
MPROVEMENTS are coming to the 
Little Falls School District. Facilities 

upgrades and educational initiatives are 
slated for the 2023-24 school year and 
beyond. 

A major project will see the 
replacement of almost all interior doors 
and floors across the district. 

The doors, many of them original to the 
construction of their respective schools, are 
warped, chipped, and do not provide 
optimal security. Floors are cracked and 
buckling from age and wear. Some are 
made from vinyl asbestos tiles which will 
be removed. 

The replacement of the doors and floors 
was a cornerstone of the school 
improvement plan which voters turned 
down in December. 

“Our needs haven’t gone away, they 
have to be addressed,” said Superintendent 
Tracey Marinelli. “Doors and floors are 
priority items for us that directly impact 
the safety of kids.” 

These facilities improvements will be 
paid for using money from the district’s 
capital reserve – a fund earmarked for 
critical facilities needs. If the referendum 
had been approved, the fund would have 
been used to pay for construction of 
instructional space at School No. 3. 

School No.1 is slated to have its new 
floors installed this summer; School No. 2 
and No. 3 during the summer of 2024. 
Door replacement will be completed this 
upcoming school year at night, on the 
weekends, and during school recesses. 

In addition, new classroom desks, tables, 
and seating will be installed in phases over 
the next several years, replacing the old, 
worn furniture in place now. The modern 

furniture will allow classrooms to be 
designed for more collaborative project-
based learning and more active learning, 
two hallmarks of 21st century instruction.  

Also coming up in 2023-24: 
 
An additional school counselor at 
School No. 1 to provide more social and 
emotional learning opportunities. (This 
position is funded by a federal grant.) 
 
An additional learning disabilities 
teacher consultant who will work with 
students with special needs at all three 
schools.  

New cafeteria tables at School No. 1. 
 
A second world language teacher for 
our elementary program. New Jersey 
learning standards require that students 
have regular instruction in at least one 
foreign language, beginning in 
kindergarten. In Little Falls, elementary 
students study Spanish. 
 
Research shows many cognitive benefits 
of foreign language learning such as a 
better academic performance, better 
memory and concentration, and  
improved critical-thinking.
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T School No. 1, 55 students in cast 
and crew brought to life the award-

winning musical, “Crazy For You.”  
Under the direction of teachers 

Kerianne Brown, Matt Schmidt, and 
Tiffany Studzinski, the students rehearsed 

for 12 weeks for the production, which 
features the music of George and Ira 
Gershwin. 

The story tells the tale of a New York 
banker who is sent to seize a failing theater 
in a small town and winds up saving it.  
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Middle-
schoolers 
perform “Can’t 
Be Bothered 
Now” by 
George and Ira 
Gershwin

Facilities improvements and 
educational initiatives planned
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Gershwin comes to School No. 1



COMPETITION

Art teacher puts her 
own stamp on program 

Art teacher Jamie 
Wandel began 
teaching in Little 
Falls and School No. 
1 in March, 2022. 
Over the course of 
the year, Wandel has 
put her own brush 
strokes on the 
program. She’s 
brought her unique 
background and 
experience to bear, incorporating projects 
from different cultures into the curriculum, as 
well as discussing the historical significance 
and time periods of the works. 

“She has a way of making art so engaging,” 
said Dana Sprague, principal. “The kids are 
really diving in and loving it.” 

Wandel’s travels abroad have been a 
constant source of inspiration. Her early love 
of Eastern art and art history took her to 
China for 10 years. She’s also spent time in 
Italy, Japan, Indonesia, and England. 

“I’m passionate about teaching students a 
variety of viewpoints and cultures,” said the 
new Little Falls resident. “Being exposed to 
different cultures opens up your mind. But it’s 
also important for students to learn how to 
look at art, how to talk about art, and how to 
engage with it.” 

Wandel’s signature course is the school’s 
new digital art elective which she created. The 
seventh and eighth grade course explores digi-
tal painting (which Wandel has fallen in love 
with), design, compositing, and photography. 
The genre is one that students find exciting 
and immersive. Not only does it incorporate 
technology such as computers and profes-
sional drawing tablets, but it is also an integral 
part of the media they consume every day. 

Wandel holds a bachelor’s degree in art 
from Aquinas College in Michigan and a 
master’s in museum education from the 
University of Glasgow. She’s on track to earn 
her master’s in teaching from New Jersey City 
University by the end of 2023. 

Wandel also teaches at the Passaic County 
Art Center, the Montclair Art Museum, and 
the Ridgewood Department of Parks and 
Recreation.

HILE the brackets looked very familiar, 
the March madness at School No. 1 had 

nothing to do with basketball. This was 
madness of the mathematical kind. 

Students in every math class participated in 
a tournament-style competition that mirrored 
the NCAA contest. Once per week, the 
mathletes faced-off against each other in pairs 
to correctly solve the most math problems in 
five minutes. The winners advanced until a 
champ was crowned in every class. Then the 
class champs of each grade did battle to 
determine a grade level winner. 

The math quizzes tested knowledge of math 

facts – simple computations done mentally 
which students should have mastered. Grades 
5 and 6 were tested on multiplication facts and 
grades 7 and 8 on adding, subtracting, 
multiplying, and dividing integers, including 
negative numbers. 

“Higher math requires that these facts be 
memorized or be able to be solved mentally,” 
said math teacher Kelly Sutherland who 
coordinated the fifth grade tournament. “The 
competition gives them the motivation to 
practice their math fact fluency.” 

Staff members had their own math madness 
and participated in a similar tournament. 

OMEMADE lava 
lamps. Dancing 

robots. Experiments in 
electricity, buoyancy, 
hydraulics, and plant 
growth.  

Those were just some of 
the sights at School No. 1’s 
first STEAM Night. More 
than 60 students 
participated in the event 
which showcased hands-on 
learning and exploration in  
science, technology, art, 
engineering, and math. 
Fifth- and sixth-graders 
conducted experiments and 
seventh- and eighth-graders 
invented new devices or 
products. 

“I’m so proud of these kids,” said 
Bethanne Strippoli, the gifted and talented 
teacher who coordinated the activity. “They 
worked independently, no one pulled them 
through. They did everything themselves 
and the results are just extraordinary. It 

really showed their creativity and 
thoroughness.” 

The young scientists and engineers 
completed their work at home over the 
course of just three weeks. Approximately 
200 people attended the event. 
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Jocelyn Nieves receives guidance from Jamie Wandel

Taryn Hanna, above, and Alexander 
Irizarry, right, complete math quizzes
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March Math Madness 
comes to School No. 1 

Kids show off their ingenuity

P R O F I L E

Eighth-grader Eamonn McEvoy shows off the hydraulic hand he 
constructed with Tyler Mugleston



LL three district schools 
celebrated reading and 

everything Dr. Seuss as they 
participated in Read Across 
America Day – a nationwide 
campaign designed to motivate 
kids to read. Sponsored by the 
National Education 
Association, Read Across 
America is held annually on 
the birthday of the legendary 
children's author. 

The schools extended the 
celebration for the entire week 
and even the entire month. 

At School No. 2, the 
weeklong celebration of 
reading was highlighted by 
presentations from author Marisa Castronova. 
She discussed her method for creating 
characters and stories drawn from her own 
life. During the visit, sponsored by the school’s 
PTA, each student received a copy of her book. 

The reading celebration was also an 
opportunity for students to connect with 
prominent members of the community. Little 
Falls Mayor James Damiano read aloud to 
students, as did Police Chief Bryan Prall and 
Police Corporal Jon Vanak. Many parents 
visited too, and read some of storybooks they 
loved as children. 

The week ended with Reading on the 
Beach. Students decked out with sunglasses 
and hats, read on beach towels and beach 
chairs while tropical music played in the 
background.  

In addition to guest readers, School No. 3 
encouraged reading through two programs. 
During Drop Everything and Read, the entire 

school took time out 
to read 
simultaneously – a 
move designed to 
show the importance 
of reading every day. 
In another initiative, 
students were 
challenged to read 
for 24 hours during 
four weeks of the 
program. If 
successful, each 
reader helped duct 
tape Principal Elba 
Castrovinci to a wall. 

One day, third-
graders ventured out 
and visited the Little 

Falls Public 
Library to 
complete an 
escape room 
designed to 
familiarize 
students with 
the library’s vast 
resources. The 
activity was 
devised by the 
library’s youth 
services 
coordinator, Linda Belen. 

A reading by eighth-grader and published 
author Victor Padova anchored the RAA 
activities at School No. 1. Victor read his 
book, “A Fuzzy Discovery,” to his fellow 
eighth-graders. The story follows siblings who 
capture a caterpillar with the hope of watching 
its transformation into a butterfly.  

In 2020, Victor won a contest run by noted 
children’s book author, Stanley (Stan the 
Man) Tucker. Victor’s story was chosen from 
300 submissions and was professionally 
illustrated and published.
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Top left, pre-schooler Charlie 
Harger with author Marisa 
Castronova; left, School No. 2 
students get ready to read on 
the “beach” ; top right, third-
graders search for clues in an 
escape room designed to teach 
them the resources of the Little 
Falls Public Library; above, guest 
reader Dom Belfiglio with his 
daughter, Kayla.
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Schools celebrate 
reading and Seuss
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HELPING PEERS

ECOND-GRADERS are 
contributing to the school that 

started them on their educational 
journeys. About 50 second-
graders at School No. 2 are 
participating in a peer mentorship 
program. The students are divided 
into helper roles, most of which 
directly interact with 
kindergartners.  

“The kids love it,” said school 
counselor Kelly Davis who 
coordinates the program. “We did 
this to promote leadership skills, 
good character, and positive 
behavior, and give the second-
graders a sense of responsibility. 
The program also gives the little 
ones [kindergartners] a chance to 
learn from their peers.” 

Each participating second-

grader serves in one of four 
areas: Maintenance Masters 
walk the building with the 
school custodian, looking for 
trash and items that might need 
repair. Recess Rockstars assist 
kindergartners with games and 
activities, and model good 
behavior. The Cafeteria Crew 
assists kindergartners with 
getting lunch and helps with 
clean up. The Classroom Club 
helps with learning activities in 
kindergarten classrooms. 

Several times per year the 
positions rotate, giving each 
second-grader the chance to 
participate in all four roles. 

 
Right, Deanna DeCaito unpacks a 

box in the School No. 2 cafeteria 

N their physical education classes in 
March, students at School #3 focused on 

heart health.  
Teacher Joseph Schmidt taught lessons 

on diet and nutrition, the circulatory 
system, the importance of exercise, and the 
need for  quality sleep. The lessons were 
conducted as part of the school’s 
participation in the American Heart 
Association’s Kids Heart Challenge, a 

program that teaches 
students the steps to 
take to keep your 
heart strong. 

“What was really 
eye-opening for the 
kids was how 
essential it is to get 
regular sleep and to 
learn how much 

sleep they 
should be 
getting,” said 
Schmidt. 
“Many of them 
made it a goal 
to cut down on 
computer 
screens before 
bedtime, keep 
their bedrooms dark and free of 
distractions, and to sleep more.” 

The program, formerly known as 
Jump Rope For Heart, also raises 
money for heart health education, 
research, and quality care. In total, 
School No. 3 raised more than $3,300 
for the AHA. Fourth-grader Tiberius 
Trombetta was the school’s top 
fundraiser with a total of $505. 

As an incentive, students are 
awarded thank-you gifts after reaching 
fundraising milestones.

School No. 3 reaches 
out to those in need 

CHOOL No. 3’s parents, staff members, 
and students donated nearly 300 pounds 

of canned food as part of the Passaic Valley 
Rotary Food Drive. Of the participating 
schools, School No. 3 donated the most and 
won a live educational animal show from 
Unique Creatures. 

Principal Elba Castrovinci accepted a 
certificate for the show at the rotary club’s 
bimonthly dinner meeting. 

The food drive collected more than 1,000 
pounds of food to benefit Holy Angels, the 
Military Assistance Pantry, and the Father 
English Community Center.

Superintendent honored 

ITTLE Falls 
Mayor James 

Damiano presented 
a proclamation of 
appreciation to 
Tracey Marinelli, 
superintendent of 
schools, at the 
township council 
meeting on March 
27. In his opening remarks, the mayor 
recognized the district’s high level of student 
achievement and numerous accolades received 
since Marinelli took the helm of the school 
system in 2015. 

“She has put Little Falls and the Little Falls 
Schools truly on the map,” he said. “Thank 
you so much. Little Falls appreciates you.” 
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Mentorship program underway

Third-grader Melanie Shayka reaches for a mystery gift after 
achieving a donation goal 

Focusing on heart health

Kelly Davis 
 School counselor

We did this to 
promote 

leadership 
skills, good 

character, and 
positive 

behavior, and 
give the 

second-graders 
a sense of 

responsibility.“

Joseph Schmidt 
Health & PE teacher

What was really 
eye-opening for 
the kids was 
how essential it 
is to get regular 
sleep and to 
learn how much 
sleep they 
should be 
getting.”


