
their first child, was left
question and answer
paralyzed from the
period, he said,
neck down. While lucky
“Forgiveness is not an
Grace Academy students gather around Det. Steven McDonald of the NYPD.
to be alive (McDonald is
occasional act, it’s a
currently the most seriously injured New York City Police permanent attitude.” He continued, “It is something you
officer to survive such an injury), the process to forgive
have to work for. Just like you have to work to keep your
the shooter was a struggle for both Steven and Patricia,
body fit and your mind alert, you’ve got to work on your
knowing that everyday life from that point forward
heart too.”
would be drastically more difficult. Yet, only six months
after the shooting, Patricia held a press conference to
announce that Steven had forgiven the boy for shooting
Detective Steven McDonald and his wife,
him.
Patricia, co-authored The Steven McDonald Story,
During McDonald’s presentation, he shared with the
Grace Academy students, “I forgave Shavod because I
believe the only thing worse than receiving a bullet in my

Art can
speak to us
in so many
ways: aesthetically,
philosophically,
politically,
historically,
and even
emotionally. Understanding how art can influence a
young person’s life is part of the growth and

which recounts his life on the police force, the
couple’s initial reaction to the shooting, and how
McDonald’s faith continues to help him persevere.

development process. Providing activities that help
young people make this discovery was the underlying
theme for the ArtSpeaks grant funded by The Henry Niles
Foundation. The six month art grant for our
seventh and eighth graders combined hands-on
experiences in local museums with inter-disciplinary
instruction in History, Math, Science and Language Arts.
The exploration in the arts culminated with a black and
white paper mosaic self-portrait project where each
students’ works was displayed at the Black & White
themed exhibit at West Hartford’s The Golden Thread
Gallery. (Continue to Next Page)

The primary purpose of the creative mosaic endeavor
was to have the seventh and eighth grade students
master a skill: recognizing and matching value from
the deepest black to the purest white. As the project
progressed, it evolved from a simple exercise to a
practice of creative self-expression. Each self-portrait
is strong independent and shows the dedication and
style of each artist; however, as a group, the portraits
tell a bigger story. Grace Academy is often described
as a sisterhood, and these portraits exemplify that
communal viewpoint.
Thanks are owed to: The Henry Niles Foundation, for
their financial support; Nicole Maldonado (Sedgwick
Middle School teacher), who kicked-off the project;
Jacqueline Dunsworth, Grace Academy art teacher; and
Kate Wilson and Tricia Haggerty-Wenz, the co-founders
of The Golden Thread Gallery, for their collaboration,
hospitality, and accommodations made to the seventh
and eighth graders, where they had their first
professional art reception. Each student’s work was on

display at The Golden Thread Gallery on May 2 for
family, friends, faculty and staff to see. The reception
was so well received that the students’ work, titled
ArtSpeaks, has been relocated to the Hartford
Public Library, where it will be residing for the next
few months…feel free to stop by and take a look!

Art Teacher Jacqueline Dunsworth (far right) and 7th and 8th
Graders pose with co-founders of The Golden Thread Gallery,
Kate Wilson and Tricia Haggerty-Wenz, at
Grace Academy’s Art Reception (front row left)

Interview with Music Teacher, Aaron Krerowitz

“Mr. K” joined
Grace Academy
in 2011,
the start of
the school’s
second year of
operation. His
vision was to
ensure that
every student
could read
music, play the piano keyboard, and
sing. Mr. K helped Grace Academy
secure keyboards and instruments from
yard sales, Craig’s list, and through
advertisements seeking donated
instrument. Mr. K also repaired used
and broken instruments and kept all
the woodwinds, string and keyboards
in great working order. Mr. K is also
a Beatles scholar and has written three
books about the Beatles.

How did you hear about Grace
Academy and why did you decide
to work here?
I came to Grace through a colleague
at the University of Hartford, where
I was a graduate student at the time.
He saw the opening for a music
teacher and knew I was looking for
such a position.

Tell us about your method of
teaching music to students.
Music is an opportunity to go
beyond the academic subjects, have
fun and actually know the world
through the medium of music.
Digital technology, using keyboards,
is an excellent way to learn about
playing music because keyboards are
so versatile; you can create so many
different sounds from a single
keyboard.
What have you gained from your
experience at Grace Academy?
Teaching at Grace taught me how to
teach. I had substantial teaching
experience before starting at GA,
but it was at the collegiate level. As
a middle school teacher, I had to
adapt to the middle school student’s
mentality and their expectations. I
learned to teach basic musical concepts in a completely different way.

What do you enjoy most about
Grace Academy?
I put a tremendous amount of time
and effort into building the music
program. I think the most satisfying
part of the whole process was seeing
students take ownership of their own
musical development. Good

students will learn and remember
what you teach them, but great
students apply what you’ve taught
them and place these ideas into new
contexts. Many students brought
in music from outside class, which
made teaching exciting at Grace
because the students showed
initiative!
You have written three books on
The Beatles; tell us about your
work. Does The Beatles’music play
a role in the way you teach?
I consider myself one of two
“professional Beatles scholars” in the
U.S., by this I mean that my Beatles
research and analysis has become my
primary source of income. I
regularly deliver educational
presentations on the band
throughout the USA. Since June 4, I
have delivered 22 educational
presentations on the band in
Wisconsin, Illinois, Missouri, and
Kansas. As a Beatles scholar, I am
able to combine the rigorous
academic analysis, which I learned
through my undergrad and graduate
studies, with the style of
explanation I learned by teaching at
Grace Academy.

Allegra joined Grace Academy this
year to lead Photography Club and
served as the photographer for The
Power of Grace benefit at The Bushnell. Allegra worked for the TV show,
This Old House, and has worked for
top television producers, talent, and
magazine editors, photographing the
most well-designed and constructed
homes in New England. She also
earned an Emmy award…read her
story!

able to learn about composition,
lighting, digital photography practices
and digital editing. We also addressed
the differences and intersections
of the technical and artistic aspects
of photography. We discussed the
business side to running your own
photography business and what steps
one would take to become a photographer.

Tell us about winning an Emmy
Award. Were you able to use your
How did you hear about Grace Acad- past experiences with the students?
emy and why did you decide to work In 2011 I was honored to win an
here?
Emmy Award for my work as a
My first encounter with the students
of Grace Academy was at the Connecticut Women’s Hall of Fame
Induction Ceremony, where Grace
Academy was being honored and received the 2014 Founding President’s
Award. Immediately I was impressed
with the girls’ demeanor, manners
and congenial attitude and their many
accomplishments! After speaking with
Mr. Fitzsimons and learning more
about the school, I quickly realized
how much I had in common with the
girls. As a graduate of East Catholic
Supervising Producer on the hourHigh School, I believe wholelong documentary “New Orleans:
heartedly in the power of interfaith
Getting Back to Normal,” a film about
education. I particularly respect and
admire how broad the range of topics the devastation that Hurricane
Katrina caused in New Orleans’s
and skills are that Grace Academy
lower 9th ward, and the journey that
teaches to the girls.
the families there took to rebuild their
What do you teach at GA?
homes and their lives. As the
In the winter of 2015 I taught a
Supervising Producer I had the
digital photography club at Grace
privilege to interview all of the
Academy. Over the course of eight
families featured in the film and to
weeks, we focused on both the
hear their stories of hope, bravery and
conceptual and technical aspects of
perseverance. We also found stock
digital photography. The girls were
photography and archived footage

to be used in the documentary,
and worked with American Public
Television to distribute the film.
Most importantly, I worked with the
editors and producers to weave a
compelling narrative from all of the
footage that we had gathered. The
strength of the documentary’s story
and the bravery of those affected
by Hurricane Katrina is what won
us the Emmy. As the teacher of the
Photography Club, I tried to teach the
girls about the process of producing
both photographs and moving
pictures. I also tried to emphasize to
the students at Grace Academy that
you don’t need a big budget or fancy
camera equipment to be a successful
photographer or film producer. If you
have the passion to tell a compelling
story that captures peoples’ attention
and resonates with them, you will
have produced something great.
What do you enjoy the most about
Grace Academy?
My time teaching Photography Club
at Grace Academy was rewarding
for so many reasons. Being able
to witness and be a part of Grace
Academy’s amazing programs was a
humbling experience. I loved seeing
how brilliant, mature and kind the
girls are, and they are only just
starting their lives and careers. They
are curious, thoughtful girls and
they show me that the future of our
communities is bright — they give
me many reasons to be optimistic. I
believe if you always stay passionate
and invested in what you love, you
will always be a success, and I saw
that in the Grace Academy students.

Wayne Pretlow, a native of Hartford, returned to his hometown in March to
perform in Kiss Me Kate at the Hartford Stage. While in Hartford, Pretlow
visited Grace Academy to speak to the students about acting and his trajectory,
as the youngest of five children, to a career on the Broadway stage, in television,
as well as in over 100 commercials (Saturn, Wendy’s, and Staples to name a few).
Many students and teachers knew of him for his role as Father Joe on the Showtime drama Nurse Jackie, and as the co-star of Person of Interest on CBS.
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Grace Receives Accreditation
from CAIS
Beginning on Sunday, March 22 through Wednesday, March 25, five educators from the CAIS Visiting Team visited
Grace Academy and spent their days sitting in on classes, reviewing documents, and interviewing teachers,
students, parents, board members, and staff as part of the accreditation process. The team delivered their report to
CAIS headquarters, who informed the Board of Directors in June that Grace Academy has become an accredited
school in Connecticut. The Visiting Team gave Grace Academy five commendations and two major
recommendations!
Commendation for the vision and perseverance of all those associated with the school from its infancy to the
accreditation process.
Commendation for the development of the culture that truly transforms the lives of the girls we serve. This 		
“transformation” of students was evident to all the members of the committee through the messaging, faculty, staff,
parents, and students.
Commendation to the Head of School for his leadership.
Commendation to the faculty, staff, AmeriCorps teachers, and volunteers for their efforts to educate and transform lives.
Commendation to the initial Steering Committee and Board of Directors for their efforts to create and sustain the school,
and for the structure and work in the area of governance.
The following are two recommendations made by the Visiting Committee:
The Leadership of Grace Academy needs to complete the Strategic Plan that it started last year. The Plan should insure
financial security and sustainability.
The Board should examine the overall staffing to fulfill the needs and compensation for its faculty and staff.

