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STEFANIE CASTELLUCCI
ST. FRANCIS SCHOOL TEACHER




image8.jpeg




image9.jpeg
Sounding off

The student body at St. Francis of Assisi School in Ridgefield
Park was treated to an interaction performance by Grade 6
and Doug and Martha Martins — “The Martins with their Free-
dom Bells,” who use a musical approach in teaching the “His-
tory of Bells" and important historical facts about the United
States of America. The performance took place Feb. 2 Prior to
the performance, a workshop was given to grade 6, who then
became part of the performance playing “Small World"” from
Walt Disney on the Handchimes and “We Shall Overcome" on
the Handbells. Other instruments used in the show included
many various types of bells, the violin and concertina along
with singing.
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ANNUAL ART SHOW

St. Francis students show off
their best, honor Walt Disney

BY ROBIN DECICCO
Staff Writer

St. Francis students in kinder-
garten to eighth grade showcased
their artwork and paid homage to
Walt Disney at the 10th art show
on Wednesday. Nearly 500
friends, family and community
members attended the show,
observing 800 pieces of art, creat-
ed with pencil, charcoal, watercol-
or, pastels, clay and paper mache.

All of the art work on display
was inspired by a Disney charac-
ter, story, movie or television pro-
gram, said Sally Zeuner, art
teacher and event organizer. The
parish walls were covered with an
assortment of artwork from “Alice

in Wonderland's” Tea Party to The
Serengeti landscape from “The
Lion King.”

The 30-foot stage was the set-
ting for realistic paintings of Cin-
derella’s Castle, Cruella De Vil and
Cinderella and Prince Charming
in acrylics plus three-dimensional
36-inch paper mache characters of
Mickey Mouse, Minnie Mouse,
Donald Duck, Goofy, Winnie the
Pooh, Cinderella and Tinker Bell.
Students also made smaller three-
dimensional versions of the 101
Dalmatians.

All the characters were made
with environmentally friendly
recycled materials, including plas-
tic bottles, cardboard and newspa-
pers. The materials were molded

together to form desired shapes
and were then covered with paper
mache for a more realistic look.

Zeuner said the purpose of the
art show is to showcase the work
of the students, which helps to give
them a sense of pride and accom-
plishment

“Their artwork validates who
theyare and it is a tribute not only
to their ability but to their creativ-
ity and imaginations. An art show
gives our community an opportu-
nity to see how our school chil-
dren are growing and developing.
These are the same students who
will be the future leaders of our
community,” she said.

E-mail: decicco@northjersey.com
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Library will display work by Arbor Day Poster Contest winners

Nearly 270 artwork posters cre- also presented Certificates of  3rd place: Jan Mark Talingdan
ated by Ridgefield Park school stu-  Appreciation to all the students

dents were submitted for the and judges. Lincoln School

annual Arbor Day Celebration. A 1st place: Thomas Stauffer
panel of seven judges — four stu- St. Francis of Assisi School 2nd place: Peter Yoscary
dents and three adults — awarded  1st place: Kate Arellano 3rd place: Disbell Mateo

the top three posters from each  2nd place: Jennifer Quiceno

elementary school. The winning  3rd place: Brian Acosta Roosevelt School

posters will be on display at the 1st place: Daniel Jimenez
Ridgefield Park Library for two Grant School 2nd place: David Gonzalez
week. 1st place: Doyle Yoon 3rd place: Veronica Fernandez

The Shade Tree Commission  2nd place: Cindy Kim
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WAITING FOR WORD

Final bell might toll for St. Francis School
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BY ROBIN DECICCO
Staff Writer

Many  Catholic  schools
throughout North Jersey have
recently announced they will close
their doors for good in June, a
result of declining enrollment and
tuition costs labeled too high for
some parents who have been hit
hard by the economic downfall.

St. Francis of Assisi School in
Ridgefield Park is in a similar
predicament. Enrollment in the
past two years has decreased, and
parents of several students are
either unemployed or are strug-
gling due to the economy, St. Fran-
cis Pastor Eugene Field said.

On May 7, school administra-
tors, along with the Archdiocese of
Newark, will decide if the school
will remain open. More than 140
students are currently enrolled in
the school, and 180 are needed in
order to keep the doors open.

“Catholic schools closing is not
unique to New Jersey; it’s happen-
ing nationwide. Demographics
seem to be changing and fewer
Catholic families are moving to
specific areas, which contribute to
fewer students enrolling in school,
Jim Goodness, communications
director for Archdiocese of
Newark said.

Regarding the economic factor,
Goodness said, “it becomes diffi-
cult for families to make sacrifices
to send their kids to Catholic
schools.”

Tuition for the 2010-2011
school year at St. Francis is $4,000
for one child, $6,200 for two and
$7,600 for three or more children.
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St. Francis Principal Sister Patri-
cia Meidhof said, “Finances
always present an issue.” She
believes the number of unem-
ployed parents is the reason the
school is having trouble securing
students for next year.

Teachers are willing to sacrifice
their salaries in order to help par-
ents pay for a Catholic school edu-
cation for their children, Meidhof
said, referring to their plans if the
school remains open for the 2010-
2011 year.

Her plans for the next year
include extending the school day
to 3 p.m. and introducing more
extra-curricular clubs, such as the
TV Production, Drama, Environ-
mental, Garden, Puzzle and
Dance Around the World Clubs.

Similar to Meidhof, Field said
his ultimate goal is to keep the
school open.

“Rumors have been circling that
the school is closing, but we’re not
closing unless the Archdiocese
says to. Our plan is to keep the
school open as long as student’s
tuition is able to cover the expense
of the school and teacher salaries
and benefits,” Field said.

The cost of operating Catholic
schools derives from tuition mon-
ey and if the number of students
enrolled in a school becomes less
and less, there is not enough mon-
ey in the budget to cover the cost
of teacher salaries, regardless of
how much fundraising is done.

“It’s been a tough year fundrais-
ing-wise. From where 1 sit, the
economy is still a factor. People
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are not yet back to where they
were and the school’s expenses
never go down either,” he said.

When parents of St. Francis stu-
dents heard that the school might
possibly close, some accused the
school and church administration,
which operates under Field's
direction, of “mishandling funds.”

“These are false allegations.
There is no money missing. With-
in the school, there are some dis-
gruntled parents who don’t want
to see the school closed,” Field
said.

Goodness commented on the
rumors, explaining that whenever
a school is in jeopardy of closing,
church and community members
usually question why there isn’t
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enough money to keep it open.

The State and the Archdiocese
conducted two audits of the
school in the fiscal years of 2008-
2009 and 2009-2010. The State
chose the school randomly and
the Archdiocese completes audits
of all schools every few years.

“We were audited, so I really
don’t know why these allegations
surfaced,” Field said.

The Archdiocese and St. Fran-
cis administration aimed for a May
7 deadline to decide the school’s
future so that teachers and stu-
dents could be given ample time to
make plans for next year if needed.

Field would like the school to
stay open, as he said the Catholic
education provides children with
academic excellence, spirituality,
guidance and a different perspec-
tive on how to live in the world.
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St. Francis show off their best art work

St. Francis School in Ridgefield Park held its annual art show last week, stirring the creative
minds of all the student artists at the school. This year's theme was Disney, and the artists

turned the school's stage into a panoramic display of characters made popular by Walt Dis-
ney's films and stories.
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The entire St. Francis gymnasium was lined with hundreds of drawings, sketches, paintings and
other forms of artist impression.
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Trophy winner

Justine Abriam, a student at St. Francis of Assisi School in
Ridgefield Park, recently accepted a third place trophy and
certificate from Bergen County Clerk Kathleen A. Donovan,
Bergen County Sheriff Leo P. McGuire and Bergen County Sur-
rogate Michael R. Dressler in the “My County” Poster Contest,
which is held each year to promote awareness of County Gov-
ernment. Justine's poster was selected from among 820
posters entered by fourth grade students throughout Bergen
County.
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An Eagle emerges

Ridgefield Park resident Brian Schiess earned the prestigious rank of Eagle Scout during ceremonies at St. Francis of Assisi
Church on May 8. Pictured here, Brian, an 18-year-old Bergen Tech student, gets assistance from his father, Kenneth, while
putting on the Eagle Scout scarf. For his Eagle project, Brian built Lady of Fatima statues and walkways with memorial bricks
for parishioners to buy. He also planted eight new evergreen trees and two rose bushes and placed two memorial benches.
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PAROCHIAL SCHOOLS

Amid controversy, St. Francis School to stay open
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BY ROBIN DECICCO
Staff Writer

Fears that another parochial
school would close were tem-
porarily dashed this month when
Father Eugene Feld addressed
parents at St. Francis of Assisi
School in Ridgefield Park and said
that they would remain open.

Hours prior to that announce-
ment, St. Francis School teachers
had said they would donate a por-
tion of their paychecks to keep the
school open.

“You don't have to believe the
rumors; the school will open in
September,” Field said during a
May 18 meeting, casting aside the
recent chatter that declining

enrollment and insufficient funds
had put the school in jeopardy.

Some of the rumors within the
church and school community
have to do with accusations made
against Field for alleged mishan-
dling of St. Francis funds. Field, as
well as the Archdiocese of
Newark, has denied all those
accusations.
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When teachers told Field they
were willing to donate 10 percent
of their paychecks to the school's
budget, the Archdiocese of
Newark agreed to take a second
ook at St. Francis’ budget, Field
said during the meeting. The Arch-
diocese made the decision to keep
he school open.

But many parents expressed
anger at Field during the meeting
or keeping the community in the
dark about the school’s status for
next year. One woman said to the
crowd, “I don't believe a word
Field] says.”

v A

Other parents and teachers
encouraged everyone to be posi-
tive and to focus on the children's
education and their future at St.
Francis.

At the meeting, Field also told
the audience that Principal Sr.
Patricia Meidhof would not return
to the school in September. Most
members of the audience disap-
proved of that decision.

Calls made to the school and
rectory were not returned.

E-mail: decicco@northjersey.com
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Clothing drive, car
wash, bake sale

The St. Francis Youth Ministry of
Ridgefield Park is holding a used
clothing drive on Saturday, June
12 from 10 a.m. to 5:30 pm and
on Sunday, June 13 from 8:30
a.m.to1p.m.in the church
parking lot. All unwanted
children’'s, men’s and women's
clothing, shoes (bagged
separately), stuffed animals,
children's toys such as dolls,
action figures, games, household
linens such as tablecloths, towels
curtains, belts, purses, coats are
accepted. All items will be
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ST. FRANCIS ELEMENTARY

School’s

closing

outrages parents

BY ROBIN DECICCO
Staff Writer

St. Francis of Assisi Elementary
School, a  pre-kindergarten
through eighth grade school in
Ridgefield Park, will close June 30,
according to a letter from the Rev.
Eugene Field that was mailed to
parents and guardians on June 2.

“The decision to remain open
next year is one I would like to
make, but sadly I cannot make or
support,” Field wrote in the letter.

“With no room for error for
unexpected expenses; a large
deficit; declining enrollment; and
no resources to assist us if we can't
make our payroll needs, it
becomes obvious that we cannot
continue to operate in the future,”
the letter continued.

The announcement was made
after months of rumors within the
church and school community
regarding accusations made
against Field for alleged misuse of
the school’s funds. Field and the
Archdiocese of Newark have
denied those rumors

Notice of the school’s closing
also came less than a month after
Field told the St. Francis commu-
nity that the school would remain
open for the 2010-11 year. At a
meeting with school parents in
early May, Field said he presented
a new budget to the Archdiocese
after St. Francis teachers agreed to
take a 10 percent salary cut.

“I negotiated for the school to

It is sad that we had a
meeting three weeks
ago to discuss the
future of the school.
Father Gene told us the
school would remain
open. On June 2, we
received a memo in our
children's backpacks
telling us the school
would close.

Jan Friel
St. Francis School parent

remain open for one more year,”
Field said at that meeting.

Field’s column in the church’s
May 23 to 29 bulletin also affirmed
that the school would open next
year.

As a result of the positive news,
many parents were outraged when
Field announced the school’s new
fate. Gary Kamboorian, a parent of
a first grader, said the “back and
forth” situation was handled poor-
ly by Field.

“After the teachers agreed to

SEE CLOSING, PAGE 5
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donated to poorer countries and
lower income families.

There will also be a car wash and
bake sale on Saturday, June 12
from10 a.m. to 2 p.m. in the
parking lot. Drop off your clothes
and enjoy a baked good item
while having your car washed!
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CLOSING
FROM PAGE1

take a pay cut, he told us we would
be okay for next year. Then came
the bombshell the school was clos-
ing. We had a home and school
meeting scheduled for June 3,
which was canceled. We were
supposed to elect officers for the
next school year at this meeting,”
Kamboorian said.

Another parent, Jan Friel,
shared the same surprise and dis-
appointment.

“It is sad that we had a meeting
three weeks ago to discuss the
future of the school. Father Gene
told us the school would remain
open. On June 2, we received a
memo in our children's backpacks
telling us the school would close,”
Friel said.

“There was no fight, no concern
from [Field]... We had a huge
meeting to say we would be open
and a memo to tell us we are clos-
ing - just shows the lack of dedica-
tion from |[Field].”

Parents and members of the St.
Francis community started a Face-
book group, Save St. Francis
School, in which options other
than closing the school have been
discussed.

But to Field and the Archdio-
cese, it’s strictly a numbers game.
St. Francis School’s declining
enrollment is one of the main rea-
sons why the school is closing.

In 2007, 237 children were
enrolled in kindergarten through
eighth grade. That number
dropped to 220 in 2008, and it
dipped to 180 last year, Field
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wrote in his June 2 letter. At the
time the Archdiocese made its
decision to close the school, only
160 students were registered for
next year.

“We know that many of our
students are also registered in oth-
er schools and several families
have already made their intentions
clear that they are leaving at the
end of the year, making that pro-
jected number of 160 unrealistic,”
Field wrote.

“We have not seen nor do we
believe that our enrollment will
increase as the year progresses, but
rather it will understandably con-
tinue to decrease. This means that
we cannot accurately budget our
revenues and expenses for the
upcoming year.”

Parents, parishioners see
something else

Tom Essig, an after-care aide
employed at St. Francis School
and a Ridgefield Park resident for
nearly three decades, said he
believes Field wanted the school to
close. Essig thinks Field has been
taking advice from the church’s
financial advisor, Ed Coyle, to
close the school and rent the
space.

“There are so many rumors
swirling around about who want-
ed to close the school and what
the school will become,” Essig
said, adding that he’s heard every-
thing from condominiums to a
new Ridgefield Park Board of
Education space might be destined
to take over the lot.

“We don’t know, but whoever’s
intentions were to close the school
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- Field or the Archdiocese - their
first priority should have been to
place these students and the now
unemployed.”

When reached by telephone,
Coyle declined to comment and
directed calls to the Archdiocese.
Calls to the Archdiocese for com-
ment were not returned.

Parent Diane Maglione said she
plans to contact the Archdiocese
to find out exactly why the school
had to be closed now and without
notifying alumni, who she said
might have been able to fundraise
and keep the school afloat.

“One of the questions T want
answered by the Archdiocese... is
why they are willing to get rid of
the cash cow (school)? The school
was still making money and turn-
ing that profit over to the church.
We have been hearing from alum-
ni who wanted to know why they
weren't approached about helping
out with a major fundraiser,”
Maglione said.

“If the church isn't bringing in
enough money to cover its own
bills and it hasn't been covering its
share of the school's bills, how
does closing the school help the
church? The only way it can is to
rent out the buildings to an organ-
ization that is willing to pay, like a
Korean church looking for class-
room space. The Archdiocese and
Father are willing to sell the teach-
ers and students down the river to
make a profit. They obviously
don't practice what they preach
and appear to be the least Christ-
ian among us all.”
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In 2009, the archdiocese identi-
fied two struggling schools in
Hackensack but opted to close
only one. But in a move that eased
the minds of many parents, the
archdiocese merged Holy Trinity
with St. Francis, giving an extra
financial boost.

en the news was
announced in February 2009, par-
ents had ample time to enroll their
children in St. Francis or find oth-
er options — St. Joseph School in
Bogota also opened its doors to
displaced Holy Trinity students.

St. Joseph School and Our
Lady of the Assumption notified
their respective communities of
their closings in mid-March.

The plummeting enrollment
numbers at St. Francis School in
Ridgefield Park weren’'t kept
secret from anyone, and those
same statistics are cited as the offi-
cial reason for the closing.

We ask, however, if the arch-
diocese had any plans or consid-
eration to close the school this
year, why did it wait until June 2 to
notify parents, teachers and staff?
Why did the Rev. Eugene Field,
who was sent by the archdiocese
to oversee the church and school,
tell parents in May that the school
would open next year then send a
letter home soon after in the stu-
dents’ backpacks retracting his
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THE EVER-RISING costs of
education coupled with declining
enrollment  numbers  have
doomed parochial schools here
and throughout the country in
recent years. St. Francis of Assisi
School, which operates a pre-
kindergarten through eighth grade
curriculum in Ridgefield Park, will
be the latest casualty of tough eco-
nomic times when it closes its
doors for good on June 30.

St. Francis joins several other
Catholic schools in North Jersey
that have announced their clos-
ings in 2010, among them St.
Joseph School in East Rutherford,
Our Lady of the Assumption in
Wood-Ridge and venerable Pater-
son Catholic High School. Last
year, only one Bergen school,
Holy Trinity in Hackensack,
closed because of low enrollment.
That school merged with Hacken-
sack’s St. Francis School.

We believe the decision to shut
down a Catholic school, which in
this area is at the discretion of the
Newark Archdiocese, is made as a
last possible resort. In other
words, all those involved in the
process — from the church leaders
of the archdiocese and their finan-
cial advisors, to the priests in the
rectory and teachers and parents
in the school - have input in the
institution’s future.




image32.jpeg
Golden rule did not prevail
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words? Shouldn’t the community
have been informed earlier, the
way the schools in East Ruther-
ford and Wood-Ridge made their
announcements?

School administrators, public
or private, have a responsibility to
their communities - parents,
teachers and students - to keep
them in the loop and out of the
dark, particularly when the fate of
the children’s education is at
stake. Staff Reporter Robin DeCi-
cco has fielded more than a hand-
ful of comments and complaints
from St. Francis School parents
who say too much has been kept
secret.

Even more egregious, DeCicco
reports that the parents say the
leader of their church hasn’t met
the responsibilities of his role.
They describe a pastor with a
stone face, a man of the cloth who
was neither friendly nor person-
able.

Personality flaws aside, parents,
teachers and students still deserve
answers that extend beyond
enrollment numbers. More impor-
tantly, they deserve a school with
an environment that is conducive
to learning.

Unfortunately, their school has
already been taken away.
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The community had lost faith
in Father Gene and his cohorts.
All we wanted was a chance to
try; he never gave that to us. St.
Joseph has had fewer children
enrolled and they are doing fine.
It’s all about the money and
those who keep tabs on it. The
school kept the church afloat,
and now I am sad that the
church might be next. I am a life
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Leadership is
problem at St.
Francis

TO THE EDITOR:

I just wanted to write to let
you know that as a parent of
children in St Francis School
and as an alumni, I was never
approached by anyone from St.
Francis as to the danger the
school was in. We had a reunion
last year and gave all proceeds to
St. Francis School. Sr. Patricia
Meidhof applied that money to a
Weather Bug. Now does that
sound like a school that was
scraping the barrel?

Once the word was put out by
Fr. Gene Field that the school
was closing, the Alumni Group
sent out a call to help. But it was
too late... he never gave us even a
chance to try. Many hearts are
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long resident and parishioner of
St. Francis and feel I will have to
leave until we get some new
leadership there.

Laura DeNesco
Ridgefield Park

School’s closing
breaks many
hearts

TO THE EDITOR:

I would just like to express my
feelings on the sudden closing of
St. Francis School. St. Francis
School has been an icon in
Ridgefield Park for almost 100
years. It is a downright shame
that the horrible decision has
been made to close its doors to
so many children.
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proken and want to Know wny
we were never told.

A friend of mine who works at
St. Joseph in Bogota said and
they meet with the archdiocese
to go over budgets etc. They had
the same problems, but the
church worked with to school to
pull themselves out. They also
inform them of schools that are
in danger of going under. St.
Francis was never on that list,
and being that Bogota is only
one town away, I think they
would have been told.

The community had lost faith
in Father Gene and his cohorts.
All we wanted was a chance to
try; he never gave that to us. St.
Joseph has had fewer children
enrolled and they are doing fine.
It’s all about the money and
those who keep tabs on it. The
school kept the church afloat,
and now I am sad that the
church might be next. I am a life
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LETTERS

FROM PAGE 6

I am a former employee of St.
Francis Church. I have had some
of my grandchildren attend St.
Francis School over the years.
Two are current students, one of
them will sadly be a part of the
last graduating class of St. Francis
School, while the other having to
be displaced to a different school.
This is a very heart wrenching sit-
uation for our family as well as
many families in the parish.

St. Francis School's principal,
Sr. Patricia Meidhof, the faculty,




image39.jpeg
the students, the parents, the cus-
todians, etc. have all been one big
family. And now because of the
decision of a pastor and financial
administrator, who has made
money more important than care
or compassion to the Catholic
education of these and future stu-
dents and their parents, the doors
will close on June 30th locking
out many, many broken hearts.

Carol Stack
Keyport
(The writer is a former
Ridgefield Park resident and
worked at the St. Francis Rec-
tory for 22 years.)
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Seventh grader James Maglione
said, “We can never really know
how getting warm clothes would
make us feels because we already
have warm clothes. We can’t
relate to the people who have
nothing, no matter how hard we
try. We may think that we have a
bad life, but when we hear about
these kids in the Bronx, it shows
us that we are blessed. Even the
smallest things we do can really
help them a lot.”

“It feels so good to give to those
in need during the Christmas sea-
son,” sixth grade student Brittany
Oxley said.

As the drive came to a close
before Christmas, Janz said she felt
the students went above and
beyond what was asked of them.
She was also glad that the children
at CS 134 were able to enjoy the
recent snowstorm and play in the
snow while keeping warm in their
new coats, hats and mittens.

“We were able to share our
many blessings with others in
need. We are hoping to continue
this project throughout the year,”
she said.
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“I think the students are learn-
ing just how much they themselves
have and how good it feels to give
to others who are in need. They
find it so difficult to comprehend
that other children have no hats or
coats. Hopefully, they have
learned to truly appreciate what
they have. It’s important to know
we are all here to help each other.
Volunteering takes the focus off of
us and puts it on others. We can
learn that we are all important.
When this is learned at a young
age, hopefully the idea will persist
into adulthood,” Janz said.

Through this donation process,
students learned that what’s
important is taking the time to do
something for someone less fortu-
nate, no matter how big or small
the good deed is.
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ST. FRANCIS SCHOOL

Students reach out to others in the Bronx

BY ROBIN DECICCO
Staff Writer

‘The fifth through eighth graders
at St. Francis School in Ridgefield
Park were busy during the month
of December. While finishing up
their schoolwork before the holi-
day break and shopping for Christ-
mas presents, they also took time
to collect and donate winter hats,
mittens and coats for less fortunate
children in the Bronx.

Seventh grade teacher Kathleen
Tanz said this was the first vear stu-

dents collected for CS 134 in the
Bronx, but that St. Francis stu-
dents are no strangers to commu-
nity service work. Every year, in
place of a class grab bag, she
engages the seventh and eighth
graders in some type of charity
work. In the past they have col-
lected items for families at
women’s shelters and last year
they collected books for children
in a local hospital.

The vice principal of CS 134,
Allison King, has a child who
attends St. Francis. King and Janz

have spoken regularly about how
poor the families in her school are
and this year, Janz asked her if St.
Francis could collect hats and mit-
tens for her students.

The donation drive, which
began in early December, was a
great success, as 80 to 90 hats and
pairs of gloves and 30 winter coats
were donated.

Janz thinks it's important to
teach young people to be appre-
ciative of what they have and at
the same time, what they can offer
others.
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St. Francis has new
pre-K 3 program

St. Francis School in Ridgefield
Park will open a new pre-
Kindergarten 3-year-old program
beginning in September 2010.

Parents will have the option of
sending their child for a half-day
program (8:15 to 11:15a.m.) or a
full-day program (8:15 a.m.to 3
p.m.). Both programs will run five
days a week.

Children who attend the full-day
program can also attend After
School Care, which will provide
childcare up until 6 p.m.

Registration and Open House for
all grades Pre-K 3 to eighth
grades is scheduled from 8:30
a.m. to 2 p.m. Feb. 10 and 11, and
from 7 to @ p.m. on both nights.

For more information, call the
main office at 201-641-9159.




