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KS STEAM Night Highlights  
Scientific Interests
From Rubik’s Cubes and axolotls to recycled art and homemade 
crystals, Kensico School students wowed attendees at STEAM 
Night. Congratulations to all of our students who participated in 
the informative event on Feb. 5.

VRS Examines Moon Phases, Matter with 
Hands-On Experiments

From exploring the moon’s phases to unique matter in 
space, students at Virginia Road School participated in 
dynamic, hands-on science experiments to bolster their 
curriculum. 

The two programs—“Things That Matter” for second 
graders and “Zoom to the Moon” for first graders—align 
with the district’s commitment to providing enriching 
educational experiences for students. Visiting scientists from 
High Touch High Tech worked with them in their classrooms 
to conduct experiments that demonstrated the concepts 
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VRS Examines Moon Phases, Matter 
continued from page 1

Computer Science Students Innovate for Accessibility
Using robotics and key engineering principles, students in 
Valhalla High School’s Introduction to Computer Science 
class developed assistive technology and tackled real-world 
accessibility challenges with innovation and creativity.

Students worked in pairs to apply the engineering design cycle 
and create functional prototypes using Hummingbird Robotics 
kits. They were tasked with either modifying existing assistive 
technology or designing entirely new solutions to improve 
accessibility for individuals with disabilities.

“This project allowed students 
to blend engineering with 
social responsibility,” said 
teacher Amy Fox. “They’re 
learning to program and build, 
while also thinking critically 
about how technology can 
improve lives.”

Among the projects was an 
automatic toothbrush designed 
for people who cannot use 
their hands, which was 
created by 11th graders Colin 

Malgioglio and Miguel Baldeon. The toothbrush rotated 180 
degrees to reach all of an individual’s teeth. 

“The person would turn it on by putting a foot into a sensor that 
would trigger the toothbrush to turn on,” Miguel explained. 

Colin added: “We wanted to create something that makes life 
easier for someone who does not have the use of their arms.”

Tenth graders Evan Alvelo and Gerta Ukaj engineered a self-
twirling fork to assist people with limited hand mobility. 

“When people eat spaghetti or noodles, they often twirl the fork 
before putting it in their mouths,” Gerta explained. “We designed 
a fork that uses two servos - one to spin and wrap the pasta and 
another to lift the fork for the user.” 

Evan elaborated: “A problem we came across when designing 
it was that the arm with the fork was too heavy. So we made a 
support for the arm to keep it from tipping forward.”

Fellow 10th graders Gabrielle Hickman and Adriana Hernandez 
developed a wheelchair-accessible escalator to provide users 
with a more convenient way to access different levels of a 
building. 

“We designed the escalator so the platforms are wide and long 
enough to hold a wheelchair safely,” Gabrielle said. 

Adriana added: “We wanted to create a way for people who 
use wheelchairs to move around without waiting for an elevator 
that may be far from the stairs.”

KS Students Make Holiday Donation to Toys for Tots

Continuing the Kensico School tradition 
of helping the local community, students 
in teacher Lisa Gonzalez’s fourth-grade 
class held a toy drive for “Toys for Tots” 
throughout the month of December.

They donated 20 large bags 
of toys to the not-for-profit 
organization, including art 
kits, board games, books 
and sports equipment.  
The toys were collected 
on Dec. 20, ensuring that 
they were shared with their 
intended recipients before 
the holiday season.

A few of the students shared 
why this endeavor was 
important to them: 

“�It made me feel appreciative and grateful 
for my toys. I can imagine the smiles on 
their faces when they open their gifts.”  
— Bleona Gjoni

“�We were looking forward to giving toys 
to other people who don’t have as many 
toys. It makes me good and happy to 
give to them.”  — Olivia Serrano

“�Being nice to other kids feels good 
because I gave toys and they would 
maybe be bored and feel lonely without 
them.” — Emily Belle

“�We enjoyed giving to people, to other 
children like us, who maybe don’t have 
toys for the holidays.” 
— Nayeli Hernandez

“�It makes us feel good to help people and 
make them feel special. It makes me look 
back on my life and see what I have.” 
— Lila McLaughlin

that they learned in recent science units. 
The High Touch High Tech visits were 
sponsored by the PTA.

In teacher Romina Carrea’s class, Scientist 
Morley brought the properties of matter 
to life through interactive discussions 
and experiments. He explained that 
everything is made up of matter, which 
occupies space and can be observed 
and measured. Students also reviewed 
the three primary states of matter - solids, 
liquids and gases - by engaging in 
fun activities that gave them a better 
understanding of the world around them. 

A highlight of the program was a 
demonstration to determine if gases have 
weight. Mr. Morley inflated two balloons 
- one with air and the other with carbon 
dioxide, which was created by combining 
vinegar and baking soda. After placing 
the two balloons on a balance scale, the 
students were surprised to see the carbon 
dioxide-filled balloon tip the scale. 

“I thought the 
balloon was 
about to pop!” 
exclaimed second-
grader Arianna 
Lombardozzi.

Students then 
conducted their 
own experiments. 
They learned 
how gas takes up 
space by making 
a cork sink. They 
trapped it underneath an inverted cup in 
a container of water. They also created 
water molecule models by using beads 
to represent hydrogen and oxygen, and 
stringing them onto a pipe cleaner. 

Ms. Carrea emphasized how the 
experiments reinforce the curriculum as a 
culminating event at the end of a unit: “It 
brings together everything they’ve learned 
and allows them to apply their knowledge 
through hands-on activities,” she said.

One of the most popular activities involved 
oobleck, a non-Newtonian substance 
made from cornstarch and water. Mr. 
Morley explained that oobleck behaves as 
a solid when tapped quickly, but acts like 

a liquid when pressed slowly. Each student 
took turns touching the oobleck.

Mr. Morley encouraged students to think 
critically and challenge accepted ideas. 
He shared a historical example that 

scientists once 
believed that 
humans could not 
survive in a car if 
it traveled over 30 
miles per hour. He 
told the class: “All 
scientists learn to 
challenge science.”

In teacher Jaleesa 
Ramirez’s first-
grade class, 
students explored 

Earth’s systems, led by Scientist Smith. The 
program focused on patterns and cycles 
related to the sun, moon and the Earth 
with activities that demonstrated how the 
celestial bodies interact. 

In small groups, students used flashlights to 
simulate the sunlight shining on models of 
the Earth and the moon, learning how their 
position determines seasons and moon 
phases.

“The moon’s light is the reflection of the 
sun’s light,” said first grader Yash Shah, 
as his group manipulated the model to 
replicate various times of the year. 

A highlight involved students matching 
moon phase cards to the corresponding 

positions around the model of the moon. 
Lively debates arose from each team as 
they worked together to position their 
cards correctly. 

Ms. Smith also introduced students to 
a sundial, a tool used for centuries to 
measure time based on the position of 
the sun in the sky. She demonstrated how 
shadows cast by the sundial’s gnomon 
change as the sun moves throughout 
the day. Each student received a paper 
sundial to try at home.

“The program provided an engaging, 
hands-on experience that significantly 
enhanced the students’ understanding of 
Earth,” said Ms. Ramirez. “It allowed them 
to apply their knowledge and explore 
these concepts with a real-life scientist.”
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Winter’s Holiday Concerts Warm Hearts at Year’s End
The holiday season always brings melodious sounds to each of 
our buildings. It is the time of year where the Valhalla music 
department shares their talents with the community, offering a 
variety of fun, spirited tunes.

Graduates Share College 
Insights at Alumni Panel
Four recent Valhalla Class of 2024 graduates returned to 
campus to share candid reflections about their first semester of 
college. During a lively discussion, they offered practical advice 
on navigating the college selection process and adapting to life 
on campus.

Hosted by the VMHS PTSA on Jan. 9 and moderated by 
Guidance Director Russell Stevens, the Alumni Panel featured the 
Class of 2024’s Bella Cardozo (Rochester Institute of Technology), 
Taylor Flynn (Manhattanville University), Alejandro Tagle 
(Cornell University) and Alexandria Toth (Hobart and William 
Smith Colleges). The discussion touched on subjects like time 
management, study habits, the benefits of visiting campuses and 
taking advanced high school courses.

College Selection
Taylor advised applying to a wide range of schools. “You never 
know what scholarships you might receive or if you will change 
your mind,” she said, sharing a personal example. “I didn’t think 
I could afford Manhattanville, but they offered me a generous 
scholarship.”

Alexandria emphasized the value of campus visits and personal 
outreach. “I explored beyond the tour and met professors during 

office hours who shared insights about the school,” she said. 
“That experience helped me choose Hobart.”

Academic Success
Alejandro and Taylor stressed the importance of time management 
and forming strong study skills in high school that will help in 
college. “In high school, I studied right before a test,” he said. In 
college, you can’t do that. I forced myself to study early and 
found a spot on campus where I am the most productive.”

Taylor added: “There is a lot of free time but more work. And no 
one to chase you to get assignments turned in.”

College Preparation
Bella Cardozo credited Valhalla’s block scheduling and AP 
courses for easing her transition into college. “Taking college-level 
classes at Valhalla eliminates some prerequisites and gives you 
room to take fewer classes during tough semesters,” she said.

VMHS “Hour of Code” Continues to Grab Interest
Coding has taken the front seat at 
Valhalla Middle/High School. Over the 
years, students’ enthusiasm for computer 
science has increased and VMHS students 
participated in the building’s 11th annual 
“Hour of Code” event.

In mid-December, over 200 students 
participated in the VHS session, followed 
by 130 in the VMS session. They gathered 
in the cafeteria with laptops and logged 
onto the Hour of Code website, joining 
what was billed as the largest worldwide 
coding event in history. 

“Everyone was very interested in this,” 
said teacher Amy Fox. “The goal is for 
the students to be engaged with coding 
and maybe spark an interest in a few who 
may want to take a class. They have a lot 
of fun during the event, and it has made 
a huge difference in my program. It has 
been fantastic to watch it grow.”

The website featured over 200 activities 
for students with different abilities and 

interests. They ranged from block-based or 
text-based coding, and included solving 
puzzles, developing mini-games and 
coding a dance party for their character.

“This gets kids excited about coding 
and computer science, and it sparks 
their curiosity,” said teacher Michael 
Giordano. “Being in the cafeteria is a 
different feeling — the kids don’t feel like 
they’re sitting in a coding lesson. And 
there is great continuity throughout the 
district — kids have access to computer 
science from kindergarten to 12th grade.”

Dr. Fox and Dr. Giordano share a “thank 
you” to the students in the VHS AP 
Computer Science Principles class for 
helping to run the VMS event.
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Why I Teach: Stephanie Albanese, VMS World Language Teacher

Q: What makes Valhalla special?

A: Valhalla is special because I work 
with exceptional teachers who truly 
care about their students’ education. 
The students are very open to learning 
and they try their best to succeed. I 
am impressed by the students’ love of 
languages! In addition, my department 
works very well together and we are 
always searching to foster our students’ 
experiences more. 

Q: �How many years have you been here? How long have you 
been an educator?

A: I have been working in Valhalla since 2007. Valhalla was my 
first job, so I have been here for about 17 years. 

Q: �What are you teaching this 
year? What extra curricular 
clubs/activities are you 
advising?

A: I teach Italian 6, Italian 7,  
Italian 8, and Spanish 6. I am 
also the co-advisor of the World 
Language Honor Society with  
Ms. Roxanne Franquelli.

Q: �Discuss what you routinely do 
in class with your students. 
While there are no “typical”  
days in education, what does  
the average day look like?

A: The students come to the board and 
write in their perspective language almost 
every day. We also pass a ball around 
and practice our vocabulary words 
orally with the whole group. In addition, 
the students sometimes draw and write 
words/sentences on whiteboards to 
reinforce their learning. We also write 
in our journals in Spanish or Italian. 
Dialogues also play a role in our class. 
Culture is also very interesting for the 
students to learn about, so we watch 
videos and make projects to enhance the 
different countries around the world! 

Q: �How are the courses you teach crucial 
to student development? What do 
you hope your students learn?

A: Learning a language is crucial to 
student development because it opens their eyes to different 
cultures, perspectives and beliefs. The students learn about a 
new country that may be different from theirs, and it causes 
them to realize how different and similar people really are. 

Furthermore, students also enhance, enrich and strengthen 
the English language because many words are cognates of 
words they already know. In addition, if students are traveling, 
communicating with other people who may not speak their 
language is crucial and important when trying to get a point 
across. Many students even use multiple languages in our own 
community. I love helping students communicate with each other, 
their community members and the world.  

Q: �What about world languages and teaching interests you? 
What is your background?

A: I have always loved to travel and learn about new places. I 
was especially interested in and proud of my Italian heritage. I 
always spoke with my grandparents about their experiences in 
Italy. I studied languages in high school - Italian, Latin and Ancient 
Greek - and furthered my love for language. I traveled to Italy 

a lot to study with other college 
students so I could immerse myself 
in the culture. I picked up Spanish 
afterward since it was similar to 
Italian, and I learned to appreciate 
the 21 Spanish-speaking countries.  

Q: �Share some classroom memories 
that have stuck out to you over 
the years.

A: I truly enjoy making skeletons 
out of Q-tips for Day of the Dead. 
And traveling with my College 

Italian class to Little Italy. And visiting 
the Italian American Museum. And to 
Arthur Avenue in the Bronx and making 
our own mozzarella cheese. I also love 
celebrating “La Befana” and her visits 
with my Italian classes. And having our 
new Italian Heritage Night that goes 
hand-in-hand with our annual Hispanic 
Heritage Night. Last year, I took my 
8th-grade Italian class to see a show that 
spoke about the environment, and it was 
in both English and Italian.

Q:� If you weren’t teaching, what would 
your profession be and why?

A: I would love to be a translator or 
interpreter and be able to travel abroad, 
or even work for an international company 
and use my language skills. I wouldn’t 
want to lose my ability to communicate 
with others, so using language would 
definitely be important to me.

Q: Share a fun fact about yourself.

A: I would like to travel to all 20 regions of Italy in my lifetime.  
I have traveled to 10, so I have 10 to go! 

Valhalla P.R. Specialist is NYS Communicator of the Year
The New York School Public Relations Association 
has named Natalia Baage, the Valhalla Union Free 
School District’s public relations specialist, its 2024 
Communicator of the Year.

The award is given to one school P.R. professional 
across New York State each year, who is 
an exemplary leader, showing demonstrated 
commitment to the enhancement of communications 
and the relationships between public schools and 
their communities. The award was adjudicated by 
top-caliber professionals with state and national 
board service.

“We wrap our arms around our school communities every day,” 
said Ms. Baage. “There’s not much that’s more important than 
contributing to students finding their footing in this universe. 
Relationships are at the heart of what we do.”

Ms. Baage has worked in Valhalla for over 11 years, 
spearheading the district’s communications strategies and 
managing its social media, website content and publications. 

She has won 35 national and state communications 
awards for Valhalla—including 11 first-place 
Awards of Excellence—in the categories of writing, 
social media, website, calendar and print/digital 
newsletters.

“Natalia is an exceptional advocate for education 
and for Valhalla, and she has redefined what it 
means to be a School Public Relations Specialist,” 
said Superintendent Kevin McLeod. “She 
consistently demonstrates exemplary leadership and 
communication skills as a trusted advisor. Her work 
has made us realize that the profession is about 

more than taking pictures, posting on social media and updating 
websites. Natalia is a dependable counsel who has earned an 
indispensable seat at the leadership table.”

Outside of Valhalla, Ms. Baage is the chair of the Hudson Valley 
School Public Relations Association. Previously, she served on the 
state executive board from 2017 to 2021 and was a former  
“35 Under 35” emerging leader honoree from the National 
School Public Relations Association in 2016.

Fourth Graders Energized by Hands-On Experiments
Fourth-grade students explored the 
forces of magnetism and electricity. 
The interactive science session, “It’s 
Energizing,” provided Kensico School 
students with hands-on experiments, 
reinforcing key concepts from their 
science curriculum.

Visiting scientist Jeffrey Kogen, from High 
Touch High Tech, explained how magnets 
attract or repel metals based on positive 
and negative charges. He noted that the 
Earth acts as a giant magnet with its north 
and south poles, creating a protective 
magnetic field against harmful solar 
radiation. Students experimented with a 
magnet, identifying magnetic items on 

their desks, magnetizing paper clips and 
observing a magnetic field using iron 
shavings.

“I found out that magnets can attract each 
other sometimes - and sometimes they 
don’t,” said student Benjamin Fairchild. 
“Some planets have magnetic fields 
around them, but not all do.” 

Students also explored electricity by 
learning how it is generated and 
transmitted. Mr. Kogen described atoms 
as the building blocks of all matter, 
illustrating the movement of electrons 
around a nucleus. He shared how 
magnets can attract and repel electrons, 
thereby generating an electric current. In 
an experiment, students learned that when 
they rapidly cranked a translucent flashlight 
and moved a magnet near a copper wire, 
it generated electricity. 

“The students have been exploring energy 
in their science curriculum,” said fourth-
grade teacher Spencer DeRosa. “These 
hands-on experiments were a great way 
to reinforce their understanding of how 
energy is transferred and converted, 
helping them prepare for our upcoming 
science investigation.”

Students excitedly built circuits using 
batteries, wires and light bulbs. They 
experimented by making two types - 
series and parallel - and learned how 
energy flows through each. In another 
demonstration, students held hands in a 
circle while two classmates held an energy 
stick, completing a series circuit that made 
the stick glow. When two students in the 
circle released their hands, the circuit 
broke and the energy stick turned off.

“I liked learning about the different types 
of circuits,” said fourth grader Phoebe 
Gerster. “I also liked when he taught us 
about atoms and how everything is made 
of them.”
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Thomas Tsoi Crowned First “Wrestler of the Week” in 
Valhalla History

Milestone reached: Senior 
Thomas Tsoi earned the rare 
distinction of being the only 
Valhalla athlete ever to be 
voted LoHud’s “Wrestler of 
the Week.”

Thomas — who is part of 
Valhalla’s merged team with 
Briarcliff, Byram Hills and 
Westlake — had an inspired 
final season. In addition to this 
groundbreaking achievement, he 
also became the second wrestler 
in Valhalla history to win 100 
career bouts. He was the runner-
up at both the Westchester 
County Championships and at 

Divisionals, and placed fifth at Sectionals. In addition, the BBHVW team 
was crowned the Dual Meet Section champion and competed at States.

“It means a lot to be the first from Valhalla to be ‘Wrestler of the Week,’” 
Thomas said. “I was really happy I won because nobody from Valhalla 
ever had. When I was younger in high school, I always wanted it. So, 
when I was nominated, I knew I had to win.”

Thomas began wrestling in the seventh grade after being inspired by one 
of his best friends, Neil Paulercio. They both worked together to excel. 
While the pandemic paused his eighth-grade season, he dedicated 
himself to the sport as a freshman. As the older athletes on the team, 
Thomas, Neil and fellow senior Peter Hinze became role models for the 
younger athletes, leading with the motto “iron sharpens iron.”

“Wrestling has taught me about friendships,” Thomas said. “Our team 
is about building a good, lasting program that will be strong when we 
leave.”

He continued to share his love for the sport: “There’s determination, grit 
and no excuses. It’s an individual sport. Yes, we win as a team; but the 
post-season comes down to you, individually. Whoever puts in more 
work is going to win. It’s unlike any other sport.”

While applauding his team, Thomas gave a shoutout to BBHVW’s 
coach, Joe Grippi: “Grippi is the best coach of all time,” he said. “The 
faith he has in me is amazing. He says, ‘Your lack of commitment is 
disrespectful to those who put faith in you.’ He’s like an older brother. He 
understands what it’s like to be in the sport.”

After graduation, Thomas anticipates attending Cortland to study 
criminology.
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Overheard at Graduation

Congratulations to Valhalla High School’s 
Class of 2024! The recent graduates 
journeyed through a slew of experiences 
over the past four years. They entered 
high school at the start of the COVID-19 
pandemic and exited by finding their 
voice while creating strong friendships 
and piloting new educational programs 
(like Senior Options) and structures (like 
Community Lunch). Through all of it, they 
epitomized success and growth.

Thank you to every staff member, family member, 
friend and mentor who played a role in helping 
our graduates thrive throughout their time at 
Valhalla High School.

“As graduating seniors, we can relate to both 
the exhilarating and daunting feeling of taking 
that next big step. Dr. Seuss once said, ‘You 
have brains in your head. You have feet in your 
shoes. You can steer yourself in any direction 
you choose.’ Life does not come with a manual. 
Whether you decide to travel in someone else’s 
footsteps or forge your own fork in the road, 
everyone’s path will be different because of 
the unique experiences we are faced with. 
It is through our own encounters that we can 
discover who we are and the impact we are 
meant to have on the world.”  
	 —VHS Valedictorian Maya Richards
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Overheard at Graduation

“�As we look toward the future and the challenges that lie ahead, 
never forget the obstacles we have already overcome at Valhalla 
— while being unafraid. When we arrive at our colleges 
or jobs, filled with nerves and excitement, let us carry these 
moments of fearlessness we  have experienced. Know that we 
already possess all the tools necessary for success; it is simply a 
matter of putting them to use. Approach new people and make 
friends with the confidence we once embodied in kindergarten. 
Try new activities and hobbies with the same boldness we 
displayed in elementary school. Seek directions and guidance 
without hesitation, just as we learned to do in middle school. 
Most importantly, be yourself—regardless of others’ opinions—as 
we did throughout high school.”  
	 —VHS Class President Paige Williams

“�Never feel like you are running out of time to find that one thing 
you are missing. But that doesn’t mean to stop trying every day. 
Live every day like it’s ‘the good old days’ and you’ll be so much 
closer to success and reaching your dreams. Live every day like 
it’s the good old days and you’ll have a storybook bigger than 
all the books in our library combined. And I’m talking about 
the old library, back when it actually had books. And finally, 
live every day appreciating the people and things around you 
because you will never know if they will someday become a 
memory that you will reminisce about.”  
	 —VHS Salutatorian Sarthak Bagchi

continued from page 1

For photos of Virginia Road School’s, Kensico School’s and Valhalla Middle School’s  
Moving Up Ceremonies, please turn to Pages 8–9.

“�Make positive change. The world needs you more than ever. You 
have the power to make a difference, contribute to the greater 
good in this world and to leave a lasting impact. Leader and 
activist Mahatma Gandhi once said, ‘The best way to find yourself 
is to lose yourself in the service of others.’ We have a duty to 
show up in this world with meaning, purpose and a commitment 
to doing good. Every single person was brought into this world 
for a purpose. We should never leave the world the same as we 
found it. We should always strive to make a positive change.” 

	 —Valhalla Superintendent Kevin McLeod

“�You have exemplified the very essence of growth and change. 
You have adapted to new challenges and created a culture of 
care at Valhalla High School. Your leadership has fostered a 
sense of belonging and community that we are all proud of… 
Your Viking family believes in you and supports you. As Socrates 
once said, ‘The secret of change is to focus all of your energy 
not on fighting the old but on building the new.’ Focus on 
building from your successes here at Valhalla. Embrace change 
and let it fuel your growth.”  
	 — VHS Principal Kristen Sautner
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Why I Teach: Stacey Gagliardi
Valhalla High School special education teacher

Q: What makes Valhalla 
special?
A: I recently discussed the idea of 
“missing home vs. being homesick” 
with a college student. He told me 

that while he is not homesick, he missed home - the family, 
good food, friends, etc. If you ask 
anyone who has had the pleasure 
of working in Valhalla, you will hear 
the word “family” every time. Every 
year, at the end of summer, while 
I spent time with my own family, I 
then have the chance to go back 
to my other home: my colleagues 
that have become family. The 
camaraderie, the students and the 
families make this place so special. 
Valhalla feels like home.

Q: How many years have 
you been here? How long 
have you been an educator?
A: This was my 24th year in 
Valhalla and my 26th year teaching 
overall.

Q: What are you teaching 
this year?
A: In addition to teaching Resource 
Room, I predominantly work with 
the math department. This year, I am 
teaching Algebra 1 and Algebra 2. 
I am also the advisor of the CODA 
Club.

Q: Discuss what you 
routinely do in class with your students. While there 
are no “typical” days in education, what does the 
average day look like?
A: My day always looks different as I work with other teachers 
in their classrooms, as well as in my own. That being said, 
hopefully it feels the same to all students in the room. My class 
may start with making a connection — smiling, asking about their 
day - and then getting to work. Regardless of the content being 
taught, I want everyone to feel successful and walk away feeling 
confident.

Q: How are the courses you teach crucial to student 
development? What do you hope your students 
learn?
A: I hope that students are having fun while learning problem-
solving skills, the ability to think abstractly and obtaining 

foundational skills that will follow them throughout their lives. In 
addition to academics, I also am given the chance to work with 
students on self-advocacy, time management and organization - 
all skills that are needed once they graduate from Valhalla.

Q: What about Special Education and teaching 
interests you? What is your 
background?
A: I completed my undergraduate 
work in Elementary Education 
and, for my first teaching job, I 
worked with high school-aged 
students. I knew that I wanted to 
go back to school and earn a 
degree that would allow me to 
work in a high school full-time. 
I thought that Special Education 
would not only lead me to be 
certified K-12, but also give me 
the opportunity to create inclusive 
learning environments, provide 
individualized support and 
encourage students to advocate for 
themselves as they become career- 
and college-ready.

Q: Share some favorite 
classroom memories.
A: So many memories have stayed 
with me over the years. I have 
worked with students who have 
wanted to leave their footprint on 
Valhalla, those who come back 
to just check in and say hi, not to 
mention the many laughs that are 

shared on any given day. If I had to think of just one, it may 
be when students from previous years come to talk about what 
they are doing now or how they miss Valhalla — ultimately the 
dynamic created between myself, my coworkers and them.

Q: If you weren’t teaching, what would your 
profession be and why?
A: I am not sure that there was ever a doubt that I was going 
to go into education in one way or another, as a majority of 
my family members are educators. Before going back to school 
for my degree in Special Education, I considered becoming a 
guidance counselor.

Q: Share a fun fact about yourself.
A: I have run two half-marathons and secretly wish to complete a 
full marathon one day (guess it’s not a secret anymore!).

VHS Celebrates Valedictorian and Salutatorian
Congratulations to Valhalla High 
School’s Class of 2024 valedictorian 
and salutatorian, Maya Richards and 
Sarthak Bagchi. The two outstanding 
students recorded the top two grade 
point averages in their class.

Maya and Sarthak will continue their 
educational journeys together as they both 
head to Cornell University this fall. Maya 
will study biochemistry with minors in 
biometry and statistics, paving her way to 
medical school and becoming a molecular 
pathologist. Sarthak will pursue a major 
in mechanical engineering and minor in 
aerospace engineering.

As a well-rounded student, Maya is the 
leader of the vocal ensemble, a three-
season varsity athlete, and a member 
of the World Language Honor Society, 
the National Honor Society and the 
Business Olympics Team. She earned 
many accolades, including from the 
National Honor Society of High School 
Scholars, and the National College 
Board’s Hispanic Recognition Award, 
African American Recognition Award and 
AP Scholar with Honors Award. She also 
volunteers at the Hillside Food Outreach 
and Valhalla Ambulance Corps.

Her educational journey, guided by 
counselor Susana Reis, is a testament 
to the support that Valhalla provides its 
students: “Ms. Reis helped me narrow 
down what I wanted to do and found 

opportunities for me that led me to 
discover my love for medicine,” she said.

Throughout his time in Valhalla, Sarthak 
approached challenges with purpose 
and commitment. Along with being on 
the honor roll since 2019, he successfully 
played at the New York State School 
Music Association’s most advanced 
level of jazz trombone performance and 
qualified for the Westchester All-State Jazz 
Ensemble. He also plays jazz trombone 
in the VHS jazz band. He is the captain 
of the Academic Challenge Team and 
a member of the varsity tennis team. 
Additionally, he has been a student 
of classical Indian Kathak dance and 
Hindustani vocals since he was a child, 
and performs at festivals and concerts.

Sarthak’s passion for aviation began 
at an early age while traveling with his 
family to India. It ignited his interest in 
aerospace engineering: “Valhalla’s strong 
math and science programs helped me 

gain skills in each of these areas from 
elementary school on,” he said. “My 
teachers supported my interest in the field 
of engineering.”

Maya and Sarthak encouraged younger 
students to take as many opportunities as 
possible during their years at VHS. Maya 
said that volunteering for the Hillside Food 
Outreach enabled her to meet new people 
and travel locally.

“It was fulfilling to deliver groceries to 
people in need because it gave me the 
opportunity to learn about them and their 
families while helping them have a better 
quality of life,” she said.

For Sarthak, taking on leadership roles  
that are outside of his main interest areas— 
math and science—taught him a lot about 
himself.

“When I helped organize a picnic and 
press conference for asylum seekers in 
Greenburgh, I was able to meet and talk 
to people I would not have normally had 
contact with and learn about their lives,” 
he said.

VHS Principal Kristen Sautner was 
delighted to share these prestigious 
recognitions with Maya and Sarthak: 
“Congratulations to you both on your 
impressive accomplishments,” she said. 
“All of your hard work and determination 
have culminated in this well-deserved 
honor. I wish you continued success and 
look forward to hearing about your future 
accomplishments.”

The National School Public Relations 
Association and the New York School 
Public Relations Association announced 
their winners of their Publications and 
Digital Media Excellence Awards and 
Communications Competition, respec-
tively, which recognize excellence 
within the school public relations field.

Natalia Baage, the Valhalla Union Free 
School District’s public relations specialist, 
won three awards: 

•	New York’s Award of Honor in the 
Community Newsletter category for the 
“Valhalla Voyages” newsletters

•	National’s Award of Honor in the 
Website category for “Valhalla Schools 
Website Redesign: Revamping Our 
Digital Hub for Improved Connection 
and Navigation”

•	National’s Honorable Mention in the 
Social Media category for “Increasing 
Transparency and Sharing Our Viking 
Spirit through Valhalla’s Facebook Page.”

Entries are adjudicated by national experts 
in the field.

Valhalla Wins National & State Communications Award
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Congratulations to Valhalla High 
School teacher Melinda Benanti 
for earning tenure. The Board of 
Education applauded her success in 
the areas of social studies and English 
as a Second Language, and granted 
her tenure at its June meeting.

“Melinda has established meaningful 
connections with students and teachers in 
the social studies and ENL departments,” 
said VHS Principal Kristen Sautner. “She 
has worked closely with ENL families to 
ensure their understanding of school norms 
and available resources.”

In addition to teaching classes like Global 
History, U.S. History and ENL, Ms. Benanti 
provides professional development oppor-
tunities for fellow staff members. She also 
provided after-school support for students, 
chaperoned several events and co-advised 
the Yearbook Club.

“Achieving tenure is a significant accom-
plishment, reflecting dedication and 
superior achievement,” said Superintendent 
Kevin McLeod. “You make our school 
district stronger. We look forward to your 
continued success.”

Valhalla Celebrates Newest Tenure Recipient

VHS Musical Star Clyde Jones Earns Top State Honor
A few years ago, when Clyde “C.J.” 
Jones heard that Valhalla Middle 
School’s jazz band needed an electric 
bass player, he seized the opportunity. 
Little did the current Valhalla 
High School senior know that this 
spontaneous decision would shape his 
musical journey, ignite a passion for 
playing the bass, lead him to earn the 
highest recognition given by the New 
York State School Music Association 
and earn him a spot at the Berklee 
College of Music.

Westchester County Executive George 
Latimer and New York State Senator 
Shelley Mayer held a special ceremony to honor NYSSMA’s  
All-State performersin May. C.J. was among 40 high school 
seniors who attended. He was the only student-musician who  
had been selected for the All-State Instrumental Jazz Ensemble.

“Being honored by our State Senator and County Executive was a 
‘wow’ moment for me,” said C.J., who attended the event with VHS 
music teacher Anthony Maceli and Principal Kristen Sautner. “I never 
expected to be in a position to meet elected officials, much less be 
recognized by them for my music. It was an exciting moment.”

The attraction to specializing in both the upright bass and electric 
bass was playing a more supportive role. However, that wasn’t 
always the case. In sixth grade, while he played the upright bass 
in orchestra, he enjoyed nothing more than practicing guitar solos 
at home. When he learned the electric bass in the seventh-grade 
jazz band, he wanted to stand out. 

“I turned up the amp way too high and played one too many 
bass fills,” he admitted. 

However, when he entered high 
school and started playing bass under 
the tutelage of Dr. Maceli, he quickly 
realized the need to drop those habits 
and develop a new level of musical 
maturity. At the beginning of C.J.’s 
freshman year, Dr. Maceli half-jokingly 
mentioned that a previous jazz band 
bass player had blown out the amp. 
C.J. took the hint. 

“I started playing way laid back,” he 
said. “Instead of focusing on the note, 
I focused on the feel. When I learned 
that the groove is the glue that holds 
the song together, my musicianship 
skyrocketed.”

For C.J., Valhalla’s music department is a tightly-knit family, 
especially during concerts when the chorus, concert band, vocal 
ensemble, orchestra and jazz band come together to practice 
and perform. The department offers a wide range of opportunities 
to perform, take musical electives and learn music-based tools 
and apps.

“Every school day, I get to work on myself as a musician,” C.J. 
said. “I see and play music with my friends and that brings us 
closer together. It is its own little industry within the school.”

C.J. is thrilled to attend the Berklee College of Music in the 
fall to study audio production. His original goal was to be a 
performance major but after additional research, introspection 
and learning Logic Pro in Dr. Maceli’s class, he decided that 
audio production would better suit his personality and goals. 

“As an audio producer, you are doing the work to make other 
musicians look good,” he said. “I enjoy being in that role.” 

Why I Teach: Jon Carlo Angiolillo
Valhalla Middle School health, physical education teacher

Q: What makes Valhalla 
special?
A: Valhalla has always been like 
a second home to me. I became a 
parishioner at Holy Name of Jesus 

and joined its youth group at 13. I met teenagers who were from 
Valhalla and we performed community service acts together. 
Getting to know my fellow youth group members and their 
families made me realize how special 
Valhalla is. From the arts to music to 
sports - and everything in between - 
Valhalla is filled with talent. Valhalla 
is special because of the bonds built 
between community members. Most of the 
students grew up together and maintain 
close friendships that will last a lifetime. 
I’m blessed to be part of this special 
community.

Q: How many years have you 
been here? How long have you 
been an educator?
A: This was my fourth year as an 
educator and second year at Valhalla. 
I was previously at Blind Brook and 
Ossining high schools.

Q: What are you teaching this 
year? What extra curricular 
clubs/activities are you advising?
A: I am teaching health, consumer science 
and physical education. I volunteer my 
time for clubs like the Valhalla International Fund and varsity 
football. I coached modified cross country in the fall and was the 
varsity boys basketball head coach in the winter. I also coach 
junior varsity baseball in the spring.

Q: Discuss what you routinely do in class with 
your students. While there are no “typical” days in 
education, what does the average day look like?
A: I constantly try to create a welcoming and engaging 
environment. While there is no “average” day, I like my students 
to be curious, feel safe and ask questions - that’s how we learn. 
Some students may be afraid to speak out and never develop the 
courage to ask a question or relay an important fact. I encourage 
my students to make mistakes and learn from them. I let my 
students know that I learn from them as well and that we are in 
this together. Through this culture, I create a “family” atmosphere.

Q: How are the courses you teach crucial to student 
development? What do you hope your students 
learn?

A: The courses are advantageous because they provide students 
with knowledge on how to better themselves. Health and physical 
education are about building character, and learning how to win 
with dignity and lose with grace. They are about being a good 
person to yourself, your family and your community. The content 
that I am fortunate enough to teach allows me to share life lessons 
that will resonate with our students throughout their lives. These 
courses build their self esteem and confidence through team-

building exercises. In addition, I teach 
qualities like respect, accountability and 
discipline. These are the courses that 
students remember when they are asked 
what they love about school. My hope 
is that they learn that they are valuable 
and important. I want them to know that 
their daily choices may currently seem 
irrelevant but, in the long run, every 
choice they make has a consequence 
down the road - good or bad. 

Q: What about health, physical 
education and teaching 
interested you? What is your 
background?
A: Growing up, my mom was an 
educator at the Cottage School, a 
residential school for children without 
parents. I spent time there with her and 
saw firsthand the difference that she made 
in those kids’ lives. Some students spend 
more time with their teachers than they 
do with their own parents. Teachers have 

a great responsibility to be good role models for the younger 
generation and inspire them to be their best possible selves.

Q: Share some classroom memories.
A: Many classroom memories revolve around great 
sportsmanship and helping others. For example, during the year, 
a group of students might go out of their way to include another 
student. Those moments of growth, maturity and kindness mean 
everything and validate why I am teaching.

Q: If you weren’t teaching, what would your 
profession be and why?
A: I can’t picture myself doing anything else. If I had to choose 
another job, it would be a veterinarian - I love animals. 

Q: Share a fun fact about yourself.
A: I have been to every Major League Baseball stadium. I love 
exploring the outdoors. Some of my favorite things to do in my 
spare time include fishing, playing the drums, snowboarding, 
playing softball and hiking.
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VIRGINIA ROAD SCHOOL

CONGRATULATIONS,  
VALHALLA GRADUATES! 

KENSICO SCHOOL

Concluding the 2023-24 school year, we extended a heartfelt congratulations to our outgoing 2nd, 5th and 8th graders 
as they prepare for the next part of their educational journeys in a new school this fall. The Moving Up Ceremonies in 
June brought joy to our community members’ hearts and smiles throughout the gymnasium.
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KS Art Contest Winner Honors Service Members
When fourth grader James Thomas 
walked into the Kensico School library, 
escorted by two friends and Principal 
Rob Schliessman, his eyes grew wide 
and his jaw dropped open. He was 
happily startled by a special surprise.

Assembled in the library were his parents, 
two of his teachers, the school librarian, 
district administrators and representatives 
from the American Legion Auxiliary Post 
1038. Everyone had gathered to applaud 
James’ first-place win in the annual ALA 
Poppy Poster contest.

Attendees snapped photos of James, 
hugged him and offered 
handshakes and words of 
congratulations. His shock 
was soon overtaken by 
his megawatt smile as Dr. 
Schliessman explained the 
reason for the celebration.

“You did such wonderful 
work on your poster that we 

wanted to celebrate your win 
with you,” he said. 

James’ poster depicts 
paratroopers descending into 
a field of poppies. The Poppy 
Poster contest is for students 
in grades two through 12. It 
offers them an opportunity to 
learn about the sacrifices that 
service members have made, 
explained Emmy Creskey, 
President of the ALA Unit 1038.

“James, we are so proud of 
you,” she said. “We are so glad you 
understand the significance of the poppy 

and what it means.”

James was presented with 
a certificate, a gift card 
and a box of notecards 
with his poster’s image on 
them.

Prior to creating his poster, 
James performed research 
and brainstormed ideas 

with his parents. He decided on his design 
because he likes to draw and wanted to 
showcase his talents. In addition, his older 
brother, Josh, had won the contest before 
and so James wanted to see if he could 
follow in his brother’s footsteps.

“This fills us with happiness,” said Sam 
Thomas, James’ father. “We thought of this 
contest as a family project.”

In addition to drawing, James enjoys 
music, math and playing the xylophone 
and piano.

Game On: Second Graders Code Computer Games
It was time! Four Virginia Road School students in Jon 
Battista’s technology class smiled proudly, sitting in front of 
their laptops. As they waited for second-grade classmates 
to join them, they giddily plugged in their controllers and 
launched the computer games that they had created. 

After participating in a seven-week coding class where they 
learned fundamental skills, the young coders each created their 
own computer game, akin to the simple yet popular “Flappy 
Bird.” In the spring, they each shared their game with their 
classmates. They also designed their own controller.

“It was exciting when Mr. Battista showed us how ‘Flappy Bird’ 
was made and how to code our game,” said Andreas, one of 
the students in the coding class. “To make ours, we thought of an 
idea and character, and decided on the background, how the 
character moved, and how they would win 
or lose points.”

During the seven-week program, Mr. Battista 
introduced the students to programming 
language and computational thinking. It 
ignited their curiosity, fostered creativity, 
encouraged persistence and developed 
problem-solving skills. 

“By making coding accessible, engaging 
and fun, we can inspire the next generation 

of innovators and 
creators,” said Mr. 
Battista. “It is important 
to teach coding at an 
early age because 
many jobs will require it 
in the future. Having the 
background knowledge 
of computer science 
and coding will better 
prepare them.”

When the second graders arrived, eager to try the games, small 
groups gathered at each table. The coders taught their classmates 
how to play. 

Emily, one of the technology students 
who made her own game, enjoyed 
the creation process, especially as it 
allowed her the opportunity to select 
options that she liked.

“I got to choose a lot of things, like how 
fast the character goes and the sound it 
makes when it hits something,” she said. 
“The coding class is fun. When you 
grow up and need to code for work, 
you will already know how to do it.”

Visiting Author Advocates for Positive Thinking, Overcoming Obstacles
From the destruction of Pompeii to the great Alaskan 
earthquake, New York Times best-selling author Lauren 
Tarshis has written about a variety of well-known 
historical events. Ms. Tarshis visited Kensico School 
this spring to share her writing experiences and impart 
knowledge onto students.

Her “I Survived” book series 
explores some of the world’s most 
well-known disasters, conflicts 
and incidents through the eyes 
of a child. It offers thrilling 
storytelling and crucial lessons 
in resilience and optimism. Her 
books have created an avenue 
for children to emotionally 
connect with history and learn 
about hope and perseverance.

Ms. Tarshis told Kensico students 
that in order to capture her 
reader’s attention, she starts 

each “I Survived” book with the moment of crisis — right in the 
middle of the action. She began doing that after she read a 
book to her son and he asked her to get to the exciting part — 
which was not at the start. This action-packed notion resonated 
with fifth grader A.J. Carreno. 

“I’m a big fan of the ‘I Survived’ books,” A.J. said. “I like that 
they start with a big exciting 
moment. It makes me want to read 
the rest of the story because I want 
to know what happened before.”

Literacy did not always come 
easily to Ms. Tarshis. She 
struggled with reading and did 
not read a full book until she was 
14. As an adult, she doubted 
her writing and even temporarily 
quit until her father, who is a 
non-fiction writer, encouraged 
her to try again. Several Kensico 
students were impacted by her 
early struggles.

“I liked that 
she shared her 
story about 
her reading 
challenges and 
not giving up 
on her writing,” 
said fifth grader 
Emily Meyer. “It 
is important to 
keep trying.”

Ms. Tarshis revealed that it takes about a year to write each 
book and they involve extensive research. With the exception of 
her book on the Titanic’s sinking, she had visited every place that 
she writes about.

“I meet people who have connections to the events, talk to 
experts, go to museums and study maps,” she said. “The 
research helps me make the stories realistic.”

Sometimes the idea for a book originates from her readers. 
The “I Survived the California Wildfires” book was inspired by 

an email from a mother who survived the devastating fires and 
whose daughter is a fan of the “I Survived” series. Ms. Tarshis 
traveled to the site of the fires in Paradise, California, to meet 
the mother and daughter and hear firsthand about how the fires 
devastated their community.
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VHS special education teacher Bobby Drysdale is a cherished member of the 
Valhalla community, who devoted his career to inspiring students. Mr. Drysdale was 
born in Valhalla, is a graduate of Valhalla Schools and served as a VMHS teacher for 
29 years. He is renowned for his love of sports, outstanding coaching abilities and 
empathetic attitude that inspired countless athletes to overcome obstacles and strive for 
excellence. Mr. Drysdale’s genuine care and rapport with students and colleagues led 
to enduring connections, as evidenced by invitations to weddings, baptisms and family 
gatherings. VHS Principal Kristen Sautner applauded his profound impact, describing 
him as “an esteemed, nurturing teacher with a commanding yet compassionate 
demeanor. Bobby continues to guide students through his unwavering strength and 
kindness, leaving an indelible mark on the Valhalla community.”

VMS art teacher Lisa Green has a vibrant sense of humor and a unique ability to 
engage Valhalla Middle School students and bolster their skills and imagination. With 
24 years of teaching experience, she shared her love of artistic creation, demonstrated 
her commitment to nurturing young artists and championed visual arts. In addition to 
teaching all three VMS grade levels, she served as the art club’s advisor, where she 
further inspired students’ creativity and artistic expression. Her influence also extended 
outside of the classroom as she played a pivotal role in creating captivating murals 
that adorn the VMS hallways. “It’s safe to say that she has left her mark on our middle 
school,” said VMS Principal Orande Daring. “Lisa, thank you for your years of service 
and all the beauty that you brought to Valhalla.”

Valhalla Thanks Retirees for Dedication to Students

Please join us in celebrating these five teachers:

Teachers are the heart of the Valhalla Union Free School District. This year, the district said farewell to five retiring 
veteran staff members, who were known for their unwavering dedication and warmth.

Between them, they boasted nearly 150 years of service in Valhalla. Friends, family members, and colleagues gathered at the Board 
of Education meeting in June to celebrate.

“Valhalla is a close-knit community, much like a family,” said Superintendent Kevin McLeod. “While it’s bittersweet to see members 
move on to new chapters, we’re deeply grateful for the time we’ve shared and the positive impact they made on our district and 
students.”

To the retirees, he continued: “You have been integral to Valhalla. Thank you for your dynamic years of service and invaluable 
contributions. You exemplify Viking pride and spirit. Though you may be leaving our buildings, you’ll always remain in our hearts.  
Like family, you will always be welcome here.”

KS fifth-grade teacher Claudia Floryshak has been a warm and welcoming Viking for 
32 years. Her commitment to Kensico students and her love for education have made a 
lasting impression on the Valhalla community. In true Viking spirit, Ms. Floryshak attended 
nearly every Kensico event. In fact, one of her favorite memories is from 2001 when she 
participated in a parade and marched with her students in yellow ponchos, which elicited 
cheers and smiles from onlookers. “Ms. Floryshak always checks in on our feelings,” her 
students said. “She greets us by our first names every morning, making us feel welcome.” 
KS Principal Rob Schliessman said: ”You are an amazing, all-around person. I wish you 
well and thank you for your dedicated service to the Valhalla community.”

KS third-grade teacher Kathy Pappalardo dedicated nearly three decades of 
her teaching career to Valhalla, 20 years of which were at Kensico. Known for her 
unwavering commitment to her students and colleagues, Ms. Pappalardo’s caring and 
supportive nature left an indelible mark within the building. One student remarked, 
“Ms. Pappalardo is kind, helpful, caring and supportive.” Other students mentioned her 
compassion and patience, her dedication to assisting them with their work and providing 
valuable feedback. One student called her “the best teacher in history.” Dr. Schliessman 
lauded Ms. Pappalardo’s exceptional work ethic, noting that she goes above and beyond 
by arriving early each day to prepare, supporting absent colleagues with lesson planning, 
managing the lost and found, and ensuring that the copy machine is operational.

KS fifth-grade teacher Pat Trehy became an educator after a career change from a 
job in NBC’s technology department. After 32 years in education, she is best known 
for her caring approach toward her students and her commitment to teaching—both 
of which have endeared her to the Valhalla community and left a lasting impact. Ms. 
Trehy is well known for her strong efforts in establishing a supportive and welcoming 
learning environment. Students value her empathetic and supportive nature, as well as 
her approach to giving them autonomy in the classroom. A few students remarked: “Ms. 
Trehy listens to all of our problems,” “she is understanding and does not pick sides” and 
“she gives us lots of choices in the classroom.” Dr. Schliessman admired Ms. Trehy for 
her student-centered approach: “Every decision Pat makes has students on the forefront 
and that’s inspiring—and that’s what we love about Pat.”

Valhalla’s Award-Winning Websites  
Relaunched Over Holiday Recess

The Valhalla websites received an 
upgrade at the start of 2024! The 
new sites are more thoughtfully 
designed, aesthetically pleasing 
and well structured for simple 
navigation.

When students and staff members 
returned from the Holiday Recess, they 
were greeted by new websites — both 
at the district level and school levels. 
We began working on the relaunch in 
the Spring of 2023 and were eager to 
see family engagement.

We continue working with our 
current website provider, Educational 
Networks, who we have partnered 
with since November 2008. Over 
the years, they have performed two 
upgrades, including one that ensured 
that our websites were compliant with 

all federal Americans with Disabilities 
Act requirements.

The new websites reflect our 
commitment to modernity, positive 
technology updates and effective 
communication. They prioritize a 
user-friendly design, which streamlines 
content and offers intuitive navigation 
so that residents can easily access 
the information that they need. This 
ensures that our website remains an 
efficient tool for communicating with our 
community, especially as it relates to 
sharing news, alerts and resources.

The new websites are also mobile-
responsive, meaning that they can be 
accessed from any device—a desktop, 
laptop, tablet or phone—and the page 
will adapt to the size of the screen 
without skewing the information.

The National School Public Relations 
Association honored Valhalla’s websites 
with an Award of Merit in its 2023–24 
Publications and Digital Media Excel-
lence Awards.



Voyages Voyages

1514

Why I Teach: Brooke Petriccione
Kensico School third-grade teacher

Q: What is your current 
position at Kensico School?
A: Currently I teach third grade.

�Q: What makes Valhalla 
special?

A: Valhalla is special because students, parents, teachers, 
administrators and community members have pride in our schools 
and make our students feel important. There is a generational 
aspect to my experience in Valhalla. 
I went to Valhalla and my mom was 
also a Valhalla graduate. I have heard 
countless stories about my mom’s 
time here in the ‘70s, I have my own 
wonderful experiences here and now get 
to experience it as a teacher and through 
my students’ eyes.

Q: Moreover, what makes 
Kensico School special?
A: Kensico is a very special place. The 
teachers give their all to their students. We support one other and 
work well together. We are a family. We were very lucky to have 
an amazing principal in Mr. Curran and now are fortunate to 
have Dr. Schliessman, who is motivated and has introduced many 
exciting educational opportunities. Our students and parents are 
wonderful - they are supportive, generous and involved.  

Q: How long have you been an educator?
A: When I was in high school, I volunteered every day at 
Virginia Road School. This is when I decided to be a teacher. I 
started teaching at VRS in 2004. Since then, I have had three 
children and have been teaching for about 15 years. I have 
taught at VRS, KS and Valhalla Middle School.

Q: Discuss what you routinely do in class with  
your students.
A: We always start with a daily “Do Now.” This is usually a 
writing or math activity. We then go into WIN time (What I 
Need), where we work on different skills and concepts to help 
students practice what they need individually. Then we have 
math, recess/lunch and ELA. Our favorite thing is going into our 
new mindfulness room where we get energy out and then calm 
ourselves so we are focused and ready to learn. 

Q: Share some of your favorite classroom 
memories.
A: My favorite classroom memories are our Field Days because 
we take a break from classroom routines, work as teams and 
have fun. I love seeing the kids do things that I normally don’t get 
to see them do. We work all year on being inclusive, showing 
kindness and building each other up. Watching them work as 

teams and cheer each other on is a nice way to culminate  
the year. 

Q: How is what you teach crucial to student 
development? What do you hope your students 
learn?
A: As an elementary school teacher, it is important to teach 
our students to always do their best. We often say in our 
classroom that everyone’s best is different and that working 

hard and pushing yourself is what is 
most important. It is crucial to teach 
students how to challenge and believe 
in themselves. Helping them to have 
a good work ethic will allow them to 
be successful as they continue their 
education. We teach students that just 
as you need to practice an instrument or 
sport, you need to practice academics - 
this will help you become better students. 
Obviously, teaching them the curriculum 
is important; however, teaching them 

how to work hard is crucial to student development. 

Q: What about teaching interests you? What is  
your background?
A: I love having the opportunity to work with new students each 
year. Learning about them and their strengths is my favorite part 
of teaching. Seeing them come in each morning and be happy 
to be here is so wonderful. I love when they are excited about 
learning, find a book series they love or ask to do an activity. 

I started volunteering at VRS as a senior. I then went to Pace 
University, where I graduated with my undergraduate degree 
in childhood education and my master’s in special education. I 
taught second grade at VRS, sixth grade at VMS, and fifth and 
third grade at KS.

Q: If you weren’t teaching, what would your 
profession be?
A: This is a difficult question because I cannot see myself doing 
anything else. It would have to be a job working with children. 
The next choices would be a child psychologist or working at 
Maria Fareri Children’s Hospital.

Q: Share a few fun facts about yourself.
A: I have three children. Matteo, Alessia and Mila. I currently 
work with some of the teachers who were my teachers at 
Valhalla when I was a student. I am very close with my co-
workers and consider them family. I played softball for Valhalla 
and was a pitcher. My middle school social studies teacher and 
softball coach Roger Wylie influenced me to become the teacher 
I am today. 

Why I Teach: Kevin Burton
Virginia Road School first-grade teacher

Q: What makes Valhalla 
special?
A: Valhalla is a great place to work. 
I like the collaboration between the 
instructors—not just between the grade 

levels, but also the specialists and support staff. Since it’s a smaller 
district, there is much more camaraderie across the schools. I 
have had friends in Kensico School, Valhalla Middle School and 
Valhalla High School for years.

Q: Moreover, what makes 
Virginia Road School special?
A: This is my 24th year at Virginia 
Road. It is a great place to work. 
Every day is special because it will 
not be like the day before. I get a lot 
of support from my Grade 1 team. 
We lend a helping hand. Of course, 
it’s the kids that bring the magic to 
Virginia Road. There’s an energy that 
radiates everywhere.

Q: How long have you been 
an educator?
A: I started at VRS in September 2000. Before that, I did my 
student teaching at the Columbus Avenue School in Valhalla.

Q: Discuss what you routinely do in class with  
your students.
A: The day starts with computer work as the kids drift in. Our 
“Star Student” will then have their Q&A. Morning Meeting is 
an active time. We have dances, chants and hand movements 
to memorize the strategies for trading, writing, math, science 
and phonics. Guided Reading phonics are in the morning. I 
have hand puppets to assist me with each subject; the kids stay 
interested when they have a puppet show. After lunch/recess, it’s 
math and/or science. We do experiments and play math games. 
Then it’s a cooldown with snacks and a fun video.

Q: Share some of your favorite classroom memories.
A: There are many good times. When I taught kindergarten, we 
had a treasure hunt. I made different maps for each student. They 
had to find words around the school. They had a blast.

In first grade, we learned directions and ordinal numbers. 
Students wrote directions from our classroom to another teacher’s 
room. Then we used walkie-talkies to see who got the directions 
correct. Years ago, we had a rainforest unit. We converted the 
classroom into a rainforest using rolls of colored paper. Students 
created animals for each rainforest layer.

When I taught second grade, during our money unit, I gave out 
fake money based on completion of work. Students collaborated 

and decided what to spend their money on. I was proud of how 
they worked together.

Q: How is what you teach crucial to student devel-
opment? What do you hope your students learn?
A: Grade 1 is a pivotal part of student learning. It transitions 
from “reading to read” to “reading to understand.” Practicing 
fluency and comprehension is important to get them ready for the 

following grades. Math is one of 
my favorite subjects. I try to do math 
games every day. This way, students 
learn without realizing it.

I would really like my students to 
learn that school is fun and that 
learning can be fun too. I hope they 
find it enjoyable.

Q: What about teaching 
interests you? What is  
your background?
A: My great-great grandmother, 
great-aunt and mother were 

teachers. I started out in engineering school and found it too 
rigid. So I worked at Pace University as a college recruiter for the 
School of Education. One day, the dean told me, “Ya know, you 
would make a good teacher.” I thought he was kidding. After my 
first graduate class, I was hooked. I love teaching because every 
day is different and it gives you the opportunity to be artistic and 
grow with the kids. As the kids learn, you learn too. Every day is 
a learning experience, whether you like it or not.

Q: If you weren’t teaching, what would your 
profession be?
A: I got my bachelor’s in geography from the University of 
Illinois. My dream job was to be an aerial survey interpreter. 
This was way before GPS and satellite navigation. The United 
States Geological Survey needed survey interpreters in the 
Ukraine after the fall of the Soviet Union. So, I got the job at 
Pace University because I rewrote the transfer guidelines for the 
University of Illinois. Pace put me with the School of Education. 
So, I think I would be working with surveying or in a land 
management position.

Q: Share a few fun facts about yourself.
A: My wife and I have been together since 1997. We have a 
daughter who studied at the Art Institute of Chicago. I have three 
cats (I love cats). I wear a cat shirt every day. I am a volunteer 
firefighter in White Plains. I volunteer at the Feed Westchester 
Food Bank. In the summer, I volunteer with Arts Westchester - I 
assist the Art Van at special events to create art with children. In 
my spare time, I do cartooning and take naps.
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Students Witness Hawk Release for Earth Day
With nervous excitement and 
applause, Kensico School students 
and staff members witnessed a red-
tailed hawk being released into the 
wild in honor of Earth Day. 

They gathered around the school’s circular 
driveway, huddled together and seated on the 
curb. Wildlife biologist Chris Nadareski held 
the hawk, answered questions and walked up 
and down the row of children so that they each 
had a close-up view of the bird. 

Following a countdown, the bird took flight! 
The students gasped and applauded, watching 
it spread its wings and fly off west. 

Why was the hawk being released? It was 
newly healed after sustaining injuries a month 
prior near the New York/New Jersey border. 
Mr. Nadareski explained that it had received 
puncture wounds, likely from a fight with another 
bird. It recuperated at The Raptor Trust, a New 
Jersey-based wild bird rehabilitation center.

Prior to the hawk’s release, Mr. Nadareski was 
joined by the Department of Environmental 
Protection’s John Milgrim in the Kensico 
gymnasium, who 
discussed protecting the 
environment and wildlife. 
They answered students’ 
questions and shared 
their efforts in keeping the 
water reservoirs and its 
neighboring ecosystems 
safe and clean. 
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