February 1, 2008
Dear parents/guardians:

The semi-formal at Immaculata Academy is tomorrow. As I watched girls struggle to think of who to ask, I remembered one of my (many) embarrassing moments when I was in that same situation. I mean, it’s an all girls school-where are you supposed to find a boy? It was sophomore year and I didn’t have a boyfriend yet. I think I had already asked a few hopefuls with no positive responses, when my friend Sandy Fabi (affectionately called Sam and the friend I shared the “most popular” title with senior year) suggested I ask a friend of her friend Matt. I knew him by sight and knew he was cute, but that was it. So as any nervous teenager might do, I wrote down a little speech. It went something like this, “Hi! Is this Don?  My name is Mary Lou Cookson and I go to Immaculata Academy. You might not know me but my friend Sam is going to our semi-formal dance with your friend Matt, and I was wondering if you would like to go with me. It’s on a Saturday night in two weeks.” I am sure I practiced it several times so it wouldn’t sound too rehearsed, and I think I probably hung up several times on the sage green phone in my parents’ bedroom before I had the nerve to deliver it. Don answered and surprisingly, I got through the entire speech sounding halfway human. I finished, took a deep breath, and waited for a response, but there was only silence until he said, “Oh…you must want my son.” After I recovered from asking his father to the dance, I had to say the entire speech again after the “younger” Don came on the phone. We ended up going and having a very nice time and as you can see from the photo, I liked ties even back then. 
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The issue of ties brings me to my next topic, and that is the new uniform for next year. The uniform manager from Maryland called this week to review and confirm every detail of the new uniform for the fall. We went over the two types of blue solid skirts and the white oxford shirts (neither of which will need ironing) and the color choices of sweaters, all which will have the IA logo printed on them. We had ordered v-neck sweaters and vests in blue, black, white and gray. One of the reasons she called was to inform me that they were not able to get the white after all, and that she loved the uniform I put together, but it might seem a bit dull now without the white. She knew I had previously wanted a red sweater as a choice, but had decided against it because it was not part of our school colors. She told me that almost every school adds colors that aren’t part of their school colors, so I decided that now we will also have a choice of a RED sweater! Also, there will be two choices of the mandatory tie, both blue and silver and one that has a thin red stripe. The rep from Maryland said that the tie is the newest trend in the country, being picked up by schools all over, but that we are the FIRST Campus Outfitters-supplied school in NEW YORK to use it in our uniform! If my impact here at Immaculata involves a red sweater, a cleaner school, and collecting the tuition, then I’m ok with that. 

In regards to our new tuition policies, I apologize to the parents who have been angered by them and feel that they are unfair. I am sure you understand that we have to pay for the heat, and our teachers, and many other expenses to run the school, and we need the tuition money in order to do that. We researched all the other catholic schools in the area and asked how they collect tuition, and we modeled our new policies after them. We began the policies in January so that parents could get used to them by the end of the year in preparation for the following school year. We also do not want to prevent seniors from getting their transcripts for college or from walking across the stage at graduation. We will continue to work with you as you adapt to the tuition policy changes. 

I understand the sacrifices that are made to pay tuition at a catholic high school. When my husband and I realized that our son Sam wanted to attend St. Francis, we knew it would be financially difficult. I decided to pursue a second master’s degree so I could get an administrative position and increase my salary. For two years, I was teaching full time in Orchard Park and attending graduate school three nights a week. It wasn’t easy, but it was worth it. I knew it was necessary to allow Sam to attend the school that was right for him. I never dreamed that God would bring me such a perfect position, where I could be close to my son by being the principal of his sister school (and now both wearing red sweaters (), which was not only my beloved alma mater, but somewhere I could be truly happy. Thanks to all of you for being part of this journey for me. 
As far as any rejections the girls have received for the semi-formal or in any other parts of their lives, my best advice is to learn to laugh at yourself and move on. Continue to listen to your inward voice and bravely obey it. By the next semi-formal, I had a real boyfriend named Joe, who eventually became Pippin in the St. Francis play (ok-I promise that is the last time I will mention that (), and now my son is in the production of Pippin at St. Francis this year. We are all exactly where we are supposed to be. If you feel that you are not, listen to God’s voice. The path may not be easy, but it will be worth it. 
Blessings and thank you for your continued support,

Mary Lou Stahl

