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Congratulations to the Maya Angelou Class of 2019! 

“Grace Academy has given me a home. I know that 

no matter where I go, a small piece of me will 

always remain here,” Ayanna Kiser shared at the 

beginning of her farewell speech during graduation. 

She continued to speak with sentiment about her 

formative middle school years. In short, she 

concluded that the small but mighty seven members 

of the Maya Angelou Class of 2019 developed a 

strong sense of self, motivation, and determination 

throughout their time at Grace.  

Grace Academy honored its seventh class of 

graduates with traditional graduation exercises at 

South Congregational Church on Wednesday, June 

12, 2019.  The seven girls of the Maya  Angelou 

class processed into the Meeting House with 

confidence in their future while bidding farewell to 

their younger “sisters” whom they have come to 

know, guide, and counsel. 

Pastor Adam Soderberg opened the ceremony with a 

beautiful blessing, weaving highlights of Maya 

Angelou’s life into inspiring words for the graduates 

of the Maya Angelou class. Every member of the 

class was accepted into private or parochial high 

schools. They will be attending: East Catholic, 

Northwest Catholic, The Master’s School, Mercy 

High School and the Glastonbury School of 

Agriscience. Additionally, this class achieved a 

milestone as Epephanie LaBoy became the first 

Grace Academy graduate to receive a near-full 

scholarship to attend Kingswood Oxford next fall.  

The graduation ceremony also marks an occasion to 

present special awards to students who excelled in 

academics, the arts, athletics, or service to others.  

One of Grace Academy’s founding members, Marge 

Morrissey, was on hand to present the Marjorie 

Murphy Morrissey Service Award, named in honor 

of her mother who lived life with “grace in all her 

steps.” Ms. Morrissey presented this special award 

to Rhaili-em Lowe, who embodied its spirit through 

her service as class president and her reception of 

the Girl Scouts’ Silver Award, the most prestigious 

award given for service to one’s community. 

Mr. Fitzsimons’ closing remarks recounted 

conversations he had with the class following their 

climbing adventure in the White Mountains (story 

on page 7). He reminisced, saying, “Remember 

fondly the discomfort you felt when you were asked 

to push yourself on those mountains farther than you 

were ever sure you could go. And the wash of 

elation when you finally reached the summit. Bottle 

that experience as you endure many more challenges 

and are changed for the better.” 



 

Graduates at a Glance 

 64% attending private 
schools such as:  

   Northwest Catholic HS (11) 
   East Catholic HS (4) 
   Mercy HS (5)  
   Watkinson School (3) 
   Master’s School (2)  
   Ethel Walker (2) 
   Taft School (1) 
   Kingswood Oxford (1)  
   Concord Academy (1) 
   Loomis Chaffee (1) 
   Westminster (1) 
 

 14% attending Hartford  
   magnet high schools 
 

 22% attending Greater  
Hartford public high schools 

 66% attending four year 
colleges such as: 
UConn (6) 
Springfield College (4) 
Colby College (1) 
Hobart & William Smith (1) 
Providence College (1) 

 

 13% attending two year  
   colleges 
 

 16% in workforce or Gap 
year 

 

 3% serving in military 
 

 3% working on GED 
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Whispers could be heard throughout the hallway as our new mentoring program 

came to fruition for our 7th grade students. Having witnessed the excitement of 

their 8th grade peers every Wednesday, the Rosa Parks class could not wait to 

embark on a mentoring journey of their own. At lunchtime, mentors met with 

their individual student and engaged with them in a series of fun games, 

conversation, and delicious snacks. Mentors even met with their students outside 

of Grace Academy, accompanying them on trips to art museums, the library, and 

relaxing days at the park.  

The Maya Angelou (8th grade) continued to build 

engaging and rewarding relationships with their 

mentors from the previous year. Some of the women 

mentors are young professionals, while others are 

newly retired. Each mentor was eager to lend 

support and a guiding hand to their spirited mentees. The relationship between 

each pair is congenial and close-knit, so the 8th graders feel comfortable turning 

to their mentors for help. Rhaili-Em Lowe, an avid reader and writer, was often 

seen reviewing homework assignments and essays with her mentor, Kate 

Howard. Epephanie LaBoy and her mentor, Marilou Lang, concentrated on 

cracking tough math problems. At our graduation ceremony, nearly every mentor 

could be spotted in the crowd, cheering their mentees on as they made their next 

steps toward a bright future. 

Grace Academy selects each mentor individually and pairs them with students 

based on similar hobbies, interests, and backgrounds. These relationships are 

critical, as studies show that students who have a mentoring relationship are 55% 

more likely to continue pursuing education and take on leadership opportunities. 

“I am grateful to my mentor who stayed with me all through high school and has 

provided invaluable advice along the way,” proclaimed Natalia Allen ‘14.   

Graduate Support Program Update 

Grace Academy upholds a strategic plan of support as each of our students are 

placed in private schools or prominent magnet or charter schools for a full twelve 

years. We begin to prep our students as soon as they enter the 5th grade. This 

includes an intensive extended-day, -week, and -year program. This 

comprehensive schedule, paired with an intentionally small school, high parent 

involvement, helps support our alumnae as they move from high school to 

college and from college to career.  

This program not only specifically addresses the scholastic needs of individuals 

from low income families, but it acts as a financial, emotional and social aid as 

well. We aid in the admissions placement process by preparing our students with 

standardized test prep and mock interviews, covering application fees and the 

cost of transportation, books and other school related materials. Even after our 

students move into college, we assist them during their transformative years of 

transitioning into a career. Grace Academy provides graduates with various 

industry shadow days, networking opportunities, interview practice, and also 

helps facilitate internship opportunities.  

Our 7th & 8th Grade Mentor Program 

Left: Maricele Riemann takes a selfie with graduates from the Class of 2015 
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Meet the Marian Anderson Class of 2015 

 

Doh Paw: Graduated from Mercy High 
School and attending UHART. School Tour 
Guide, Chinese Club, Youth Employment 
Program. Connecticut Landmarks Intern. 
Volunteered at The Arc Connecticut and is 
employed at the Family Dollar Store. 

 
Chit  Po: Graduated from Wethersfield 
High School and attending Manchester 
Community College. Employed at First and 
Last Tavern. Bike Club, Video Production 
Club, Environmental Club. 
 
 

Pawta Shu: Graduated from Nor thwest 
Catholic and attending Assumption College. 
Choir Basketball, Tennis. Volunteered at 
Helping Hands in Hartford. 
 
 
Kenyaira Redding: Graduated from 
Prince Tech Culinary Arts Program. Studied 
Restaurant Operations and attending 
University of New Haven. Assisted in daily 
production of National Lunch Program.  
 

Genesis Rodriguez: Graduated from the 
Academy of Science and Innovation and 
still deciding on college choice. National 
Society of High School Scholars, Culture 
Club. Volunteered feeding the homeless. 
Employed at Goodwill. 
 
Liddy Siggia: Graduated from RHAM 
High School and attending Eastern 
Connecticut State University. Choir, Drama 
Club, Gay Straight Alliance. Employed at 
Subway. 
 
 
Alanna Torres: Graduated from East 
Catholic High School and attending 
UCONN. Mock Trial, Student Ambassador. 
Dance Team, Cheerleading, Track. 
Volunteered at Burr Elementary School and 
Gengras Center. Employed at Marshalls. 

 

Naomi Arroyo: Graduated from the 
University High School of Science and 
Engineering and attending UCONN. 
National Honor Society, Mural club, 
Poetry club, Hartford Stage. Indoor Track, 
Volleyball. Volunteered at CCMC and 
Grace Academy. 
 
Tailanae Brantley: Graduated from 
Springfield High School of Science and 
Technology and attending Springfield 
College. Cheerleading, Choir, MLK Jr 
Family Services Peer Health Advocate. 
Volunteered at Foodshare. Employed  at 
Crispy Wings. 
 
Azoya Clarke: Graduated from the 
Loomis Chaffee School and attending 
Colby College. QuestBridge Scholar. LC 
Scholars Program, School Tour Guide, 
Resident Assistant, Pelican Support 
Network Mentor. Field Hockey, Track and 
Field. 
 
Angelica Cornejal de los Santos: 
Graduated from Northwest Catholic and 
attending UCONN. Cheerleading, Soccer. 
Volunteered at ConnectiKids. Employed    
at Starbucks. 
 
Biaja Jones: Graduated from Our  Piece 
of Pie. Considering next steps with GSP 
team. 
 

 
Thalia Ortiz: Graduated from the 
Watkinson School and attending Suffolk 
University. High Honor Roll, Cultural 
Club, Homecoming Committee. Soccer,  
Volleyball, and Track. Volunteered at 
MLK Elementary  School.  

The members of the Marian Anderson Class of 2015, the third class of eighth grade graduates, recently completed their 

studies at their respective high schools and are taking steps to enter college or a career. All fourteen members of the class 

graduated on time, including seven who graduated from private high schools. Here are highlights of our graduates and 

their plans for the future. Regardless of the path students take, the Graduate Support team works with each student to 

help determine a desired area of study and subsequent career path.   

Kyoe Paw:  Graduated from Nor thwest 
Catholic and attending Springfield Col-
lege. Connecticut Landmarks Intern. Soc-
cer, Tennis. Employed at Brookdale Chat-
field. 



Eaden Stephen, a member 

of our Helen Keller (6th 

grade) class, was awarded 

the second place trophy 

and a check for $250 at the 

annual city-wide MLK Jr. 

Oratory contest held at 

Jumoke Academy on 

February 21, 2019.  

Eaden competed in the 6th-

8th grade category against 

many older and more 

experienced speakers. The 

purpose of the Jumoke 

Academy Oratory Contest 

is to provide students with 

an opportunity to develop 

their oratorical skills in a 

competitive forum. This 

year’s theme, “Excellence 

in all things” was inspired 

by the Dr. Martin Luther 

King Jr. quote: “All labor 

that uplifts humanity has 

dignity and importance and 

should be undertaken with 

painstaking excellence.”  

In her speech, Eaden spoke 

about the garbage worker’s 

strike that occurred in 

Memphis. She said, “When 

I say respect, I mean to 

give garbage workers the 

same respect that doctors 

and politicians have.” 

Eaden’s words serve as a 

great guiding principle for 

our everyday interactions. 

The Bond Ballroom - with its breathtaking 

views of the Bushnell Park, Capitol 

Building, and the Soldiers and Sailors 

Memorial Arch - was the site of this year’s 

The Power of Grace benefit. The fabulous 

event, held on May 2, raised over $410,000 

with 95% of the proceeds going directly 

back to the school. Grace Academy has 

been blessed with a community of 

corporate, family, and individual donors 

who generously support the school’s mission to educate low-income girls in 

Hartford. The call to action by Grace Academy’s The Power of Grace committee 

has allowed Grace to continue its mission and transform the lives of its students. 

A wonderful team of 22 volunteers dedicated 

many months of time to help plan and execute the 

event. Heading the fundraising efforts were co-

chairs, Shea Kinney and Julie Sanderson, who 

worked alongside Grace’s Development and 

Communications representative, Hannah Sisson. 

The Power of Grace committee has become an 

essential component of the school’s fundraising 

efforts as more than one-third of Grace Academy’s 

operating budget is covered by the event’s proceeds.  

The theme of this year’s event was Grace in Action, highlighting the school’s 

twelve year commitment to its students—an educational program that begins at the 

fifth grade and supports graduates through high school, college, and into a fulfilling 

career. Maricele Riemann, Director of the Graduate Support Program, noted, “Grace 

Academy and the urban schools in the NativityMiguel network succeed because we 

work as best we can to place graduates into private college preparatory high 

schools. If an inner-city, underserved student can gain access to a private high 

school education, the odds of graduating from a 4-year college increase 

dramatically.” Proceeds from the benefit are 

directly allocated towards Grace’s priority 

programs, such as this Graduate Support 

Program. 

In the spirit of celebrating our graduates, we 

asked Epephanie LaBoy, a member of the 

Maya Angelou class of 2019, to speak on 

her experience at Grace Academy. For 

Epephanie (“Piff”), who is heading off to 

Kingswood Oxford next year, Grace is a 

family legacy. She fondly remembers 

Jumoke Academy 
Oratory Competition 

Power of Grace 2019: 
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Shea Kinney, second from right, 

enjoying the event with guests. 

Epephanie delivering her keynote speech 



 

visiting her older sisters Paola and Alanna when they were students at Grace. She 

recalled highlights from her four years at the school, proudly proclaiming her title as 

captain of The Short Circuits, Grace’s robotics team. She told the guests about how 

she cannot wait to “come back and show her support for her fellow sisters,” 

demonstrating the unique bond present between her classmates and team members.  

This year’s event featured a special performance 

from Grace Academy’s STEP Team, led and 

choreographed by faculty member Jasmin Kurtz. 

The team’s performance made an outstanding 

impression and guests picked up the vibe by 

clapping in time with the girls who stomped, 

stepped, and clapped with pride and passion, then 

shouted, “We only STEP for Grace, because 

that’s OUR school”.  The Grace Academy string players, led by string teachers Caitlin 

Beronin and Sharon Whitehead, also showcased their talents in the lobby as guests 

arrived.  

The Grace Academy community thanks the Power of Grace committee, corporate and 

family sponsors, auction donors, and guests for making the 2019 benefit a magnificent 

success. 

Welcome our Newest Board Member: Karen Jarmoc 

Karen Jarmoc, an accomplished nonprofit executive, collaborator, and coalition 

builder, joined the Grace Academy Board of Directors this year. Karen has served as 

the Chief Executive Officer of the Connecticut Coalition Against Domestic Violence 

(CCADV) since 2011, a 35-year-old statewide nonprofit 

that serves victims of domestic violence. Through her 

leadership role at CCADV, she has worked to secure 

legislation and funding for domestic violence prevention 

and education efforts as well as improved offender 

accountability. She is a member of the National Lethality 

Assessment Advisory Committee, formerly the National 

Network to End Domestic Violence's policy committee, 

and the National Resource Center on Domestic 

Violence's IPV Council.   

Karen is a former member of the Connecticut House of Representatives for the 

59th District. She serves as the Chair of the Board of the Aurora Women and Girls 

Foundation and Chair of Connecticut’s Commission on Women, Children, and 

Seniors. She has been honored to the Connecticut Women’s Hall of Fame, and most 

recently served on Governor Lamont’s transition team where she chaired the 

Women’s Policy Committee. Karen holds a B.A. in communications and political 

science from Simmons College and an M.A. in Public Policy from Trinity College. 

Grace Academy students 

were invited to participate 

in Girl’s Day at the 

Capitol. On April 5th, 

students were selected to 

visit the Capitol building 

for a day dedicated to 

women. Gabby Duncan, a 

member of our Anna Julia 

Cooper (5th grade) class, 

was invited to speak on 

behalf of her classmates. 

The program was chaired 

by Karen Jarmoc, Grace 

Academy’s newest board 

member. Students learned  

how women are making an 

impact in every sector of 

our city. Various 

workshops taught girls the 

importance of their role as 

women in society and how 

they can be advocates for 

change.  

During this day, Grace 

girls were able to meet 

with peers their age for a 

discussion of women’s 

topics and issues. 

 

Girl’s Day at the 

Capitol 
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A Record Success 



Grace Students Exceed 

National Averages 

The charts below illustrate MAP Math and Reading test 

scores for the classes of 2017 and 2018. MAP 

assessments are administered to over 5.5 million 

students across all 50 states. The bar graphs compare 

national averages (blue) to Grace Academy class 

averages (maroon) from grades five through eight.  

As the charts indicate, Grace Academy students enter 

the school in 5th grade far below the national average. 

During their time at the school, students improve and 

class averages in 8th grade are consistently above the 

national average.  

These results show the remarkable growth of our 
students and the efficacy of Grace Academy’s program.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

STEM-ing with Corporate 

Leaders 

Coinciding with International Women’s Day on March 

8, Stanley Black & Decker hosted a STEM 

workshop for 

the Grace 

girls. Student 

representatives 

from grades 6-

8 joined Jo 

Yarranton 

(Grace Board 

member), 

Ruslana 

Frenkel, and a 

team of other 

women engineers and marketing professionals in three 

engaging activities. Students learned how SB&D uses 

3D printers to create new tools. They then tried their 

hand at 3D modeling to build their own “bolt dogs” (a 

bulldog made with bolts). They also learned how ideas 

are conceptualized in the R&D department, including 

the process of how prototypes are created and tested in 

focus groups before going public. Following the 

presentation, students designed their own product 

prototype using wood, hammer, nails, and yarn. 

On Feb. 21, Collins Aerospace hosted Grace girls at the 

CT Science Center for Introduce Girls to Engineering 

Day. A team of engineers from Collins Aerospace, 

many of them women of color, explained their roles at 

the aerospace manufacturing company, then led the 

Grace students in a robot building activity, followed by 

interactive activities with robots at the Center. Collins 

generously provided transportation to and from the 

Center, along with lunch.  

On May 30, PricewaterhouseCoopers invited the 

championship robotics team (story on back cover) to 

their Hartford headquarters to work with the firm’s 

interns on building Lego robots. At each table, students 

demonstrated how to build functioning robots. Then, 

tables collaborated to complete their machine. As the 

activity continued, it eventually heated up into a healthy 

competition. Both interns and students learned from 

each other in this educational yet fun activity. 
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A SB&D employee works with Ziane Ormsby ’19 

to build a prototype model.  

Keysy Lopez-Diaz ’20 and a PwC intern work together to 

solve a puzzle in a robot building competition.  
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Eighth Graders Venture into 

White Mountains of NH 

By Rhaili-em Lowe ‘19 

Have you ever been to the White Mountains in New 

Hampshire? For our special 8th grade trip, the Maya 

Angelou Class of 2019 was given the opportunity by a 

Grace Academy donor to go to the AMC (Appalachian 

Mountain Club)  Highland Center Lodge in Crawford 

Notch. This Grace Academy tradition entails a special 

field trip for the graduating class. We raise money for an 

end-of-year trip with our advisors, bond with one another, 

and just savor the moments and memories we have had 

together before we graduate and head off to high school.  

We woke up early the morning of May 15th to embark on 

our three day journey with our advisors Ms. Kurtz and 

Ms. Rindal. Upon arrival to the lodge, we first sat and 

relaxed until Aubrey, director of the AMC program for 

students, came to meet with us. Aubrey told us the rules 

of the lodge, where we would be going and where our 

rooms were located. She then sent us to get situated in our 

rooms. The rooms were beautiful with a great view of the 

mountains. There were bunk beds and desks and everyone 

seemed to love the space.  

Eventually, we had everything unpacked in the drawers 

and we returned to the same classroom where we were 

introduced to Shannon, our mountain teacher. We all 

introduced ourselves and then she told us that we were 

going to climb a mountain called Elephant's Head. She 

told us that the lodge had gear that we could borrow for 

our climb. The gear that we borrowed included 

backpacks, rain pants, hiking boots, hiking socks, gloves/

mittens, hats and water bottles. Once we had all our gear 

on, Shannon said we were ready to go. 

It was a long and difficult journey but when we got to the 

top of the mountain, it became worthwhile. Once we got 

down we went to our rooms and changed for dinner. 

Dinner was really great and we talked with the other 

guests at the lodge.  

The next day’s climb was a long trip. It took three and a 

half hours to reach the summit and get back. Once we 

were at the top the view was breathtakingly beautiful. I 

was amazed that we made it up there. We ate lunch and 

relaxed before we headed back down.  

As we walked toward the lodge, I was still so surprised 

that we had made it up that tall mountain. Climbing a 

mountain was on my bucket list, and it was so cool that I 

made it up a very tall one. After the hike, all of us went to 

relax for a bit before we were called again for more team 

building exercises. One of the team building activities, led 

by Shannon, was to hike into the woods to build a fort that 

we could sleep in if necessary. When we had finally 

finished the fort, Shannon tested it by going inside to see 

if it was stable for a person to spend the night there. And 

it was! After dinner, everyone got ready to go outside 

again to a bonfire and make s'mores.  

The morning after we ate breakfast, our teachers gave us 

letters from our family, the faculty, and students from 

Grace Academy. This is a Grace Academy ritual called 

Palanca. We each went to different places in the lodge to 

read our letters privately, and many of us were very 

emotional. Finally, it was then time to change into our 

“fancy clothes” for the dinner and shopping in 

Portsmouth. When we arrived in Portsmouth, we decided 

to walk around to all the shops before we went to dinner. 

The dinner was delicious and all of us were laughing and 

having the best time as a family. Eventually, it was time 

for us to go and we headed back to Hartford. 

Going to New Hampshire was a great experience and an 

opportunity that the Maya Angelou class was grateful to 

have. On behalf of Grace Academy's 2019 Graduating 

Class, I want to thank Ms. Tracy Fischer (Boston 

College’83) for sponsoring this awesome trip! 



 

Respect     Leadership  Courage       Hospitality     Joy            Grace 

277 Main Street 

Hartford, CT 06106 

Short Circuits: For the WIN 

The Short Circuits, Grace’s Robotics team, 

succeeded beyond all expectations, winning trophies 

in every competition they entered. The team kicked 

off the year by competing in the FIRST Lego League 

(held annually in November) and took first place in 

robot performance with the highest score in the 

competition. The team then extended itself in new 

directions by joining the VEX Robotics league, 

which utilizes a completely different type of robot, 

game design, and competition. In their first VEX 

competition, held in February, the Short 

Circuits competed against 28 other teams—all were 

boys—and the Grace girls took home the robot 

design award, one of the two grand prizes! On April 

13-14, the girls were invited to compete in an 

international tournament held at Trinity College. 

Almost 60 teams attended this tournament, including 

teams from China, Brazil, Israel, and Indonesia, as 

well as teams from all across the U.S. The Grace 

girls were the only all-girls team in the competition. 

Teams competed at three levels: junior (middle 

schools), high school, and senior (colleges and 

adults).  The Grace girls won 3 awards, taking home 

first place for the junior division and outperforming 

all high school and senior teams from Connecticut, as 

well as most of the teams from around the world. On 

May 4, our Robotics Coach, Corey Pace, led an all-

day robotics workshop at the CT Science Center with 

a RoboJam tournament held in the afternoon. Once 

again, Grace’s robotics team took home first 

place! In recognition of their many successes this 

year, the Short Circuits were invited to the State 

Capitol on May 23rd where they received citations 

from our state representatives on the floor of the 

Connecticut House and Senate.  

The Short Circuits show off their many trophies with Imani  

Burrus, Asst. Coach (L), and Corey Pace, Coach (R). 


