
From the Principal
      When I am asked “Where did you go to school?” my 

reflex response is to identify the college I attended for my 
undergraduate degree.  I am not sure why, because I have 
a number of  schools to choose from – two universities, 
college, high school, junior high school, and an elementary 
school.  Oddly enough, other than my 2 years in junior 
high, I spent less time in college than at any of  the other 
schools.  As I talk to others, the experience seems to be 
common.  For many Saint Mary’s alumni, the years at 
Saint Mary’s far exceed the time spent in high school, 
or college, or even graduate school.  Perhaps we are too 
young when in elementary school to remember, or even 
appreciate, the years of  learning and growing.
 

       And yet, so many basic skills and understandings that 
we learn in elementary school are central to our success.  Reading, and calculating, and 
learning to get along with others are building blocks for our success.  Reflecting back 
on those years, I am reminded that indeed “Everything I Needed to Know I Learned in 
Kindergarten!”  It was a long time ago that I learned these “basic” skills, but to this day, 
I use them so very often.  How often do you use a skill learned at Saint Mary’s?  I’ll bet 
it is each and every day!
 
 As Saint Mary’s Catholic School prepares to celebrate 50 years of  service to the 
parish and community, I ask that you reflect on its significance in your life.  We tend 
to forget our elementary school years, and yet we know that those years have had 
a profound impact on all that we do.  Over the next few months, Saint Mary’s will 
be preparing to celebrate that impact on you.  It is hard to celebrate your successes, 
unless you are here!  Please check out the activities and events that will mark our 50th 
anniversary, volunteer to help make those activities and events a success, and most of  
all, plan on attending as many as you can.  I anticipate a wonderful yearlong celebration 
including rekindling old friendships,  reminiscing about the past, discovering a new 
Saint Mary’s built on your legacy, and lots of  laughter and joy.  To all Saint Mary’s 
students, old and new,
 
 Happy 50th Anniversary,  
 

Thomas D. Dertinger, Ed.D. 
Principal, Saint Mary’s Catholic School

The Monarch Messenger

Saturday, September 24

8 a.m.
Go Forth 5k run/walk

and kids’ fun run 

10 a.m.
Sister Helen Prejean at 
Saint Mary’s Catholic 
Church as part of the 

Msgr. Charles Kelly Faith 
Formation Series

5:30 p.m.
Recognition of

alumni and former
faculty at mass

 
Reception and music 

following in parish hall 
(school gym)

SAVE 
T H E 

DATE!
Celebrating

Years

Spring 2016



Friends and Neighbors
aint Mary’s students are helping our neighbors next 
door, and the Richmond Times-Dispatch noticed. 

Here’s a bit of  their story from November 2015, with a 
link to the full thing: 

Each Monday, 34 students walk across the field 
connecting the private school with Henrico County’s 
Pinchbeck Elementary School to tutor English learners, 
who make up about 16 percent of  Pinchbeck’s student 
population.

The mutually beneficial relationship gives the middle-
schoolers volunteer experience when most organizations 
favor older children and gives the ESL students one-on-
one academic help and an older buddy, organizers say.

To see the full story, visit this link from the Richmond Times-Dispatch: 
http://www.richmond.com/news/local/education/henrico/article_
f9022735-25bc-5e0f-b299-3f6e44da37e8.html

The More the Merrier 

elp us grow the party by helping us find your 
classmates!

Children have been growing in faith, wisdom and 
knowledge at Saint Mary’s since the school opened 
its doors in 1967. As the school prepares to celebrate 
its 50th anniversary during the 2016-17 school year, 
we’re trying to track down alumni – we want to invite 
everyone to come to our homecoming event. You may 
have come to be a recipient of  this newsletter because 
you shared your contact info via a link on the school’s 
website at www.saintmary.org.

If  you visit the Saint Mary’s Catholic School site, and 
scroll down to the alumni “star,” you can click through 
to a Google Forms submission window that will ask 
you for your current contact information and a few 
additional questions. Having current alumni and former 
faculty contacts will enable our development team to 

send event invitations and news updates to a broader 
community of  people who’ve been part of  the family 
during these 50 years.

Plans are on for several fun events throughout the 
year, including a homecoming during the weekend of  
September 23/24, 2016. The weekend’s events will 
include the third annual Saint Mary’s Catholic School 
Go Forth 5k run/walk and kids’ fun run; a talk at the 
parish by Sister Helen Prejean, the author of  Dead Man 
Walking; a Saturday evening mass recognizing alumni 
and former faculty; and an after-mass Saturday-evening 
social event at the school. 

Please help us get in touch with alumni and former faculty 
members by sharing word of  our efforts to reconnect. 
For more information about the anniversary year and 
associated events, and to find out how you can help, please 
contact Jennifer Janus at jjanus@saintmary.org, or Portia 
Chan at pchan@saintmary.org.

Saint Mary’s eighth grader Juliet Santos works with Pinchbeck student 
Andrew Abdellmesseih, who is from Egypt

In January, Saint Mary’s Parish Pastor Father Michael 
Renninger announced to our community that a generous 
gift from an anonymous donor increased the Saint 
Mary’s Catholic School Endowment by about $775,000 
– bringing its value to $1 million.

“That is the kind of  stewardship and giving that makes 
sure that the opportunity for Catholic education will 
endure,” Renninger said.

Thank you to this anonymous giver for believing in, and 
investing so generously in, the future of  our school!

Major Gift to School Endowment Helps Secure Future
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Saint Mary’s Fosters Friendships and Strengthens Faith

abrielle Zuccaro graduated from 
Saint Mary’s Catholic School in 

2009, having attended since 
kindergarten. When asked to look 
back on how her education and 
experience at Saint Mary’s has 
influenced her today, Gabrielle talked 
about the importance of  faith, 
community, and strong foundations. 

“Saint Mary’s really did prepare me 
academically for high school,” she 
said. “And the friends I made are 
lifelong friends – the connections I 
formed are strong ones.

“The teachers at Saint Mary’s 
really go out of  their way to help 
you succeed,” Gabrielle said. “Even 
outside the classroom, the teachers 
encourage and are concerned 
about you. Saint Mary’s is a small 
community so people know you. It’s a 
very warm and happy place.”

Selfless service
Nan Laux, former history and 
humanities teacher, had a profound 
impact on Gabrielle during her 
middle school years. Gabrielle 
mentioned how Mrs. Laux had 
a strong, caring influence on her 
growth in academics. 

In talking to Mrs. Laux about 
Gabrielle, she said: “Gabrielle was a 
wonderful student, wonderful person 

– she comes from an extraordinary 
family. She’s very centered; faith-
based in everything.

“I used to put quotes up on the board 
for my students to think about, and 
there was one that went something 
like this:” Laux said. “Leaders do 
not always seek fame or power, but 
others recognize leadership in them. 
Gabrielle was like that. In today’s 
society where self  is promoted, and 
there’s a ‘you owe this to yourself ’ 
philosophy, she stands out. She’s into 
service for others’ sake rather than 
for herself.”

Helping others
During her time at Saint Mary’s, 
Gabrielle played basketball 
and served as student council 
representative and president. She 
also was voted by her classmates to 
crown Mary at the school’s annual 
May Crowning. In high school, 
at Saint Gertrude, Gabrielle co-
founded the Respect Life Club with 
her sister Danielle, volunteered at 
A Grace Place, a local center for 
adults with disabilities, and mentored 
underclassmen through a student-run 
organization.

Gabrielle is now a junior at Xavier 
University in Cincinnati, Ohio where 
she studies nursing. She would like 
to work in labor and delivery, the 
neonatal ICU, or in geriatrics. 

Beverly McInnis, mother of  Bailey 
McInnis, class of  ’09, is a nurse 
herself  and remains an influential 
person to Gabrielle’s desire to study 
nursing. 

“Two strong attributes of  Gab are 
her strong faith and her commitment 
to serve others,” said McInnis. “Those 
attributes can easily be applied to the 
nursing profession. I am excited that 
Gab is pursuing a nursing career as 
she has a passion to help others.

At home and abroad
Gabrielle’s parents, Siobhan and 
Mike, are parishioners of  Saint 
Mary’s church. All three of  their 
children: Danielle, Saint Mary’s class 
of  2008, who recently graduated 

from the University of  Mary 
Washington; Gabrielle; and Michael, 
an eighth grader, have attended Saint 
Mary’s from kindergarten to eighth 
grade.

“Gabrielle inspires us every day,” 
Siobhan said. “She has always been 
faith-filled and willing to help others. 
She has many interests and always 
enjoys cooking, reading, and having 
fun with our family…and she is very 
funny!” 

During the past summer, Gabrielle 
worked at her father’s veterinary 
clinic – Brook Run Animal Clinic – 
and in July returned from a 10-day 
mission trip to Haiti with FOCUS 
Missions. While in Haiti she stayed 
with the Missionaries of  Charity and 
said she really felt God’s presence 
among the Haitians. 

Trust in God
Gabrielle summed up her mission trip 
by stating: “Everything I learned at 
Saint Mary’s about my faith: serving 
others, loving without boundaries, 
all of  that, I put into practice when 
I was in Haiti. The Haitians are such 
beautiful people who taught me that 
God indeed does provide.”

Throughout the summer, she also 
helped with the Associates of  Saint 
John Bosco, a Catholic organization 
that encourages rising freshmen 
in college to keep their faith alive 
when they go off  to school. The 
organization gives practical advice 
and equips them with the essential 
books of  the Faith. 

Reflecting on her Saint Mary’s 
experience as a whole, Gabrielle said, 
“Saint Mary’s gave me the confidence 
I needed for high school and beyond. 
Saint Mary’s reinforced the values I 
learned at home during my childhood, 
all the while nurturing my faith and 
trust in the Lord.” 

Alumna Gabrielle Zuccaro
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s a law-making entity, the Virginia General 
Assembly is the oldest continuous legislative body 

in North America, having served Virginia since 1619, 
before the United States was a nation.

Today’s 140 members of  the Assembly’s House of  
Delegates and Senate are supported by their staffs 
and — beginning each January — by a cadre of  young 
students with a very special purpose. Each year, eighty 
13 and 14-year-olds are selected from a competitive pool 
of  applicants to serve as pages and messengers.

Although governments of  all types are readily labeled 
as too bureaucratic and prone to gridlock, anyone who 
takes the opportunity to watch a live feed from the 
capital while the Virginia General Assembly is in session 
might come away surprised by the speed with which 
bills make their way through the legislative process. And 
part of  the credit for that efficiency goes to the young 
pages and messengers who assist various committees, 
help sort the mail, and run for supplies as requested.

14-year-old Dante “Danny” Pellei, an eighth-grader 
from St. Mary’s Catholic School in Richmond, is 
currently learning the ins-and-outs of  the General 
Assembly as a page for the House of  Delegates. 

Danny Pellei, a Saint Mary’s eighth grader, stands at the seat of the House Speaker, House of Delegates Chamber at the state capitol building in Richmond

An appointment with the General Assembly
by Stephen Previtera 
of The Catholic Virginian

“Throughout this whole experience you grow socially, 
you meet new people and you learn how to respect other 
people who have different views from you,” Danny said. 
“You also mature because people rely on you to do your 
job.”

And that reliance is based not only upon what the pages 
do on the floor of  the House of  Delegates, but also upon 
how they conduct themselves during off  hours. 

Virginia’s Page Program requires the young teens 
to devote nine intensive weeks to state government, 
meaning they are required to be in downtown Richmond 
and attending to their duties every day the House is in 
session. Exceptions are rare.

“Requests for time off  to participate in extracurricular 
activities will not be granted,” the House of  Delegates 
Page Program literature warns.

“They are on their own, it’s all up to them, the success 
all falls on them, on their shoulders,” says Steven Pellei, 
Danny’s father. “They do have support and help from 
the General Assembly staff  and with the Page Program 
staff, but really they can’t call home and say ‘I don’t have 
clean clothes for tomorrow.’”
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Pages room at the downtown Omni Hotel under tight 
supervision, are paid $25 each per day for food, and 
have to be organized enough to get all their schoolwork 
done in the two-hour (7-9 p.m.) mandatory ‘study hall’ 
allotted each weekday evening. 

“10:30 to 11:00 p.m. is lights out,” Danny said.

As Steven Pellei points out, the middle-school students 
are not missing school, but classroom time.

“It would almost mean sending someone to college for 
nine weeks, except on weekends,” Steven Pellei observed. 
“But in college, I think you have more flexibility.”

The biggest drawback for the young pages might be 
the lack of  communication with family and friends. As 
one of  five children to Steven and Miho Pellei, and the 
oldest boy, Danny is used to being in a crowded house 
with his four siblings, Megan (16), Julia (12), George 
(10), and Luke (6).

Mobile devices for pages are prohibited on the Assembly 
floor, time is rigidly structured, and days are long for 
young people yet to be indoctrinated with the five day 
8:30 a.m. to 5:00 p.m. work schedule.

Still, the rigor of  the program instills a sense of  
accomplishment, purpose and independence in the 
hardworking pages.

“I want to encourage other young people, who might 
consider this or other leadership opportunities to 
challenge themselves,” Danny reminds us. “Our world 
needs good leaders.”

“I think it’s a great educational experience for a young 
person,” Steven Pellei adds. “They see up close the 
lawmaking process, and that affects us all.”

Both father and son give lots of  credit to St. Mary’s, 
especially the school’s principal, Dr. Thomas Dertinger, 
who, along with Danny’s teachers, had to approve and 
support the young page’s ambition, customize a schedule 
for off-hours examinations, and provide the daily 
workload required for Danny’s mandatory study hall 
period.

“I really want to thank St. Mary’s for all of  the support 
and help throughout this process, especially Dr. 
Dertinger,” said Danny.

When Danny was accepted to the page program he and 
his family went for an orientation.

Steven Pellei remembers a special moment of  that 
experience.

“One of  the interesting things that the Clerk (of  House) 
had said was, ‘Although technically you are employees of  
the General Assembly, I don’t consider you employees, 
I consider you colleagues.’ I thought that was very 
touching.”

The laws enacted by the Virginia General Assembly 
touch all citizens of  the Commonwealth. If  13 and 
14-year-old students feel compelled to become involved 
in the process, that may be a teaching moment for us all. 

enrico County Manager John A. Vithoulkas announced the 
appointment of  Henrico Police Maj. Humberto “Hum” Cardounel Jr. 

as police chief, effective April 15.

Cardounel joined the Henrico Police Division as a patrol officer and a 
SWAT Team medic in 1988. He currently serves as deputy chief  for the 
Investigative Bureau and a member of  the chief ’s executive staff.

As police chief, Cardounel will oversee an agency responsible for 
providing law enforcement for Henrico’s more than 325,000 residents 
and a community covering 244 square miles. The Police Division has 624 
sworn police officers and a budget of  $69.2 million for fiscal 2015-16. 
Cardounel will be sworn in during a ceremony April 15. He will become 
the 16th individual to serve as Henrico police chief  since 1915.

Cardounel graduated from Saint Mary’s Catholic School in 1981.

Saint Mary’s Alumnus Named Henrico Police Chief
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Saint Mary’s Receives $2000 School Garden
Grant from Whole Kids Foundation

he Saint Mary’s edible school garden was begun 
in 2014, using a small inner courtyard that had 

previously been an ornamental garden. A parent 
volunteer built five raised beds, which he assembled in 
the space, and a team of  helpers filled the beds with a 
topsoil/screened compost mix donated by Pete Rose, 
Inc. That soil became home to a season of  vegetables, 
including lettuces, tomatoes, zucchini, cucumbers, 
herbs and more.

“We’ve wanted for a long time to determine a use for 
this courtyard space that would make it an outdoor 
classroom,” said Dr. Thomas Dertinger, principal. 
“The garden is a springboard – not only for our 
students to learn about how to grow things, but 
for lots of  conversations – about different cultures, 
history, measurement, and how we can take care of  
our resources.”

Parent and part-time development coordinator 
Jennifer Janus helped get the school garden started. 

“I want my children to know more about food – 
where it really comes from, how it’s distributed, why 
vegetables fresh from the garden are better for us 
and our world than processed foods,” Janus said. “I 
think showing kids how easy it can be to grow things 
is also a gift – a little caring goes a long way. When 
you consider the miracle that is planting a seed that 
becomes your food – that’s a pretty special message to 
impart, too!”

The garden also reinforces Pope Francis’s message of  
responsible stewardship of  our common home, Janus 
said.

The Whole Foods Grant will be used in 2016-17 to 
further integrate the school garden at Saint Mary’s 
into curriculum, particularly focusing on the two 
first-grade classes. 

“We’re excited and grateful for this grant,” Janus said. 
“It’ll enable us to do a lot of  new things in our garden 
this year.”

Daisy Troop 223 helps out in the garden
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Spotlight on Former Faculty Member Joann Moroni

oann Moroni has been part of  the Saint Mary’s 
community for more than 30 years. She started 

teaching at Saint Mary’s Catholic School in 1977 – the 
same year her oldest daughter, Julie, began 
kindergarten at our school. 

During her tenure she taught third grade, fifth grade, 
middle school science and middle school religion. 
When she started teaching at Saint Mary’s, the school 
had about 100 students. Today there are more than 
450.

What she remembers best is the family atmosphere at 
the school.

“Everybody knew everybody!” she said.

Long-time friends
The positive friendships she sees today, still alive 
among Saint Mary’s graduates and alumni, are a 
testament to the community, she said. Her continued 
love for Saint Mary’s is rooted in the many 
relationships she built during her years at the school. 

“Saint Mary’s has been my family,” she said.
She gets together with other former faculty regularly. 
Mrs. Moroni also stays in touch with many of  her 
former students, and knows what’s going on with 
many Saint Mary’s alums. As a member of  the 
school’s newly formed Development Committee, 
her connections to alumni have been a great help as 
Development staff  work to reconnect and invite Saint 
Mary’s alumni back to celebrate the school’s 50th 
anniversary during the 2016-17 school year. 

Full days
Ms. Moroni retired from teaching in 2007, but she 
hasn’t slowed down. She helps take care of  her two 
grandsons, Rocco and Wick (short for Chadwick).

“I retired and 10 days later Rocco was born,” she 
said, “so I’m helping raise them while Mom and Dad 
work.”

She’s also been traveling with her sister. They’ve 
visited Costa Rica, Eastern Europe, and, last spring, 
Italy. 

Most Sundays you’ll see Ms. Moroni at the 9 a.m. 
mass at Saint Mary’s. She’s a Eucharistic minister, a 
member of  the school Development Committee, and 
also a member of  the hand bell choir. 

Eager to catch up
Ms. Moroni is looking forward to the 50th anniversary 
celebration this fall.

“I’m eager to see a lot of  the kids I haven’t seen,” she 
said. “It’ll be a chance to renew friendships and for 
everyone to share what they’ve been doing with their 
lives!”

Ms. Moroni at St. Peter’s during her 2015 trip to Rome and Vatican City
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