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Letter from Betsy
It has been a spring term like no other. With 

the outbreak of COVID-19 and the forced closure 
of schools in New York City, the last three months 
of school have been incredibly challenging for 
our children, our parents, and our teachers and 
administrators. 

So much has changed, so quickly. And the losses 
go well beyond the physical presence of PCDS. 
As one parent noted, who knew we could miss 
school drop-off and pick-up so much? We miss our 
community. We miss those adorable voices that fill the 
halls at 4 West 76th Street. And what about the hugs? I 
miss those hugs! 

Our children are still learning big words like 
meteorologist and cohesion, but now they are also 
acquiring the ability to wait their turn in that silent 
world governed by the mute button. For PCDS, the 
shift to online learning has been a profound one—not 

only because of the demands on all of us to quickly 
master a new technology and way of engaging, but 
also because our play-based pedological philosophy 
deliberately eschews screen-based learning for young 
children. 

We had to work hard, and quickly, to find ways 
to translate our gentle, play-oriented approach to 
the strange and unfamiliar confines of Zoom. Our 
teachers have proven themselves to be swift and 
creative learners, applying their decades of classroom 
experience to create an engaging online learning 
opportunity that strives to meet the needs of each 
child. 

PCDS’s online offerings quickly scaled up to 
include daily Zoom classes along with story time 
and music videos on our dedicated YouTube channel. 
We even held our final Family Friday gathering 
of song and community on Zoom. We’ve also 
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Betsy Newell, Director

regularly engaged online with our parent community, 
from “Library Chats” where parents connect with 
the teachers and families of their upcoming fall 
classroom, to our school psychologist Leni Winn 
offering an evening session on parenting in the time of 
coronavirus. Our parents have supported our program 
by tuning in, as well as creating their own virtual 
communities, sharing photos and supporting each 
other in this new dimension of parenting. 

What will online learning mean for our young 
children? According to the experts at Mt. Sinai, it is 
developmentally normal for three and four-year-olds 
to be able to focus on a task for five to ten minutes. 
For five and six-year-olds, it is fifteen minutes. 
Most children have become used to learning and 
communicating in our virtual classrooms for short 
spurts of time. 

While it is not ideal, our children are engaging 
with friends and teachers and adapting to this “new 
normal.” Even though they might seem distracted or 
frustrated at times, missing the in-person connection 
that we all crave in this era of extended social 
distancing, we know they are absorbing even more 
than it may appear. As we would expect, our children 
have good days and not so good days, which can be 
very stressful for parents. But as parents have needed 
to supervise, many have said that the silver lining has 
been the opportunity to observe our classrooms in a 
way they never could before. 

As summer arrives, this extended time at home 
presents an unexpected opportunity to lean into life 
lessons. Cooking with your children is a familiar 

family activity that involves numerous academic and 
soft skills. Empowering children to assist in other 
ways, such as helping to clean your home, will aid in 
social and emotional development by giving them new 
responsibilities. Without camp or other typical summer 
activities, take advantage of the time at home to read 
aloud to your children daily, and not just at bedtime. It 
is one of the most important ways we can encourage 
curiosity and learning in young children. 

Of course, I hope we can open school in our 
building come September, but I believe we will 
continue to offer our children a well-organized and 
age-appropriate program, wherever we are. I am so 
proud of the way our teachers have adjusted to this 
situation and become skilled at this new learning and 
teaching style. I’m also proud of how our vibrant 
parent community has come together, supporting our 
teachers and each other during this most challenging 
time. Our community has been a core strength of 
PCDS for decades, and I have every confidence it will 
continue. 
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PCDS Moms Toast a Night at the Beach

Dad’s Night at Amsterdam Ale House

Winter’s chill couldn’t impede the warm ambiance at the 
annual PCDS Mom’s Night Out, held on January 9, 2020. 
Co-chaired by Qian Gao and Marlie Meringer, with help from 
Claire Farley, the event, which was held in the party room 
at 100 Riverside Boulevard, where Qian lives, was themed 
“Mom’s Night Out: The Beach Edition.” The evening featured 
delicious beach-themed cocktails including the Bahama 
Mama, complete with tiny umbrellas, summery hors d’oeuvres 
including satay and curry coconut shrimp, and fun, festive 
decorations. 

The high turnout of more than 70 moms created a festive 
atmosphere; it was a great opportunity to catch up with old 
friends and make new ones. The moms were joined by PDCS 
administrators Betsy Newell, Rhonda White, Patti Horstmann, 
and Fiona Moore. The evening’s fun continued at the bar Vin 
Sur Vingt a few doors down. 

By Andrea Retzky

By Jon Kaufman and Bilal Khan

The PCDS community 
enjoyed its annual Dad’s Night 
Out on November 12, 2019, 
bringing together nearly 40 dads 
from across the school at the 
Amsterdam Ale House. With 
such great turnout, it was a really 
fun and enjoyable evening. The 
event was organized by Jon 
Kaufman and Bilal Khan, who 
helped to facilitate introductions 
among the crowd with namecards.  
Participation was high, and the 
evening was a great opportunity 
for dads from all across the school 
to come together and connect.
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The PCDS tradition of Family Fridays, where students, teachers, 
staff and families periodically gather before the start of the school day 
for music and singing, led by current parents, continued in 2019 and 
2020. Two wonderful Family Fridays, organized by co-chairs Ishmeen 
Badesha and Delaram Saidi, were held before school was closed for the 
coronavirus outbreak. 

The first, on October 18, featured Lucille Tung Wong, mother of 
Emilia Wong, playing the violin. The second, on February 7th, featured 
Jakub Mleczko, father of Roman Mleczko, playing guitar. PCDS director 
Betsy Newell and education director Rhonda White kicked off each 
gathering, leading a sing-along of the “Hello” song. 

Despite the cessation of school, Family Fridays continued in the 
spring on Zoom, featuring PCDS music teacher Ruth Tepper. Family 
Fridays continue to provide a delightful opportunity for the PCDS 
community to come together, enjoy family time, and bring an energetic 
start to their morning! 

Park Children’s celebrated and thanked its teachers at the annual Holiday 
Teacher Appreciation Luncheon on December 17, 2019. Organized by co-
chairs Jamie Joseph, Kristina Dell, and Liz Rini, this year’s gathering put a 
special emphasis on the holiday time of year with a holiday sweater theme. 

Teachers wore holiday sweaters that ranged from beautiful to funny, and 
all were colorful and bright. Nearly every teacher and administrator dressed 
for the theme, and Fiona Moore took home the prize for “most festive,” with a 
sweater that featured a dog wearing Christmas sunglasses. Every teacher took 
home a poinsettia plant, and the teachers had a lot of laughs playing bingo, 
with categories such as “Teacher Most Likely to Show Up at School on a 
Saturday.”

Many parents volunteered, cooking and buying dishes to serve, and 
taking care of setup and clean up for the luncheon. While the spring luncheon 
was cancelled due to the coronavirus outbreak, the festive energy of the 
holiday luncheon will stay with everyone throughout the year. 

By Andrea Retzky
Family Fridays: Bringing the Community Together

Teacher & Staff Appreciation Luncheon
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On Thursday, January 30th, the PCDS community 
gathered for the 56th Annual Benefit, themed “Color Me 
Happy!” It was a very colorful evening, celebrating how 
PCDS continues to brighten the lives of its community 
and provide its students with an extraordinarily creative, 
positive, and dynamic environment every day.

The benefit, held at the event space at 583 Park 
Avenue, was the result of more than seven months of 
planning and hard work by event co-chairs Stephanie 
Gillard Paulson and Adrienne Israel, and vice-chair and 
marketing guru Preeti Salvi. The efforts of the volunteers, 
including operations manager and class parent Tess 
Crompton and marketers Andrea Retzky and Lucille 
Tung Wong, along with many others, contributed to the 
evening’s smashing success.

PCDS parent Ashleigh Verrier developed the 
benefit’s theme, “Color Me Happy,” evoking the spirit 
and vibrancy of the children of PCDS. Ashleigh created 
all of the stunning artwork for the invitation and benefit, 

and along with her team, assembled the decorations.  
The benefit kicked off with an alumni cocktail 

hour which provided a meaningful opportunity for the 
PCDS alumni community to reconnect with teachers, 
administrators, and one another. 

Co-chair Adrienne Israel was the mastermind behind 
booking a professional auctioneer; along with the team, 
she successfully identified Bobby Ehlert of StarBenefit 
Auctions. Bobby and his team brought incredible energy 
to the room and achieved great results with the paddle 
raise in particular, which generated more than $85,000 
in donations for the new science and nature curriculum. 
Including the paddle raise, the benefit grossed more than 
$297,000 for PCDS. 

Photographer Billy V. Santos displayed a fun photo 
wall with lots of props, which led to some great (and 
very silly) group photos. PCDS parent Sumit Sharma 
produced a touching and beautiful video which helped to 
drum up support during the auction.

Several repeat auction items were donated again 
this year by long-time supporters of PCDS, including the 
Nederlander, Durliat, Dell, Nakano, and Kirchgaessner 
families, along with a work by artist Hunt Slonem. Many 
new and current PCDS parents contributed fantastic 
new items and experiences, from exclusive vacation 
opportunities in South Beach and Paris, to sports and 
theatrical experiences, jewelry, art, luxury fashion items, 
entertainment and educational opportunities for children 
and families, and more. After the benefit, many parents 
kept the party going at the Bar Room just down the street 
from the venue.

The funds will support PCDS teachers’ professional 
development and their participation at the annual 
conference of the National Association for the Education 
of Young Children. The funds will also be used to 
upgrade teachers’ laptops.

By Martha Dabagian Driscoll
Color PCDS Happy: 2020 Benefit Success!
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By Martha Dabagian Driscoll
PCDS Book Fair Celebrates Nature

The PCDS community celebrated a few of its 
favorite things—learning, books, and nature—with 
its Annual Book Fair, which kicked off on Monday, 
March 2nd with the parent cocktail reception, 
followed by the book fair for the children the next day. 

Co-chairs Christine Moy, Preeti Salvi, and Lucille 
Tung Wong designed the book fair’s theme around 
nature, in support of PCDS’s new science and nature 
curriculum. 

Wong beautifully executed her vision of 
transforming the school to an enchanted forest, 
integrating balloons, plants, floral arrangements, 
and wood-burned signs. The walls were decorated 
with paper flowers and butterflies made of recycled 
book pages and hanging plants, and included an 
area designed to evoke the sea, replete with blue 
balloons, sea creatures and origami sailboats. This 
creativity extended to the school’s lobby, with themed 
tables celebrating each of the guest authors driving 
anticipation during the week leading up to the book 
fair. 

Salvi introduced the concept of online advance 
sales of book bundles; her tireless efforts created 
a beautiful website that was both intuitive and 

informative, driving a significant increase in sales and 
overall funds raised.

Having served as a co-chair the previous year, 
Christine Moy provided significant guidance and 
insights to help improve the planning and experience 
of the 2020 book fair. She provided a tremendous 
foundation for the three co-chairs to build upon and 
create a successful event with many new features. 

The evening reception provided the PCDS 
community with an opportunity to gather and browse 
through hundreds of curated books, to meet with the 
guest authors, enter the raffle, and bid on amazing 
items. The auction items included a rare first edition 
of Robin Hood by David McKay, donated by James 
Cummins, father of Lila.

The co-chairs’ efforts to secure the guest 
authors began last summer. Lucille Tung Wong 
was instrumental in securing many of the authors, 
including Jay Miletsky, author of the Rock Series 
(Ricky the Rock That Could Not Roll, Tess the Tin), 
The Bear and The Fern, and Beware of the Nose-
Biting Monster. Other special guests included 
Christina Geist (author of Sorry Grownups, You Can’t 
Go To School!, and Buddy’s Bedtime Battery); PCDS 
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alumnae Esme and Calista Washburn, who together 
authored 20 Recipes Every Kid Should Know, and 
whose father Will Washburn also attended PCDS; 
PCDS father William Doyle (author of Let the 
Children Play); and beloved PCDS teachers Justin 
Hansen (author of Monster Hunter, Second Hand 
Heroes, and many more) and Adam Carlson, whose 
artwork is a favorite among the PCDS community.

PCDS education director Rhonda White, Jackie 
Vasconez, and many other teachers, including 
Christianna Long (who read all of the books for 
ages two to three), handpicked a stunning array of 
books for the book bundles, specifically curated by 
age group. The books were selected from the Bank 
Street College of Education’s list of best children’s 
books. The co-chairs worked diligently to ensure the 
selections were as current and newly published as 
possible, in the hopes that many families wouldn’t yet 
have them on their shelves at home.

The book fair was a smashing success by all 
accounts, with record-breaking revenues of over 
$19,000, that resulted in almost $5,600 raised for 
PCDS. More than 50 books were donated to the PCDS 
lending library, and 76 hardcover books were donated 
to the teachers’ library. The co-chairs had a wonderful 
experience working together and have forged a great 
friendship that they are confident will continue.

Many thanks to the volunteers including Eddy 
Allegaert, Rachael Bachleda, Ishmeen Badesha, 
Kate Blount, Emily Bronstein, Anne-Marie Chan, 
Haeijin Chung, Connie Classon, Erik Classon, Elaine 
Cong, Marina Cummins, Martha Dabagian Driscoll, 
Andy Fernandez, Claire Flynn, Qian Gao, Stephanie 
Gilliard-Paulson, Ashley Gundersen, Caroline 
Hudelson, Alex Josephite, Lindsay Jubelt, Desiree 
Kaufman, Aanchal Kochhar, Victoria Lamberth, Bo 
Young Lee, Claire Leonard, Marlie Meringer, Kristen 
Mleczko, Munira Musadek, Monica Nishibayashi, 
Jenny Passero, Joana Peloso, Katheryn Rosen, Natasha 
Scrivani, Sara Harkavy Senatore, Jessica Stanco, 
Teresa Watson, Maria Welch, Carlos Wesley, and Tony 
Wong.
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Recent PCDS alumnae Esme (PCDS ‘11) and Calista (PCDS ’05) were among the featured 
authors at the 2020 PCDS Book Fair. 

When did you first get interested in/start cooking? 
Do you cook as a family?

Esme: I first started cooking when I was three, 
helping my older sisters (Electra PCDS ’01 and 
Calista PCDS ’04) and my grandmother in the kitchen, 
and I got more serious about it when I was five. When 
we were young, my sisters and I would love to help 
our grandmother cook, especially making pasta and 
rolling out the pasta dough.  

Why write a cookbook for kids? Who came up with 
the idea?

Esme: I wanted to write a kids’ cookbook because 
I realized that most cookbooks for kids were just 
snacks. I wanted to put a cookbook together for kids 
that would include recipes that kids would like, but 
that would also help kids to cook a full meal. I also 
wanted kids to be able to learn basic cooking skills 
through these recipes and become better cooks. 

I came up with the idea based on the children’s 
book 13 Artists Children Should Know, and I thought 
it would be fun if there were a book called 13 Recipes 
Kids Should Know. I suggested the idea to a book 
editor; she liked the idea and suggested that we 
expand the book into 20 Recipes Kids Should Know 
(13 recipes were not enough!). Calista is really good at 
art and takes great photographs, so I thought she could 
help. 

Calista: Esme needed someone to provide the 
photographs and I was happy to work with her. I loved 
taking photos of food on my phone, but I had never 
tried my hand at food photography in a more serious 
way, so this project was a really exciting way to learn 
something new! It definitely took some trial and error 
(for example, food always looks better when it’s hot, 
because the colors are warmer, and the surfaces have a 
better texture). It was a lot of fun to figure everything 
out! 

What is your favorite recipe to make? 
Esme: I have always loved to make homemade 

pasta. There are so many different kinds of pasta 
shapes you can make; the varieties are endless, so you 
can be really creative. People think it is hard to make 
fresh pasta, but it is a very fun activity (especially 
when you are stuck in your apartment!)

Calista: I really love making (and eating) grilled 
cheeses, and the grilled cheese recipe in the book was 
my guest contribution, so that one is definitely my 
favorite! I also really love the roasted vegetable recipe, 
because it is extremely versatile, and it makes just 
about any vegetable taste good. A lot of the vegetables 
that are my favorites now were foods I didn’t like until 
I tried them roasted!!

Q&A with PCDS Alumnae: 
Washburn Sisters are Co-authors of 20 Recipes Kids Should Know
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What was the hardest thing about writing the 
cookbook? 

Esme: Determining the exact measurements (and 
doing the conversions) was the hardest part. I regularly 
make so many of these recipes and have adjusted and 
tweaked them over the years, but it took a lot of time 
to test the recipes and be perfectly precise with the 
measurements. 

Calista: The hardest part about the photography 
for me was getting the light right. I used natural light 
for all of my photos, but I had to diffuse it quite a bit 
so that the food would look appetizing and the focus 
of the photo would be on the dish. I had to ask my 
sisters or whomever else who was nearby to hold 
sheets in front of the window so that the light would 
be just right for each shot!

What is the hardest thing/your favorite thing about 
cooking?  

Esme: The hardest thing about cooking is 
probably learning to cope with mistakes, you won’t 
always make the perfect recipe the first time. You learn 
that it takes time to create a recipe —you can’t give 
up. My favorite part of cooking is all the creativity 
that is involved. I like to experiment with different 
and interesting food combinations. It is fun to just 
come up with a recipe based on what you have in the 
kitchen. It makes you feel great that you could come 
up with something and create a new recipe through 
experimentation. 

Calista: Following all of the steps! I sometimes 
get impatient and just start putting ingredients 
together, but it’s important to be methodical and to 
make sure you are doing everything right, at least the 
first few times you make something! I love cooking, 
because it’s something that brings people together, and 
because it’s so tangible—you start off with some raw 
ingredients, and by the end you have something that 
everyone can eat. It’s really magical!

What was your favorite experience in writing the 
cookbook, and since it’s been published? 

Esme: I really enjoyed the whole experience since 
it was something new and different. It was hard work, 
but it was fun to see what it takes and how much 

work goes into making a book. The biggest surprise 
was how much work it took, especially balancing 
schoolwork and the book deadlines. 

Calista: My favorite part has been seeing other 
people enjoying the cookbook and its recipes! It is a 
really exciting feeling to see other kids using our book 
and having fun making and eating Esme’s recipes. I 
love seeing which recipes are people’s favorites, and 
what their final dishes looked like!

Do you have plans to write another book together 
or separately?

Esme: I would love to do a book together with 
Calista; it was a great bonding experience. I could see 
possibly doing another book in this series. 

Calista: Nothing concrete yet, but if we had the 
opportunity, I would love to work with Esme again!

What are your best memories from PCDS? Are you 
still in touch with your classmates?

Esme: There are too many! I really liked 
carpentry and all the great field trips. I loved my 
PCDS friends. I am not in close contact with them, but 
I see some of them at Brearley and around New York. 

Calista: I loved playing on the roof playground 
and doing carpentry! I remember I built a dollhouse 
that was in our living room for many years (and we 
still have a chair in our living room that Esme made at 
PCDS!). I had great friends at PCDS, and my family is 
still close with many PCDS families.

SPRING 2020 | 11



12 | PCDS NEWSLETTER



SPRING 2020 | 13



By Andrea Retzky

In November 2019, the entire PCDS staff – thirty-
one teachers, administrators, and others – headed 
down to Nashville, Tennessee for the NAEYC 
conference, the largest early childhood education 
conference in the world. 

At the annual conference, thousands of teachers, 
program administrators, students, and researchers 
convene to choose from hundreds of presentations 
and exhibits, exploring the latest trends and research 
in the early childhood field. Park Children’s attends 
with its entire staff nearly every year, usually relying 
upon funds from the paddle raise at the previous year’s 
annual benefit. 

The conference theme in 2019 was Equity and 
Diversity—with a focus on cultural differences as 
well as racial and ethnic ones. Rhonda White, PCDS 
education director, shared, “Sometimes if we are 

looking at a group of children playing we might 
judge, thinking, ‘Oh this one’s not verbal;’ you might 
think they don’t have social skills, not engaging 
or including, but it might be a cultural thing and 
that’s just how that child operates.” Rhonda said 
the conference sessions on diversity highlighted the 
importance of knowing the culture of a given family to 
better understand the needs of their children. 

According to Rhonda, PCDS teachers like to 
go to the seminars that are the most practical, where 
they can apply the learnings in the classroom right 
away. New this year were requirements from the 
NYC Department of Education that teachers obtain a 
designated number of training hours, so PCDS sought 
to fulfill those requirements when possible. Among the 
more popular sessions at this year’s conference, two 
stood out. 

PCDS Goes to Nashville!
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The first, entitled, “Fine Motor Skills…Write Out 
of the Box,” presented by occupational therapist Dr. 
Marianne Gibbs, addressed how educators can foster 
pre-writing development among young children. Dr. 
Gibbs shared that given the frequency of screen use 
among younger children, it’s important that they still 
develop the muscles that are a precursor to writing, 
such as touching their thumb to their pointer and third 
fingers. She said it was key to develop these skills 
during preschool, to improve the flexibility that will 
allow for the correct pencil grip, which enables more 
effective writing. 

Rhonda added that activities which require the 
separate use of each finger, such as cutting, counting, 
and using small toys, are also helpful. The speaker 
said, “You don’t want to push them to use pencils too 
early, then [children] will learn letter formation too 
early and you’ll have to correct it.” The session also 
shared numerous activities to promote pre-writing 
hand strength, that PCDS teachers quickly began 
incorporating in the classroom.

The second popular session, “Boys: Changing the 
Classroom, Not the Child,” led by Daniel Hodgins, 
author of a book by the same title, presented the 
ways that boys and girls learn differently, and why. 
Hodgins noted how boys do well in classroom settings 
where they can stand and move around, to use more 

energy and facilitate focus. He also talked about the 
“testosterone bursts” that all children experience, but 
boys with far more frequency than girls, which is why 
boys often need to move around more during the day. 

Despite a packed schedule, the PCDS team, 
armed with touring advice from several parents, found 
some quality barbeque for lunch at Martin’s Bar-B-
Que Joint, Hattie B’s Hot Chicken Restaurant, and 
Biscuit Love, and had a staff dinner at the famous 
M Restaurant. Many of the teachers and staff also 
participated in a “party bike tour” around the Lower 
Broadway neighborhood. 

The PCDS teachers and staff also enjoyed the 
touristy but fun “honky tonk” bar scene, where 
they got to hear numerous country music bands. A 
trip highlight was attending a concert at the Ryman 
Auditorium, home of the Grand Ole Opry, where 
they saw Darius Rucker, who sings “Wagon Wheel.” 
Ricky Skaggs was the host singer of the evening who 
introduced the many other artists. Rhonda described 
their visit to the Grand Ole Opry as “a tremendous 
experience to be in such a famous venue and be able 
to sing along with the artist.” 

Upon returning from the conference, PCDS 
continued its tradition of having teachers and staff 
present to each other on their favorite seminars, to 
further extend the learning opportunity for all.  

SPRING 2020 | 15



By Jessica Stanco
PCDS Annual Holiday Party

The PCDS community came together on 
December 19th at its annual holiday party, co-chaired 
by Jessica Stanco and Suzanne Macbale, to celebrate 
the winter holidays before leaving school for winter 
break. 

The children participated in numerous festive 
activities, including making holiday ornaments and 
other crafts, and coloring and playing with a giant 
cardboard gingerbread house and castle. Everyone 
enjoyed the bake sale table that was loaded with 
delicious offerings made by PCDS families. As 
always, a party highlight was the opportunity for the 
children to visit with and take their picture with Santa 
Claus, played by PCDS fathers Brendan Driscoll and 
Andrew Sacks. 

The party also featured a creative array of 
gingerbread houses made by parents Tessa Crompton, 
Dino Valaoritis, Clare Johnson, Salma, Gaya, Tom 
Smykowski, Maria Jose Welch, Simone Brody, 
Suzanne Macbale, and Jessica Stanco. The four 
themed gingerbread houses – Rainbow Bright, Paw 

Patrol, Frozen, and Winter White Wonderland – were 
sold in a silent auction to raise funds for PCDS. The 
event also offered a Kendra Scott Jewelry sale, with a 
percentage of proceeds going to PCDS. 

Every family got to take home a personalized 
ornament created by the event co-chairs with great 
help from PCDS teachers, featuring a photo of their 
child, the year, and their class name on it. 

Many thanks to Elaine Cong, Victoria Lamberth 
and Ayelish McGarvey for braving the early morning 
call to help set up; to Kelly Josephite, Richard Lin, 
and Ashleigh Verrier for staffing the baked goods 
table; to Clemence Boissonnas and Julie Sacks for 
helping throughout the party; and to David Kase for 
being a one-man clean-up crew. And special thanks 
to Betsy Newell, Rhonda White, Fiona Moore, Patti 
Horstmann, and Amy Nakano for their help and 
advice, and to and all of the teachers for working 
with the holiday party team to provide photos of the 
children. 
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By Jennifer Passero
Used Clothing, Book, and Toy Sale

On Saturday, January 11th, the fathers of the PCDS community hosted 
the 22nd Annual Pajama Pancake Breakfast in the gym. One of the PCDS 
community’s favorite events, the morning was filled with good food, fun, 
and family—and of course, many PCDS children in pajamas!

Christopher Mandigo and Thomas Smykowski co-chaired the event 
and recruited many dads to volunteer and cook up a storm for the record 
number of attendees. The children enjoyed pancakes and tattoo art and 
were captivated by the return of Sammie & Tudie Imagination Playhouse. 
Parents enjoyed the delicious breakfast, many with refreshing mimosas. A 
special thank you to those who supported the sixth annual pajama program 
drive for children in need by donating new children’s pajamas.

The PCDS used clothing, book, and toy sale, 
held on Friday, November 15, 2019, is a community 
tradition for the school.  PCDS current family and 
alumni donate, shop, and share generously, and 
teachers shop for their families and themselves, too.  

This year, PCDS tried a new approach to its 
biannual clothing and book sale—with great success! 
A large group of mothers from class B5-3T co-chaired 
the event, to share the work and create an opportunity 

to try out a new way to run this PCDS tradition. Many 
amazing connections were made and rekindled during 
the week of the sale, whose proceeds go to the PCDS 
Teacher Appreciation Fund. Items that were not sold 
were donated to the Little Sisters of the Assumption. 

For the fall sale, the co-chairs were Kate Blount, 
Annji Ebert, Kelly Josephite, Bo Young Lee, Jennifer 
Passero, Caroline Rowly, and Nina Wainwright. Other 
moms were planning to join the team for the second 
sale in the spring. The team of co-chairs had a great 
time working together. 

Many volunteers offered to help set up early the 
morning before the sale. Donations were continuously 
dropped off the week leading up to the sale, so it 
made a big difference to have so many hands helping 
the morning of the set up. The B5-3T Team worked 
closely together throughout that week, making the 
set-up, sale, and clean up a great success.  Special 
thanks to Annji Ebert for donating the Square point of 
sale credit card readers for future PCDS events and for 
baking the amazing food for the shoppers and workers 
at the sale. 

Pajama Pancake Breakfast
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By Martha Dabagian Driscoll



What are some of your favorite children’s books?
Maurice Sendak’s Where the Wild Things Are and 

There’s a Nightmare in My Closet by Mercer Mayer. 
As a kid, I always loved stories with monsters that are 
a little bit scary. I also love Shel Silverstein’s poems 
and Ish by Peter H. Reynolds, about not having to do 
things perfectly. 

How did you first get started in writing and 
illustrating children’s books and teaching? Which 
came first, the teaching, the writing, or did they 
happen simultaneously? 

I was drawing right from the get-go, but it 
was my Grandma LaRocca who really fostered my 
drawing and storytelling. We would watch “Star 
Trek” together and she would encourage me to 
draw the aliens. My whole family are storytellers, 
so storytelling was always really important, and 
something you had to do if you wanted to enter into a 
conversation! I think I tell stories for children because 

there was a real magic to having an adventure when 
we were young. And we believed those stories, that a 
doorway to a magical realm could be right around the 
corner. As we get older, we sort of lose that. I want 
my stories to exist in that time period where we still 
believed in magic (for the record, I still do).

Teaching developed right alongside my 
storytelling, as it was a storyteller who got me into it. 
When I was 14 years old, attending a summer camp 
in Cape Cod, the camp director (a renowned teacher 
and storyteller himself) noticed that I was patient and 
helpful with the younger campers, and suggested that I 
apply to be a camp counselor the next year. I did, and 
I have had some sort of teaching position every year 
since. 

What’s harder – teaching at PCDS or writing 
books?

Both come pretty well, but writing is harder. 
The hardest part is getting the book out there. The 

Some might say Justin LaRocca Hansen is “living the dream”—his career combines teaching 
at PCDS for nearly a dozen years with his success at writing children’s books. 

Q&A with PCDS Teacher & Children’s 
Book Author Justin LaRocca Hansen
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publishing side is really tough—it can be a real slog. 
There’s a whole other job of promoting yourself. 

Does your work as an author/illustrator intersect 
with your work as a teacher at PCDS, and how?

For the past few years I’ve been presenting about 
writing children’s books to schools. Much of what I 
talk about is how elements of my stories come directly 
from my life, and that can include experiences I have 
at PCDS. My next picture book is about a little boy 
with anxiety. This kid envisions anxiety as a monster, 
and the big thing is that he acknowledges it’s there. 
Then he can handle it and become buddies with it. 
I think about what I see when kids get anxious or 
frustrated. Like with using the bathroom, or wanting 
drawings to be perfect, or interacting with new people, 
new adults, new toys—it can all be overwhelming. 
Sometimes I come home and write something that’s 
directly inspired by an experience at school. 

How are you working with schools around the 
country? 

I’ve been working with many more schools, 
doing some in-person visits and some Skype 
sessions. I recently did a week-long residency at 
the Bement School in Western Massachusetts. It’s a 
K-9 school and I got to work across age groups. For 
that residency, for example, we did a workshop for 
developing a graphic novel: helping kids to understand 
what comics are, what graphic novels are, explaining 
how to tell stories with panels, and reviewing the 
tools of graphic novelists. All of the kids got to make 
their own finished page. That was a blast. Usually I 
go to school for a day and meet with different classes; 
sometimes it’s a longer presentation about how I get 
ideas and turn them into stories. I do these during 
breaks or around my schedule. PCDS has been very 
supportive! 

How has your online teaching continued during the 
coronavirus outbreak?

I’m doing my graphic novel classes via Zoom as 
well as some instructional You Tube videos. I put up 
coloring pages from my Secondhand Heroes books 

on my website as well for a few more activities for 
children. 

Your books all involve monsters in some way. How 
do you introduce young children to stories that 
might be scary? 

Last year, there was a session at the NAEYC 
conference about when kids start violent play. We 
look at it with adult eyes, but if a kid says, “Let’s kill 
him,” they don’t understand what that means. They 
don’t have the capacity or the process yet. It can be an 
opportunity to talk about what a “bad guy” is—to ask, 
what makes him bad? Doing so opens up more doors 
to discuss these things. Children are going to figure it 
out with or without the parent. If you don’t engage, it’s 
a missed opportunity to talk things through so it won’t 
be scary, and so it can be make-believe. 

When it comes to monsters, we can ask so many 
questions: What makes it a monster, are monsters 
real, are they make-believe? And then we can create 
our own monsters. I do this on my school visits and 
videos—I ask the students for traits of a monster 
and everyone gets to contribute, and then I draw a 
ridiculous creature!  
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PCDS Alumni

Lucy, Dagny, & Jack Patton

Declan Slonim, Glynis Reede, & Ava Goodwin Brian Lewis, Matt Hemberger, & Abigail Solomon

Declan Slonim & Fiona Moore
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Addison & Alston Smith Abigail Anderson & Annabel FrigonMargo Nederlander and Karen Peterson

First Day Photos of PCDS Alumni
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