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Government Day is always fun.  We
get to host high school students
from our Districts and show them
around.  I always worry that what

the students get to see is kind of lame - they
never come on the interesting days.  However,
the best part is getting to sit and talk with
the students in a roundtable discussion.  I
learn a lot about what is going on at Laurel
and High Point, and I learn what kinds of
things I might be able to do to help.
Hopefully, the students learn something, too,”
expressed Democratic District 1 Council
Member Thomas E. Dernoga of the Prince
George’s County Council.
     On Tuesday, April 8, 2008, the Prince
George’s County Council held their Student
Shadow Day Program, an event within the
National County Government Week of April
6 to 12, 2008.  Students visited the County
Administration Building in Upper Marlboro
to witness first hand the dealings and
proceedings that conventionally transpire in
the legislative branch of local county
government.  The day’s happenings involved
pupils attending agenda briefings and council
sessions, conversing with their district’s
council member in his or her office, and eating
lunch with the council members.
     “All legislative powers of the County
are invested in the County Council.  In
addition, the County Council sits as the
District Council on zoning and land use
matters, and as the Board of Health on health
policy matters.  The County Council meets
as a legislative body at 10:00 a.m. every
Tuesday in the Council Hearing Room on
the main floor of the County Administration
Building in Upper Marlboro.  The District
Council meets at 10:00 a.m. on second and
fourth Mondays.  The Board of Health meets
as required.  The Council recesses in August
and December,” informs Prince George’s
County Maryland’s official website, which
provides insight into county government’s
legislative branch.  “All County Council
sessions are open to the public, and citizens
are encouraged to attend,” the website adds.
     For Laurel High School, the Advanced
Placement Government and Politics and
United States History Instructor Joseph
Rooney selected two students, one male and
one female, to partake in the Student Shadow
Day Program by following their district’s
council member, District 1’s Thomas
Dernoga, for the day while he conducted
typical work-related functions.  Nicole Lust
and Benson Nantwi Amponsem were the
nominated two from LHS who experienced
the day’s actions.
     “In 2008, the National County
Government Week’s theme is “Protecting Our
Children.”  Counties can show their residents
the many ways they work to protect and
enhance the health, welfare and safety of
children in sensible and cost-effective ways,”
reported the National Association of Counties,
“the only national organization that
represents county governments in the United
States,”  on their website.  “National County
Government Week (NCGW) is an annual
celebration of county government.  First held
in 1991, the goal of county government week
is to raise public awareness and understanding
about the roles and responsibilities of the
nation’s counties.  There are activities at the
national, state, and local levels during county
government week.  More than 1,000 counties
annually participate in NCGW by holding a
variety of programs and events.  These include
tours of county facilities, presentations in
schools, meetings with business and
community leaders, recognition programs for
volunteers, briefings on environmental
projects, and adoption of proclamations,” the
NACo explained, about the role of NCGW.
     The Student Shadow Day Program
consisted of high school scholars shadowing
their district’s County Council member for
the school day; thus the two Laurel High
students centered around Councilman
Dernoga, while other participants trailed
District 2’s Will Campos, District 3’s Eric
C. Olson, District 4’s Ingrid M. Turner,
District 6’s Samuel H. Dean, Chairman of
the Council, District 7’s Camille A. Exum,
District 8’s Tony Knotts, and District 9’s
Marilynn M. Bland, Vice-Chair of the
Council, which comprise the Prince George’s
County Council. The exception was for for
District 5’s Council member since a special
election on May 6, 2008 will be held to fill
the vacancy of Maryland State Senator David
C. Harrington, who resigned his District 5
Council Member post as of February 7, 2008.
     LHS’s two chosen students joined two
High Point High School pupils in the day’s

activities, and the group began the day by
interacting with several of Dernoga’s staff
members in his office, prior to the
Councilman’s arrival.  Upon his entry, the
District 1 students conversed with the
Councilman, until a briefing, where all of the
students shadowing Council members from
every participating district attended.
Subsequently, the entire group of pupils,
Council members, and other staff members
working at the County Administration
Building ate a catered lunch together, which
was followed by a mass gathering, whereupon
the students involved in the Shadow Program
were presented framed Certificates of
Recognition and a backpack filled with items
from one’s Council person’s office.
     “The biggest thing that I’m doing is
getting the auditorium built.  I don’t think
people understand how huge of a project that
is.  As much as I would like to see the entire
school rebuilt, I knew that I had no chance of
getting the funding for that.  However, the
auditorium is really going to be a big deal,”
Dernoga commented, on his achievements,
successes, and triumphant feats in enhancing
LHS.  “I also helped raise over $40,000 for
the PTA.  I give a grant each year for $1,000
or more to support Grad Night.  I buy a
season long ad in the Shield every year to
help pay for the cost of the newspaper (that’s
why you see one of those goofy ads from me
every month).  I have also helped the Sports
Booster Club with financing,” he explans
pertaining to the improvements and benefits
that this Council member personally
orchestrates for Laurel High.
     “I participate in Career Day every
year,” Dernoga announced,
intensifying the array of deeds that he
manages to accomplish.  “One thing
that I did that many people don’t
remember is that I stopped the school
system from building an 800-seat
addition on the building.  This had
nothing to do with the Auditorium,
and it just would have been
classrooms, with a small increase in
the cafeteria.  Laurel is supposed to
hold 1,850 students.  At the time,
Laurel had 2,300 students, and the
addition would have allowed the
school system to put 3,000 students
in Laurel.  It would have been really
mobbed in the halls, the stairwells,
the cafeteria, etc.  Now, the student
population is down to around 1,850
students, and it still seems crowded;
3,000 students would have been
unbelievable,” he explains.
     Being “a life-long resident of
Central Maryland,” Dernoga, whose
“constituent area includes Adelphi,
Beltsville, Calverton, College Park,
Laurel, Montpelier, South Laurel, Vansville,
and West Laurel,” respectfully “has resided
in Prince George’s County since 1980,”
according to the Councilman’s information,
acquired from the Prince George’s County
Maryland website’s District 1 page.
     “I am from Ellicott City, [which is] about
25 minutes north of Laurel.  I grew up in a
neighborhood similar to West Laurel or
Montpelier,” explained Dernoga, on his
residency in Laurel’s district.
According to the county website, the
councilman “holds a Bachelor of Arts in
Government and Politics from the University
of Maryland College Park (1981); a Juris
Doctorate (with honors) from the University
of Maryland School Of Law (1984); and a
Master of Laws in Taxation from Georgetown
University Law Center (1988).   Dernoga has
been a member of the Maryland State Bar
since 1985, and is a member of the Prince
George’s County Bar Association. Prior to
his election to the Prince George’s County
Council, Mr. Dernoga maintained a general
law practice emphasizing land use,
environmental, administrative, and tax


