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Understanding Ethics and the Law with Dead Man Walking  
By Erica Lee ’12, Club Secretary  

 

Last month, seniors enrolled in 
San Domenico’s Ethics elective 
performed the play Dead Man Walking, 
which explores the perspectives of both 
victims’ families and assailants around 
the controversy of the death penalty. 
The play is based on the memoir of 
Sister Helen Prejean, a Louisiana nun 
and anti-death penalty activist, and the 
screenplay of Tim Robbins, which was 
used for the movie that won several 
Oscars in 1996. For the seventh year, the 
play will be performed at dozens of high 
schools around the United States. 

The Dead Man Walking 
project has been coordinated by 
Religious Studies Chair Kristen Levine, 
who teaches the Ethics course, and 
Jennifer Grimes, who teaches theater 
classes and directs many of the school’s 
productions. According to the two 
teachers, they chose this project because 
it fits well with the core Dominican 
value that all lives are respected. 
Additionally, the teachers hoped to 
facilitate some awareness and reflection 
on the part of the students. “I hope  

 
 

 
 

students can go into their own hearts and 
examine how they feel about the death 
penalty after seeing this play,” Grimes 
explained “Not that we should not punish 
criminals,” she added. “However, do we 
have to kill them? What does it tell us 
about our society?”  
 In preparation for this project, 
the fourteen students spent weeks 
researching the death penalty in the 
United States, a timely issue because San 
Quentin prison—with 700 death row 
inmates right here in Marin County—has 
prepared a new lethal injection facility.  
 Prior to their own performance, 
the students attended a production at 
Mercy High School in San Francisco, 
where they even had the opportunity to 
meet Sister Helen Prejean. “She radiated 
compassion for others and a passion for 
her vocation,” said senior Audrey Liviakis, 
who played Prejean in San Domenico’s 
production. “I could see that her heart 
was invested in educating others about 
the death penalty. We talked about the 
importance of Dead Man Walking as an 

educational tool for transforming 
the death penalty from a forbidden, 
uncomfortable subject into a topic of 
discussion across the nation.”  

From the perspective of the 
audience, the play helped them to 
think deeper about not only the 
death penalty but also about other 
political issues related to justice. 
“The play was very moving,” said 
sophomore Melody Seo. “From the 
perspective of the victim, the 
assailant should be punished, but 
there are obviously two sides to this 
complicated issue.”  

After their research and 
performance, the students came to 
know the viewpoints of both the 
families of victims and the convicted 
criminals and to take this issue more 
seriously. “The topic of the death 
penalty became a live issue for me,” 
said senior Kira Kull. “The show 
helped me understand judicial 
corruption and the conflict between 
constitutional rights and lethal 
injection,” Liviakis added.  

 

The Voice of the San 
Domenico Social Justice 
Club, named in honor of the 
Roman goddess of justice & 
fair dealings.  
 

 
Sister Helen Prejean, CSJ (center) meets with seniors and teachers Jennifer Grimes 
and Kristen Levine at Mercy High School in San Francisco, before the San Domenico 
production of Prejean’s Dead Man Walking.  

 
Audrey Liviakis as Sister Helen Prejean, 
Kira Kull as the mother of the condemned, 
and Kim Combs as Mathew Poncelet, a 
convicted murderer in San Domenico’s 
production of Dead Man Walking.  



A Lifetime Legacy: Celebrating 50 Years of Service and Spirit with Sister Gervaise  
By Elle Koagedal ’11  

 

On the evening of November 19, hundreds of alumnae, board 
members, and close friends of San Domenico’s President Emerita Sister 
Gervaise Valpey, O.P. gathered to celebrate this energetic woman who has 
touched many lives in her fifty years of service.  Walking around the 
exquisite Julia Morgan ballroom at the Merchant Exchange Building in San 
Francisco that night, it was evident how Valpey has been—and continues to 
be—the heart and soul of the San Domenico community.  

Well-wishers at the gala included Marin-based writer Anne Lamott, 
who honored Valpey with her own homage. “She is plugged into her school, 
and as a cheerful do-gooder in the greater community, she is in touch with 
everything around her,” Lamott noted. “But she doesn’t need anything from 
it; the plainness and holiness of the world seem enough for her, and this 
knowledge makes her beautiful.”    

Later in the evening, a handful of speakers touched upon Valpey’s 
unique spirit.  Head of School Dr. David Behrs commended Valpey’s 
dedication to sustainability and San Domenico School.  Recent alumna 
Nora Dalipi ‘09, spoke of Valpey’s kindness and the ways she impacted her 
life after Dalipi arrived here from her war-torn home country of Kosovo.    

Even after a half-century as a Dominican sister, Valpey isn’t 
slowing down. Just last year, the Dalai Lama presented her with the 
Unsung Heroes Award, and later, she travelled with students to Australia to 
attend the World Parliament of Religions. Faculty and students alike value 
her influence on campus. “I feel very lucky to work with Sister Gervaise, 
and for me she represents all the sisters who worked here in the past,” said 
longtime math teacher Kristi Epke. “Sister brought community service to 
the school and she is the spirit of the sisters at San Domenico”. “She has a 
youthful energy and she lives her passions,” added senior Emma Feshbach. 
“She is a model of leadership who drives the values and actions of our 
school, especially when it comes to community and sustainability.”  
 

San Francisco’s YouthAware Ensemble Returns to San Domenico with Outspoken  
Lauren Huff ‘11 
 

To be outspoken is to express 
one’s feelings freely and openly. On 
October 26, the San Domenico 
student body watched a performance 
of Outspoken, a play intended to 
encourage students to share their 
thoughts and hardships with others, 
and to learn and accept each others’ 
points of view. The play, which was 
written by Prince Gomolivilas, stars a 
diverse ensemble of five young Bay 
Area actors, who kicked off a two-
month tour of northern California 
schools the YouthAware Educational 
Theater Project of San Francisco’s 
New Conservatory Theater Center. 
This was YouthAware’s fourth performance at San 
Domenico.  

The storyline of Outspoken delved into the hard 
subject of social exclusion and discrimination in all areas 
including race, religion, sexuality, and political views, and 
discussed the differences between mere tolerance and 
genuine acceptance. After the performance, the cast asked 

the audience questions about 
social pressures among high 
school students in Marin.  

The actors also 
responded to student interest 
in the YouthAware program 
by explaining their own 
motivations. “I hated hearing 
about ignorance and not 
being able to do anything 
about it,” said cast member 
Nick Lane. “I fell in love with 
the YouthAware program and 
know that it can actually 
make a difference.”  

Although not all of 
the aspects addressed in the 

play are present here, the students agree that is important to 
realize the issues surrounding discrimination and acceptance, 
and to address these problems is another step towards 
creating a better community. “I liked how the actors were able 
to relate to high school life, the scenes felt really real,” said 
sophomore Lynn Falesoga. “I found connections to our lives 
and we need to have honest discussions about these issues.” 

 
 
 
 
 

 
Sister Gervaise Valpey, O.P. surrounded by 
students on the San Domenico campus, where she 
engages students and faculty on a variety of 
environmental, social, and spiritual issues.  
 

 
YouthAware’s recent performance of Outspoken was the 
ensemble’s fourth visit to San Domenico.  
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The San Domenico Social Justice Club is committed to creating awareness among ourselves and our community concerning social injustices, both locally 
and globally. We act upon this knowledge in solidarity with the global community in order to positively impact the world. As a group of young women, 
we are dedicated to fostering respect and equality, and we strive to create equal opportunities for all.  


