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Dear Croton-Harmon Students, Parents, Staff and Community, 
 
Happy February!! It is usually during the winter months that I reconnect with certain books and seek new 
ones.  Recently, I have reconnected with A More Beautiful Question by Warren Berger.  My students are 
probably saying, “Snooze Alert - Dr. O’Connell;” however, the students inspired my reading.  Berger reminds 
us that it is through questioning that we deepen our understanding of concepts.  He writes, “Questioning - 
deeply, imaginatively, beautifully - can help us identify and solve problems, come up with game-changing 
ideas, and pursue fresh opportunities.”  When I am observing students in class, I marvel at their thoughtful 
questions. I applaud the research that follows and how their thinking challenges initial beliefs or thoughts.  
 
As a district, we continue to explore the attributes of the Profile of the Graduate and how one attribute, critical 
thinking, is central to problem solving.  Now, we see the evolution of questioning as students move from 
kindergarten to senior year. However, no matter how simple or sophisticated, questions deepen our thinking. 
For example, recently when reading a book to kindergarten through second grade students, the questions 
sounded like this: 
 

● Why is the monkey sad? 
● How did his friends help him? 
● Where is the tiger going? 
● Who helped the earthworm? 
● Are those new shoes? (Yes, a question - but not about the book) 

 
These questions are usually asked in rapid succession with abandoned excitement.  
 
Moving to middle and high school I can see truly sophisticated questions being posed in the form of essential 
questions driving a unit of study, such as some grade 9 ELA examples: 
 

● What makes a work of literature great and worth reading years after it was written? 
● How can fiction reveal truths about human nature and the human condition? 
● How can literature reflect, clarify, and criticize the times it portrays? 
● How do authors use literary techniques to evoke meaning? 

 
The power of a question.  It is my hope that we never lose the excitement and wonder from asking questions 
and that they serve as the spark to probe more deeply into our learning. 
 
I continue to be impressed by our students in so many ways. To highlight a few: 



 
 

● Daniel Fedorov (11th grade) broke a 13 year old swim record in the 50 freestyle against Lakeland 
Panas-Putnam Valley. Daniel now holds the 50 freestyle record with a time of 23.42 seconds, the 100 
freestyle record with a time of 50.13 seconds and the 100 butterfly with a 55.61 this year. 
Congratulations to Daniel. 

● Ms. Zabbia’s students from last year received some special recognition.  These current 8th grade 
students submitted pieces of writing to a competition sponsored by a publisher in the United Kingdom 
(Young Writers, Remus House).  Seven of our students had their work included in the book Mission 
Catastrophe: It’s The End of the World As We Know It (2019). Congratulations to Trevor Wesz, Louis 
North, Caroline Casieri, Jonathan Bai, Isabella Smith, Christina Greene, and Josiane Gield. 

● At CET our students are celebrating the Lunar New Year, Colonial Day and gearing up for the Kids 
Heart Challenge. 

 
In January I had the good fortune to meet with community members at the Coffee and Conversation with Dr. 
O’Connell evening.  I look forward to these opportunities to engage in dialogue.  Thank you for coming out to 
spend the evening with Ms. Harrington-Cohen, Mr. Griffiths and me.  
 
On Tuesday, February 25, 2020 (7:00 p.m. PVC Library) the administration will have another evening for the 
community to meet with us to hear about the budget.  We welcome your questions.  In March, we will be 
joining the PTA of each school for a question/answer evening.  We are also gearing up for Budget Saturday 
on March 14, 2020. 
 
In closing, in February we celebrate Black History Month, Presidents’ Day and I am sure our students are 
looking forward to February break. 
 
Yours in Mission Possible, 
 
 
 
Dr. Deborah O’Connell 
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Challenging All Students to be Critical and Creative Thinkers 


