
 

GRACE ACADEMY 
 A Star of Hope in Hartford  

 

Summer Newsletter 2020 

Class of 2020 High School Placement 

Charisma Asamoah Lawrenceville High School (NJ) 

Madison Blanks St. Mary’s School (NC) 

Tarana Downer Ethel Walker School 

Eno-Yaa Kissi  Taft School 

Eh Ku   Classical Magnet 

Moo Ku  Northwest Catholic High School 

Lanay Leryer  Mercy High School 

Kee La Paw  Conard High School 

Keysy Lopez-Diaz Kingswood Oxford School 

Maria (Thuzar) May Watkinson School 

Karina Ntoni  Westover School 

Moo Paw  Watkinson School 

Tarapi Pyo  Westminster School 

Tarapu Pyo  Hotchkiss School 

Nuhkya Smith Northwest Catholic High School 

Eh Wah Wah  Miss Porter’s School 

Angelina Wisdom CREC Academy of Aerospace and Engineering 

Photos Courtesy of Julie Sanderson  

 

Congratulations to the Rosa Parks Class of 2020!  

A COVID-19 Commencement  
 

In a banner year for Grace Academy, 16 of the 17 

students in the Rosa Parks Class of 2020 were 

admitted to independent or Catholic schools, all 

with significant financial aid. Ten of the 17 were 

admitted with full financial aid packages to private, 

independent schools— an amazing accomplishment! 
 

On June 10th we hosted our eighth graduation 

ceremony in the parking lot of Central Baptist 

Church. Every student came forward to receive her 

diploma in a nice gift bag which included a 

yearbook, a USB drive with pre-recorded speeches, 

and awards.  At the end of the 30-minute ceremony, 

we formed a parade route and drove to Grace 

Academy where each family was able to have a 

photo taken together in front of the Grace Academy 

door.  It was a unique and beautiful ceremony..  

Janine Cote, Dean of Students, presenting a  diploma. 

Two excited graduates with their diploma gift bags.  



 

Aung San Suu Kyi Class of 2016: College Bound! 
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The job for the faculty and staff at Grace Academy does not end with the matriculation to high 

school. Our Graduate Support Program tracks and supports students through high school and 

helps them navigate the often intimidating college admissions process. From the Class of 2016, 

our rising college freshmen include: 

Nyay Nyay Aye: (Northwest Catholic High School), UConn 

Shayland Clarke: (University High School of Science and Engineering), UConn 

Janelle Darkwah: (East Catholic High School), UConn 

Paw Say Htoo: (Weaver High School), Capital Community College 

Heavyhn Kimber: (New Britain High School), Southern CT State University  

Mu Kue: (Northwest Catholic High School), Springfield College 

Sabrina Levy: (Al Prince Technical High School), The University of Hartford 

Tianna Parnther: (Master’s School), Gordon College (Clarendon Scholar) 

Ashanti Richards: (Weaver High School), Capital Community College 

Sierra Scott: (Mississippi), Valdosta State University 

Abigail Stapleton: (Concord Academy), New York University 

Dayanara Vega: (Northwest Catholic High School), Central CT State University 

Shir-val Williams: (Northwest Catholic High School), UConn 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic amplified the needs of many Grace 

Academy families. Immediately following the announcement 

that all Connecticut schools would be closed, some thoughtful 

friends in our community reached out to see how they could help 

with meals. Thus was born the Grace Academy Food Pantry.  
 

On Monday, March 16, 2020, funds and food began to arrive at 

our door. We then notified our parents, alumnae, and alumnae 

parents that a food pantry had been established.  

 

Since then, Grace Academy has been providing healthy meals 

that include lots of fresh fruit, vegetables, and staples like rice, 

potatoes, pasta, bread, breakfast cereal, and healthy proteins such 

as eggs, chicken, ground beef, and more.   
 

Grace Academy wishes to especially thank Eddie and Kathy Binder, Marge Morrissey, 

Molly Knorr, Wendy Allerton, Nancy Barone, Marcia Herrera and Produce Express for reaching 

out to us (unsolicited) to offer help with a food pantry. Our families are grateful to come to a 

familiar site to choose needed food items for their families. 

Newly Created Food Pantry Deeply 

Appreciated by the GA Community  
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Although a lot of colleges and high schools were exploring the concept of “distance learning” 

before the global pandemic, in March it became reality for most grade school and high school 

students throughout the United States.  
 

At Grace Academy, staying connected with our students and 

maintaining a strong sense of community remains our top 

priority. As schools across the world started closing, Grace 

Academy teachers and staff began planning for the seemingly 

inevitable possibility that instruction would need to move 

online. On March 13, the day the State announced that school 

would soon be closing, each student left the building with 

library books, textbooks, worksheets and their own 

Chromebook in preparation for an extended hiatus. 
 

 

For the remainder of the school year, teachers used Zoom, 

Google Classroom, FlipGrid and email to provide instructional 

content with student-teacher exchanges.  Students connected 

daily with their core subject teachers in Math, ELA (English), 

Science and Social Studies.  A Circle of Peace and Respect 

reflection was emailed each day. We also arranged one-on-one 

tutoring and support work for students in need of extra 

attention. Additionally, music, choir and dance teachers 

provided small-group and private lessons. 
 

Our faculty and staff focused on providing students with the same quality instruction and 

nurturing support that we offer “live” in our building.  As the weeks unfolded, teachers took full 

advantage of the distance learning methods and expertise provided by the National Association 

of Independent Schools, the NativityMiguel Coalition and Sarah Fitzsimons from CREC.  

Going the Distance with Distance Learning  
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This year Grace Academy tested the 

waters and started a rowing team at 

Riverfront Recapture. In-season, the 

team rows from 3:00-4:00 PM, and then 

returns for study hall. To complete their 

day on the water, the rowers stop at a 

sculpture (donated by the Morrissey 

family) to touch the dorsal fin for good 

health and good luck. 

The Capitol Squash Middle School Girls 

“A” Team won the program’s first 

Squash Education Alliance Team 

Nationals title at Yale University this 

spring! We are very proud of Tarana 

Downer, Paw Law Eh, and Hser Paw 

Shee for representing Grace Academy 

and for their achievement. 

Grace Academy was one of four schools in 

Connecticut asked to submit artworks for an African 

American History Month art exhibit.  Students’ 

artwork was on display in the Legislative Office 

Building (LOB) Concourse during the month of 

February.  

 

On February 7, Grace Academy students attended a 

ceremony in the LOB with Mayor Bronin and Lt. 

Gov. Bysiewicz.  Julia Agyeman and Janell Karikari 

were chosen to present during the ceremony. Julia 

explained her art project and the Harlem Renaissance 

artists who inspired it. Janell read a poem by 

Langston Hughes.  

Student Achievements Outside of the Classroom 

Art at the Capitol 

Hartford Mayor, Luke Bronin, recognizes and 

honors the accomplishments of the artists. 
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Mu Kue ‘16,  signed a Letter of 

Intent to play soccer at Springfield 

College on an athletic scholarship 

at a March 5th Grace Academy 

ceremony.  

Tianna Parnther 

‘16, was chosen to 

give a reflection 

speech for The 

Master’s 

School  Class of 

2020. 

 

Last year was an amazing 

year for the Grace 

Academy robotics team, 

the Short Circuits, which 

won 1st place in the FIRST 

LEGO League and 1st 

place in the International 

Firefighting Robot Contest. 

 

In September, our girls decided to set their sights even higher: 

the VEX statewide Robotics competition. When they competed 

in February against 29 teams at the VEX IQ Tournament in 

Manchester, CT with robots that each team built and designed 

themselves, the Short Circuits clinched the Design Award. 

This significant win qualified them for the State 

Championship.  

 

After reflecting upon their performance in Manchester and in 

various other competitions, on the eve of the state finals the 

girls boldly decided to do a complete redesign of their robot. 

Their efforts paid off! Competing in March against 47 teams 

for the state championship, the Short Circuits were the only 

school from an urban area (except Meriden), the only school 

from Hartford, one of only two all-girl teams, and the only 

team of color. And they won! Our girls came home to Grace 

Academy with a 1st place trophy in Robot Skills and a 1st 

place trophy in overall Excellence making them the 

Connecticut State Champions!  

 

The State championship win qualified them for the World 

Championship tournament scheduled for May 2020 in 

Louisville, KY. Unfortunately, the tournament was canceled 

because of the COVID-19 pandemic. Our girls anxiously await 

the start of the next robotics season to continue their success.  

 

Grace Academy wishes to especially thank Voya Financial and 

PricewaterhouseCoopers for sponsoring the Grace Academy Robotics 

program.  

Sabrina Williams 

‘14, received 

Springfield 

College’s REACH 

Award (Respect, 

Empathy, 

Accountability, 

Communication, 

Home). She was 

also appointed to serve on the 

Springfield College Board of 

Trustees for her senior year.  

Graduate Highlights 

The Short Circuits Claim State Title! 

Paw Say Htoo ‘16, 

was named 

Salutatorian of the  

Weaver High 

School Class of 

2020. 
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Grace Academy… We are on the MOVE!  

Grace Academy is moving!  After ten years at South 

Congregational Church, Grace Academy will relocate 

four blocks north to larger facilities at Central Baptist 

Church, 457 Main Street, Hartford. 

 

As Grace Academy has grown and flourished, South 

Church has also witnessed its own resurgence as a 

congregational community in Hartford.  They 

have added a second Sunday service and its early 

childhood and youth programs have mushroomed in 

size. The church community is in need of more of the space that Grace Academy  currently 

occupies. 

 

South Church has been a wonderful partner with us on our journey and we are deeply 

appreciative. Our current configuration has served a useful purpose, but our “school” actually 

exists on three different floors.  Two classroom are on the second floor and two in the basement, 

necessitating the need for faculty and staff to continually move and adding additional 

requirements to ensure safety and security.   Teacher offices, the “Head of School” office, 

development, and business staff all share small rooms.  The team of teachers and support 

staff have found creative ways to juggle the space to accommodate mentoring, tutoring, faculty 

meetings, counseling sessions, and small group discussions but it has become increasingly 

difficult as our school grows. 

 

Thus, after a six-month search for a new site, our Grace Academy Site Committee (members of 

the Board and school administrators) identified Central Baptist Church as the best place for 

us to put down new roots so that we can continue to 

grow and develop.   

 

Grace Academy has entered into a long-term lease with 

Central Baptist Church, located just a few blocks 

north of our current location. The Church facilities offer 

more space and will be a great fit for our school. Our 

classrooms and most administrative offices will be on one 

floor.  In addition, there is ample space for storage.  We 

will also have school-wide meeting and assembly space 

with additional rooms for music, art, robotics, and 

Graduate Support. The facilities come with a full gym, 

storage for sports equipment, a Dining Hall, large amounts of kitchen and pantry space, and a 

recess yard. The new location is prominently situated on Main Street in Hartford, across the 

street from the Abraham Ribicoff Federal Court House.  

Central Baptist Church— the future home of Grace Academy!  
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Required Renovations:  Grace Academy will occupy 

the second and third floors in an area that was rented 

for 45 years by a pre-school and kindergarten 

program.  In order to convert the space to a middle 

school model, some upgrades will be necessary. 

 

The following projects are slated for completion: 

 

 Renovate the bathrooms, replacing the small 

children’s toilets with standard size toilets and 

add stalls to ensure that the bathrooms are ADA 

compliant. 

 Demolish walls to turn small classrooms and 

closets into larger classrooms, and create 

a Library. 

 Upgrade lighting 

 Bring emergency lighting and fire alarm systems 

up to code.  

 

Central Baptist is helping us with some of the 

renovations such as upgrading the flooring, 

improving and renovating single-use bathroom 

facilities, handling demolition of existing walls, 

painting, and making significant upgrades to the 

outdoor recess area.   

 

Change is always stressful but for us, at this time, it is a 

sign of tremendous growth. We had hoped to begin 

the new school year in our new location but that 

seems increasingly less likely given the permitting 

delays surrounding fire and safety upgrades and the 

COVID pandemic. As of this writing, it seems more 

realistic for us to plan to move our school in mid-

October. As this move date firms-up, there will be 

additional communication to the school community. 

 

Grace Academy is on the move! 
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 Grace Academy Musicians Strike the Right Note  

When COVID-19 caused schools to close, our team of musicians responded by organizing small 

group or private lessons which will continue through the summer. In the words of the famous 

bard, “If music be the food of love, play on!”  Indeed, the Grace students continue to “play on” 

thanks to the Richard P. Garmany Fund. Below is a summary of the programs we offer: 

General Music and Theatre Studies taught by Ishaar Gupta 

In General Music, students can explore music by creating unique works that define their own 

interests as individuals.  These works, of all different genres, reflect each girl’s particular goals 

and musical tastes.  Students connect the music they listen to at home with the music of the past.  

Mr. Gupta worked with the social studies and English teachers to integrate music history, 

artistic expression, and performance into the curriculum for a larger cultural context.  

Mr. Gupta also teaches a Theatre Studies elective.  Students study the ancient Greeks, design 

masks, and read or watch plays, musicals, contemporary television and movies through the lens 

of “catharsis.”  Students develop their own pitches for various movie and play ideas, perform 

comedy sketches, write scenes, and analyze classical theatre productions such as A Raisin in the 

Sun and West Side Story. 

Strings taught by Caitlin Veronin and Sharon Whitehead 

Over the last few years, Grace’s strings program has grown 

in both numbers and skill— a beautiful testimony to the 

commitment and capability of our students!  Thanks to a 

grant from the Garmany Fund, five students took advantage 

of weekly private lessons and new quality instruments. 

These two factors contributed to musical development far 

beyond the goals of past groups.  The strings program now 

has an advanced ensemble in addition to a beginners group. 

This spring,  five students participated in our annual Music 

Pal Project— a collaboration between local schools that 

fosters meaningful connections among diverse young 

musicians.  While COVID-19 ultimately interfered, four 

students were invited to perform on stage with the Hartford Symphony Orchestra at the 

Bushnell Theater of Performing Arts as part of its annual Link Up program! 

Despite the challenges of online learning at the end of the year, each GA student continued 

learning music theory and music history online while also continuing with private lessons 

through virtual classes. Caitlin and Sharon remain proud of their hard working group of 

musicians.  
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 (Continued from Back Page)  

Keyboard (Piano) taught by Jane Zimmerman 

Keyboarding has been a staple at Grace since its founding.  The piano is the easiest instrument  

to dive into as it’s easy to make a piano sound good, to teach pupils how to read music, and the 

keyboard lays out all the notes visually.  All fifth graders are required to take keyboarding.  

Students can then opt to continue to play the instrument as their required music elective.   This 

year, a dozen 5th to 8th graders participated.  Students pair up, two to a keyboard, and by 

practicing together, students help each other learn. Right from the start, girls learn simple songs, 

beginning with right hand (treble clef) playing, and then added the left hand (bass clef).  

 

Students learn to play with proper rhythm, in 2/4, 3/4 and 4/4 time. They are given time to 

practice new pieces and then play the pieces together as a class, accompanied by guitar to keep 

their timing steady and regular. At the end of each semester, students perform in bi-annual 

showcases.  

Guitar and Cello taught by Rebecca Burger 

Ms. Burger teaches the guitar and cello electives.  Students learn the 

fundamentals of acoustic guitar through a variety of techniques 

including music theory, chord formation, scales, and fingerpicking 

exercises. By the end of a semester, the girls have learned several 

acoustic pieces in addition to composing an original musical piece. 

Students can choose to take private lessons in addition to their 

classwork with an emphasis on composition.  

 

Jade Antoine, a fifth grader, exclaims, "Guitar class is really exciting 

because we are always learning new techniques which are really 

fun. What I enjoy the most is the rhythmic training, and learning 

notes and chords that are interesting and new."  

 

For cello lessons, Rebecca teaches the Suzuki Method focusing on ear training development.  By 

establishing an atmosphere of creativity and collaboration, students take ownership of their 

instrument! 
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 The Power of Grace—A Virtual Success!  

The Power of Grace  

Committee  
 

Shea Kinney, Chair 

Hope Bash 

Kathy Binder 

Christie Chapman 

Lynn Charette 

Madeline Denoncourt 

Ruslana Frenkel 

Laurie Goldsmith 

Debra Herr 

Marcia Herrera 

Megan Mayo 

Lindsey McPhee 

Gigi Moran 

Marge Morrissey 

Kristen Palombizio 

Beth Papermaster 

Betsey Rebello 

Judy Salm 

Julie Sanderson 

Heidi Steir 

Gina Watson 

 

Cancelling Grace Academy’s 

major fundraising benefit—an 

event that raises 40% of the 

school’s operating budget— 

was cause for much concern 

and anxiety.  The committee of 

dedicated volunteers wrestled 

with the idea of a virtual event 

as a replacement for the real thing.  However, as March headed into 

April with the COVID-19 pandemic overwhelming New York and 

New England, it became clear that holding The Power of Grace  at the 

Marriott Hartford Downtown on May 6 would be untenable.   

 

Undaunted, The Power o f Grace Committee quickly responded 

with  “Plan B” - a communications and marketing plan of breadth 

and scope that required almost as much energy as organizing the 

event itself.  The Plan—the brainchild of Betsey Rebello, in close 

partnership with Benefit Chair, Shea Kinney, and committee 

members Marge Morrissey, Lindsey McPhee, Julie Sanderson, Kathy 

Binder, Marcia Herrera and Development Director, Megan 

Drusedum— featured an aggressive fundraising goal, updates with 

videos each month, student successes stories, and a July celebratory 

eBlast.   

 

Committee members contacted sponsors to offer refunds (the right 

things to do) and received appreciation and support with every 

call.   Committee members made personal calls to other sponsors 

who willingly responded with gifts at levels higher than they had 

given previously.   

 

As a result of the overwhelming generosity of our community and 

the hard work of the event committee, the online campaign raised 

over $650,000! Nearly 100% of all funds will directly support the 

school’s operations and provide critical resources to our graduates as 

they continue to pursue their education.   

 

(continued on next page)  
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 Board of Directors Statement on Racism and Equality  

 

Truly, the committee, the school, and the 

students have been deeply blessed by the 

outpouring of support during this 

pandemic.  The Board of Directors is most 

grateful to the dedicated work of the 

committee.  Grace Academy would like to 

especially thank the Rebello Family, Chion 

Wolf and John Motley for their 

contributions to our successful campaign.  

 

For  a full list of our 2020  Power of Grace sponsors and donors, please visit our website!  

As a nation, we are confronted again with a moral crisis of racial 

injustice.  The recent injustices that occurred to people of color during 

this pandemic have amplified the need for change.   

The girls at Grace Academy are fully aware of the world they will 

inherit as they progress through high school, college and 

career.  During the time our students are with us, the Grace Academy 

educators help our students develop their voices, build their self-

esteem and give them the confidence to be their true selves.  

As Board members of Grace Academy, we are committed to 

understanding the lived experiences of our students, graduates and 

their families.  We ask ourselves – how are our students and 

graduates responding to these recent events?  Do they feel prepared 

to meet uncomfortable situations of racial bias?  Are there things 

Grace Academy can do better?   

To that end, the Board of Directors has asked that Grace Academy 

engage a skilled facilitator to host a series of listening sessions with 

Grace Academy students, graduates, parents, grandparents, 

guardians and teachers.  We hope to offer a safe space for the sharing 

of experiences, thoughts and ideas. The Board seeks to learn how we 

can best hear from and support our most valued constituents and 

most aptly prepare Grace students for the future.   

We are immensely grateful to our Grace families for allowing us to 

play a role in their educational journey. This is a remarkable 

responsibility and we want to get it right.  

 

Grace Academy 

Board of Directors  
 

Michael J. Bergin, Chair  

Kathy Bromage 

Marco Carducci 

Jen Centrone 

John Charette 

Sr. Mary Rose Crowley, SNDdeN 

Sarah Lahr Fitzsimons 

Marcia Herrera 

Karen Jarmoc 

Molly Knorr 

David Lawton 

Mary Luciano 

Lindsey McPhee 

Virgina “Gigi” Moran 

Marge Morrissey 

Andres Olarte 

Katherine Patnaude 

James Shea 

Thomas Sliney 

Jo Yarranton 

Matthew Fitzsimons, Ex Officio 



 

Respect            Leadership            Courage            Hospitality            Joy            Grace 

277 Main Street 

Hartford, CT 06106 

Grace Academy Musicians Strike the Right Note   

The development of a student’s musical 

talents has been an essential component in 

Grace Academy’s vision to educate the 

whole person.  The ability to learn to read 

music, play an instrument or sing in a choir 

is an important aspect in a student’s growth 

and has multiple benefits, including an 

improvement in brain development. Music 

gives students a way to connect with other 

people, and it teaches children to develop 

time management skills and discipline.  

There is also a heap of research showing that 

an education rich in music improves 

students' cognitive function and academic 

performance. Grace Academy has taught 

piano, choir and dance every year since 2010 

with funding from the Henry E. Niles 

Foundation.  This year, a generous grant 

from the Richard P. Garmany Fund allowed 

us to significantly enhance our music 

offerings that now includes: violin, viola, 

cello, voice lessons, choir, dance, theater, 

piano, beat making, and music theory.  See 

pages 8 and 9 to learn more about our music 

program offerings.  


