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Sam Farag, left, Doreen Cugno, Luanne Sorrentino and 
Joseph Zolfo.

Carol Ann Benanti   benanti@siadvance.com

Just when you thought 
the fall social scene couldn’t 
get any more spectacular, 

in walks Robert Scamardella, chairman of 
the Wagner College DaVinci Society, whose 
group recently put on the stylish and sophis-
ticated 16th annual Scholarship Dinner.

More than 500 attended the splendid 
event in Nicotra’s Ballroom at the Hilton 
Garden Inn that honored the “Next Gener-
ation,” and translated into a unique show-
case of Italian culture to raise scholarship 
funds to benefit Italian-American students 
at Wagner College.

To date, the society has awarded more 
than $1 million in scholarship funds to qual-
ifying students at Wagner College.

The 2019 honorees included Jessica 
Caracciolo, Vincent Innocente, Eric Petillo 
(Wagner Class of 2013), Michael J. Pinto 
(Class of 2010) and Concetta Raineri (Class 
of 2013).

In addition, the Society’s Lifetime 
Achievement Award was presented to long-
time, all-around entertainer Al Lambert.

The DaVinci Society customarily pres-
ents a Renaissance Award to an individ-
ual who is not of Italian descent who is an 
exceptional representative of his or her eth-
nic or religious group. This year the honor 
was bestowed upon Dr. Souhel Najjar, a 
renowned medical professional who is of 
Syrian heritage.

In Dr. Najjar’s heartwarming acceptance 
speech, in which he referenced his parents 
and poignant moments in his childhood, 
he noted: “The United States has given me 
everything and God has given me more than 

I deserve.”
In keeping with the evening’s musical 

theme, Lambert, as well as the young adult 
honorees, sang individually to the audience 
and collectively performed “My Prayer,” 
“New York, New York,” and “America the 
Beautiful,” plus an original Italian parody to 
“Don’t Rain on My Parade.”

Lambert sang “I Believe,” which he ded-
icated to his cousin, the late Rev. Vincent 
Capodanno, who is a servant of God and on 
the path to sainthood.

“It was an honor to be on the stage with 
such distinguished Staten Islanders,” said 
Caracciolo. “It was truly evident of every-
one’s commitment to community service 
and performing arts and it was such a plea-
sure for us to be performing. And Vincent 
Innocente took the lead in selecting the 
tunes and directing us musically.”

Added Scamardella: “[The honorees] will 
surely prove the notion that the ‘next gen-
eration’ of Italian-Americans, like their 
ancestors, are rooted in a value system that 
focuses on education, hard work, charity and 
compassion.

“It was a wonderful night for Wagner Col-
lege and for Italian-Americans. This is what 
happens when you have dynamic honorees, 
committed volunteers and a dedicated con-
stituency.”

Scamardella delivered a warm and wel-
coming introduction to Wagner College’s 
new president, Dr. Joel Martin.

“Joel Martin is the new president of 
Wagner College. We have a wonderful turn-
out this evening,” said Scamardella. “Those 
who choose Wagner College have made a 

good choice. And every student can ful-
fill their dreams there whether it be in the 
fields of business, athletics, performing arts, 
or medicine. Thank you and thanks to the 
DaVinci Society.”

This year’s DaVinci College scholarship 
was presented to Ava Frances LaGressa, a 
student at Wagner College. “I feel so at home 
at Wagner College,” she said. “Italian-Amer-
icans are much more than the way they are 
represented in the entertainment world. 
We want to make this world a better place. 
Thank you to the Wagner College commu-
nity. I intend to make you very proud of me.”
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Wagner College scholarship dinner celebrates Italian-Americans

Honorees, from left, are Concetta Raineri, 
Jessica Caraccolo, Vincent Innocente, Eric 
Petillo, Michael Pinto, Al Lambert and emcee 
Robert Scamardella.   Carol Ann Benanti, 
Staten Island Advance photos

Joe Afflitto, left, honoree Dr. Souhel Najjar and John Demo-
leus.

Janet, left, Nikki and Joseph Sorrentino.
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Now 
Carrying:

WE’RE BACK!
Better than Ever

Work clothes and footwear
Serving Staten Island since 1973

SEE OUR LARGE SELECTION OF:
Carhartt, Lee, Redwing, Levi’s, Wolverine, Portwest, 

Dickies, Propper, Bates, Irish Setter, Rothco, 
Thorogood, Chippewa, Carolina and Timberland Pro

All Brand New Merchandise

ARMY & NAVY 
WORK CLOTHES & FOOTWEARARMY & NAVY 
WORK CLOTHES & FOOTWEAR

Work Clothing
Timberland Pro Clothing Line


