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Culture of Respect Task Force Looks Ahead
Culture of Respect is a phrase often heard in
classrooms, gymnasiums and assemblies in the
Croton-Harmon Union Free School District.
What does it mean?
It means that Croton-Harmon schools
promote and model civility, inclusion and
acceptance of all students. From an early age,
students learn to stand up for others
when they see bullying or hurtful
behavior, to respect differences of
opinion and to treat everyone with
respect. They also learn to respect
boundaries and personal space.

“The Croton Harmon task force is dedicated
to ensuring that our school district has created
an environment where students who feel
victimized are supported and understand that
proper action will be taken,” said Pierre Van
Cortlandt Middle School Principal Michael
Plotkin, who co-chairs the Culture of Respect

Task Force along with Athletic Director John
Buonamano. “We will also continue to find
opportunities to encourage all students to
take on the role of an upstander, rather than
bystander, if they think someone is being
alienated or treated inappropriately.”

Created in 2017, Croton-Harmon’s
Culture of Respect Task Force is a
nearly 30-person group comprising
students, community members,
administrators and teachers. Croton’s
task force was inspired by a national
Culture of Respect organization whose
mission is to “to build the capacity of
educational institutions to end sexual
violence through ongoing, expansive
organizational change.”

While national Culture of Respect
usually works with colleges and
universities, Croton-Harmon’s task
force believed taking the group’s Core
Assessment to acquire a benchmark
would help the district in developing
its own program. Two years later, the
Croton-Harmon Culture of Respect
Task Force has made great strides.
While preventing sexual violence
and respecting personal boundaries
remain key areas of focus, the
Croton-Harmon task force has
broadened its mission to one of
inclusion and acceptance of all
students. There is now a curriculum
continued on back page

Critical Thinking Skills are Being Taught in
Creative Ways to Students of All Ages
A recent visit to a Croton-Harmon school found students engaged
in the serious work of coding, robotics, and creating music through
online programs. While it may sound like a scene in an AP-level
class at Croton-Harmon High School, these sophisticated projects
are being undertaken by some of the youngest children in the
district under the direction of Reni McManus, the librarian at Carrie
E. Tompkins Elementary School.
Since developing the Portrait of the Graduate last year, the district
has focused on critical thinking through problem solving and
identifying innovative ways to bring this skill into the classroom. For
Mrs. McManus, critical thinking is a component of virtually every
activity in her classroom. And the activities are plentiful!
Meet Dash and Dot. These adorable robots are smart and love
a good challenge. Students have programmed them to recycle,
learning to put the correct ball in each bin to simulate how we
recycle at home. They’ve even learned how to do a pretty good
square dance. Students also experiment with cubelets, which are
magnetic blocks that build upon the skills learned with Dash and
Dot to promote logical thinking, patterns and sequencing. The
cubelets, along with iPads, are funded through grants from CrotonHarmon Education Foundation.

“Critical thinking through problem solving is an essential skill
for our students to hone throughout their time in the CrotonHarmon Union Free School District and beyond,” said Assistant
Superintendent John Griffiths. “The ability to think on one’s feet
and assess and revise that thinking to work through problems and
continued on page 2
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find solutions is crucial at this time of rapid change and
development.”
Not all critical thinking lessons require the use of technology.
For the past month, elementary school students have been
immersed in a unit about the Hudson River. They’ve
discussed food chains, learned that there are three types
of water — fresh, salt and brackish — and identified what
can live in each. Using cards that show and describe a wide
variety of life forms, students think through the food chain,
which creature consumes another, and in which type of
water they reside. (And for
those who weren’t sure, the
Hudson River is brackish in
the Croton-Harmon area, as
salt water from the Atlantic
pushes in during high tide.)
Students in grades
kindergarten through four
are also challenged to invent
solutions to problems facing
the Hudson River. Problems
range from sinking garbage
to chemical run-off to
residual bricks following
years of production. For
example, one student
identified the possible
problem of an oil spill in
the Hudson and described
the solution as a boat that could first surround and contain
the spilled oil and then suck the polluted water out of the
Hudson, clean and filter it onboard, and finally return it in a
safe state.
“One of my most striking observations is how quickly
students learn by experimenting and watching others,” said
Mrs. McManus. “They approach these tasks with a maker
mindset of trying again without fear and with imagination.”
While the library has, indeed, become a hands-on learning
environment, it remains a place where students can enjoy the
love of reading. Through read alouds and individual reading
time, students are exposed to new books and ideas, and enjoy
the magic of being transported to a far-away place.

This Years Tenure Candidates
Looking forward, the following members of the Croton-Harmon Schools family are
eligible for tenure this academic year:

Carrie E. Tompkins
Elementary School:
Justin Duchin, Physical Education Teacher

Croton-Harmon High School:

Robin Woolley, School Counselor

Ilana McConville, Social Studies Teacher

Pierre Van Cortlandt Middle School:
Rachel Bonilla, School Counselor
Marie Sullivan, Teacher of English as
a New Language
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Montserrat Ballina-Llosa,
World Language Teacher
Sophie Wang-Paolicelli, Teacher of
English as a New Language

Follow the
Croton-Harmon School District
on Facebook and Twitter.
Croton-Harmon Schools
and

@CHUFSD

Stay up-to-date with the latest district
and school news, emergency information
and alerts and opportunities
to engage with the district.

www.chufsd.org
Building a Bench While Building Friendships
If you told most middle school students
that they’d spend their only free time in the
school day, over the next several months,
mixing a centuries-old compound called cob
to construct a structure that harkens back to
the 13th century, they might think you were
talking about the latest fantasy video game.
But at the Pierre Van Cortlandt Middle
School in Croton-Harmon, students are
getting their feet and hands dirty — in real
life — as they collaborate on construction of a
cob bench that sits in a sunny corner atop the
playground.
The project is the brainchild of physical
education teacher Martin McDonald, who
said he has always had an interest in building.
Nearly 20 years ago, he became intrigued by
natural building techniques and straw bale
construction and made a promise to himself
that someday he would try it. When he began
working in the Croton-Harmon district three
years ago, McDonald said, he knew he had
found the place that would not only let him
explore this crazy idea, but would allow him to
involve students as well.
Cob is a compound created by straw, clay,
water and sand. And it was made right here in
Croton-Harmon with fifth
and sixth grade students
mixing the ingredients on
a tarp, using their hands
and feet to mix them,
over and over, until the
consistency was just right.
Once complete, students
roll up their sleeves and
grab a fistful of cob to
apply to the bench. Lots
of students. All at once.
With their own ideas on
how to sculpt.
The renovated gymnasium at CrotonHarmon High School, with a new floor and
bleachers, was officially unveiled at the
end of Spirit Week with a ribbon cutting
ceremony led by Athletic Director John
Buonamano. A pep rally and volleyball
matches between classes followed, leaving
the sophomores with bragging rights for
the best game played. Indoor fall sports for
junior varsity and varsity teams are now being
played in the gym and physical education
classes have resumed there, as well. Students
at CHHS enjoyed activities throughout Spirit
Week, including a Hawaiian-themed day,
supported by Spirit Club.

said that they appreciate the
special atmosphere the project
creates and particularly enjoy
getting their hands dirty.
McDonald was encouraged when about
a dozen of his fifth grade class students
first expressed an interest in the project. “I
presented the idea and saw the excitement on
the students’ faces when we first experimented
making adobe bricks,” said McDonald.
“I never dreamed it would lead to the
construction of this beautiful bench! This
project has come to mean so much to so many
for so many different reasons”
While it may look like the cob can simply
be slapped into a big block, nothing could
be further from the truth. In fact, the cob
is applied by hand, one layer at a time. It
requires patience and vision with materials
applied little by little each day. And for those
involved, that timeline is just fine. Students

The cob project is one that
teaches problem solving and critical thinking
skills, as it requires planning, collaboration and
continuous reassessment. Students started by
picking the right location and then learned by
doing through each phase of construction.
“We live in a world of instant gratification in
which we’ve become accustomed to a project
or activity taking hours and then getting
instant feedback. That is the antithesis of this
project. These students have committed to a
project that will take months to complete and
I see that they’ve come to love the process
and the satisfaction of watching it grow,” said
McDonald.
“When I think about this project, what strikes
me the most is that these
students are investing
months of their time into
this bench which they are
really creating for others,”
said Pierre Van Cortlandt
Middle School School
Principal Michael Plotkin.
“This embodies exactly
what we want from our
children — to collaborate
with different people and
to do for others.”

Your Budget Dollars at Work
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Challenging all students to be critical & creative thinkers.
High School Musical
“Mother warned me never to stray from the path…”
or to miss Croton-Harmon High School’s production of

INTO the WOODS
Friday, November 22, Saturday, November 23
and Sunday, November 24
Special open dress rehearsal for senior citizens
on Thursday, November 21.
Families with children at Carrie E. Tompkins school can
also purchase tickets to the first act of the Sunday matinee
for just $5.00. Tickets are now on sale at
https://www.locallevelevents.com/events/details/8654
and at the door.

A BOOtiful Halloween Celebration Across the District.
Students and faculty
embraced the Halloween
spirit with creative costumes
seen throughout the halls of
all three schools. Students
at Carrie E. Tompkins
elementary school marched
in a parade while enjoying
songs played by the high
school band and CrotonHarmon High School set up
a photo booth to capture the
memories.
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Croton-Harmon Changes Football Training to Reduce Injury
Sports injuries — especially concussions — have become a
growing concern in recent years, with everyone from the medical
community to athletic groups to the New York State Education
Department issuing advice or regulations.
Although there are a number of collision sports including hockey
and lacrosse, football has been the focus of concern for many. Not
surprisingly, there has been a decline in participation in football of
about 30 percent since 2010.
The Croton-Harmon Union Free School District has closely
followed the mandates, rule changes and recommendations issued
by governing bodies and the medical community to provide the
safest possible environment for its athletes. Quick identification of
injury, particularly to the head, is critical and the Croton-Harmon
athletic program works diligently with its full-time trainer to
detect injuries and manage an athlete’s return to the game.

helmets for the varsity and modified football programs that are
rated five stars for safety by Virginia Tech Helmet Ratings.

Now, the Croton-Harmon athletic program is taking a powerful,
new approach to reducing injury; it is changing the way athletes
are trained to play the game. Under the direction of Athletic
Director John Buonamano and Head Football Coach Joseph
Streany, football players are being taught a tackling technique that
focuses on the hip and thigh level.

“As a coach, my primary job is to keep my players safe and I’m
very proud of, and confident in, the work we are doing to reduce
head collisions,” Streany said “My hope is that these changes will
give parents the confidence to allow their children to play, as I
have experienced first hand the many life lessons and friendships
that come from participating in a team sport.”

It’s called the ‘wrap and roll’ technique and was introduced by
legendary football coach Pete Carroll while coaching at the
University of Southern California. It changes the nature of the
collision by taking the head out.

The Croton-Harmon coaches agree that they are focused on
the student athlete and making that person a better citizen. The
sport matters, but not nearly as much as the lessons gained and
relationships forged on and off the field. From volunteering at the
Harry Chapin Memorial Run to assisting with pumpkin carving
at the local Blaze, all athletic teams are involved in community
service.

Coach Streany and the entire coaching staff have infused the
technique into the team’s drills. Wrap and roll is practiced in a
controlled setting, using multiple types of equipment so players
know what to expect in a game-time situation. The team also
focuses on strength and conditioning so players are better able
to withstand collisions. The athletic department also purchased

For more information on the Croton-Harmon modified, junior
varsity or varsity athletic program, please contact
John Buonamamo at john.buonamano@chufsd.org.

Spirit Week
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Culture of Respect

continued from page 1

in place to address such issues as consent and
how to show support for others.
In September, high school students attended
an assembly at which a transgender woman
from Hope’s Door spoke about domestic
violence. Statistics show that the LGBTQIA+
community is at greater risk of being abused
and tend to blame themselves rather than
seek help.
“There are many toxic and dangerous
messages being delivered to youth every single
day,” said Croton-Harmon Superintendent
Deborah O’Connell. “We believe that it is
critical for the school to play a significant role,
in partnership with parents and caregivers, in
teaching students how to interact positively,
as well as assuring anyone who may need help
that we are here for them.”
Last year, Buonamano invited the Positive
Coaching Alliance to come into the district
and speak with more than 300 athletes at the
middle and high schools. The alliance teaches

that sports can build character by teaching
students how to be supportive teammates and
citizens.

The task force also plans to create additional
communications to expand upon the messages
in the poster campaign including a video.

“As not only an administrator in this district
but as a father, I believe that we have to
help children understand when a line has
been crossed and give them the tools to deal
with that situation in a
productive manner,” said
Buonamano. “My hope is
that these lessons give them
the courage to stand up
for one another and their
values.”

Although the district has shown notable
improvement in its Culture of Respect
program, the task force recognizes that its job
is not done, and continues to meet monthly.

Recently, the district
unveiled a series of seven,
vivid posters in the hallways
of the middle school and
high school. Each of the
posters carries the message
“I see you. I believe you. I
respect you.”

Dates to Remember
November 22 – 24
CHHS Musical
December 5
Board of Education Meeting
Initial 2020-2021 Budget Presentation,
Budget 101 Workshop
December 10
CHHS Winter Concert
December 13
CET Winter Concert
December 19
PVC Winter Concert
January 2
Board of Education Meeting
January 8
CHHS Parent Night (grades 9&10)

Profile of a Graduate Key
Communication/Collaboration

Creativity/Innovation

Critical Thinking/Problem Solving

Empathy

Flexibility/Adaptability

Initiative/Self-Direction

