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B ecause it typically happens so naturally, it is quite
easy to underestimate the value of play in young

children. In early childhood programs, however, play-based
education has proven to be a source for good in how students

grow up to be creative, well-rounded thinkers and problem-solvers. At the
New Canaan Country School, administrators and faculty argue that play is
in fact academic and allows the students mind to travel far beyond what a
rigid academic education allows for.
Beth O’Brien, Head of Early Childhood at the New Canaan Country School,

says that classrooms are the ideal setting for children to learn to be confi-
dent, how to self-regulate, to compromise and have agency to be the drivers
of their education.
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Students study together on the campus of St. Joseph High School in Trumbull.
Photo contributed by Owen Bonaventura.

Connecticut Schools Prepare Students with Intention

college

W ith the spring semester in full swing, many high
school juniors across the state of Connecticut will

soon dip their toes into the pool that is the college appli-
cation process. Many seniors will soon begin to make de-
cisions about what college they will attend when fall rolls
around. A stressful time for many, impressive Connecticut
high schools are solid in their commitment to prepare
their students and families for all that the college applica-
tion and decision processes will throw their way.
Head of School at the Wooster School in Danbury Chris-

topher Pannone takes pride in his school’s philosophy of
shaping students into adults before they graduate from
high school.
Almost universally, students spend their first year or so

of college figuring out their individuality and what they
envision themselves doing with it. At the Wooster School,
however, it is made an integral component of the aca-
demic experience to ask students to think inwardly about
themselves while in high school, and then make the most
of college with an already established sense of self.
“When you’ve been asked repeatedly throughout the

course of your youth to ask yourself these reflective ques-
tions, about yourself as a human being and about yourself

as a learner, I think you have a better sense of what you
want to try out when you get to college,” Pannone said. “It
allows you to choose your classes better, a better sense
of what major you might try out, what types of people you
best work with.”
Pannone says that because the school prepares their

students in such an intentional way, the collective mindset
allows for a better understanding of where their energy
should be channeled both academically while in college,
and professionally after they’ve graduated.
Wooster students participate in an “academy” class

each year of school, and junior year is when the college
preparation comes to center stage. Although the
school doesn’t “teach to a test” as it doesn’t align with
their philosophy, some test preparation is embedded
into the curriculum to benefit those taking either the SAT
or ACT.
Pannone applauds the recent shifts regarding the grow-

ing number of test-optional colleges and universities. “I
think that is good for human beings, generally, and defi-
nitely for kids who are ramped up in a really competitive
process that has gotten out of hand particularly in the last
10 or 15 years,” he said.

The productive partnership among college counselors,
students, teachers, families, and colleges helps students

discover the most competitive fit.”

By Alex Fischer

application season

“
SEE APPLICATIONS ON PAGE 4
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At King School, private K-12 school in Stamford, students 
are supported by a dedicated team to help prepare them 
for their next academic chapter. The school, well-known 
throughout the state for producing top students each year, 
provides a level of academic rigor that in its own way pre-
pares its students for part of what college will bring.

“At King School, the college counselors know each stu-
dent well and support students and families with a four-
year developmental program, starting in grade nine, that 
centers on empowering students as they reflect on their 
passions, capabilities, and ambitions,” Jessica Landis, Di-
rector of College Counseling at King School, said. “The pro-
ductive partnership among college counselors, students, 
teachers, families, and colleges helps students discover the 
most competitive fit.”

During the spring of junior year, King students typi-
cally work with their assigned college counselor to lay 
out standardized testing strategies and begin to develop 
their list of colleges they intend to apply to in the fall. 

St. Joseph’s High School in Trumbull additionally 
supports students and families in the college application 
journey in using the SCOIR platform to connect with 
colleges. Parents and students have access to this 
resource to research schools, view data on past and 
current accepted students from their high school, build a 
resume and view schedules for college representatives 
planning to visit their school. 

St. Joseph’s has strong relationships with several college 
admissions representatives who each year read a select 
number of essays from active students and provide feedback.

SEE APPLICATIONS ON PAGE 6
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“It has been so wonderful and so helpful to our students 
to be able to know that they’re on the right track,” Megan 
Baird said, associate director of college and school coun-
seling. “The feedback they’re providing is just invaluable.”

Baird, a St. Joe’s alumna herself, takes pride in her 
support to students and their social emotional well-being. 
Given the stressors surrounding the college application 
process, especially at such a prestigious high school, 
she understands and empathizes with students who find 
themselves daunted by the unknown. 

“It really does go hand in hand, because if they’re 
dealing with anxiety then it’s really hard to focus on the 
college piece of it, because that in itself is a very scary 
experience,” she said. “When students are not in their 
best health mentally, it’s very hard to focus on these other 
pieces of the puzzle.”

Helping students maintain a healthy and positive head-
space is integral to the college application process. For 
parents, this may mean supporting your child in guiding 
them through difficult questions about what they desire 
for their future. Many resources can be found online at 
little to no cost. The Common App, for example, has begun 
to offer advising via chatbots as well as video sessions 
with admissions counselors. Several free resources have 
similar offerings, including Get Schooled for advising as 
well as Khan Academy for test preparation.  |

When students are  
not in their best health mentally,  

it’s very hard to focus on 
these other pieces of the puzzle.”

“

applications FROM PAGE 4
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Something true to the Catholic faith is the Golden Rule, 
a moral principle which denotes that you should treat 
others the way you want to be treated yourself. Many 
catholic students are taught to treat others with respect 
and carry this practice with them through their years 
of schooling. 

Along with kindness and compassion comes the core 
value of service seen in a large amount of the state’s 
Catholic schools. For many students enrolled, going out 
into the community and volunteering at food banks, 
animal hospitals, participating in food or clothing drives, 
and involvement with church groups are all part of the 
Catholic experience.

The Catholic Academy of Stamford and All Saints Catho-
lic School in Norwalk have both participated in service 
initiatives to benefit the Malta House in Norwalk, one of a 
limited number of programs for young homeless mothers 
and their babies, and the only shelter for pregnant women 
in Fairfield County.

“When you give, you give with a giving heart,” All Saints 
Catholic School Principal Linda Dunn said of student 
service. Around Thanksgiving, the All Saints students 
additionally held a food drive in which they received enough 
donations to feed 10 families.

All Saints Catholic School additionally celebrates the 
presence of decency in their school with 26 Acts of Kind-
ness, the annual honorary period that takes place over 26 
school days. Each day is named something different to 
encourage acts of kindness across the student body, 
including days dedicated to being good to yourself, calling 
a relative and saying thank you.

At Pre-K through grade 8 school, The Catholic Academy of 
Stamford, students support local non-profit, Person-to-Per-
son, through an extremely successful toy drive. This year’s 
drive collected more than 400 toys for those in need.

catholic schools FROM PAGE 3

SEE CATHOLIC SCHOOLS ON PAGE 8
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The school additionally supports Wreaths Across Amer-
ica, another service initiative that honors fallen heroes at 
the Arlington National Cemetery and others across the 
nation. The Catholic Academy of Stamford proudly spon-
sored veterans’ wreaths at a cemetery in Connecticut. 

“It’s instilled in the students to go out of their way to 
help others,” Jen Hanley said, Director of Marketing and 
Communications at the Catholic Academy of Stamford. 
“The kids are constantly being reminded to do things for 
other people even if it’s as simple as saying thank you.”

Educators at Fairfield Preparatory School believe that 
community service is in alignment with the Catholic faith, 
so much so that their service program is referred to as 
“Christian Service.”

“Service and outreach is central to our mission as a 
Jesuit catholic school,” Elliot Gualtiere said, director of 
campus ministry. “This idea of love in action permeates 
all of what we do—in the classroom, on retreat, in the 
community and on the playing fields. Give to others and 
you receive so much more in return.”

catholic schools FROM PAGE 7

A group of Fairfield Preparatory School graduates pose at the 2021 
commencement ceremony. Photo contributed by Robert Taylor Photography
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At Holy Trinity School in Wallingford, Principal Michael 
Frachette greets students every morning with a warm 
welcome as they arrive at school. The school’s participa-
tion in this year’s Catholic Schools Week is centered 
around teaching the gospel values to students while in 
their elementary school years. Each school day starts and 
ends with a school-wide prayer.

“We establish lifelong learners, and we believe that we 
teach the students skills to succeed beyond the class-
room,” Frachette said of his school. “We communicate the 
gospel values to the students, and we have very high 
expectations academically and behaviorally. Not only do 
they walk away with an outstanding education, but with 
the morals and values of the Catholic faith.”

The student experience at St. Catherine of Siena School 
proves to be somewhat similar, ensuring that the presence 
of faith is ingrained in education. 

“The academic program at SCSS effectively blends inno-
vative teaching strategies while helping students to learn 
foundational skills that prepare them for the rigors of high 

school and beyond. At the center of the SCSS experience 
is our faith in God and the belief that each child is created 
in His image and likeness as a unique and beautiful indi-
vidual,” Principal Rachel Ambrosio said of her school.

Many Connecticut Catholic Schools are hosting events 
throughout Discover Catholic Schools Week to give area 
families the chance to see all that they are about. To learn 
more about Catholic Schools Week and events happening 
in your area, be sure to visit the websites of the diocese.  |

When you give, 
you give with a giving heart…”“
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Young student plays outdoors at New Canaan Country School.
Photo contributed by Chi Chi Ubiña.

“Play is the work that asks children to attend, to be invested,
to stay with something when presented with a challenge and
persist, to collaborate. It is rigorous for a young child—those
are all skills they’re developing and they are so essential,”
O’Brien said. “Play is such an integral part of them becoming
the students, and really, the humans that we want to be
participating and collaborating for the future.”
In “The Power and Purpose of Play,” article written by

O’Brien for the New Canaan Country School, she cites
several different kinds of play that each contribute to a
different set of skills for young students to develop. In
cooperative play, for example, children learn to collaborate
with others around them, while in solitary play, they create
space for self-reliance and decision-making skills. Stu-
dents use their imaginations during imaginative play to
cultivate long-term creative abilities, then effectively
fine-tune those abilities during rules-based play.
There’s a certain richness that can be learned from

observing children during their playtime, O’Brien says. The
different types of play come through later in their develop-
ment as key skills that come to define who they come to
be as adolescents and ultimately as adults, too.
Academics are woven within the play-based structure

of classrooms at the New Canaan Country School and
each room is intentionally set up to facilitate opportuni-
ties to extend learning from just their lessons. On tables,
teachers will put things like clay or wire or other materials
to motivate conversation amongst peers, and ultimately
camaraderie to problem-solve.
Through trial and error, students have the freedom to

ask themselves questions about how to logically solve the
situation in front of them, a practice that will travel with
them through life as they develop.

education FROM PAGE 1

We believe that curiosity is
a natural ability that children

bring to their learning…”
“
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At King School in Stamford, the lower school’s Reggio 
Emilia-inspired project-based teaching and learning 
program encourages children to collaborate in their explo-
ration of intentional classroom set ups, many of which are 
filled with vibrant colors and opportunities to engage. In 
the Pre-K and kindergarten classrooms, the school mis-
sion is to lay the foundation for self-discovery through 
asking questions, gathering data to make models, and 
ultimately teaching others about what they learn.

In a similar way to that of the New Canaan Country 
School, lower school classrooms at the King School 
carefully select the materials put on desks and tables to 
initiate play. Art supplies, building blocks and science 
tools are commonly utilized to help students gain an 
understanding of the world around them.

“We believe that curiosity is a natural ability that chil-
dren bring to their learning—we encourage students to 
ask questions, make discoveries, think critically, analyze 
and solve problems, be good listeners, and have fun being 
involved in the dynamic process of learning. We value 
every child and build strong, safe classroom communities 
where exploration, discovery, and play leads to mastery,” 
Dr. Sandy Lizaire-Duff said, Head of Lower School at  
King School.

Above all, the rationale behind the actionable play-
based education model is to encourage young students to 
feel confident in their ability to make significant change 
and be an essential part of all that is happening around 
them. Creating an intentional space for thoughts, ideas 
and decision-making gives students the opportunity to 
develop strong voices, and learning these practices at 
such a young age, the lessons can be carried around with 
them for the rest of their lives.  |
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T he Cedar School, a brand-new high school located in
Greenwich, recently wrapped up its first ever semes-

ter serving students grades nine through twelve with mild
to moderate language-based learning differences. The
brainchild of current Head of School Clay Kaufman, the
school’s purpose is to give all students a chance to learn,
even if the way in which they’re able to is different than
the standard student.

Expressive and receptive learning challenges are
obstacles faced by many students who interpret and store
information best if presented in a multisensory fashion,
something not conventional to generic U.S. public or
private high schools. Instead of one-dimensional lectures
and words on a white board, language-based learning
curricula takes material to the next level and offers it in a
way that’s more engaging, and ultimately more meaning-
ful to the student and their ability to process it.
Although Fairfield and Westchester counties are home

to several different boarding schools that cater to stu-
dents with language-based learning differences, The
Cedar School gives families a day school option that the
area previously lacked.
“When you take child who is really frustrated because

they’re not learning and you put them in the right environment,
it just turns their life around and changes everything. Being
in the right place really makes a difference,” Kaufman said.

Head of School Clay
Kaufman describes
students as creative,
engaged, motivated,
and eager to learn if
it’s given to them in
a digestible way.
Photo contributed by
Dylan Kaufman.

the cedar
school in Greenwich

Succeeds in First Ever Semester
By Alex Fischer
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This unique class of students tends to have enormous 
strength when it comes to creativity, the arts, and materi-
als taught in a way that uses more than one sense. Usage 
of visual displays or music are popular for a multisensory 
classroom as well as hands-on learning activation. By 
creating association between learning contents, informa-
tion is easier to access for those with retrieval challenges 
when it comes to learning.

Marylyn Zecher, a brilliant academic therapist in Mary-
land, once told Kaufman about an analogy that helps put 
language-based learning differences in perspective. 

“It’s as if you had everything in your home, all the lit-
tle things that you owned: your scissors, your glue, your 
tape, your string, rubber bands—all in the basement–and 
400 unmarked boxes,” Kaufman said of Zecher’s analogy. 
“If I sent you down to get some glue, you’d start looking 
through the unmarked boxes and after about 10 or 15 box-
es you’d probably just give up. By using the multisensory 
piece, we’re basically labeling the boxes.”

The Cedar School’s education model is explicit in mak-
ing language the forefront of every lesson, and this comes 
through even in foundational courses such as high school 
physics and trigonometry that are common for high 
school students everywhere.

“It is not that are students are not able to learn, it’s that 
being in the right environment makes a huge difference for 
them,” Kaufman said. “Our message to parents is to find 
the right school for your child then let them thrive there, 
that’s the goal.”

Kaufman, previously the co-head at The Siena School in 
Silver Spring, Maryland and before that, at The Field School 
in Washington, D.C., has spent his career helping incredibly 
bright students find the best way to learn, even if it’s uncon-
ventional. In developing a strong college preparation pro-
gram for The Cedar School, Kaufman’s goal is to send Cedar 
students to college with the skills they need to succeed in 
any type of classroom setup. 

Included in the college-preparation experience is an 
impressive internship program that will have its first year 
in March. Many businesses in Fairfield and Westchester 
counties have jumped at the opportunity to bring an intern 
on board, and Kaufman hopes the experience will spark 
career aspirations for some students. 

The Cedar School had a class of 17 students in its first 
semester, largely comprised of ninth graders. The admin-
istration was incredibly pleased with the class progress 
and has already begun to see an increase in enrollment 
for the spring semester and next schoolyear. 

“One of the great things about working with this group of 
students is that they are creative, engaged, motivated,  
and they love learning if it’s given to them in the right way. 

They’re very responsive when you create ways for them  
to learn that make it easier for them,” Kaufman said of this 
year’s students. 

The Cedar School has a cap on classes so no more  
than 10 students are ever in the same classroom, giving 
each the opportunity for their voice to be heard as  
well as form relationships with teachers. As the school 
grows, Kaufman envisions hosting typical high school 
events like prom, expanding the athletics program and 
other extracurriculars.

To learn more about The Cedar School’s mission, be 
sure to visit the school website.  |

It is not that are students are  
not able to learn, it’s that  

being in the right environment makes a 
huge difference for them.”

“
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