
Morning Star School, a mission of the Catholic Diocese of St. Petersburg, recognizes the unique 
educational needs of students. The administration, faculty, staff and parents work together to     
provide an ungraded academic curriculum in which students can achieve their potential             
academically, socially and spiritually. 
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Dear Friends,  

The adage “time flies when you’re having fun” comes to mind when I 

think about Morning Star School. I am in disbelief that I just completed 

my 5th year as principal! It is truly an honor to work with the faculty and 

staff each day. Their dedication to the students in their classes is amazing. 

Each day the students teach me something, they show me determination, 

and they exude joy and unconditional love of their fellow students, teach-

ers, staff members, and even the principal. 

The 2015-2016 school year saw Morning Star School’s enrollment increase to 89 stu-

dents.  In order to continue meeting our students’ needs we also increased our staff. We 

had the pleasure of creating a blended Guidance and PE program under the direction of 

Mrs. Catherine Colby. Mrs. Colby established a class culture where students apply the 

behaviors and skills they discuss and learn about in Guidance during their Physical Educa-

tion class.  Our Physical Education program has become a time where students learn co-

operation, turn taking, as well as recreational game fundamentals with a little twist. 

Mrs. Niki Davis came on board as our new Extended Day Director/Teaching Assistant.  

Along with Mr. Laux and Mrs. Lazar, Mrs. Davis works individually with the high school 

students during their academic lessons and instructs them on life skills like cooking. 

Mr. James Riley also came to Morning Star School as we initiated a Music Therapy pro-

gram. You will read more about Mr. James and his amazing therapeutic music program 

on page 2. 

Moving into 2016-2017, we continue to create the best learning environment we can 

with a number of staff changes. Mr. Thom Laux, high school teacher and former Catholic 

school principal, will become the part-time assistant principal. He will be assisting with 

some administrative duties as well as being acting principal when I am off campus. He will 

remain a full-time classroom teacher. Mrs. Jennifer Hill will be leaving the classroom as a 

full-time teacher to become our Resource teacher. She will be working part-time and 

focus on improving reading comprehension with students who need additional help. 

Mrs. Laura Humphrey will be joining our staff as the Room 5 classroom teacher.  Mrs. 

Humphrey has experience working with students with special needs in the classroom as 

well as with Early Autism Project. She brings with her a positive energy and a love of 

teaching and will be a wonderful addition to the faculty.  Miss Vicki Lang will be expand-

ing her duties at Morning Star by become our full-time teaching assistant/extended day 

assistant.   Continued on page 2 

Susan Conza 
Principal 



On June 1, 2016,  Morning Star students, faculty, 

staff and parents gathered to celebrate Ms. Beth 

Gillespie.  Ms. Gillespie who semi-retired in June 

has been the Speech Language Pathologist at 

MSSPP for 31 years.  Throughout her time at 

Morning Star, Ms. Gillespie has work tirelessly 

with hundreds of students on their diction, enun-

ciation, language, conversation and social interac-

tions. The detailed speech evaluations she admin-

istered have provided teachers and parents won-

derful insight into students’ strengths and chal-

lenges.  She also guided parents on the best ap-

proaches to support their child’s language growth 

at home.   
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Ms. Gillespie Honored 

 

Thank you Mrs. Gillespie for your 
years of devotion to our students! 

 

Principal’s Perspective continued from front page: 

 

Ms. Gillespie mentored many fledging speech therapists via her MSSPP intern program and generously 

shared her time and knowledge with teachers and parents. Thank you, Mrs. Gillespie, for your dedicated 

service to our students and school.  You have made a difference in the lives of so many children.   

“A hundred years from now it will not matter what my bank account was, the sort of house I 

lived in, or the kind of car I drove... but the world may be different because I was important 

in the life of a child.”  Forest Witcraft, Teacher 

I am so excited by the promise of the new school year.  It is the opportunity to approach each situation 

with fresh (and refreshed) eyes and renewed spirit.  I look forward to learning and growing in faith and 

knowledge along with each of our inspirational students.   

Many Blessings, 

Sue Conza, MA 

Music Therapy at MSSPP 
James E. Riley, MM. MT-BC is a Master’s Board Certified Music Therapist and a multi-

instrumental music instructor.  He enjoys providing Music Therapy for individuals and 

groups in pediatrics, general medicine, neuromuscular rehab, speech-language, ASD and 

other development disorders and adolescent behavioral health.  He recently left a uni-

versity teaching positioning with Florida State University to pursue endeavors in Pinellas 

County with Music Sweet Music Inc. and Music Therapy St. Pete, LLC.   

Once a week, Mr. James shares his many talents with the students of Morning Star. He 

brings a magic to the music program by meeting each student where he or she is.  Students are engaged, 

singing, listening and responding, following instruction and having fun.  His gift to connect to students 

through music has been an inspiration and a blessing.  The music program is learning, development and con-

nection to others disguised as music and fun.  
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Congratulations to all of our students who participated in the art contest.  We are 

proud of you.  The topics were "How Do We Care For The Environment?" and “We are Stewards of 

God’s Creation.”  Thank you, Mrs. Pam Miles, for creating the outstanding art program at Morning Star.   

Catholic Daughters of America 2016 National Education Contest  

1st Place Local & State and National Finalists - Alina and Catherine 

2nd Place - Colt and Patrick 

3rd Place - Dakota, Alice and Neshka 

 

Modern Woodmen Speech Contest Winners 

Topic:  Hunger in America 

 

 

1st Place  - Alina  

2nd Place - Jasmine 

3rd Place - Dez                                                         

 

Student Achievements 

Students Receive Sacraments 
Morning Star School offered a First Communion class and a Confirmation class for the first time this 

past Spring.  In March, we celebrated eight students receiving First Communion at an all school mass.  

In April, eight Morning Star students joined Sacred Heart and Holy Cross confirmands receiving Con-

firmation.  Thank you to Mrs. Wendy McGovern for volunteering to teach the classes and to Father 

Anthony Coppola of Sacred Heart for supporting these students, Alice, Isabella, Jake, Kaitlyn, Isabella, 

Rachel, Ryan, Vanessa and Xander, in their spiritual journey.  

“Be who you were created 

to be, and you will set the 

world on fire.” 

 

— St. Catherine of Siena  

www.morningstarschool.org 



Students participate in the St. Petersburg City      

Theater Variety Show 

 Congratulations 8th Grade Graduates 

 

On June 2, 2016, teachers, staff, friends and families gathered at Banquet Masters in Clearwater to 

celebrate our 8th grade graduates.  Thomas, Brianna, Kendra, Kaitlyn, Michael, Caleb, Zachary, 

Jaszenique, Evan and Joel were all presented with remembrance plaques and enjoyed food, fellowship 

and memories of their years together.  Best of luck to Caleb, Michael, Zachary and Joel who will con-

tinue their education at St. Pete Catholic and other area high schools. We look forward to seeing our 

Morning Star Mustangs, Thomas, Brianna, Kendra, Kaitlyn, Jasz and Evan, in the fall.  

Fall 2015 Recap 

 

Teachers and staff at MSSPP know that learning and fun go hand-in-hand.  Every function presents an op-

portunity for learning and development whether it is practicing social skills, helping others, getting physical 

activity or deepening our understanding of the Catholic faith.  Just check out our photos from our fall ac-

tivities like the bowling field trips courtesy of Seminole Lanes, the Halloween carnival courtesy of Target, 

the Thanksgiving Prayer Service, the St. Pete Santa parade, and our Christmas program and canned food 

drive.  
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Celebrating Catholic Schools Week 
 

Page 5 

We are proud of our Catholic identity at Morning Star.  Catholic Schools Week is the annual national 

celebration of Catholic education in the United States.  This year it was January 31 - February 6, 2016.  

The week long series of events focused on Catholic values and contributions to church, community and 

nation.  The schedule included the following special activities: 

 Monday, February 1st -  Caring for God’s Creation:  The students enjoyed a visit from Noah’s Ark 

on Wheels petting zoo.  Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God.  Matthew 5:8 

 Tuesday, February 2nd - Praise Him!:  Giving Tree Music made a return visit to the school with their 

Drum Circle.  Praise Him with drums and dancing. Praise Him with harps and flutes.  

Praise Him with loud cymbals. Praise the Lord, all living creatures!  Praise the Lord!  Psalm 150: 

4-6 

 Wednesday, February 3rd - Serving Others:  Students hand crafted Valentine's Day Cards for the 

veterans at the VA Hospital.  As each has received a gift, use it to serve one another, as good stew-

ards of God's varied grace. 1 Peter 4: 10 

 Thursday, February 4th -  Communicating our love of God:  Students participated in the Modern 

Woodman Speech contest.  The topic was “Hunger in America.”   My mouth is filled with your 

praise, declaring your splendor all day long.  Psalm 71:8 

 Friday, February 5th - Gathering Together:  Students were treated to a pancake breakfast cooked by 

our teachers--a Morning Star tradition—and participated in Field Day activities.  For where two or 

three are gathered in my name, there am I among them.  Matthew 18: 20  
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Morning Star Transitional High School Program 
Teaching the Mind, Forming the Heart, Creating the Future 

During the 2015-2016 school year, Morning Star High School introduced a program on money management 

presented by Mr. Gary Preston. Mr. Preston, a former St. Petersburg Catholic High School faculty member, 

is an instructor with InVEST, the nationwide insurance industry’s premier classroom-to-career education 

program.  In 2000 and 2013, Mr. Preston was chosen the InVEST Teacher of the Year and one of his pro-

grams is still used as a model for dozens of other programs across the country.  He took all of the princi-

ples from the standard program and adapted them to meet the needs of our HS students. Mr. Preston 

worked with the High School students one day a week on understanding money and money management.  

This is a critical life skill in any form of independent living. The program also included special guest speak-

ers.   

 

In the Spring, Mr. Preston arranged for a wonderful outing to BB&T.  BB&T provided transportation, a spe-

cial tour of the bank and insurance company and lunch for our students.  Two of our students, Derek and 

Ashunti, also participated in mock job interviews as part of the experience.  They were outstanding and 

handled themselves with class and competency.  The representative from Human Resources was impressed 

with their confidence and self-assurance. All involved remarked on how polite and well-mannered all of the 
students were.  We thank Ms. Lindsey Shank of BB&T Insurance, Ms. Janice Goodall of Goodall Moving and 

Storage, and Ms. Melissa Ems of Melissa Ems Insurance for making this a successful and educational field 

trip.  We are especially thankful for Mr. Preston for enriching the lives of our students with this program.  

What a blessing! 

InVEST Program Comes to MSSPP High School 

Above, Left to Right: 

MSSPP High School at the BB&T outing; 

Ashunti at mock interview with Melissa Ems; 

Derek closes the deal with Ms. Ems;  

At Left: 

Melissa Ems, Owner of Melissa Ems Insurance Company;  Danielle 

Preston, Branch Banker at BB&T Bank; Gary Preston, Owner of GP 

Consulting & InVEST Instructor;  Lindsey Shank, Assistant Agency 

Manager and Vice President, BB&T Insurance Agency 
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Morning Star Transitional High School Program 
Teaching the Mind, Forming the Heart, Creating the Future 

Morning Star Celebrates First Graduating High School Class  

On May 31, 2016, Morning Star High School held its first High School graduation at Sacred Heart Church 

in Pinellas Park.  Historically, MSSPP, which began in 1969, had been a 1st - 8th Grade school. Four years 

ago, the administration, teachers and advisory board saw a real need in the community for a high school 

for students with special learning needs. The journey that began four years ago reached a major milestone 

when seven of our students graduated in front of family, friends, teachers, staff and administration.  

 

The evening included speeches from Principal Sue Conza, graduate Jacob, and Superintendent of Catholic 

Schools Chris Pastura, music from Ms. Ella Peters and Mr. Nick Gunnin, prayer and presentation of diplo-

mas.  A reception in the OTHERS Hall immediately followed the ceremony.  Thank you to our High 

School teachers, Mr. Thom Laux and Mrs. Rebecca Lazar, Teaching Assistant, Mrs. Niki Davis and former 

High School teacher Mrs. Phyllis Steele for all of your hard work and dedication. We thank Superinten-

dent Chris Pastura and Associate Superintendent Elizabeth Agresta for sharing in this joyous event.   

 

Congratulations Tiffany, Adeline, Jenny, Kendall, Clare, Gabbi and Jacob!   

High School Teacher, Mr. Thom Laux, Superin-

tendent Chris Pastura and Principal Sue Conza 

are all smiles on graduation night.  

Graduate Jacob is presented with his High School diploma by 

(L-R) Associate Superintendent Agresta, Superintendent 

Pastura, Principal Conza and Mr. Laux as Mrs. Lazar looks on.  



Morning Star School of Pinellas Park is blessed to receive support from many local organizations.  This past 

school year we were honored to be the beneficiary of many different events and activities that raised funds 

for our school or showed our wonderful students a fun time.  We are so grateful.  Here are some of these 

outstanding gatherings. 

 The Knights of Columbus Council 14456 hosted its 3rd Annual Charity Golf Tournament on October 9, 

2015 at Bardmoor Golf and Tennis Club and named MSSPP a co-beneficiary.  They also held an Arts and 

Crafts Show on December 5, 2015, benefiting the school and its students.  We cannot thank you enough 

for all of your hard work and support.  

 The Catholic Daughters of the Americas Court of  St. John Vianney #1944 hosted its 41st Annual Fash-

ion Show benefiting Morning Star on January 21, 2016.  It was a wonderful time with great food and fash-

ions by Annabel’s on St. Pete Beach.  Thank you for being part of our past, present and future.   

 The Knights of Columbus Father Lopez Council hosted Vegas Night on February 27, 2016, with pro-

ceeds going to Morning Star.  On March 5, 2016, they held a party honoring our students and their fami-

lies with delicious food, entertainment, fun activities - not to mention lots of love and caring for our fami-
lies.  Some of our students also participated (free of charge) in the Special Olympics Bowl-a-thon on May 

22, 2016, presented by the Father Lopez Council. Thank you Council 5737 for loving our kids like we do.   

 Speaking of bowling, the fine Krauss family of Seminole Lanes has treated our students to bowling field 

trips throughout the school year. This is a highlight for our students to which they eagerly look forward. 

Thank you for the care you show our children.  

 We wrapped up the school year by being presented with the BB&T Lighthouse Award.  The award in-

cluded a monetary donation and volunteering by BB&T employees.  The wonderful BB&T volunteers 

read to students, participated in a special Earth Day recycling project, worked tirelessly during a campus 

clean-up and gave our students an end of the year picnic and field day.  Thank you for sharing your gifts 

with us and strengthening our community. 

 Suncoast Surf Shop owner and Morning Star dad, Joe Nuzzo, included MSSPP in his surf shop’s 50th An-

niversary festivities on June 5, 2016.  Activities included a paddle board race and free kid’s fishing tourna-

ment during the day and a huge party at the Gulfport Casino at night with a special appearance by singer-

songwriter,  John Prine.  Morning Star received proceeds from the events and have memories that will 

last a lifetime.  Thank you, Joe, and congratulations on 50 years! 
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Community Groups Host Many Events for MSSPP 



A Special Mother’s Day 

www.morningstarschool.org Page 9 

Morning Star School of Pinellas Park had the opportunity to be the community sponsor for the Great Con-

nections program at Great Explorations Children’s Museum this past Mother’s Day, May 8, 2016.  On the 

2nd Sunday of each month from 10am –12 noon, Great Ex opens exclusively for children with special needs 

and their families.  The museum offers accommodations during this time like lowered lights, reduced admis-

sion fees and a room reserved for taking a little break. 

   

Morning Star was excited to be honoring moms during our event which welcomed about 60 attendees and 

included free admission for mom with a paid child admission of $5.  The event included free photo booth 

pictures with mom or for mom from Snapshoot Photo Booth courtesy of Emergency Physicians of St. Pe-

tersburg.  The museum had an arts & crafts table for the kids and there was a dance class instructed by 

Morning Star’s dance teacher, Ms. Tabatha. Dunkin Donuts provided light refreshments and Anchor Air 

Conditioning donated the bottled water.  Toni & Guy International Mall donated free beauty bags to the 

first 20 moms.  There were also giveaways from Target, Suncoast Surf Shop, and Great Explorations.  We 

are so thankful to be part of this generous and inclusive community.  

6132 9th St N. 
St. Petersburg, FL 

7315 US Hwy 19 N. 
Pinellas Park, FL 



When we count our many blessings at Morning Star, the support we receive from 

those in the community is at the top of our list.   

 

Thank you to the local Knights of Columbus Councils who have blessed us this year 

with proceeds from your Tootsie Roll Drives and other activities, your talent and 

your time: Council 11226, Council 13657, Council 14456, Council 4892, Council 

5131, Council 5737, Council 7109, Council 7621, Council 10157 and Council 11295.  

 

Thank you CDA Court of St. John Vianney #1944 for you are a gift to our school and students with your 

unwavering support.  

 

We thank the following wonderful contributors:  donors to and sponsors/associates of our Annual Auc-

tion Fundraiser and of Vegas Night, Guardian Trust, Pinellas Park Rotary Club, Krauss/Baschab Family 

Foundation, Traffic Control Products of Florida, all of the individual donors, our Anonymous Angel, Target 

Volunteers, Car Credit of Tampa Bay/Car Credit Cares, Policy Analysis Center, parent volunteers, Veri-
zon, Raytheon, Publix, Give Day Tampa Bay participants, Best Buddies from St. John Vianney, Holy Cross 

Catholic Church Women’s Club, Light of Christ Council of Catholic Women, Blessed Sacrament Ave Ma-

ria Guild, Clearwater Central Catholic High School’s Morning Star Buddies Club, St. Jude’s and OTHERS.  

Thank you to our Advisory Board Members who are helping to guide MSSPP into the future:  Linda Cham-

pion, John Mulry, Marianne Pasha, Denise Reilly, Julie Reyes, Andy Shannon, Mary Ann Smith and Karen 

Vogel.  

 

We extend a heartfelt thank you to all who contribute to the success of Morning Star through gifts, ser-

vice. donations and prayers . We truly could not continue without your caring support.  THANK YOU!  
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With Gratitude 

www.morningstarschool.org 

 Tuition assistance for students. Our tuition is $10,500/year  

 Mulch and new borders for our playground 

 (9) $100 Classroom sponsorships for school supplies and education apps  

 PE Equipment - $1000 

 Do you have another idea of how you’d like to help?  We are eager to listen.  Please contact Jennifer 

Brooks at (727) 544-6036 or jennifer.brooks@morningstarschool.org. 

 
 

Morning Star School Wish List 



SAVE-THE-DATE  

MORNING STAR SCHOOL’S  
2016 ANNUAL AUCTION FUNDRAISER 

Date:  November 12,  2016  

 

Time:  6:30p.m.—10:30p.m. 

 

Location: St. Jude Parish Center • 5815 5th Avenue North • St. Petersburg 

SPONSOR _______________________________________________________________________________________ 
Please print your name as you wish for it to appear in program if purchasing a sponsorship. 

 
______ I am able to attend and wish to enclose my tax-deductible donation of $__________________ 
______ I am unable to attend and wish to enclose my tax-deductible donation of $________________ 

OR 
Please charge my gift on my:   □ VISA     □  MASTERCARD     □  AMERICAN EXPRESS 

 
Name as it appears on card: __________________________________________________________________________ 
Address:_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

City__________________________________________State __________________ Zip Code ________________ 
Phone: _________________________________Email: __________________________________________________ 

Account #: _______________________________Exp: _______________ 3 Digit Security Code: _____________ 
 

You will receive a letter acknowledging receipt of your donation for tax purposes. 
For more information, please contact Sue Conza @ (727) 544-6036 or sue.conza@morningstarschool.org. 

Morning Star School is a 501c3 non-profit.  All donations are tax deductible as allowed by law. 

Please join us in supporting Morning Star School at our Annual Auction Fundraiser!  It is an exciting evening 

that includes a delicious dinner catered by Da Sesto Italiano Ristorante e Vino, a silent auction and a live auc-

tion.  All proceeds from this evening directly benefit the students of Morning Star School.  Funds generated help 

to defray the costs of providing an individualized education for students with learning related challenges.  

Purchase a table at the event and attend with your clients, family and friends! 

$2,500 Super Star Sponsorship 
Reserved seating and dinner for up to 8 guests  

Recognition at the event in the program and via a visual display, and on the school website 
(3) Announcements acknowledging contribution during the event 

(1) Boosted Facebook post on Morning Star’s page acknowledging contribution reaching 1,000+ recipients 
24 tickets for the “Lucky Number” Auction & 8 tickets for the 50/50 Drawing 

Small keepsake gift featuring student artwork 
$1,000 Diamond Star Sponsorship 

 Reserved seating and dinner for up to 8 guests 
Recognition at the event in the program and via a visual display and on the school website 

16 tickets for the “Lucky Number” Auction, 8 tickets for the 50/50 Drawing 
$500 Gold Star Sponsorship 

Reserved seating and dinner for up to 8 guests 
Recognition at the event in the program and via a visual display 

$275 Silver Star Sponsorship 
Reserved seating and dinner for up to 6 guests 

Recognition in the event program 
$125 Bronze Star Sponsorship 

Reserved seating and dinner for 2 guests and recognition in the event program 
$40 Individual Ticket 

Entrance to the auction (no reserved seating) and dinner 



Morning Star School 

4661 80th Avenue North 

Pinellas Park, FL 33781 

Phone: 727-544-6036 

www.morningstarschool.org 

LIKE us on FACEBOOK @ Morning Star School-Pinellas Park 

O.T.H.E.R.S. Membership  
The annual membership dues of 

O.T.H.E.R.S. is $25 per year. Annual 

membership is from January 1 to         

December 31.  

 

It is important to keep your dues up to 

date! This enables you to receive our 
newsletter in a timely manner as well as 

receive notices of upcoming events and 

opportunities for you to  participate in 

our programs.  

 

Please use the enclosed envelope for new 

membership and renewals.  

Support MSSPP by Shopping 
Support our school every time 

you shop. When you shop Ama-

zon Smile, Amazon makes a do-

nation to Morning Star (when 

you have selected Morning Star 

School as your charity)! 

Remember to clip, save and 

send in the General Mills Box 

Tops for Education. You may send   them 

to Morning Star School, Attn: Mrs. Alida 

King. 


