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Amid the COVID-19 pandemic, ICCS’s High School May 21 graduation ceremony was moved outdoors from the Cathedral for the first time in school 
history. Graduates’ families watched the commencement from their cars, and the event was live-streamed through the school Facebook page. Held the 
prior night, ICCS’s 8th-graduation awards and diplomas were announced from the Cathedral via Facebook Live, while students and parents watched on 
their phones from their cars.  See page 5. 

Learning and traditions continue amid COVID-19 pandemic restrictions
Just a few days into virtual teaching, lead preschool teacher Joy Copous recognized the challenges of teaching 3-year-olds who 
weren’t physically in the room. “It’s definitely harder with the little ones,” she said. “So much of what we do in preschool is 
interactive, hands-on learning, but we’ve figured out how to make it work. We’re not skipping a beat. The kids are learning.”

Copous and fellow ICCS teachers with students from preschool through 12th grade made the abrupt shift from in-classroom to 
virtual teaching within days of receiving notice that the COVID-19 pandemic meant closing the campus to students. 
“Never has the value of an ICCS education been more evident than these past few months,” principal Karen Gephart said. “I’m so 
proud of what the teachers  and the students accomplished. They didn’t panic. They just moved forward and adapted.” 

Audrey Joliff was especially pleased with the personal attention her daughter, a graduating 8th-grader, continued to receive from 
teachers. “I always thought I got my money’s worth with private school education but this really proved it,” she said. “A’ja would 
email her teachers with questions or when she didn’t understand something and they would never fail to respond. Whether it was a 
weekend, an evening. . .they were always there to help her.”  
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Christina Young 
Valedictorian, Class of 2020
Christina will attend Holy Cross College in Notre Dame, Indiana, 
from which she received the Bl. Basil Moreau Signature Scholarship. 
Currently undecided about her major, she has interests ranging from 
English to Biology and plans to minor in Spanish. 
She was a member of the National Honor Society, vice president of the 
International Club, and served as soccer team captain. She is also a 
member of the Catholic Charities of West Tennessee Advisory Board.

Samantha Oswald 
Salutatorian, Class of 2020
Samantha will attend Franciscan University of Steubenville in 
Steubenville, Ohio, with double majors of secondary education and 
theology and minors in French and psychology.  A member of the 
National Honor Society and Beta Club, Samantha served as sophomore 
class president and was a member of the Spanish Club, French Club, Mu 
Alpha Theta, Environmental Club, Political Club, Teens for Life Club, 
Knowledge Bowl, and Schola Cantorum.

Maria Vega 
Salutatorian, Class of 2020
Maria will attend the University of Memphis. She served as the 
National Honor Society president and was a member of the Beta Club, 
Environmental Club, and International Club. She also served in campus 
ministry and was a high school student ambassador. 

Watch for a special Mercy News this summer celebrating memories 
from Immaculate  Conception High School.



Dear IC Family,

Let me begin by expressing my deepest gratitude for the opportunity to 
return to Immaculate Conception Cathedral as your new Pastor. While this 
is definitely a new pastoral adventure, I have an overwhelming feeling that I 
am coming back home —I am coming back to family. Given my history here 
as both a seminarian and associate pastor, I feel blessed to be returning to the 
place that I hold so dearly in my heart, a place where I am blessed to look out 
and see family.

By now you will have heard of the decision to close the High School. For a lot 
of you, this was crushing information, met with sorrow and grief. In light of 
this announcement, I want you to know that I, too, feel great sorrow for this 
loss. We grieve together, as families do, and we will come together and heal 
these wounds just the same — as a family of faith. 

Those who know me well, know that I am an educator myself and a big proponent of Catholic Education. 
The IC schools are, and forever will be, in my heart. While it is a loss, and we mourn the closing of our 
beloved High School, I can promise you that I will continue to support the education that is offered 
at both our Elementary and Middle Schools and ask for your continued prayers and support as well. 
Together we focus on further strengthening our schools and making it more exceptional and vibrant for 
our current students and many generations to come. 

Our parish is the Mother Church of the Catholic Diocese of Memphis. For that, we should be proud and 
care for her in the way that she so justly deserves. I look forward to continuing my journey in this special 
place and am excited for the great works to come. Together, as a family in Christ, we will accomplish great 
things and continue to grow in faith, hope, and love.

Yours in Christ,

Fr. Robert Szczechura

On Saturday, May 16, Bishop David Talley announced that Fr. Robert Szczechura, who served as associate 
pastor of IC Cathedral from 2012-2014, would be returning as the new Cathedral pastor, effective August 1. 
As pastor, Fr. Robert will oversee the administration of  Immaculate Conception Cathedral School. He replaces 
Bishop-Elect Robert W. Marshall, Jr., recently appointed Bishop of Alexandria, Louisiana. Following the 
announced closure of ICCS High School, Fr. Robert wrote the following letter, in which he expressed his support 
of Catholic education and especially ICCS Lower and Middle School.  

Homecoming for new Cathedral Pastor

Fr. Robert Szczechura



ICCS Graduate Named Rhodes College Day Scholar
Rochelle Devlalliwalla, a 2020 graduate of Immaculate Conception 

Cathedral School, was named a 2020 recipient of the prestigious 
Clarence Day Scholarship at Rhodes College. 

Based on academic achievement and involvement with the Memphis 
community, the highly selective program pays $35,000 toward 

enrollment costs at Rhodes and is awarded to just 10 incoming 
freshmen each year. Recipients must demonstrate a passion for 

Memphis and a desire to continue making a difference in the city. 

Throughout their time at Rhodes, Day Scholars have opportunities 
to participate in campus and community events related to the Day 

Foundation and Memphis leadership initiatives.

ICCS graduate wins national contest 
for essay on Catholic education
ICCS graduating senior Samantha Oswald was one of five Catholic 
high school seniors to win Fireside Catholic Publishing Company’s 
nationwide essay contest last month. The annual award program 
was established to recognize Catholic high school students who 
regularly put their faith into action. Winners were selected based 
on a 750-word essay, in which they explained how a religious 
education has influenced their lives. Each winner will receive a 
$1,000 scholarship toward college expenses.  

Below is an excerpt from the essay Samantha shared:

“With all the stress that comes with high school, I cannot imagine 
surviving it without Christ. My religious education has planted seeds 
in my head and heart that will grow the rest of my life. I have learned 
the importance of service, charity, forgiveness, empathy, prayer and 
so much more. The love, mercy, and care I have received in Christ’s 
name has mended my heart and continues to strengthen me as I 
prepare to leave home for college. I will never forget the impression 
my school has made on my soul.”



Middle School graduates celebrated in modified graduation ceremony
ICCS Middle School graduates were celebrated on May 20 in a modified ceremony that was live-streamed from the Cathedral through the school’s 
Facebook page. Due to COVID-19 restrictions, graduates and their families were unable to enter the Cathedral and watched on phones from 
their cars as faculty and administrators announced awards and  graduates’ names.  After the ceremony, graduates  received diplomas and awards 
individually outside the Cathedral before gathering, with extra space between them, on the Cathedral steps for a final class photo. 

Middle School teacher Sarah Bowers 
congratulates graduating 8th-grader A’ja 
Joliff after the May 20 graduation ceremony.

ICCS JK teacher Kimberly Bradley ‘97 celebrates with her daughter Abigail Bradley, a 2020 ICCS 
Middle School graduate.



ICCS Junior Beta Club 2020 Six Middle School students were inducted into the Junior Beta Club during a Feb. 20 ceremony in the Cathedral. 
New members include Angeline Dalal, rising 8th-grader; Abigail Henninger, rising 8th-grader; Vincent Levy, graduating 8th-grader; Karen 
Gephart, principal; Jackson Dress, rising 8th-grader; A’ja Joliff, graduating 8th-grader, and Anna Nielsen, rising 8th-grader.  Requirements for Beta 
Club membership include high moral character and above-average academics. Beginning with back row, left to right: Abigail Bradley, graduating 
8th-grader; Ashton Hudson, graduating 8th-grader and Club president; Madeleine Fowlkes, graduating 8th-grader; Angeline Dalal; Abigail 
Henninger; Vincent Levy; Jackson Dress; A’ja Joliff;  Anna Neilsen; and Sarah Bowers, Middle School teacher and Junior Beta Club sponsor. 

8th-Grade Graduate Receives CBHS Merit Scholarship
Ashton Hudson, a 2020 ICCS Middle School graduate, received the 

Christian Brothers High Schol Brothers Merit Scholarship for scoring  
highest among ICCS students on the CBHS High School Placement 

Test. 

An ICCS student since Pre-K4,  Ashton was selected by faculty as the 
2020 8th-Grade Student of the Year. 

He served as vice president of the Junior Beta Club, played for the 
ICCS basketball, soccer, track, field, and T-ball teams and was a 

member of the Chess Club. He was also an altar server at the Cathedral 
for student Masses.

Have you liked our page?  
Facebook.com/ICCSMemphis



Signs of the times

We’ve learned, at least on the ICCS campus, that absence does make the heart grow fonder. Distance learning and safer-at-home orders had 
students and teachers missing each other and parents appreciating teachers more than ever. Restrictions also caused cancellations of  8th-grade 
and senior end-of-year traditions and threw a wrench into Teacher Appreciation Week plans. Signs became the way to express gratitude and unity, 
reminding everyone that whatever challenges are thrown our way, our ICCS family will pull through them together. 



Value of Catholic education visible in uncertain times
by Cathy Armstrong, ICCS Director or Recruitment and Enrollment

In 2005, when Hurricane Katrina threatened New Orleans, several family members came to Memphis, not knowing 
if their homes would be intact when they returned. I was intrigued by what they hastily loaded into the back of their 
cars, what things seemed valuable in their brief preparation to evacuate. They didn’t bring china or silver, precious 

gemstones or even family heirlooms, 
but rather photo albums, old letters, 
homemade gifts their children had made.
We value different things at different 
times in our lives. If anyone had told me 
this past New Year’s Eve that by spring 
my three most valuable possessions 
would be toilet paper, disinfecting wipes, 
and two homemade masks, I would have 
wondered what planet they were from. 
We’ve gone from casually running into 
the grocery store to grab dinner to rising 
early in the morning to be one of the 
first in line at a big box store to replenish 
necessities that may not be on the shelves 
when we get inside.

On Friday, March 6, our students 
attended what would be the last in-

school Mass of the 2019-20 school year.  I was escorting a kindergarten class into the Cathedral when one of our 
precious little ones reminded me that I hadn’t stopped at the font for Holy Water. This sweet girl confidently assured 
me it was “what we needed to get us ready for church.”  Little did we know that it would also be what we needed to 
get us ready for what was coming. How I wish I had valued that last school Mass in our beautiful Cathedral!
Later that day, during a tour of our early childhood classrooms, Pre-K teacher Mrs. Copous pointed out to our visitor 
a cute frog craft the students had created. “Frog...
Fully Rely on God” was written on each quirky, 
spotted frog. How could we have known the value 
that mantra would have in the coming weeks?
Beginning Friday, March 27 and each Friday 
the remainder of the school year, our students 
attended a live Facebook video-streamed school Mass. Fr. Marshall and vice principal Chad Stevens quickly learned 
to maneuver technology so we could all be present celebrating the liturgy and Eucharist together. I was excited to 
look at the Facebook page and see who else was “in attendance.”  Faculty, administration, parents and students gave 
“shout-outs” to each other, and there was a true connection re-established among those we loved and missed.
As we moved to distant learning, daily classes and teachers’ video presentations still included an opening prayer. 
The youngest students were reminded with Easter stories read by librarian Nancy Miller and their teachers that in 
the blessed Easter season, our hope resided in our risen Lord. Our High School girls composed a prayer, posted 
alongside their assignments, assuring us that in the midst of the uncertainty, God was still in control.
What do we value at a time when our our most prized possessions have little to no use in our quarantined lives? At 

“The things you value are like fingerprints. They 
are imprinted on everything you do.” — Unknown



ICCS, we recognize that enduring value is present in 
a shared Mass, a teacher’s heartfelt prayer for health 
and safety, a school lesson that allows us to share the 
hope and deliverance of a living God. 

Faith-based education, where God’s promises are 
woven into everything we do and say, is truly one 
of the most valuable possessions we can give our 
children, especially in uncertain times. Being able to 
share our faith sets us apart from other schools, and 
especially during times like these, we believe there is 
immeasurable, unchangeable value in the Catholic 
education we provide to our students.  

I’ll end with a quote of unknown origin that speaks 
volumes:  
“The things you value are like fingerprints. . . they are 
imprinted on everything you do.”

May 7th Crowning Ceremony Continues ICCS’s Cherished Tradition
The COVID-19 pandemic prevented a gathering of ICCS students in the Catheral for our school’s annual May 
Procession ceremony,  but the tradition continued on May 7 in a modified ceremony that was live-steamed on the 
school’s Facebook page. 

Left: Bishop-Elect Robert W. Marshall, Jr. begins the May Procession with prayer as graduating senior Jasmin 
Longoria carries the crown of flowers to place on Mary’s head; graduating 8th-grader, Madeleine Fowlkes carries the 
basket of intentions from students and faculty. Top: Graduating 8th-grader Ashton Hudson reads from scripture. 
Lower left: Flowers dropped off by ICCS families adorn Our Lady’s statue in the courtyard. Lower right:  Cecilia 
Hartney cantors during the ceremony.  



After St. Anne-Highland School closed its doors in June 
2016, former student Kiarra Pruitt, a rising 8th-grader, 
and teacher Sarah Bowers both landed at Immaculate 
Conception Cathedral School the following fall. Neither 
knew they had set the path for what would be a life-
changing student-mentor relationship.

“Things weren’t going so great for me in school,” Kiarra 
says about her 8th and 9th-grade years at ICCS. “I was 
afraid to talk to teachers and ask for extra help,.” 

By sophomore year, Kiarra was floundering. She needed 
a lifeline, and it was her former St. Anne teacher who 
came to the rescue. “One day I asked Kiarra how she was 
doing,” Ms. Bowers says. “We pulled up her grades, and 
it didn’t look good. Her GPA was really low.”  Digging 
further, she noticed that most of the low grades were due 
to assignments Kiarra hadn’t turned in.  

In her no-nonsense teacher’s voice, she shares how she 
and Kiarra began their first of many weekly meetings. “I 
told her that day we were going to sit down and make a 
list of all the missing assignments, and we weren’t leaving 
until we had found them.”  One by one, she says, they 
went through each assignment, checking them off when 
completed.  

Logging in regularly to Kiarra’s PowerSchool account, 
ICCS’s grade monitoring system, Ms. Bowers became 
Kiarra’s kind but unrelenting coach. “Sure enough, the 
grades started moving up,” she says.

Did Kiarra feel intimidated or pressured with a teacher 
looking over her shoulder?  “No, it wasn’t that way,” 
she says.  I really wanted to do well.  Ms.  Bowers didn’t 
just say I could do it, she showed me how. It was a good 
thing.”

Ms. Bowers recalls a turning point, when Kiarra became 
more confident, talking to her teachers and working 
independently.  “She took total responsibility,” she says.  
“She ended her sophomore year with As, Bs and one C.  
It was amazing.” Although her intervention clearly made 
a difference, Ms. Bowers directs the credit to Kiarra 

She had this in her all along..  I only helped her believe 
she could do it.”  

With Ms. Bowers’ urging, Kiarra, who had never given 
much thought to life after high school, was ready to take 
the ACT in her junior year. “I was nervous, but it was 
exciting.” she says. “I was like, what — college, really?” 
Supplying an ACT prep book, weekly practice questions, 
and a goody bag of  supplies to take with her on test 
day, Ms. Bowers made sure Kiarra had all the tools for 

Middle School teacher guides student to fulfilling 
potential 



success, but knowing how daunting a college admissions test can be for a high schooler, she was realistic in her 
expectations. “I thought she might make a 17 or 18  on her first attempt,” she says. “But the most important thing 
was for her to just do it. I told her not to let the fear of not doing well keep her from going for it.” . 

Surpassing even her own expectations,  Kiarra scored a 21.  

“I was absolutely ecstatic!” Ms. Bowers says.  “I cannot tell you how proud I am of her.” 

Their mutual pride in her achievements is palpable today as Kiarra talks about being the first person in her family to 
attend college and possibly pursuing a career in graphic design. 

“I don’t know what I would have done without Ms. Bowers,” Kiarra says. “She made me believe in myself and showed 
me I could do whatever I set out to do.”

Left:  Middle School teacher Sarah Bowers (upper left) talks with Kiarra Pruitt through Facetime during COVID-19 safer-at-home measures. Ms. 
Bowers mentored Kiarra but credits Kiarra for her academic success. “She had in her along. I only helped her believe she could do it. 

Pre-K student Brayden Edwards listens as 
his reading buddy, rising 4th-grader Mason 
Dress, reads to him. ICCS’s Reading Buddies 
program pairs older students with preschool 
students to increase reading skills. 

Rising 5th-grader Savannah Lepisto works on her art project  in which 3rd and 4th grade 
students were tasked with creating artwork from items found in nature. The project was 
assigned during the COVID-19 distance learning phase of the school year and was part of the 
students’ study of environmental artist Andy Goldsworty.



Whether from home or a classroom, Pre-K Students enjoy learning

Malachi  Davis is all smiles as he shows off the project he completed at home during distance 
learning. 

Pre-K students learn to express creativity 
with regular art projects like feather 
painting. Pictured is Alessandra Rojas.


