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Danbury High School princi-
pal Dan Donovan gave a stem of 
carnations to each of the nearly 
700 Class of 2017 members who 
graduated June 20. This was Dono-
van’s first year as principal of DHS, 
where he formerly served as princi-
pal of the Freshman Academy.
“We must always be looking to give 
back,” Donovan said. But the flow-
ers weren’t for his students; instead, 
students were asked to give the 
flowers to someone in their lives 
who has helped them – and they 
had to do it that evening.
“There’s always room for you to 
give back and always room for you 
to say ‘thank you,’” Donovan said.
The principal went on to list all 
the accomplishments over the past 
year – from FCIAC championships 
to world robotics competitions to 
students’ being accepted at some of 
the country’s top colleges. Then he 

said that he’s lately been asked 
by parents, “What’s next for my 
child?”
“Don’t worry. These are some of 
the finest students to come out of 
DHS,” Donovan said. “Be patient. 
These students have the ability and 
skills to become something great.”
In her valedictorian address, Sarah 
Schechter said she wasn’t sure how-
to go about writing a speech. After 
doing research, she decided to “just 
do it” and focused on life’s small 
moments.
“We are never reminded that the 
small stuff can impact us as much 
as the grander things,” she said. 
“What do we miss on a regular ba-
sis because we forget to look up?”
Schechter said it is in the smaller 
moments - a hug from a teacher, 
someone picking up something 
we dropped, or a stranger holding 
open a door - that life unfolds.

Student speaker Juan Santiago 
Cruz talked about the importance 
of education: “Education must 
be treated the same way we treat 
freedom,” he said, adding that an 
ignorant society is a society that 
does not progress.
Class president Gabriella Cordoso 
told fellow graduates to believe in 
themselves. She said the world is 
asking questions that leave her feel-
ing like a curious, confused child: 
“What are you doing to do after 
high school?” “What are you doing 
to do with the rest of your life?” 
“Remember, you are your own best 
friend. And that is all you need,” 
Cordoso said. She shared a folk tale 
about a pot of water that leaked 
and felt useless as it didn’t carry all 
of the water to its destination, only 
to find that the leak had produced 
beautiful flowers along the journey.
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ACE: sending graduates in a positive direction 

At the Alternative Center for Excel-
lence (ACE) graduation on June 15, 
nearly every one of the 30 members of 
the Class of 2017 said the same thing: 
ACE changed their lives and gave 
them direction. They thought graduat-
ing from high school was an impossi-
bility; now many are looking forward 
to attending college in the fall. College 
or not, they are all headed in a positive 
direction.
This year’s graduating class was one 
of the school’s largest, representing 
nearly a third of the entire school 
population.
“I’m hoping you didn’t regret the 
choice to be a part of the ACE family,” 
said teacher John Webber. “You will 
have to continue to battle. You will 
need to make things happen for you or 
they will happen to you . . . make the 
ones who love you proud.”
Considering the term “commence-
ment exercises,” Principal Sandy 
Atanasoff told students “this is not the 
end – this is the beginning.” She then 
reminded them of the people who 
made their success possible.
“It is the incredible dedication of the 
ACE staff that allows us to succeed,”

Atanasoff said.
The school  focuses on addressing 
individual needs while providing 
a nurturing environment in which 
students can explore their options 
and develop the skills and interests 
that best suit them. In addition to a 
rigorous curriculum, students at the 
school also participate in an outdoor 
education program that includes 
hiking and rafting trips. ACE students 
also participate in community service. 
The school, which opened its doors 
in 1977, has roughly 100 students in 
grades nine through 12. It has the 
same graduation requirements as the 
district’s 3,000-student high school 
but offers a smaller environment for 
district students.
Noah Shoffner said that being at ACE 
taught him to be humble.
“I learned I can overcome any obsta-
cle,” he said. He struggled with math, 
particularly algebra and “scratched 
and clawed” his way from a 50 to an 
80. “My hunger to get that 80 was 
everything.”
Noah will head to Naugatuck Valley 
Community College in the fall to 
study physical therapy. 

“I never thought I would be standing 
here, but I knew something about this 
place would be amazing,” said Rashelle 
Moya, who will join the U.S. Army. 
Christian Espinoza came to ACE 
his sophomore year with “troubled 
grades.” When he got to ACE, he sat in 
the back of the classroom and listened 
to how the teachers communicated 
with students.
“Each staff member seemed to be close 
with the students,” Christian said. 
“Since I’ve been at ACE, there have 
been many people who helped me. I 
fixed my grades and got back on track. 
I tried to participate in every event the 
school offered. It helped me become a 
better person. Three years ago I didn’t 
even think I would finish high school.”
Marcus Lunetta faced many challenges 
while at ACE: “There was still a chance 
to defy statistics when I came to ACE.
We all have the potential of abun-
dance wants to travel and do amazing 
things.”
Marcus said his list of things to do 
right away includes travelling, skydiv-
ing and hang gliding.
“Let’s do this,” he said.
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THREE MIDDLE SCHOOLS CELEBRATE ‘MOVING UP’

Eighth-grade students move up to high school

More than 700 Danbury students officially became high school freshmen as they moved up from their mid-
dle schools. Westside Middle School Academy, Rogers Park Middle School and Broadview Middle School 
promoted their eighth-grade students on June 16. The three separate events were held at the Danbury High 
School auditorium.
“You made it,” Broadview principal Edie Thomas told her eighth-graders. She also told them not to take for 
granted where they were sitting. The seat you’re in wasn’t given to you. You earned it.”
Mayor Mark Boughton told eighth-grade students that they were going to the “best high school in the state 
of Connecticut.” And then told them what that means for them.
“When you walk through the door, you will come to a building of over 3,000 people. We are going to ask 
more and demand more of you,” Boughton said, asking students to become engaged in the community and 
do something nice for somebody.
“Find somebody that needs help,” he said, whether it’s sitting with someone or helping an elderly person with 
a chore. “We expect you all to lead the way.”
Emily Read of Rogers Park told her classmates that being organized and planning are the ways to success.
“Mahatma Gandhi said, ‘The future depends on what you do today,’” Emily said. “Today we are all here to 
move up to high school. I can tell that we are already on the right path to be successful people later in life. If 
we strive for what we want today, and put in a little extra work, we will be able to reach our goals and possi-
bly beyond.”
Rogers Park student Antonio Abrantes Jr.  also talked about the future.
“Tonight is also about moving forward and looking to the future. I am excited and confident as I get ready 
for the next step in my education and future,” Antonio said. “I have great hopes of becoming an officer in the 
United States Coast Guard, and I believe that Rogers Park has helped prepare me for the next steps I will be 
taking towards that goal.  I hope all my classmates are taking the lessons we have learned here and imagining 
all the great things they can do in their futures.”
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On June 15, the 200 students 
who make up the eighth-grade 
class at Westside Middle School 
Academy officially unveiled their 
outdoor classroom, complete 
with hand-built benches and a 
global peace tile mosaic.
“I’m very proud of all of you,” 
said WSMSA teacher Jon Neu-
hausel. “Everyone here worked 
extremely hard. Throughout the 
course of this, it really turned 
into a fascinating eighth-grade 
capstone project. I’ve watched 
students become leaders. This is 
what we’re about at this school.”
School principal Dr. Frank La-
Banca said that the day before the 
unveiling he saw 25-30 students

working outdoors on the project. 
Students had put in numerous 
hours getting the project ready 
before the school year ended.
“This is a vision of what we really 
wanted to happen at this school,” 
LaBanca said.
Thanks to a grant from the 
Audubon Society, planning for 
the project began in November 
for an “outdoor habitat” for mi-
grating birds. It can also be used 
as a classroom for up to 25 stu-
dents to solve problems, identify 
needs and provide services.
Students researched which plants 
would attract birds and butter-
flies. They also raised funds and 
sought donations from local

businesses, saving more than 
$4,000 on the project. O&G, 
Lowe’s, Agway, and Tracy Floors 
& Tile made donations of mate-
rial.
Rick Potvin, refuge manager, U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service, com-
mended the students on their 
hard work.
“You are now part of a nation-
wide network,” Potvin said. “You 
are part of the National School-
yard program. You’ve done some 
fantastic work – you rock.”
“Y’all have knocked this habitat 
out of the park,” said Jillian Bell 
of the CT Audubon Society.

Westside Middle School students create
outdoor classroom

Audubon Society, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service give project a big thumbs up                 
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More than 80 percent of DHS graduating seniors to 

head to college
Recognized as the state’s largest high school with more than 3,000 students, Danbury 
High School is a place where students from all walks of life find opportunities to shape 
their futures, whether it be going to college, learning a skill or training for a vocation.
More than 80 percent of the Class of 2017 will attend college in the fall, with 95 percent 
of graduating seniors completing a college application. DHS graduated nearly 700 stu-
dents this year.
Some of this year’s DHS graduates were accepted to the following schools: Yale Uni-
versity, Cornell University, U.S. Military Academy at West Point, Rochester Institute of 
Technology, New York University, Dartmouth, Virginia Tech, Purdue University, George 
Washington University, Worchester Polytechnic Institute, Hofstra University and Rens-
selaer Polytechnic Institute.
DHS offers more than 230 courses, more than 50 Honors courses, and 23 Advanced 
Placement classes. Students are also encouraged to participate in one of several College 
Career Pathways. 
More than 75 percent of DHS students who complete the freshman year of college re-
turn for sophomore year.

DHS graduates become West Point cadets

DHS 2017 graduates Michael Halas (left with Major Nancy Bates) and Joseph Waldron were ac-
cepted into the United State Military Academy at West Point.
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What once was a patch of grass behind Park Avenue 
School is now a bounty of herbs and vegetables – and 
an opportunity for parents to become involved in the 
school. 
Planted in April, the Park Avenue School Commu-
nity Garden is now in full bloom. Maria Vargas, a 
United Way parent liaison who has helped organized 
the project, said that the garden was funded by Unit-
ed Way and the Graustein Memorial Fund with plant 
donations by Agway of New Milford and the Ridge-
field Garden Club.
“These projects engage parents in the school,” Vargas 
said. “Once they feel they are part of the school com-
munity, they become more involved.”

After 38 years as an educator, principal of the Acade-
my of International Studies (AIS) Dr. Helena Nitows-
ki is retiring. The grandmother of five with one on 
the way is looking forward to spending more time 
with her family. She does, however, plan to find her 
retirement niche somewhere in education.
Nitowski has been at the school since it opened in 
2006 -- dozens of former students returned recently 
to say goodbye.
“You ask yourself ‘What is the stuff that really 
counts?’ That’s what really counts. It’s the fact that 
the kids want to come back -- that as a school we 
made a difference.”

‘Elementary School of the Year’ 
principal retires

The 64 Morris Street School kindergarten students 
who advanced to first grade at a June 16 ceremony 
got a little help from the Girl Scouts.
Students sang and danced for their families before 
“graduating.” Then each student was presented with 
a backpack and with supplies to use in the fall when 
they enter first grade.
The backpacks were provided by G.S. Cadette Troup 
50340. Bronwyn Hyland of St. Joseph’s school, and 
Maggie Donato, Katie Donato and Sofia Velez, all 
from St. Gregory’s school, were at the ceremony. The 
troop handed out 380 backpacks in the district this 
year after raising $7,000. 

Morris Street kindergartners ‘move up’
with new backpacks from Girl Scouts

Becoming pen pals eases new-school jitters

Before moving to their new school this fall, third-
grade students at Mill Ridge Primary School became 
pen pals with students at King Street Intermediate. 
In June, they met their pen pals for the first time.
Mill Ridge is for kindergarten through third grade; 
students enter fourth grade at the King Street Inter-
mediate School in September.
Mill Ridge’s Aaron Martino became pen pals with 
King Street’s Emily Torres. He knows her birthday 
and that she likes the color purple. Before writing to 
Emily, Aaron was nervous about a new school.
“It felt better to talk to the people here,” Aaron said. 
“I think she’s going to be my friend.”

A community garden grows at 
Park Avenue School
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Congratulations to all of our graduates. Congratulations to 
the families and friends who have supported these students 
through their years at Danbury High School. I also extend a 
congratulations to all of the students who were promoted from 
pre-school and kindergarten to fifth grade and middle school. 
You have all made us proud.

I’m proud of all of our graduates for many reasons, including 
their accomplishments. Over the years, the Class of 2017 has 
shown a level of commitment and sacrifice that will keep them 
going when life becomes challenging.

Wherever our graduates go now, they are strong and prepared. 
They have learned about diversity and what’s right. They’ve 
learned to take a stand against what’s unjust. It’s great to be suc-
cessful in whatever career path you choose, but it’s even greater 
to be compassionate, thoughtful and dedicated. And that’s what 
our graduates are.

We look forward to hearing about the great successes of our 
graduates. And we look forward to supporting all of our stu-
dents on their journey to a successful future.

Dr. Sal V. Pascarella
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Superintendent
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