
ORK continues on the plans to 
infuse into the curriculum the 

district's Portrait of a Hornet. Named for 
the district mascot and student 
nickname, the Portrait of a Hornet 
represents the 10 character traits 
identified by the community as essential 
for success in the workplace. (See 
graphic.) 

First, the district evaluation advisory 
committee assigned each attribute to be 
emphasized during a specific month of 
the school year. The committee – a group 
of parents, community members, 
teachers, students, and administrators 
dedicated to the improvement of the 
school system – also described the ways 
in which students in every grade should 
display development of the traits. 

Using this framework, the strategic 
planning committee of the board of 
education formulated a multi-year plan 
to support key traits, with emphasis on 
keeping the district a place of innovation 
and opportunity. New materials, 
facilities improvements, and the 
development of new electives and clubs 
to meet student interest are among the 
objectives. 

Grade level teams are now working 
on specific age-appropriate assignments 
that introduce and emphasize each 
monthly characteristic. Schoolwide 
initiatives are also in the planning stages. 

The goals of the Portrait of a Hornet 
initiative complement academic goals. At 
the state of every school year, teachers 
establish achievement goals for each 
student which use benchmark exams, NJ 
state assessments, and other data as 
measures. Schools and grade levels also 
set data-based achievement goals, often 
targeting specific state standards for 

extra instructional time and effort. 
“Portrait of a Hornet transcends 

academics and the curriculum,” said 
Tracey Marinelli, superintendent. 
“These are universal qualities that are 
essential to adult life and to good 
citizenship.” 

The students in the exiting grades of 
the schools – grades 2, 4, and 8 – will 
complete presentations to demonstrate 
their learning and application of the 
Portrait skills. 

The initiative officially begins 
September 2024.    
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The top 10 responses to 
a community survey 
about essential life 
skills have become a  
cornerstone for the 
district. They form our 
Portrait of a Hornet, a 
description of the ideal 
Little Falls student – 
one who is prepared to 
navigate the challenges 
of high school, college, 
and the world.



STAFF PROFILE

Students get an 
extra boost 

CHOOL No. 3 recently introduced a 
new program designed to help 

students develop and nurture executive 
functioning. This umbrella term refers 
to the important life skills we all juggle 
every day including planning and 
organization, time management, getting 
started, focus, emotional regulation, 
problem-solving and goal setting.  

These skills often do not develop 
indirectly, so specific training can help 
grow these abilities. The Boost program 
provides third- and fourth-graders with 
strategies they can use not only in the 
classroom, but also outside of school. 
With coaching and practice in small 
groups and through games, students gain 
insight into their behavior and the tools 
they need to overcome their personal 
hurdles. The program is led by school 
psychologist Lauren Noack with support 
from Jordan Luehs, school psychology 
intern.  

Research shows a strong correlation 
between executive functioning and 
academic achievement. 

ISA Perrota had her hands full during 
her first year of retirement. She and her 

husband, a retired police sergeant, sold their 
cherished Nutley home and packed up a 
lifetime of memories. Within those walls, 

the empty-nesters had 
raised three children, now 
32, 30, and 21. The 
relocation to Little Falls 
brought decorating and 
repainting, and the 
seemingly endless 
unpacking. Fresh starts 
don't just happen, they 
take effort. 

The time flew by, but 
Perrota looked forward to 
getting back to work one 
or two days a week. When 
the veteran school nurse 
saw an ad for a substitute 
nursing position at a 
school in her new 
hometown, she jumped at 
the opportunity. The stars 

couldn't have aligned more perfectly. Then 
something happened. 

During the interview process, she hit it 
off with School No. 1 Principal Dana 
Sprague, Superintendent Tracey Marinelli, 
and the others on the interview committee. 
The positive school climate, strong 
leadership, and value and support extended 
nurses in the district was overwhelming. 

“They were just so great,” said Perrota. “I 

went home and told my husband that I 
think they may offer me a full-time job, 
and I’m going to have to take it.” 

And she did. She started at School 
No. 1 in September, filling the shoes of 
retiring nurse Donna Hamilton. Perrota 
has been a registered nurse for 25 years 
and has worked in education for just 
over half of them. She served at a school 
for children with special needs, then 
moved on to the Nutley Public Schools 
where she spent eight years supporting 
students in grades K–8.  

“Lisa brings so much warmth and 
years of experience,” said Sprague. “You 
get the feeling that nothing can come up 
that would surprise her.” 

Contrary to popular belief, school 
nurses don't spend their days handing 
out band-aids, ice packs, and cough 
drops. In addition to caring for students, 
there's a litany of paperwork and 
record-keeping, not to mention the 
monitoring of students with long-term 
health issues. By law, the height, weight, 
and blood pressure of every student in the 
school must be logged annually, as well as 
the results of health screenings for such 
things as hearing and vision. (Scoliosis 
screenings must be conducted every two 
years.) Each bit of data is meticulously 
documented on the student’s permanent 
record alongside immunization information. 

In addition to her regular duties, Perrota 
periodically coordinates schoolwide health 

initiatives. She organized a school fundraiser 
and awareness campaign for the American 
Heart Association in February, which is 
celebrated as American Heart Month. The 
bulletin board outside her office was 
decorated with information about the 
importance of healthy eating and regular 
exercise. That theme continued throughout 
March, designated as National Nutrition 
Month by the Academy of Nutrition and 
Dietetics. 

EVEN new clubs 
were added this 

spring at School No. 1, 
all funded by federal 
grant money. The 
diverse clubs cater to a 
range of interests, 
including math, yoga, 
STEAM, art, pen pals, 
esports, and an 
outdoors club dedicated 
to nature and village 
history. 

Across the country, 
esports clubs have 
become popular 
secondary school and 
collegiate activities. In 
them, teams of players 
work together to tackle various game 
challenges or missions. More than just tests 
of hand-eye coordination and reflexes, 
esports require strategy, quick problem-
solving skills, collaboration, and 
communication. 

The school plans to join the Garden State 
Esports league so that students can compete 
against peers in other districts and schools. 
More than half of all New Jersey districts 
have esports teams that compete in the 
league. 
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School No. 1 welcomes new nurse

 

Adrian Pulido, Scott Singh, and teacher/esports club adviser Briana Cruz 
try out the club’s new Nintendo Switches

Dana Sprague 
Principal

Lisa brings so 
much warmth 
and years of 
experience. 
You get the 
feeling that 
nothing can 
come up that 
would surprise 
her."

New clubs allow students 
to explore diverse interests



HIRD- and fourth-graders at School No. 3 are 
exploring our world and the science that makes it 

work. 
During a unit on energy, a core science topic in the 

fourth grade curriculum, classes taught by Shirley 
Cutruzzula, Delaney Dunn, and Mary Healy completed 
several hands-on assignments to better understand 
energy transference. Students worked in small groups 
to make mini ziplines using fishing line, straws, clay, 
paper, and foam. With the ziplines suspended between 
two desks, the fourth-graders pushed one weighted 
straw into another to determine how the collision 
effected both objects. To ensure the reliability of their 
findings, the young scientists meticulously repeated 
their experiments five times, maintaining consistent 
speed and force throughout. 

The classes also made rollercoasters using pipe 
insulators. Students rolled marbles down their 
coasters numerous times, changing coaster height 
and angle with each release. This allowed them to 
see how the amount of energy an object has is 
affected by those variables. 

“We've been doing the zipline and coaster 
experiments for several years,” said 
Cutruzzula. “It's always a student favorite.” 

In another experiment in the unit, the 
fourth-graders created their own circuits to 
illuminate small lightbulbs. 

In STEAM class, teacher Celeste 
Bonilla walked students through projects 
designed to showcase their 
comprehension of Earth’s different 
habitats. Fourth-graders used their 
understanding of the ways that plants 
adapt in order to survive and created 
their own super plants tailored to 

specific environments. Each team identified three 
adaptations crucial for their plant's survival in the 
unique habitat. The teams sketched out their ideas and 
then created 3D models of their plants using material 
from the school's makerspace. 

Third-graders created vibrant habitat murals. Each 
classroom selected and extensively researched a 
different habitat, studying not only the climate but also 
the animals and plant life found in it. The students 
developed multimedia presentations to show what they 
had learned and created displays of their habitats on 
the bulletin boards outside their classrooms. 

The fauna and flora in the habitats were labeled 
with QR codes that linked to information from the 
student presentations. When the murals were 
completed, third-graders in each class used iPads to 
scan the codes to learn about the rich biodiversity on 
the planet, and see the work of their peers.

www.lfschools.org  •  Twitter: @LFschools  •  page 3

T 

School No. 3 learns 
the science around us

Mikayla DiBerardino 
above, and Lenny Zanna, 

right, run trials of their 
zipline experiments 

Madison DiCristo and Hope McKeon paint animals for their 
Sonoran Desert display
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LOVE OF READING

HE award-winning storybooks featuring 
Mercy Watson, an adventurous pig, have 

been popular with all Kelly Pikaard and 
Leamarie Pronesti's classes in the past. But 
they have never been this popular.  

The first-graders this year have gone hog 
wild over Mercy’s hijinks. They can’t get 
enough of her predicaments such as being 
forced to drive a convertible, squeezing into a 
princess costume on Halloween, and foiling a 
house robbery. Behind the fun, the books 
helped students learn literary elements 
including plot, setting, and main idea. 

There’s an unwritten rule in 
education: If you excite kids about 
reading, you just don't stop. To keep 
enthusiasm high, Pikaard and Pronesti 
held a Mercy party. There were 
temporary pig tattoos, Mercy posters, and 
ice cream with porcine-pink sprinkles. 
The unequivocal star of the show was the 
titular character’s favorite treat: buttered 
toast.  

Of course, you can’t have a Mercy 

party without reading. The class finished the 
last book in the series and tackled the prequel.  
Each student also wrote a review of their 
favorite Mercy book.  

The Mercy Watson series was written by 
two-time Newbery Medalist Kate DiCamillo, 
author of more than two dozen books. 

 
Below, Liam Anthony, Maliha Ahmad, Antonio 
Pessoa, and Anthony D'Allegro with their pink-

sprinkled ice cream

PACE isn't just the final frontier. 
It's also the theme for School No. 

2's annual art show/STEAM fair on 
May 9.  

The theme couldn't be more 
appropriate. With a total solar eclipse 
sweeping across the U.S. in April and 
the astronauts of the first crewed 
mission of the Artemis program deep in 
training for a future moon landing, all 
eyes are on the sky. 

In STEAM class, students in all 
grades at School No. 2 are immersed in 
all things space. The art and STEAM 
teachers have created engaging lessons 
that cover space programs past, present, 
and future. From discussions about the 
Apollo program and the challenges of 
sending humans to Mars, to the stages 
of rockets and the mechanics of Mars 
rovers, the teachers have guided 
students through an exploration of 
some of the most timely space topics.  

For the two weeks preceding the 
April 9 eclipse, STEAM students will 
learn and research the celestial rarity. 
With the Little Falls Education Founda-
tion providing solar viewing glasses not 
just to School No. 2 students but all 900 

students in the district, the eclipse has 
become a major educational event. 

STEAM class is all about putting 
knowledge into action, however, so 
students have worked on numerous 
space-themed projects. After reading a 
storybook about the Opportunity rover 
on Mars, kindergarteners designed and 
built models of their own rovers using 
recycled materials. First-graders created 
multi-media space collages in art class, 
then in STEAM lit up their works by 
wiring them with LEDs and switches. 

Second-
graders are also 
working on 
projects that 
integrate art and 
science They are 
painting 
backgrounds and 
creating model 
astronauts in art, 
then will use 
them to create 
stop-motion 
animation 
projects in 
STEAM class. 
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Celebrating a literary favorite

Kindergarteners Catherine 
Harrison, above,  
and Dione Diaw, left, build 
stages of a rocket  

T 

Joud Abdallah reads a Mercy Watson book

Exploring our solar system


