
Anyone who knows Mary Jane Ernst  knows she LOVES kids .
For  the past  f ive years  she has  shared her  love with al l  the  young
children in St.  Rita’s LOFT program.  She has strong ties to St.  Ri ta
School  for  the Deaf .   A 1970 St .  Ri ta  graduate ,  Mary Jane’s  f ree-
spir i ted nature  is  as  s t rong today as  i t  was when she was a  young
student  here .   Most  people  aren’t  surpr ised by her  aspirat ion to  do
the  unord ina ry.   L ike  the  t ime  she  dec ided  he r  c l a s s  o f  one -year
o lds  needed  to  exper ience  an  indoor  mud p i t .   The  cur ious  toddlers
sat  in  the mud and rubbed i t  a l l  over  their  bodies  as  they explored
their senses.  And then there was the “Day at the Beach”.  Just picture
toddlers stripped down to their diapers playing in buckets  of  sand and
water.   They threw water  and sand everywhere t rying to  create  their
own perfect  beach.   Her  lesson on farm animals  is  r ight  up  t he r e
too  a s  one  o f  t he  mos t  ou t r ageous  ac t i v i t i e s  she  eve r  planned.
Mary  Jane  made  a  ba rn  ou t  o f  an  overs ized  ca rdboard  box  and
placed dishes  of  paint  around the barn.   The idea was to  get  the
k ids  to  p rac t i ce  the i r  co lo r s  and  pa in t  t he  ba rn .   One  cou ld  on ly
guess  who  s t a r t ed  the  fun ,  bu t  t he  k ids  ended  up  pa in t ing  each

other  and Mary Jane instead.   There
are  many more s tor ies  just  l ike these.
All  examples  of  how Mary Jane Ernst
inspires  others  to  be kids  a t  hear t ,
have fun,  and not  worry about  the
small  s tuff .

Mary Jane grew up in  Covington,
Kentucky and  was  ab le  to  hear  un t i l  she
cont rac ted  sp ina l  meningi t i s  a t  age  f ive .
She spent  a  number of  days in  a  coma and
when she regained consciousness  she  had
severe  memory  and  hear ing  loss .   When she  was  unable  to  communica te  because  of  her  hear ing  loss  doc tors  thought
her  i l lness  had  caused  menta l  re ta rda t ion .   She had to  learn everything over  again,  even how to walk.   With her  hear ing
gone,  i t  was extremely diff icul t  for  her  to  learn at  the local  school .   She didn’t  know sign language and there  weren’t
any interp re te r s  or other deaf students to whom she could relate.  She had to rely on lip reading and felt very lonely not
being able to communicate .   He r  aun t  knew tha t  she  was  unhappy  and  ga the r ed  a l l  t h e  i n fo rma t ion  she  cou ld  abou t
St .  R i t a  Schoo l  f o r  t he  Dea f .   A t  age  t en  Mary  Jane  was  in t roduced  to  a  new wor ld  a t  St.  Rita school,  a world where
there were kids just  l ike her.   I t  was the first  t ime she had ever
been around other deaf kids and the f i rs t  t ime she saw people
using s ign language.   In  just  two  weeks Mary Jane learned
enough sign language to communicate  with her  new fr iends.   

The summer before  Mary Jane’s  senior  year,  while  she
was  busy  making  p lans  for  her  fu ture ,  fa te  s tepped  in  and
introduced one reserved seminarian to  one free- thinking lady
(Mary Jane) .   That  seminarian was none other  than St .  Ri ta’s
current  Execut ive Director,  Greg Ernst .   I t  wasn’t  very easy
for  the two of  them to get  together.   She was s t i l l  a  s tudent
and he was thinking about becoming a priest .   Students leaving
campus to  go out  on dates  was frowned upon,  so the two had
to rely on a  l i t t le  divine intervent ion.   The pr incipal  a t  the
t ime,  who was a  pr ies t ,  arranged a  secret  date  for  the two of
t h e m  t o  m e e t .   I t  w a s  a n  i n n o c e n t  d i n n e r  a n d  a  m o v i e .
A f t e r  a  c o u p l e  y e a r s  o f  f r i e n d s h i p ,  a  y e a r  a t  N T I D
( N a t i o n a l  Te c h n i c a l  I n s t i t u t e  f o r  t h e  D e a f )  f o r  M a r y  J a n e ,  a n d  a  dec i s i on  by  Greg  t o  l e ave  t he  s emina ry,  t he i r
sh ip  f i na l l y  c a m e  i n .   T h e y  w e r e  b o t h  w o r k i n g  a t  S t .  R i t a  S c h o o l  w h e n  t h e y  g o t  e n g a g e d .   W h i l e  s u b b i n g  f o r  a
c lass  Mary  Jane  saw Greg  a t  the  door.   She  s tepped  outs ide  in to  the  ha l lway and  he  asked  her  to  marry  h im.  Today
they  have  e ight  k ids  of  the i r  own and  th is  May they  wi l l  have  been  marr ied for  thir ty  years .        

In The SP tlight

Above:  Mary Jane with her  grandson,
Ethan Ernst ,  one of  the eight  chi ldren

she teaches at  St .  Ri ta’s  LOFT program

Looking and act ing s i l ly  with
kids  i s  one  o f  Mary  J ane ’s

f avo r i t e  pa s t imes.   Here she
poses  with Joshua Hardesty.

Mary Jane and her  husband of  a lmost  thir ty  years ,
St .  Ri ta’s  Execut ive Director  Gregory Ernst .
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