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Learning in a pandemic: PCSD rises to the challenge

Some sports, extracurriculars return to PCSD this fall

Although no one in the Phoenix Central School District expected a 
pandemic would prompt building closures in March, district staff quickly 
banded together to develop an instructional plan that would keep 
students actively engaged in their learning.

Utilizing Google Classrooms, teachers in every grade level jumped 
into action and implemented virtual lessons where students could 
review old material and dive into new learning as well. As the closures 
extended, district administrators began securing additional technology, 
creating professional development opportunities and meeting with staff 
to create a robust learning model when schools reopened in September.

“We learned so much from the feedback we received from our staff and 
our families,” said PCSD Director of Curriculum Stacie Shaffer. “During 
the summer, we surveyed our families to identify their technology 
needs; our staff attended dozens of trainings; and we collaborated on a 
plan to best meet the needs of all learners. We are grateful to everyone 
who offered input throughout this process.”

The intensive work and preparation during the summer has paid 
dividends early on this school year, as staff members have developed 
strong classroom communities both remotely and in-person. Pre-
kindergarten through sixth-grade students learning in-person get 
traditional interaction and build a classroom community while 

maintaining their distance and wearing masks, while those who are 
learning remotely have found new ways to feel connected.

“We are incredibly proud of the entire PCSD educational community, 
from our students to our staff members to our families,” said 
Nicole Covell, Executive Director of Instruction and Personnel. “The 
collaboration, cooperation and resiliency of the entire Firebird family 
has made us an even stronger district; one that provides a robust 
instructional plan to meet all our students’ needs.”

Extracurricular activities and athletics are back in the Phoenix Central 
School District this fall, with some slight modifications to ensure 
student and staff safety.

After much conversation with state officials and the health department, 
the district presented options to students and families that would allow 
for the return of various sporting events, performing arts activities 
and school clubs. That decision was well-received by the student body, 
according to district officials.

“The more opportunities that resemble a ‘normal’ school year that 
we can offer our students, the better to help create some sense of 
normalcy,” said John C. Birdlebough High School Principal Thomas 

Bailer. “Students are eager to remain connected during these times, 
especially since their learning is remote.”

This fall, students in grades seven through 12 have an opportunity to 
participate in girls’ tennis, soccer, golf, cross-country, field band, drama 
club and DECA. In addition, many high school classes and clubs are 
meeting virtually to remain connected.

“Being able to have our student-athletes return has been great for their 
social, mental, emotional and physical health,” said John Jeffries, the 
district’s director of health, physical education and athletics. “They are 
able to socially interact with friends and teammates, and they have 
something to do that they love doing, which makes them happy.”

MAM students (above) and staff members 
(at right) adapt and thrive in new learning 
environments this school year.
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Name and Position 
Jessica Ariola, EJD Principal 

Job Duties 
Facilitate the reopening of EJD and support 
the school community as we navigate these 
uncertain times. I will also continue to 
facilitate and support effective instruction 
and collaboration to increase student 
achievement.  

Goals for the Year 
Acclimate stakeholders to the new models of 
instruction with the reopening of schools while 
challenging students academically. Continue 
to promote and support student success and 
growth at EJD. 

What is the Best Part of Being a Firebird? 
The best part of being a Firebird is the sense 
of pride and how tight knit the Phoenix 

community is. I have been consistently 
impressed with the ability of staff, students 
and families to band together in trying times. 
This pandemic represents our biggest challenge 
yet, and I am extremely proud of all the work 
being done to ensure that all students have 
access to meaningful and engaging instruction 
despite the obstacles presented by COVID-19.

Name and Position 
Jeremie Auge, Assistant Principal at EJD

Job Duties 
Some of my responsibilities this year include 
assisting with the implementation of our 
reopening plan; working with students on 
discipline challenges; facilitating emergency  
 

drills for EJD; and working with teachers to 
maintain the continuity of our educational 
program during this challenging time. 

Goals for the Year 
My primary goal for the year is to ensure  
that our students continue to make academic 
gains through these new and challenging 
circumstances.  

What is the Best Part of Being a Firebird? 
The best part of being a Firebird so far is to 
work with and be surrounded by a faculty and 
community that focuses on the needs of the 
students and works together to help everyone 
do their best.

Name and Position 
Nicole Covell, Executive Director of Instruction 
and Personnel

Job Duties 
To support the Phoenix Central School District 
by being a resource for our teachers, staff and 
administrators as we provide a challenging 

educational program that promotes academic 
and personal growth for all students.

Goals for the Year 
My goal for this unprecedented year is to 
provide support to our faculty, staff and 
parents as we work together to ensure that all 
our students have the opportunity to receive 

the high-quality education that Phoenix is 
known for.

What is the Best Part of Being a Firebird? 
The best part of being a Firebird is being 
part of a dedicated community of educators, 
parents and staff who want nothing but the 
best for the students under their care.

Name and Position 
Michael Foley, Director of Data and 
Instructional Technology

Job Duties 
I oversee the Technology Department and 
work with my team to guarantee that the 
students and staff have what they need. 
In addition to that, I handle the data and 
accountability reporting for the school 

district, as well as being the Data Protection 
Officer responsible for educating the school 
community about compliance, training staff 
involved in data processing, and conducting 
regular security audits.

Goals for the Year 
To work with my team to improve efficiencies 
and provide the best service to the students, 
staff and families of the PCSD. Navigate the 

COVID world and assist students  
in achieving their educational and career goals.

What is the Best Part of Being a Firebird? 
Family. Since arriving in early July, everyone 
has gone out of their way to welcome me.  
I feel a part of something special here, and I 
am looking forward to cultivating these  
new relationships into lasting ones over time.

Name and Position 
Tim Ristau, Director of Pupil Personnel 
Services and Special Education

Job Duties 
I will be collaborating with district and 
building administrators, faculty and staff to 
strengthen programming and support for 
all students. This will include working with 
the nurses to address the health needs of our 
students, with student support services to 

help our students be ready to learn each day, 
and with special education staff to build strong 
individualized programs for students with 
disabilities.

Goals for the Year 
This year I want to develop valuable 
relationships with the school community 
as I learn about Phoenix, its students and 
their families. I will work with everyone 
to continually improve the current strong 

programs and supports designed to address 
the needs of all students, and I want to help 
increase connections between students and 
the school during this challenging time.

What is the Best Part of Being a Firebird? 
The best part of being a Firebird is the people 
I get to interact with every day.  Phoenix is a 
great community, and I am excited to be a part 
of a fantastic team.
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John C. Birdlebough High School Seniors Chosen for NYSSMA All-State Ensemble
Three Phoenix Central School District student musicians have been selected 
to participate in the 2020 New York State School Music Association All-State 
Performing Ensemble this winter. 

The students, all of whom are seniors at John C. Birdlebough High School, include 
euphonist Chloe Calkins and trumpeters Aidan Trumble and Thomas Uhl. Calkins and 
Thomas have been assigned to NYSSMA’s symphonic band, while Trumble will join 
the wind ensemble.

“Despite the challenges over the past year for these students, I am very proud 
of their dedication and perseverance through years of practice to become the 

wonderful musicians they are today,” Liza Grethel, the high school music teacher, 
said. “On behalf of the entire Phoenix Central School District community, I offer  
them sincere congratulations for receiving the highest honor a student musician  
can achieve.”

While NYSSMA’s regularly scheduled December Winter Conference in Rochester  
has been canceled this year, the Westbury-based organization will showcase the  
All-State ensemble performances as part of a larger 2020 Virtual All-State Concert.

Changes are evident in the Phoenix Central School District as capital project work 
draws to a close. The renovations -- part of a $38.2 million capital project approved 
by district voters in 2017 -- include updated classrooms, a new athletic complex, a 
new auditorium and 21st century learning environments.

According to Karl Seckner, the district’s Assistant Superintendent of Finance & 
Educational Services, the project addressed priority items, many of which were 
identified through a building condition assessment, and did so in a fiscally 
responsible way.

“The district utilized funds from its capital reserve — which was previously 
established by voters – along with regular building aid and future retirement of 
debt,” Seckner said. “Therefore, there was no additional cost to the taxpayer.”

The cost-effective project broke ground in February 2019, with most of the work 
happening at John C. Birdlebough High School, where some of the classrooms had 
not received significant improvements since 1955. The renovations at the high 
school included classroom upgrades to improve lighting and wiring; overhauling 
the auditorium; building a 2,000 square-foot addition to relocate the band and 
chorus rooms; upgrading technology; replacing windows and the roof; building a 
new wrestling room and athletic storage area; and creating a synthetic turf stadium, 

complete with new lighting.

“While most of the work took place at JCB, the scope of the work also included 
various projects at Emerson J. Dillon Middle School and Michael A. Maroun 
Elementary School,” Seckner said. “Contractors installed new roofs at those 
buildings. They also replaced classroom flooring at MAM and installed new 
windows and digital signage at EJD.”

The project is targeted for completion in December, as contractors will spend the 
next few months finishing up some JCB classrooms as well as the EJD art room and 
family/consumer arts room. 

As the initial project wraps up, the district is also finishing up work on a smaller 
capital project that was approved by voters in 2019. That work included improved 
parent drop-off and pick-up systems at all three schools, a new playground at MAM, 
a renovated elevator at JCB and classroom floor replacement.

“We are absolutely thrilled by the progress and these state-of-the art classrooms 
and facilities that we are able to provide our students,” said Superintendent 
Christopher Byrne.  “I would personally like to thank the entire Phoenix CSD 
community for their support of this project!”

Pictured are some of the many renovations that have been made during the course of the capital project. Significant work included upgraded classrooms,  
a new athletic complex, an updated auditorium, and new roofs, windows, flooring and lighting.

Capital project work transforms Phoenix schools, facilities
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Mission Statement
The Phoenix Central School District is committed to a challenging educational program that promotes academic and personal growth for all 
students. Each student will become a confident, productive, responsible individual with a strong academic foundation, and the ability to make 
positive ethical choices. Our goal is to cultivate a sense of pride, character, and accountability in our students and community. The Board of 
Education, staff, parents, students, and community share responsibility for this mission.

A Message from the Superintendent: Welcome Back to School! 
On behalf of the Phoenix 
Central School District 
Board of Education, 
administration, faculty and 
staff, it is my pleasure to 
welcome everyone back for 
the start of the 2020-2021 
school year.   

The start of the school year this fall looked different 
from any other year I can remember. While it is 
disappointing that we are not seeing all of our 
students in person, it has been exciting seeing so 
many of our PreK-6 students and our 7-12 athletes and 
extracurricular students back on campus. It has also 
been great visiting classrooms and seeing our virtual 
students connecting with their teachers. Overall, I am 
very proud to see everyone making the best of our 
current situation!

In terms of our capital project, we are getting close to 
completion. Over the next few months, you will see  
the following work completed: MAM primary cafeteria, 
JCB auditorium, EJD parent loop, JCB turf field parking 
lot and finishing touches in all of our buildings. Our 
project is scheduled to be complete by the end of 
December 2020. You can view updated pictures of  
our capital project on our district website at: 
phoenixcsd.org/capitalproject.

Please keep your eyes open from mid to late October 
for our second Virtual Learning Registration. I will 
send a link in one of my Friday updates that will allow 
parents to switch their child(ren)s learning model 
(from virtual to in-person, or from in-person to virtual) 
for the second quarter (10 weeks) of school. Additional 
information will be provided very soon. 

We recognize that COVID-19 may be negatively 
impacting your children and/or family. As a reminder, 

our Student Services Department is here and ready to 
provide support and assist you in making connections 
with community organizations anytime necessary. You 
may access our Student Services Department and links 
by visiting the resources on our website at:  
phoenixcsd.org/coronavirus.

I am hopeful that things will return to normal and that 
we will have all of our students back on campus and in 
our classrooms very soon.  Feel free to contact me if you 
have any questions or concerns.  Thank you very much 
for your patience and your ongoing support of the 
Phoenix Central School District!

Sincerely,
Christopher J. Byrne
Superintendent 
315-695-1555 
cbyrnephoenixcsd.org
@cbyrnepcsd

The Phoenix Central School District Board of Education, its officers and employees, shall not discriminate against any student, employee, or applicant on the basis of race, color, national origin, creed, religion,  
marital status, sex, age, or disability. This policy of nondiscrimination includes: access by students to educational programs, counseling services for students, course offerings and student activities,  

recruitment and appointment of employees and employment pay, benefits, advancement and/or terminations.


