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From the Pastor’s Desk
Dear Parishioners, Parents, 

Alumni and Friends,

One of the things that I have found 
to be an enduring blessing sense 
I arrived here as Pastor of Saint 
Augustine Parish in 2004 is the long 
and rich history that I have had the 
humble privilege of building on for 
more than a decade now.  But when I 
say “build on” I am not just referring 
to the privilege of carrying on a great 
legacy, but the responsibility to 
learn from it!  

For example, even before the start 
of Saint Augustine School in 1858, 
there were several local efforts to 
provide private education with 
private funding for Black Children 
in our city.  Most of these were 
started and run by sympathetic 
and empathetic White residents 
of Washington who knew that 
deliberately and systematically 
depriving any children – Black 
children included - of an education 
was nothing short of cruel and unjust.
They had the will, the conviction and 
the means to do something to right 

this wrong and many did just that by 
funding private education for Black 
children at the request and behest of 
Black families.  

In 1858, when the Black Catholic 
Communityembarked on starting a 
Catholic School for their children, 
some parishioners expressed 
concern that the funding model of 
existing Black private schools would 
not be a sustainable model in the long 
run.  That is, schools exclusively or 
primarily depending on an outside 
funding source without a serious, 
significant and ongoing commitment 

from the community from which 
these children came (Black families, 
churches, and communities) would 
be a precarious foundation upon 
which to build a long-term endeavor 
like Catholic Schools.

The wisdom of our ancestors 
became profoundly relevant to the 
present situation in 2007 when the 
Center City Consortium(CCC) - an 
organization started by Cardinal 
James Hickey to rescue Archdiocesan 
Catholic elementary schools in crisis 
by FULLY funding them- was in 
crisis.  Theintentions of the Cardinal 
were profoundly noble and reflected 
his conviction that an alternative to 
closing these schools had to be found.  
But in 2007 after nearly ten years 
and millions of dollars spent,the CCC 
model collapsed, resulting in the 
immediate closure of seven Black 
Catholic elementary schools in the 
city.

Saint Augustine School (one of 
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Dear Parents, Alumni, Parishioners 
and Friends,

I have served as principal here 
since the 2008-2009 school year, but 
recent weeks have given me a new 
experience. I have been getting calls 
that I did not receive before.

Five alumni and alumni parents 
have called me this Spring inviting 
me to graduations: Georgetown 
University, University of the 
District of Columbia, University of 
Maryland College Park, Virginia 
Commonwealth University, and a 
college in Pennsylvania. Previously, 
I only received invitations to high 
school graduations. Something good 
is happening, as we are preparing 
our students to succeed in high 
school, college, and life.

Princess Illoka ’11 is a junior 
studying medicine at LaSalle 
University in Philadelphia, while 
twin sister Precious Illoka ’11 is 
a junior studying medicine at the 
Massachusetts College of Pharmacy 
and Health Sciences. Sister Ifeoma 
C.Iloka’13 is a freshman at Brandeis 
University studying Biology and 
Psychology, while Abia Khan ’11 
is enrolled at George Washington 
University (GWU). Sheku Kabia 

’08 last year earned his bachelor’s 
degree in General Studies from the 
University of Maryland, while sister 
Fanta Kabia’10 is graduating from 
GWU this month with a bachelor’s in 
Global Health. 

Fanta’s classmate Robert 
Verstraete ’10, meanwhile, is 
attending University of Minnesota. 
The Verstraete/Stallworth family 
are a three-generation parish/school 
family, and Robert’s sister Emory 
Verstraete ’13 is attending University 
of Pittsburgh.

Some of our young alumni come 
back while they are high school 
students to do community service 
through our aftercare program. They 
love being here at their alma mater. 
Wanofe Mideska ’12, who graduated 
from Archbishop Carroll like the 
four young alumni mentioned in the 
previous paragraph, visited us last 
spring to tell us she earned $63,000 
in scholarship funds to attend 
American University.

This school year, we began a 
partnership with Don Bosco Cristo 
Rey High School in Takoma Park, 
through which eight high school 
students come to our school – each 
weekly - to help in our office. Since 
the students have received good 
reviews, we plan to renew that 
partnership for 2018-2019.

Following two years of preparation 
through Joe’s Champions, a local non-
profit focused on early childhood 
education, I have continued to work 
on our New 21st Century Classroom, 
which is transforming our program 
to a play-based model that helps 
prepare our children for kindergarten 
academically, physically, and socially. 
“The teacher understands the 
students and where they are,” one 
parent told me, commenting on Ms. 
Amanda Surless, our teacher. After 

having one child successfully go 
through the school, the parent plans 
to enroll her other child in our PreK-
3/4 program.

Congratulation to our librarian 
and computer teacher, Dr. Olga 
Williams, on receiving her Ph.D. in 
Education!
Sincerely,

Sister Gloria Agumagu, HHCJ

Our young alumni are making it happen

these fully funded schools since 2000) 
was on the list to be the 8th school 
to close, but we didn’t meet this fate 
because we heeded the lessons of 
our ancestors: Never depend solely 
on an outside funding source to 
secure a long-term future!  For this 
reason, Saint Augustine Parish began 
setting funds aside four years earlier 
(2003) as part of a Parish Five Year 
Strategic Plan which included plans 
to exit the Consortium and return 
the school to the full responsibility 
and financial operations of Saint 
Augustine Parish.  When the crisis 
hit in the fall of 2007, we were ready.  
With $200,000 set aside in reserves 
for the school, we could raise the 
additional funds needed to keep the 
school funded when the Center City 
Consortium could not.  

On this 160th anniversary of Saint 
Augustine School, I want to thank 
each and every one of you for all of 
your support and sacrifices tomake 
sure that our rich legacy endures! 
Sincerely,

Fr. Patrick A. Smith

From The Pastor’s 
Desk

continued from page 1
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Seventh, Eighth Graders tackle 
engineering job fair, competitions

In February, Saint Augustine 
seventh and eighth graders placed 
first and third in a “Mathlympics” 
competition at the Black Engineer 
of the Year Award (BEYA) STEM 
conference, competing among 18 
schools in Washington, D.C.

On the Feb. 9 field trip to the 
Washington Marriott Wardman 
Hotel, the students not only got a 
glimpse of what a professional job 
fair looks like, but they used their 
ingenuity in two competitions 
that tested their application of 
mathematics, robotics, and related 
disciplines. The conference was 
sponsored by Lockheed Martin Corp., 
the Council of HBCU Engineering 
Deans, and U.S. Black Engineer & 
Information Technology magazine. 

The Friday cross-town trip was 
the brainchild of Ms. Starre Williams, 
St. Augustine’s Science teacher, 
but she had a family emergency 
and could not attend. Mr. Neptune 
Pringle III, director of performing 
arts and music, and Ms. Karen Ross, 
middle school English Language 
Arts teacher, and Ms. Rebecca Meli, 
middle school Social Studies teacher, 
accompanied the students.

In the morning “Mathlympics” 
session sponsored by Raytheon 
Company, the two Saint Augustine 
teams competed tested their 
knowledge in a question-and-
answer format. In another session, 
St. Augustine students used robotics 
principles to program a spherical 
robot to navigate a maze. 

“There were inventors, scientists, 
and mathematicians and people 
from every field and walk of life,” 
Pringle said. During the afternoon, 
students walked around a “massive 
job fair,” that featured employers like 

St. Augustine students use virtual reality headsets

The winning Mathlympics team from St. Augustine posed with Raytheon 
representatives.

Facebook, Google, Johns Hopkins 
Applied Physics Lab, and the U.S. 
Army. Pringle and the other teachers 
encouraged their students to ask 
questions of prospective employers, 
including what requirements they 
have of job seekers, and introduced 
the idea of networking to their young 
charges.

Pringle and his students observed 
well-dressed applicants wearing 
business suits, carrying leather 
bound cases with small stacks of 
papers. Pringle asked the students to 
look closer at the applicants, and the 
seventh and eighth graders reported 
back that the conference attendees 
were carrying their resumes.

The students received several 
compliments during the day after 
their outstanding performance in the 
Mathlympics and for their general 
comportment, according to Pringle.

Saint Augustine students 
impressed representatives from the 
Johns Hopkins University Applied 
Physics Lab (APL) so much that APL 
officials have invited the middle 
school students to visit. This field trip 
should occur this Spring, according 
to Pringle.
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Our annual Career Day on March 
15 provided an opportunity for our 
195 students from PreK-3 through 
8th grade to hear from parents, 
parishioners and friends about their 
career fields. 

Dressed in his navy blue uniform, 
Capt. Selwyn Roberts, a school 
parents, spoke about his work at 
the Fire and EMS Department at the 
Naval District of Washington, which 
followed his initial career in the 
Marine Corps.

Fred O’Regan, a retired 
international animal welfare activist, 
told students about protecting 
endangered animals around the 
world.

Parishioner Jeanne Isler from 
the National Committee for 
Responsive Philanthropyspoke to 

Following seven years 
of study, Ms. Olga Williams 
recently received a new 
title: Doctor of Philosophy.

On March 21, Dr. 
Williams fulfilled the 

requirements for a Ph.D. in Education from Northcentral 
University, after her successful doctoral dissertation 
defense. Her thesis focused on teacher evaluations in 
elementary schools.

A native of Jamaica, Dr. Williams has worked at Saint 
Augustine Catholic School since the 2008-2009 school 
year as the Computer Teacher and Librarian, following 
the closure of Nativity Catholic Academy, where she 
had worked for eight years. Her son, Kip McCoy, serves 
as Saint Augustine’s athletic director and physical 
education and health teacher.

Saint Augustine Catholic School 
students about monitoring 
charitable spending in the U.S. to 
encourage foundations to do more 
for marginalized populations.

Students learned about 
veterinarian research work at NIH 
from Dr. Vickie Hoffman, VFM, a 
longtime friend of Saint Augustine 
School.

Lewis Wilborna school parent who 
works at the Pretrial Services Agency, 
spoke about customer service and 
working with people awaiting trial in 
the District of Columbia.

Carlisle Sealy, a school parent who 
works at Ballou Senior High School, 
gave a presentation to to students 
about providing IT support for the 
DC Public School.

Other speakers included Dianna 

Carlisle Sealy Fred O’Regan Jeanne Isler Lewis Wilborn Selwyn Roberts

Career Day 
speakers
share their 
work with 
students

O’Leary, Lorena Shank, a school 
parent who works at George 
Washington University, Reginald 
Govan, Esq., a retired prosecutor 
who was a top counsel in the Federal 
Aviation Administration, and Mark 
Zimmerman, editor of the Catholic 
Standard newspaper. 

Petro Alonso, founder and 
owner of DCI, a District-based 
infrastructure construction 
company, also spoke, in addition to 
Dr. Rochelle Jackson, a psychiatrist, 
Fr. Robert Boxie, parochial vicar at 
St. Joseph Catholic Church in Largo, 
and Michael Riley, associate athletic 
director and women’s basketball 
coach at University of the District of 
Columbia, and Dr. Anthony “Tony” 
Rankin, a pediatric surgeon at 
Providence Hospital.

Computer Teacher and Librarian 
Olga Williams receives doctorate

Dr. Williams’ doctoral dissertation, which she 
embarked on after completing online classes with 
Northcentral University, focused on studies related to 
philosophy and technology.

The most challenging part of the process of writing 
the dissertation was the second chapter of the concept 
paper, according to Dr. Williams. It took her about a 
year to find a topic suitable for a dissertation, including 
surveying more than 100 research sources related to 
her topic to have some understanding of the state of 
research on teacher evaluations in elementary schools.

“I am so overjoyed,” Dr. Williams said. “I cannot tell 
you how happy I am. I just had to do it,” she said of 
completing and defending her doctoral dissertation. 

“I really love Saint Augustine,” Dr. Williams said. “I 
want to stay there forever,” she said, although she might 
retire in three years.
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Seventh grader places third in city-wide spelling bee
On St. Patrick’s Day, Noah Dooley, 

a seventh grade student from Saint 
Augustine Catholic School, placed 
third in the city-wide Spelling Bee at 
NBC Channel 4 and has entered the 
Scripps National Spelling Bee on May 
29-31.

Noah competed against thirty 
Grade 4-8 students from across the 
city in the city-wide competition, 
sponsored by the Washington 
Informer newspaper. It was the third 
spelling bee that he had completed in 
during a seven-week period, after a 
Catholic Schools Week (Jan. 28-Feb. 
4) spelling bee at Saint Augustine 
and a regional or “cluster” spelling 
bee on Feb. 8 at Langley Elementary 
School, where three Saint Augustine 
students completed among 65 
spellers.

“Excruciating,” was the word that 
Noah first stumbled on during the St. 
Augustine spelling bee. He correctly 
spelled “bagel, “tamale,” “deposition,” 
“iridum,” and “graupel,” but “chai” 

was Noah’s downfall, eliminating 
him from the competition.

“Noah has a brilliant mind,” said 
his mother, Gail Stanley-Dooley. “The 
more he uses it, the better he is” The 
second of three children in his family, 
Noah began Saint Augustine in fourth 
grade, during the 2013-2014 school 
year. Determined to put Noah in a 
challenging environment, his mother 
found out he could register for the 
Scripps national Spelling Bee taking 
place this month at the Gaylord 
National Resort and Conference 
Center at National Harbor, Md.

Noah attended the St. Augustine 
Spelling Club meeting four days a 
week for an hour starting in early 
February, according to his mother. 
During the seven-week period that 
encompassed the three spelling bees, 
Noah worked on lists that included 
2,000 words, and he generally spent 
an hour a day at home working on 
his spelling. Even when his mother 
was on a work trip to Texas the week 
of February 26, she called him to drill 
him each day for an hour.

Feven Tadele, a Saint Augustine 
sixth grader, also competed in the 
March 17 spelling bee, Dr. Olga 
Williams, computer teacher and 
librarian, moderates the St. Augustine 
Spelling Club and helped prepare the 
students for the 37th annual city-
wide spelling bee competition.

“This is the first time at St. 
Augustine that we have had a student 
compete in the national spelling bee,” 
Dr. Williams said.

Our third grade students, under the direction of Ms. Irma Francis, art teacher, demonstrate  
their painting talents while trying to keep their uniforms clean.
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Handmaid Sister joins Saint Augustine faculty

Destined for the Stage

Sister Juliana Asuzo, HHCJ, joined 
the faculty of Saint Augustine 
Catholic School in February as first 
grade assistant teacher, becoming 
the third religious to work at the 
school.

She made her Religious Profession 
as a Handmaid of the Holy Child 
Jesus in 2002, fulfilling a desire that 
grew in her from childhood. Raised 
in Imo State in Eastern Nigeria, Sister 

When Marlenis Hernandez 
interned with the DC Theatre Lab 
last summer, she was the youngest 
intern in the program.

“Everyone else had graduated 
from high school or was in the 
middle,” she said. Her work in the 
Audio-Visual Club at Saint Augustine 
Catholic School, an activity she had 
started in the sixth grade, made her 
well qualified for the program, since 
it involved building and taking down 
sets.

Marlenis, who started Saint 
Augustine in Kindergarten, at first 
felt a bit out of place because of her 
age, but eventually she settled in 
with the other interns in working 
on Children of Eden, the summer 
production. “People treated me 
kindly,” she said.

Juliana would see the Handmaids 
work at the local hospital when she 
was a young girl and developed the 
interest of being a nun. 

Sister Juliana holds a Master’s 
degree in Educational Administration 
and Planning from the University of 
Agriculture in Makurdi, located in 
Benue State, Nigeria. The Handmaids 
of the Holy Child Jesus, a religious 
order founded in Nigeria, succeeded 
the Oblate Sisters of Providence, 
who worked at Saint Augustine 
Catholic School from 1908-1998. 
The Handmaids began their ministry 
at Saint Augustine in 2007. Sister 
Gloria Agumagu, HHCJ, principal, and 
Sister Bibiana Okoro, HHCJ, director 
of religious education, still serve at 
Saint Augustine.

“It’s a good experience,” Sister 
Juliana said of coming to the United 
States, with her initial venture to 
the Handmaids’ American  mission 

apostolate in Pearland, Texas, before 
coming to the District of Columbia. 
She said that the clothing, food, 
housing, and social manners in the 
U.S. are different than Nigeria, but 
she is becoming accustomed to her 
new home. She is also trying to fit 
into the culture of U.S. education and 
the way that parents, students, and 
teachers interact here.

She calls the family the “small 
school” that children attend before 
their formal education begins, with 
parents serving as their children’s 
primary teachers. She wants to 
help her students “to be good 
and academically sound,” and to 
help them to be good citizens and 
members of their families. 

As a Handmaid, moreover, she 
wants “to make Christ known to 
everyone. I want to use my religious 
background to educate the whole 
child.”

Her roles in Saint Augustine’s 
dramas have included playing Papa 
Ge, demon of death, in Once on this 
Island, a musical. In addition, she has 
played the main character’s mother 
in Hairspray, Edna Thurnblad. Mr. 
Neptune Pringle III, director of 
music and performing arts at Saint 
Augustine, has cast Marlenis to play 
the plant in Little Shop of Horrors, the 
spring production.

“Past teachers didn’t have the 
experience he has,” she said of Mr. 
Pingle. “He makes it fun.”

Acting and being a part of 
productions helps Marlenis with 
stress-related anxiety she sometimes 
experiences. “I can express myself 
well,” she said of live theatre.

Marlenis proudly proclaims an 
Afro-Caribbean heritage, since 

her mother is from Panama, and 
her father is from El Salvador. Her 
favorite subjects are Art, English 
Language Arts, Science, and Social 
Studies. For high school, she wants 
to attend Duke Ellington School for 
the Performing Arts in the District, 
although she is also considering 
School Without Walls, McKinley 
Tech, and Bishop McNamara.

6 2017-2018 School Theme: “This is my commandment: love one another as I have loved you.” (John 15:12-13)



Creating a 21st century Pre-Kindergarten classroom

Since late 2014, Saint Augustine 
has collaborated with Joe’s Champs, 
a non-profit affiliated with Fight for 
Children, founded by the late Joe 
Roberts, as the school continues to 
revamp its early childhood education 
program. 

Miss Amanda Surless, PreK 
teacher, and Sister Gloria Agumagu, 
HHCJ, have worked vigorously 
with Joe’s Champs to transform the 
Pre-Kindergarten program into a 
classroom fit for the 21st century. 
The final outcome of this initiative 
has come this 2017-2018 school year, 
with the debut of a play-learning 
program for Pre-Kindergarten, 
which serves 3 and 4-year olds.

Sister Gloria and Ms. Surless 
graduated from the Joe’s Champs 
professional development program 
in December 2017.

The main focus of this initiative 
has been to change the classroom 
into the “Play-Based Learning” (PBL) 
model. PBL concentrates on creating 
centers in the classroom. Those 
centers can include: play-kitchen, 
library, S.T.E.M building, math, 
reading, writing, and art. 

Play-Based learning is often 
considered “Child-Centered” 
learning, because the emphasis is on 
the Whole Child. This includes the 
social-emotional as well as academic 

aspects of learning. PBL emphasizes 
the importance of fine motor skills 
and gross motor skills, leading to 
greater success in the higher grades. 

Our new Pre-Kindergarten 
curriculum, which follows the 
guidelines of Common Core and 
Archdiocese of Washington, focuses 
on storytelling, comprehension, 
mental math, phonics, and early 
writing. We are allowing our students 
to be reflective learners, using those 
higher-level thinking and problem 
solving skills. 

Miss Surless frequently asks the 
Pre-Kindergarten class to “Think 
Aloud,” which requires the class to 
display their active thinking skills 

and ponder the bigger question. The 
students are becoming intrinsically 
motivated to learn, excited to come to 
school every day. Play-Based learning 
reinforces the idea that creative, 
imaginative, and spontaneous play 
goes a long way toward fostering 
healthy development and setting the 
stage for both social and academic 
success later in life. 

Parents interested in learning 
about Saint Augustine Catholic 
School’s PreK program – or any 
aspects of our PreK3 through 8th 
Grade program, should contact Mr. 
Raven Wilkins, director of admissions 
and vice principal, at 202-667-2608 
or admissions@saintaugustine-dc.org.
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