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All Good Things Come to an End
The School of Music at St. Francis Convent
began in 1939 when the convent school
was five years old. In June of 2020, the
school closed. The physical school went
through many homes, from the “little red
brick school house,” to the music studio
beneath the Oratory, to the entire west
wing of Elizabeth Schaefer Hall, and finally,
in the spring of 1986, to the north wing
of St. Joseph Hall, which is currently St.
Francis Spirituality Center.
So many sisters, aspirants and laity have
been touched by the many teachers who
passed through the scores of music that
have flowed through this school. Some
years there were as many as 104 students.
One of the outstanding and long-standing
teachers is Sr. Marietta Kill. Sr. Marietta has
continued this ministry since 1969, and
has taught generations of families. She has
given countless private music lessons to
students of piano, organ and violin. She
especially loved teaching small children
to play using the Suzuki method. She was
a gifted member and chairperson of the
Ohio Music Teachers Auditions Festival.
Her advice that both students and teachers
all agreed on was that practicing was most
essential.

Several former students chose a career
path that was centered around music.
Others have continued to play whether
it be as a hobby or when volunteering
in hospitals, nursing homes, or special
community events.
Amy Fretz began lessons at St. Francis
at the age of six and continued until she
graduated from Calvert High School in
1993. She was a student of Srs. Veronica
and Marietta. Amy majored in piano and
received her Bachelors of Music degree
from Heidelberg College in Tiffin. She
has been teaching for over 20 years and
still plays for special events. Amy taught
at St. Francis School of Music from 1997
until March of 2020 and now has a private
studio in Tiffin.
Music has always been a big part of
Amy’s life: “My strongest memories as
a student at St. Francis were of playing
duets, especially for the All Ohio Piano. I
have always shared my love of duets with
my students over the years, whether they
played with each other or with myself. I
even continued to send students to the
All Ohio Piano Ensemble until the year
the event was discontinued. Although
many things have
changed over the
years, the dedication
and love that all the
teachers have shown
their students has
remained the same.

Deceased Sisters Who Taught
Music Lessons
Sr. Thomas Kill +
Sr. Roberta McKinnon +
Sr. Damien Morman +
Sr. Cecelia Buchman +
Sr. Imelda Dolweck +
Sr. Beatrice Linder +
Sr. Jovita Morman +
Sr. Eileen Callahan +
Sr. Stephen Cerney +
Sr. Pat Neckel +

“Of course technology
has changed, both
for the good and
the bad. Never has
it been easier for
students to listen to
their songs (on You
Tube) or for me to find
the perfect song for
either a student or
myself. It can be fun
for students to play

Sr. Marie, Tom & Amy Fretz and Sr. Marietta

an occasional musical game on my phone
in lessons. And, during the shutdown this
past spring, I was able to utilize Zoom
to have lessons with some of my kids.
However, the good does come with a
price. Unfortunately, it is also very easy to
substitute live musicians with the press of
a button on a phone, tablet or cd player.
Nowadays, pre-recorded music is sadly
being used as accompaniment in some
schools to replace a piano player or pit
orchestra.”
Amy’s advice is to find music that you like
to play, and “Practice can be fun if you
enjoy what you’re learning!”
Tom Fretz took lessons in 1978 as a second
grader and continued until his senior year
recital in 1988. He began on the piano, but
at 15-years-old, he began to study organ.
“There was a need locally for organists in
local churches, so I took up organ in order
to get a job playing the organ in a church,”
Tom explained. “My first church job was at
Liberty St. Andrew and Bascom St. Patrick.
I still play the organ and piano in church,
and I also play many brass instruments
including the trumpet and trombone.
“My favorite memory was taking lessons
from Sr. Marie Reinhart. She was a very
nice teacher and always encouraged me.”
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The one thing that Tom believes remained
the same over the years is the quality of
education one received by taking lessons
at St. Francis: “It was a highly regarded
school of music and, most of the time, you
had to be on a waiting list to be able to
take lessons.”
Tom shared one big change over the years
--- the introduction of computers, “Not so
much during my time at St. Francis, but for
those who followed. Supplemental online
learning material is just an example of how
computers can help out with lessons.”
“Playing the pedals of the organ was a
technique I learned at St. Francis and
continue to use today. Most people find
it hard to understand how it can be done,
but it just happens automatically after you
have done it for a while. Srs. Marietta and
Thomas were role models. Their piano/
organ playing was something that always
left me in awe. I wanted to be able to play
like that someday. They were also very
kind sisters who would always help out
when in need.”

the 11 years I was at Carey, plus a few years
when I was Director of Music and Liturgy
at St. Mary’s Tiffin. After school I drove
to Tiffin weekly to teach music lessons.”
Her favorite memory as a teacher was of
students preparing for recitals. Students
spent time learning the musical selection,
memorizing the piece and performing the
music. At recitals teachers, relatives and
friends enjoyed the music and applauded
the students for their accomplishments.
According to Sr. Rita Marie, what has
remained constant over the years is
striving for excellence and enjoying the
music. “One thing that I learned as a
student and passed on to my students is
that the key to making beautiful music is
practice, practice, practice. And, just to
have fun…if you really like a particular
song, play it when you begin your practice
time, play it in the middle of your practice
time and end your practice time with that
song.”

Tom’s advice to students is to not give up
and quit your music lessons: “Rome wasn’t
built in a day nor is learning to play the
piano. It takes months, years, decades.
Developing the skill and technique is
something that develops over time, and
it will benefit you every day of your life.
Music had a major impact on my life as
it has been my career choice. It is very
fulfilling, and I would never change that. I
will miss the School of Music. It was a big
part of my life growing up.”
From 1976-1993, Sr. Rita Marie Miller
taught piano using the Suzuki method
at the School of Music. At the age of 10
she herself began lessons and learned to
play the piano and violin. Over the years,
she had several instructors, including
Srs. Roberta McKinnon, Imelda Dolweck,
Marie Reinhart, and Ursuline Sister at Mary
Manse and Sr. Roberta Urban at St.Joseph’s
College Rensselaer, Indiana.
Sr. Ritamarie shared memories: “When
teaching at the School of Music, I was a
full time classroom teacher at Willard and

Sr. Rita Marie and Sr. Marietta

Today, Sr. Rita Marie serves as Director of
Liturgy and Music at Our Lady of Lourdes
Parish in Toledo where she accompanies
the assembly on the piano and the organ
at liturgical services. She also plays the
piano for choir rehearsals and other
celebrations. And, sometimes she plays
“just for fun”.
Sr. Marie Reinhart had her first piano
lessons from Nellie Smith who came to

her home and taught when she was in the
fifth grade. Later Mrs. Zeyen, the church
organist, taught her organ techniques.
When Sr. Marie arrived at St. Francis as
a freshman, she took lessons from Srs.
Roberta, Damian, and Cecilia.
Her favorite memories as a piano teacher
were challenging students to excel, to
practice and love the music they could
produce and, through their music, make
others happy. “The department had so
many different course books to choose
from that met the needs and ability
of the given student: seasonal music,
modern music, music from various periods
of history, technique books, theory
enhancement books, plus a large lending
library. If what was needed was not on
hand, Sr. Marietta procured it for us,” said
Sr. Marie. “Sr. Marietta has always been a
support in my musical needs and playing.”
Sr. Marie explained, “Each year there were
several opportunities for students to
play in recitals, share their gifts and get
used to playing in front of an audience.
As a student advanced, there was the
opportunity to give his/her Junior or
Senior Recital and receive a special
certificate. There were the OMTA (Ohio
Music Teacher Association) gatherings at
Heidelberg each year where the student
had the opportunity to play before a
judge and have his/her work critiqued. The
student also received a ribbon depicting
how many years he/she had participated in
this event.
“Music is a gift of life and healing to my
soul. It has been a gift for me in helping
many other people in times of need,
sadness, joy and grief; plus a means of
supporting others’ giftedness in music.
You are never too young or too old to play
an instrument. Take your time, go at your
own pace, practice, don’t give up, love
what you are able to do. Your instrument
is your best friend - share your gift with
others.”
Around age 10, Sr. Veronica Nowakowski
became interested in music. She began
taking lessons from a neighbor while living
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Sr. Veronica (center) in “Homecoming” chorus

in Willard and as an 8th grader played the
drums and bassoon. In 1945, she arrived at
St. Francis at age 15 and began trombone
lessons with Sr. Cecilia, later becoming a
student of Srs. Thomas and Marietta. Sr.
Veronica graduated with a degree in voice
from Mary Manse, and minored in voice at
the University of Notre Dame.
Sr. Veronica served as a part-time music
teacher at St. Francis from 1980-1984. She
really enjoyed teaching the Suzuki method
which required a parent’s presence, some
who still keep in touch today. She also
taught voice lessons to adults.
Today at age 90, Sr. Veronica still enjoys
various forms of music: playing the
washboard on occasion during local
parades, singing, and cantoring at Mass.
Over the years, she has been active in
local choruses including Fostoria, Sweet
Adelines of Glass City, Carey-Our Lady of
Consolation Basilica, Tiffin- Heidelberg
Community Choir and St. Francis Convent.

“Music impacted my life greatly as I
ministered as organist at various parishes
and taught piano/organ a couple years
at one parish school. Her favorite memory
was teaching a student piano for a couple
years who later became an accomplished
music teacher/band director. More recently
she entertained an Elderly Day Care group
in Lima. I also was co-founder of a local
Tiffin area mountain dulcimer group, Good
Times String Band in the early 1990’s which
continues in a different form to this day,”
said Sr. Judy.
Kevin Maiberger attended the School
of Music from 1967-1974 and took piano
lessons from Sr. Thomas. His daughter Tori
also took lessons from 1998-2002 with Srs.
Thomas and Marietta.
“The one thing that has remained the
same over the years is the traditional
teaching and wonderful instructors at St.
Francis,” said Kevin. “I learned to play along
with the record that was supplied in the
back of my lesson books. Over the years
they started teaching the Suzuki Method
when my daughter Tori took lessons.
“I have been able to put my daughters
through Calvert Catholic Schools and
college by the money made from playing
music on weekends. It also taught me
how to get over fears of playing in front of
people.” Today, Kevin plays all keyboards.

My favorite memory was driving Sr.
Thomas crazy by not following the music
books and finally talking her into letting
me play my own music at the recitals. The
sisters used to teach all classical, that is
until I got there and said I wanted to do
boogie-woogie and some ragtime. That
was a culture shock to Sr. Thomas,” smiled
Kevin. “We would play some really fun
things. My advice: I would send anyone out
to St. Francis for lessons…it was the best
thing in the world!
“The Sisters have had a major impact on
my life. They taught me how to appreciate
the time required to not only teach, but
to play music. I was definitely not one
who practiced every day and never had
the correct posture. I was never big on
technique, but after looking back, I am
glad they instilled the importance of all
that goes into playing. My advice for kids
who are starting lessons is to not just
practice, but find a way to make it fun.
Learn the chords, so you can play along
with any music you hear on the radio.
Music is a great way to break the ice in
friendship, business, and entertainment.
It can be a great source of income and a
great source of therapy and relaxation. It
also helps in math and other subjects. IT IS
THE UNIVERSAL LANGUAGE!”
Mimi Johnston, Director of the Franciscan
Earth Literacy Center studied with Sr.
Marietta throughout her high school
years. She and her sister, Jeanne had both
studied with an Ursuline Sister LaSallette
from first grade until her death. “I never
thought I would find another teacher that
I would love and respect the way I did
her, but Sr. Marietta managed to change
my life for the better in many ways, too.”
explained Mimi.

Sr. Judy Leibengood taught piano at the
School of Music from 1978-1990. During
that time, she was also one of the organists
to play for Masses in the convent chapel.
Sr. Judy began piano lessons at age eight
from an Ursuline Sister at St. Joseph School
in Tiffin for 3 years, took a break and then
resumed lessons in the 8th grade. “When I
came to our St. Francis Aspirant School for
high school, I took piano lessons through
12th grade with Sr. Damien. In my senior
year, I took organ lessons so as to play
organ when sent out to teach,” explained
Sr. Judy.

He performs at the Mardi Gras fundraiser
for St. Francis Community as well as area
senior facilities in and around Tiffin.

Kevin Maiberger at Mardi Gras

“One day I told Sr. Marietta that I didn’t
want to study classical piano anymore
and that I wanted to play pop and rock
music. She brought me the 1954 American
Songbook classic ‘Misty’ by Errol Garner. If
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My advice for anyone considering an
instrument would be to make the most of
your practice time. If you only have fifteen
minutes, practice the parts of the song that
are hardest for you. You will waste less time
and get better much faster.”

Mimi Johnston at the employee Christmas party

it hadn’t been for her, I might have missed
one of the great musical loves of my life
– jazz. Sr. Marietta’s willingness to listen
to me and to encourage my love of jazz
opened doors for me that would never
have opened otherwise.
“Today, though many children still learn to
play instruments through music schools,
many others learn from online platforms
like YouTube. I’m grateful that I learned
proper technique when I was young—it
made a tremendous difference in my
playing. An important technique that I
still practice today is using the correct
fingering. Even if I’m learning a piece by
ear, I take the time to figure it out; doing it
first always saves time in the long run.”
Mimi continues to play the piano and
sing, often several times a week: “I was
fortunate to have made my living as a
musician, composer, producer, and music/
theatre teacher for my entire adult life,
until I moved back to Tiffin in 2018. I’ve
lived in Chicago, Nashville, and New York,
and was blessed to work with some of
the most gifted musicians in the country.
Because of the quality of teaching I
received from elementary school through
college, I have been able to teach young
musicians who have gone on to study and
play with people I’ve admired all my life.
Passing on a love of music is a gift, and I’m
one of the lucky ones to have been able
to receive that gift from Sr. Marietta. I’m
so grateful to have met and studied under
her.

For several former students, taking
music lessons was a family affair. Jeanne
Ashworth studied piano with Sr. Marietta
from approximately 1975-1983. Her sister,
Mimi and both of her daughters also
studied with her while they resided in Tiffin
from 1998-2000. Jeanne’s daughter Helen
studied piano with Sr. Marietta from first
through third grade, and daughter Sarah
studied piano with her from kindergarten
through first grade.

aspects of life. I also learned that there
are patterns in music and that they relate
almost poetically to other aspects of life,”
explained Eddy.
“Playing the violin made music more fun
than it was before. Because I am older, I can
absorb more information better with music
playing. I like classical music more, but
usually with a variation of different genres
like classical mixed with TV music mixed
with pop culture songs.
“My advice to somebody younger just
starting out would be to just practice…
because geniuses aren’t born, they are
created; if you do something every day,
you will get better at it.”

“My girls’ experience was quite different
than mine as they learned the Suzuki
method prior to reading music,” explained
Jeanne. “However, I can also play by ear,
due to memorizing so many lengthy
pieces for recitals! My favorite memory was
preparing for and performing my senior
recital.
“The technique that helped me most
was learning scales, thanks to which I can
now transpose music into nearly any key
without difficulty.
“Studying music has certainly enriched
my life, not only through the gift of
music, but also through the discipline
I learned through practice. Sr. Marietta
was a BASTION OF PATIENCE, especially
when it came to teaching my (attention
challenged) 6-year-old.”
Jeanne’s advice to future students of piano
is to practice at the same time every day,
even if only for a short time.
Eddy Willman, age 16, started piano
lessons 3 years ago at St. Francis. He has
played piano for 8 years and began playing
the violin after receiving one for his
birthday this year.
“I have learned several things through
music lessons. For example, every piece
of every song is made up of 12 notes and
can fit together or contrast with each
other, and that is all applicable to other

Eddy Willman and Amy Fretz at
the last recital in December of 2019

Eddy’s mother Michele Willman felt that
music lessons were great for Eddy. “He
started private lessons when we moved,
but he needed more structured lessons.
I saw about recitals taking place at St.
Francis in the newspaper so I inquired.
I just loved the atmosphere in the old
building, and it was a nice place for me
to just relax and wait while Eddy had his
lesson. Sr. Marietta did such a great job
teaching him. Eddy really liked the whole
atmosphere and lessons. Eddy even got
to participate in the Ohio Music Teachers
Association at Heidelberg on March 10,
2019. The experience allowed Eddy the
chance to participate with kids from
8 other districts,” said Michelle. Since
the School of Music closed, Eddy has
continued to play weekly and is able to
take lessons with Amy Fretz.

