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Respondents to School Quality
Survey Express High Satisfaction
For the second consecutive academic year, the Croton-Harmon Union Free
School District has commissioned a comprehensive study of parents, students
and staff to obtain their perspectives on a wide variety of topics that are critical
to students’ academic success and to ensure a healthy and safe learning and
working environment.
Among the key findings is that more than 90% of participating parents
and staff rated the overall quality of their school as “excellent” or “good.”
Furthermore, 84% of parents indicate that the school has high learning
standards for all students and 80% responded that the school offers a variety of
academic resources.
The administration, which received strong scores from staff and parents on
questions related to leadership, believes it’s critical to conduct surveys and
obtain direct feedback from its key constituencies.
“The Croton-Harmon school district is built upon a solid relationship with
parents and the community,” said Superintendent Dr. Deborah O’Connell.
“We recognize that we can only continue to improve by asking for honest input
and having the courage to engage in frank conversations about the areas that
require greater attention.”
One aspect of academic support on which parents and students say the school
can improve is in showing students how lessons relate to life outside of school.
The Croton-Harmon Union Free School District is committed to making
lessons translate to real-world topics. To that end, the Strategic Coherence
Plan emphasizes the importance of critical thinking through problem solving
exercises which are designed to bring practical discussions into the classroom.
continued on page 3

D.A.R.E. Raises Important Topics
Among Middle School Students
The D.A.R.E. program (Drug Avoidance and Resistance Education) was founded in Los
Angeles in 1983 as a police-led classroom initiative to teach students good decision-making
skills and help them lead safe and healthy lives. Nearly three decades later, the program
continues. In Croton-Harmon Union Free School District, which integrated the program
into its curriculum about ten years ago, D.A.R.E addresses substance abuse and has also
evolved to address many of the other critical issues facing pre-teens and teens today,
including digital safety and bullying.
Officer Kevin Ward of the Croton-on-Hudson Police Department teaches D.A.R.E.
to students at Pierre Van Cortlandt Middle School and says that it is one of the most
rewarding aspects of his job. He loves to connect with students and engage in candid and
open dialogue with them. He places a box at the front of the room into which students can
drop questions or concerns – anonymously if they prefer – to ensure the class is discussing
the issues of most importance. One of the core lessons that Officer Ward teaches is to use
another D.A.R.E. acronym to assess a potentially problematic situation: Define, Assess,
Respond, Evaluate. When finding themselves in challenging situations, some students have
continued on page 2
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effects of alcohol abuse,
bullying and non-verbal
communications. The
event gave students the
opportunity to share their
learning with parents as
well as other students who
approached their section
and requested information
about the topic, allowing
students to practice their
presentation skills.

consulted with Officer Ward and
utilized this process to determine
the need to involve an adult.
Officer Ward participated in a
D.A.R.E. program when he was
a high school student and says
that while that was valuable, he
appreciates that the course now
addresses what he sees as the most
significant issue among young
people today: bullying.
“Bringing D.A.R.E. to the
Croton-Harmon schools is one
of the highlights of my job,” said
Ward. “The kids are great, and I
think it’s so important that they
not only learn about important
topics, but also come to see police
officers as people they can trust
and turn to with a problem.”
Ward continued: “We spend a lot
of time discussing social media
and the problems it can create. If
someone is being bullied today,
social media allows it to enter their home. They can’t escape it. I want
to be sure that the students understand how serious this is and what
they can do about it.”
Many students agree that cyberbullying is, indeed, the most important
topic discussed in D.A.R.E. classes. A student named Yanik said: “I
think the most important thing discussed is bullying because it could
lead to depression or someone committing suicide.” Luigi, a classmate,
went on to say, “Bullying has been such a big problem for many
people. D.A.R.E. has taught us to stay positive and that people should
remember that they are not alone.”
The Pierre van Cortlandt Middle School recently held a D.A.R.E.
celebration for which students created visual presentations about
the range of topics they discussed in class. Among the topics were
peer pressure, effective listening, establishing a help network, the

The Croton-Harmon
district is focused on
teaching students of all
ages how to solve problems
using critical thinking.
As he walked through
the D.A.R.E celebration,
Pierre van Cortlandt
Middle School Principal
Michael Plotkin talked
about how he sees that skill
being developed.
Said Plotkin: “The projects
that students have created demonstrate critical thinking at work. They
show how to work through a problem-solving process to make the best
decision. And this event allows them to work as a team to explain that
process. This is a win-win.
Croton-on-Hudson Police Chief Russel Harper also attended the
event. He said that Officer Ward was chosen for this role because he
is articulate, outgoing and has developed strong relationships with the
students. He’s correct; students have a great deal of respect for and
trust in Officer Ward. Vivian, a current student, said, “I felt like I could
talk to him because he didn’t judge people.”
“The D.A.R.E. program is very important to our community,” said
Chief Harper. “It builds a bridge between our officers and the students
and opens the lines of communication.”

The 2020-2021 Budget Process Progresses,
With Upcoming Forums For Community Input
The Croton-Harmon Union Free
School District is currently reviewing
its 2020-2021 school year budget. The
budget planning process, which began in
November of 2019, is lengthy, and it is
guided by the following priorities: support
the goals of the Board of Education, remain
fiscally responsible and within the allowable
tax levy, comply with all federal and state
mandates, and preserve all educational
programs and staffing, where possible.
The Croton-Harmon Board of Education
and administration want to ensure that the
community has ample information about
the budget as well as the opportunity to
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ask questions about the process and what
is included in the budget. On February 27,
2020, the Board of Education will hold a
budget work session at which the governor’s
executive budget proposal, enrollment
projections, the school district’s tax levy,
and expenditure budget proposal will be
discussed. Then, on March 14, the district
will host Budget Saturday, an event at
which each principal and key administrators
will outline their budget requests.
Additionally, Assistant Superintendent for
Business Denise Harrington-Cohen will
review district expenditures and revenue, as
well as the tax cap levy. The budget will be
adopted on April 2, 2020.

Follow the
Croton-Harmon School District
on Facebook and Twitter.
Croton-Harmon Schools
@CHUFSD
and
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
Croton-Harmon Student Athletes Commit to College Athletics
Three Croton-Harmon High School seniors have signed
Commitment Letters to pursue athletics at the collegiate level.
Maddie Fate will be playing volleyball at Trinity University in San
Antonio, TX. Wyatt Robinson and Evan Hunter have committed to
the baseball and track and field teams, respectively, at Middlebury
College in Middlebury, VT. Grace Reyer will represent Emory
University in Atlanta, GA as a member of the women’s soccer team.
The four students
have been recognized
for their ability and
sportsmanship. Maddie
received All-League
Honorable Mention
in volleyball 2018
and 2019 and was
named All-League,
All-Conference and
All-Section in 2020.
Wyatt received AllLeague Honorable
Mention in spring
track in 2018 and was
named All-League,
All-Conference and All-Section in track and field in 2019. He was
also a scholar athlete in 2019 in track and field, as well as basketball.
Evan was recognized as a scholar athlete in baseball throughout his
high school career. Grace was named All-Conference Player of the
Year, All-Section and All-League in soccer in 2019, as well as AllLeague Honorable Mention in basketball and a scholar athlete in
basketball in 2019.
Reflecting on her athletic career in the Croton-Harmon school
district, Grace says that her middle and high school coaches have

School Quality Survey

had an enormous impact on her life and that they ‘poured their
hearts into (our) teams.’ She credits sports with helping her develop
a work ethic and resiliency.
“Sports are the biggest aspect of my life. I play nonstop, going from
basketball practices straight to club soccer practices and returning
home late to finish homework
and go to bed. This cycle
repeats and it may seem
exhausting, which it is, but
I love it more than anything
else,” said Grace. “Athletics
has taught me how to
persevere, cope with setbacks,
communicate, be successful
through teamwork, work
hard, be competitive, and
the most important part of
it all — to have fun and love
what I do.”
Croton-Harmon Athletic
Director John Buonamano
says that each student
demonstrates the
characteristics of successful
student athletes. “For
Maddie, Wyatt, Evan and
Grace to be recognized
for their ability to play
at the collegiate level speaks to their commitment, work
ethic and resilience. They each put a great deal of time and energy
into their sport and academics and we are extremely proud of their
accomplishments,” said Mr. Buonamano.

continued from page 1

For example, one recent lesson in Advanced
Placement Environmental Science at CrotonHarmon High School engaged its 22 students
on the topic of whether genetically modified
foods are safe and necessary. Students worked
in groups representing various stakeholders,
including scientists, consumers, developing
nations and large agri-business corporations,
did research on the topic and then engaged in
a debate defending their stance.
At Carrie E. Tompkins Elementary School,
third grade students had to tackle the problem
of how to ship 2,342 pencils to their school
when there was only one box that could fit
1,000 pencils. The lesson required them
to think of the various ways in which the
remaining 1,342 could be packaged. Both
lessons required students to collaborate, share
their ideas and present them to the class.
Safety and behavior is another core aspect
of the School Quality Survey, and the
overwhelming majority of respondents said
that the school is safe (92% of staff, 90% of
parents and 75% of students). In response to
the question of whether staff members and

students treat each other with respect, 88%
of staff, 79% of parents and 53% of students
strongly agreed or agreed with the statement.
The student response, less favorable than
that of the staff and parents, has caught
the attention of the administration and the
Culture of Respect Task Force, who are trying
to better understand the students’ response.

research-based strategies that promote student
well-being and engagement with learning.
This partnership is funded through a grant
from the Croton-Harmon Educational
Foundation (CHEF) for which CrotonHarmon High School Principal Laura Dubak
applied.

“The Culture of Respect Task Force strives
to have all staff and students feel valued
and comfortable being their unique selves,
regardless of gender, race, religion, ethnicity
or sexual orientation,” said Dr. O’Connell.
“If nearly half of our students don’t believe
that we treat each other with respect, this is
something that we need to be talking about
and proactively addressing.”

“The philosophy of Challenge Success aligns
very well with our Profile of a Graduate in
that there is not a singular path to success. It
is not just test scores and college acceptances
that define a student’s accomplishments,”
said Ms. Dubak. ”Challenge Success will help
us probe more deeply into what all parents
and students are feeling and experiencing so
that we can implement the best strategies
to support each learner and broaden the
conversation around student success.”

To obtain more specific information about
parent and student perspectives, specifically
related to stress, anxiety, the student
experience, and well-being, the district has
engaged with an organization called Challenge
Success. Challenge Success partners with
schools, families and communities to embrace
a broad definition of success and to implement

The comprehensive results and analysis of
the School Quality Survey can be found at
www.CHUFSD.org. Click the icon under
CHUFSD Quick Links.
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Challenging all students to be critical & creative thinkers.

Area
Basketball
Teams Compete to
Support our Nation’s
Veterans and Active
Service Members
The varsity and junior varsity Croton-Harmon basketball teams, along with
teams from 11 other schools in Westchester and Rockland counties, participated
in the sixth annual Hoops for Heroes Basketball Tournament on January 25,
2020. The goal of the event is twofold: to celebrate those who have served and
are serving in our military; and to raise funds for the Hopes for Warriors
Foundation, which provides comprehensive support programs for service
members, veterans and military families that are focused on transition,
health and wellness, peer engagement and connection to community
resources. While donations are still being made, the tournament
has raised more than $3,000 this year. Hoops for Heroes is a
501(c)(3) charity and anyone interested in donating can
send a check to the Croton-Harmon Athletic
Department at the Croton-Harmon
High School.
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Foreign Language Study Introduced in Kindergarten in the
Croton-Harmon Union Free School District
Studies consistently show that children who
are taught a second language in their younger
years — before the age of 10 — are more
apt to become fluent in that language than
their older peers. At Carrie E. Tompkins
Elementary School, Senora Lisa Percoco, who
teaches Foreign Language in the Elementary
School (FLES), says that she sees the value of
starting students as early as kindergarten.
“The students are very motivated to learn and
I see tremendous progress from year to year,”
said Ms. Percoco. “At the elementary level,
they retain more information, are typically
comfortable speaking in front of their peers
and don’t worry so much about saying a
word incorrectly. When a new language is
first introduced in middle school, we often
see students become very self-conscious
about learning the sounds and inflections and
speaking in front of others.”
The program, which focuses on Spanish, was
initiated three years ago and has met with
great success. The goal of the program is for
students in the primary grades to acquire early
proficiency in listening and speaking in the
target language. It is a foundation upon which
middle school teachers build when teaching
grammar, reading and writing in the target
language, which, in addition to Spanish, could
also be French or Mandarin.
All CET students participate in foreign
language for 20 minutes, twice each week.

The class is taught entirely in Spanish and
focuses primarily on oral communications.
Each lesson or unit of study is taught using
pictures, motions, songs, games and videos,
as well as activities that allow the students to
speak in the target language.
Some themes or units being taught are:

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Greetings/Salutations
Colors
Numbers
Days of the week

“Our portrait of the graduate emphasizes such
skills as communication and critical thinking,
both of which are developed through studying
another language,” said. Dr. O’Connell. “We
believe that introducing students to a foreign
language at a young age is important to
cultivate those skills.”
Ms. Percoco also sees another benefit to
the FLES program: students whose native
language is Spanish assist their peers in the
learning process.
“We find that the self-esteem of our Spanishspeaking students improves as they assist their
friends in learning the language, and that
carries over to their confidence with other
lessons,” said Ms. Percoco.

Seasons
Months of the Year
Weather
Shapes
Animals
Clothing
Body Parts
Feelings/Emotions
Health & Welfare
Family
Community

Croton-Harmon Superintendent
Dr. Deborah O’Connell was
instrumental in starting the FLES
program in the district.

Croton-Harmon High Schools Bands to Perform
at Disney Youth Festival
Members of the Croton-Harmon High School concert and jazz
bands are preparing for what promises to be a magical experience:
performing in the Disney Youth Festival Arts program. Led by Band
Director Jazz Zantay, 45 students will make the trip
to Walt Disney World during spring break. This
is the first time Croton-Harmon High School has
participated in this event.
Bands are chosen for the festival based on video
submissions. Once there, they have the opportunity
to play on their own stage. The concert and jazz
bands have been rehearsing since September and
will be performing a mix of genres including pop,
standard band repertoire, funk, rock and, of course,
Disney tunes. The jazz band will perform a Latin
version of “I Wanna Be Like You” from the Jungle Book and the
concert band will perform a medley of Disney songs in a piece called
Disneyland Celebration. Featured musicians include Molly Calo and
Colin Kooney.
“Planning for the opportunity to perform at Disney has had enormous
5

benefits for our musical program and has been integral to the students’
development as performers,” said Ms. Zantay. “It has pushed students
to fundraise as a team, raise their musicianship, and be prepared to
perform in front of an audience that includes
people from all over the world.”
Disney Performing Arts is endorsed by the
National Association for Music Education and
the opportunity to perform fulfills many of
the National Core Arts Standards for creation,
performing, responding and connecting.
While the focus of the trip is on performing,
students will have the opportunity to visit four
Disney thme parks — Magic Kingdom, Epcot, Animal Kingdom and
Hollywood Studios. One of the highlights for the group will be their
dinner in Epcot’s Germany. When asked what she thinks the group is
looking most forward to outside of performing, Ms. Zantay replied,
“There’s been a lot of chatter about exploring Galaxy’s Edge, the new
Star Wars Land, in Hollywood Studios.”
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Making Math Lessons a Game
Fractions are one of the most challenging math units for
many students. At Pierre van Cortlandt Middle School,
teachers have found a unique and fun way to make the
topic more approachable: a carnival-style event called the
Fraction Fair. Sixth-graders team up to create games such
as ski ball, ping pong toss, duck shoot, and golf putting that
help explain various fraction lessons and draw people in to
learn. It also gives students an opportunity to engage with
and present their ideas to those coming to their booth.
As shared by one sixth grade student whose work was
focused on the greatest common factor, “We have to be
able to explain the math to the fifth graders who come
to the Fraction Fair, but also make our game interesting
enough that they want to come play it.”
A parent who attended the event to see his daughter’s
project, agrees. “I think these kinds of hands-on projects are great preparation for
integrating creativity with math and science. That’s a really important for skill for
students to be learning these days.”
Students play the games to determine the types of questions they will answer. Responses
to questions are collected throughout the fair and correct answers are eligible for prizes.
Who says math can’t be fun?

Dates to Remember
February 27
Board of Education Budget Work
Session
March 9
Varsity/JV Sports begin
March 14
Board of Education Budget Saturday
March 20-21
PVC Spring Musical
March 24
Parent University

Profile of a Graduate Key
Communication/Collaboration

Creativity/Innovation

Critical Thinking/Problem Solving

Empathy

Flexibility/Adaptability

Initiative/Self-Direction

