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Candidate   Richard Acosta 

 DBN:  
  

31R020 IEP:  No ELL No 

Applicant 
Background  

 

 

Personal 
Statement 

 

 

 

Candidate   Mary Almonte 

 DBN:  
  

31R072 IEP:  No ELL No 

Applicant 
Background  

 

As an employee of the Staten Island Advance, the community's only local newspaper, and a Girl Scout 

troop leader - finding ways to better the community has always been at the forefront of all that I do. 

Personal 
Statement 

 

I truly believe that the children are our future. The betterment of our education system is a cause that I 

would care deeply about even if I weren't a parent. My hometown, Staten Island, is also one of my 

biggest sources of pride and I've worked tirelessly as an employee of the local newspaper and a Girl 

Scout troop leader to make the borough a better place. I couldn't think of a better opportunity to 

continue those efforts than becoming a Parent Leader! 

 

Candidate   Milagros Berrios 

 DBN:  
  

31R002 IEP:  No ELL No 

Applicant 
Background  

 

I haven't done any school related or community activities but would like to participate in any school 

related activities. 

Personal 
Statement 
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Candidate   Kara Buzga 

 DBN:  
  

31R080 IEP:  No ELL No 

Applicant 
Background  

 

PS 45 PTA Board Member; PS45 SLT Member; PS 45 Class Mom; PS 45 Grant writer; PS 45 parent 

volunteer & collaborator with oyster gardens and learning exp; PS 45 parent volunteer & collaborator 

with Science Teachers Kim Colbeck, Clay Wollney, Horeshoe Crabs and hands on learning; PS 45 

parent volunteer & collaborator with North Shore Waterfront Conservancy and environmental learning 

exp; Michael J. Petrides Class Mom; SLT member; PTA Board member; PTA volunteer; Grant 

Writing Committee; Petrides parent volunteer & collaborator with North Shore Waterfront 

Conservancy and environmental learning exp; Petrides parent volunteer & collaborator with Audubon 

and learning exp; Petrides parent volunteer & collaborator with Dancing Classrooms and Ballroom 

Dancing learning exp; Petrides parent volunteer & collaborator with NYS Soil and Water Conservation 

Society and NYS scientist Richard Shaw learning exp; Petrides parent volunteer & collaborator with 

Arlene Sorkin and IlluminArt anti bully learning experiences 

Personal 
Statement 

 

I am intrigued and baffled at some of the polar opposite opinions of former Mayor, Michael 

Bloomberg, and current Mayor, William DeBlasio, with regard to their approaches on teaching our 

children, collaborating with parents, preparing our children for real world experiences, including 

college, and how these contrasting opinions are played out in the classroom. I believe CEC members 

should help find ways to collaborate and support all views, on behalf of all of our children. 
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Candidate   Peter Calandrella 

 DBN:  
  

31R080 

31R024 

31R008 

31R008 

31R080 

IEP:  No 

No 

No 

No 

No 

ELL No 

No 

No 

No 

No 

Applicant 
Background  

 

I have had the honor and pleasure of serving as a member of CEC 31 for the past 4 terms. I am the 

married Father of 4 children - all of whom are students in local DOE schools from K through HS. I 

was educated in the NYC school system from K-HS. Professionally I have served as a Senior Assistant 

District Attorney and now an attorney in private civil practice. As a CEC member I have served as 

liaison to schools on the South and North Shore of Staten Island and have interacted with parents, 

students and teachers at PTA meetings, SLT meetings and community events run by schools. Through 

interaction with the school community I have been able to help parents & students - directly with all 

types of issues. I have gained an insight from the education community on what counts most to parents 

and ultimately our children. As an attorney I have used my skills to advocate for change in the current 

atmosphere of the common core, high stakes testing, disciplinary issues and faculty evaluation by 

speaking at NYC Council meetings and directly to the Chancellor and through my work on the CEC 

bringing key issues to the forefront of discussion so that we may have the best education for our 

children. 

Personal 
Statement 

 

As the married Father of 4 children all currently in the NYC DOE system my family is faced every day 

with issues ranging from the common core, testing, safety, and I am sure you could continue the list. 

Through my past 4 terms on the CEC I have gained much insight into the way our ever changing 

education system works and how best to tackle the problems - which is all in the pursuit of obtaining 

the best education for our children the proper way. I would like to continue to be your voice. I will 

continue to advocate for change in this broken system of learning. Safety in our school system still must 

be addressed. While much has been done, much of which I have advocated for as a CEC member, 

there still remains more. Personally I continue to advocate for the proper amount of physical education 

instruction for our children - this is an issue that is sorely overlooked. I ask for your vote so that I can 

continue to advocate for the best education of all our children. Being a member of the CEC is not 

something I view as being personal to me - but personal to my community at large. Thank you for this 

opportunity to return to my community and to our children. 

 

 

Candidate   Evelyn Cardona 

 DBN:  
  

31R021 

31R021 

IEP:  No 

No 

ELL No 

No 

Applicant 
Background  

 

 

Personal 
Statement 
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Candidate   Richard Cisak 

 DBN:  
  

31R036 

31R036 

IEP:  No 

Yes 

ELL No 

No 

Applicant 
Background  

 

I am a past president of the Good Shepherd Catholic Club and a member of Knight of Columbus 

Council 126. My youngest son has an IEP, and I therefore have had extensive interactions with staff 

and educators. 

Personal 
Statement 

 

My name is Richard Cisak. I am the father of 2 boys. My oldest is in the 2nd grade; my youngest is in 

the 1st grade, and also has an IEP. I am an active and involved working parent. Because of my youngest 

son's IEP, my wife and I have had extensive interactions with the Dept. of Education, staff, and 

educators. I have experienced the trials and tribulations of navigating the various steps and processes of 

getting my son the held help he needs, and empathize with the frustrations that other parents have 

experienced. 20 years of experience in the insurance industry working with people who have suffered 

personal disasters will allow me to work as an effective intermediary between parents and the Dept. of 

Education. In addition to my son's IEP, I also bring the perspective of a full time working parent to my 

children's educational process. I am both a parent and an uncle of children in the pubic school, and I 

have over 20 years experience of working in a professional setting in the insurance industry. 

 

Candidate   Nariman Gad 

 DBN:  
  

31R030 IEP:  No ELL No 

Applicant 
Background  

 

I have been volunteering to help students with difficulties reading .also been trying to help young girls 

through girl scouts to build their self-esteem and strengthen their leadership skills. 

Personal 
Statement 

 

If Knowledge is power then Education is the way to obtain this power. Schools are the door to every 

child’s future. We need to make sure that every child is getting the right education and the help they 

need to be able to learn if there are any difficulties for them to learn . 

 

Candidate   Fady Samy Gergis 

 DBN:  
  

31R056 IEP:  No ELL No 

Applicant 
Background  

 

I have never had prior experience in the field of public school education, but I have experience in the 

field of religious education, as I have taught my children the Christian creed in the church. 

Personal 
Statement 

 

I would like to be a candidate for this task because I see it as an opportunity to voice my opinion and to 

work on improving the educational process in New York so that students could reach a high level of 

education and knowledge. 
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Candidate   Mustafa Kadro 

 DBN:  
  

31R019 

31R605 

IEP:  No 

No 

ELL No 

No 

Applicant 
Background  

 

AS A GRADUATE WITH A MASTER IN EDUCATION I LEARNED AND OBSERVED 

STUDENTS WITH DIFFERENT ABILITIES AND BACKGROUND IN GENERAL AND 

SPECIAL EDUCATION CLASSROOMS. 

Personal 
Statement 

 

STUDENTS FROM ALL BACKGROUND ARE ABLE TO LEARN AND ACHIEVE THEIR 

FULL POTENTIAL. 

 

Candidate   Jeff Kassel 

 DBN:  
  

31R048 IEP:  No ELL No 

Applicant 
Background  

 

Jeff has an extensive experience in computer architecture and project management and comes from a 

variety of industries including finance and most recently education. Jeff currently works on leading the 

development of infrastructure platforms that serve digital content and online learning for McGraw-Hill 

Education, one of the top educational publishers of educational content for pre-K through Post 

Graduate education. 

Personal 
Statement 

 

As a Father of two and step-father of two, Jeff is passionate about the quality of education his children 

receive. He believes with the proper people, process, and tools, he can help shape the future of 

education for current and upcoming generations. 

 

Candidate   Ganimete Kastrati 

 DBN:  
  

31R002 IEP:  No ELL Yes 

Applicant 
Background  

 

I have 22 years experience as math teacher and 6 years as principal in High School with 800 students 

from different families ,different incomes,different education, in Albania. During my work I have 

comunicated with students and their parents in different ways.I had students from rural region that had 

difficulties to come to school and the comunication with their parents were difficult but forever I found 

to them the desire for school,for education of their children. 

Personal 
Statement 

 

I am from Albania.From my country I have 2 Bachelors,one for Mathematic Education and one for 

Business Administration.I worked in Albania 22 years as math teacher in High School and 6 years as 

Principal in High School. Now , in NY I am in process for certification as math teacher. 

 

Candidate   Jeanine Kelly 

 DBN:  
  

31R060 IEP:  No ELL No 

Applicant 
Background  

I like to volunteer at the school and help out as often as I can. 

Personal 
Statement 

 



 

            
Visit NYCParentLeaders.org 

2015 NYC Education Council Elections 

Candidate Profiles for 

Community Education Council 31 

Page 6 of 10 

 

 

Candidate   Gna Marie Kokolis 

 DBN:  
  

31R053 IEP:  Yes ELL No 

Applicant 
Background  

 

I was class mom for three years for son's 12:1:1 class and attended all class trips which gave me a lot of 

exposure to the Special Ed classes and teachers. In 2012 I began volunteering with the PTA and was 

assigned as the Parent Liaison to assist the Parent Coordinator on behalf of the PTA for all school 

activities. In 2013/2014 school year I was PTA Treasurer. Being an involved parent in the school gives 

you a better view and understanding of the school's administration and the daily activities. You can feel 

the culture that your children spend 6 hours everyday in. 

Personal 
Statement 

 

As a mom of a student with special needs I have come across a few situations that have been both 

rewarding and challenging. Both scenarios have been a learning experience for me. I am willing to 

speak up for all children in Special Ed as well as General Ed for what I feel and know is appropriate for 

the children and the school system. There is no right or wrong or one size fits all but there is always 

common sense as to what will be in the best interest of our children. It has been my personal 

experience to follow my instinct when it comes to my 2 sons. Once my instinct takes over, I arm myself 

with as much information as I can gather and then take on the task at hand. My instinct has never failed 

me. Thank you for this opportunity and best regards to all. 

 

Candidate   Irene Maiello 

 DBN:  
  

31R030 

31R030 

IEP:  No 

Yes 

ELL No 

No 

Applicant 
Background  

 

I am currently serving my first term on CEC 31. At my children's school I volunteer as a Learning 

Leader and several PTA sponsored events. Along with my co-leaders I am a Girl Scout Troop Leader 

for a troop my daughter is in. My daughter has an IEP. 

Personal 
Statement 

 

I have truly enjoyed serving my first term on the Community Education Council, it has been an 

excellent learning experience. At the time I started serving, I had a good background in advocating for 

my own children's rights regarding their IEP's. By being on the council and the experience I have 

gained, I have been able to use that knowledge along with my fellow council members to help fight for 

the rights of all the children in District 31. 
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Candidate   La Tonja Mcmillan 

 DBN:  
  

31R031 

31R031 

IEP:  Yes 

No 

ELL No 

No 

Applicant 
Background  

 

I have started successful reading programs in Title 1 schools and in our local communities throughout 

New York City with other parents that wanted to help their children overcome obstacles with literacy. I 

am currently a School Leadership Team Chair( SLT), former PTA President, School Reading 

Volunteer with Staten Island Mental Health, Very Important Parent with Literacy Inc, New York City. 

I am passionate about Special Education and attend SIDDC for Special Education regularly and meet 

to strategize with families on best choices for their children when navigating through DOE once they 

have transitioned out of services after high school. I also work with families that have children in 

English Language Learners programs navigate through DOE services. I help parents with English As A 

Second Language to begin with Citizenship Classes to help them achieve their American Dream. 

Personal 
Statement 

 

I am a parent that believes that it is key that all parents have the ability access a sound quality education 

for our children regardless of what part of the city they reside. We need to break barriers so that each 

classroom has all of the technological resources for our children. Parent Engagement is more important 

so that we have access to tools and resources both inside the classroom and at home so that we know 

and understand what rigor should look like to help our children succeed. Although Common Core 

Standards are still a challenge for us as parents, we need to ensure the tools for our children whether 

general education or special education are infused into what our children need to be college and career 

ready. Most parents need more community based programs so they can also reach their potential to 

learn and educate themselves. Parents want to be involved in partnering with Educators, Community 

Leaders, and our legislative body to make sure that our schools are getting all resources to put quality 

education into our schools. We are Parents also what our voices heard and respected as a vested 

stakeholder in the education of our children. 

 

Candidate   Sheryl Myrick-Pettersen 

 DBN:  
  

31R051 IEP:  No ELL No 

Applicant 
Background  

 

I participated in the Learning Leaders program when my children were in elementary school and I 

served on the School Leadership Team at my child's intermediate school. I have volunteered at school 

events as well. My professional social work responsibilities include service to families with diverse 

backgrounds and situations. 

Personal 
Statement 

 

I would like to participate more in the assessment and planning for our schools. We must consider the 

experiences of everyone (school staff, students, and parents/guardians) working with the school system 

and the short and long-term outcomes for all of our children. 
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Candidate   Michael Reilly 

 DBN:  
  

31R007 

31R055 

31R055 

IEP:  No 

No 

No 

ELL No 

No 

No 

Applicant 
Background  

 

I present free internet safety - cyberbullying workshops and assemblies to school communities and 

organizations. I am a volunteer member of the Staten Island Board of Managers and Co-Chairman of 

the Annual Strong-Kids Campaign for the South Shore branch. The Strong Kids Campaign helps to 

provide scholarships to children and families in the community who otherwise would not have these 

opportunities. 

Personal 
Statement 

 

I currently serve as Community Education Council 31 President. I also serve as co-Chair of the 

Transportation & Safety Committee. Community Education Council 31 has developed a strong 

working relationship with our elected officials here in Staten Island and across the state. We developed 

a partnership with the Department of Education, District 31 Administrators, NYC Police Department, 

the NYC Department of Transportation, the NYC Transit Authority, private yellow bus companies and 

other public and private agencies. The Community Education Council is an 11 member all volunteer 

body, which meets each month and is a liaison between the parents and the DOE. The CEC's primary 

mission is to recommend improvements in educational policies within the Staten Island community. 

The Council meets monthly with the District Superintendent to discuss issues to improve our children's 

educational experience. It would be a privilege to continue advocating for the students and parents of 

Staten Island as an elected member of Community Education Council 31. Sincerely, Michael Reilly 

 

 

Candidate   Susan Scharff 

 DBN:  
  

31R030 IEP:  No ELL No 

Applicant 
Background  

 

I was a service coordinator for developmentally disabled individuals I participated in numerous IEP 

meetings and advocated for my Individuals . I now am able to take my time and advocate for my child. 

Personal 
Statement 

 

I feel that education is very important to all children's lives they spend a large portion of there lives in 

school. They learn different skills and roles and they find there strenght and weaknesses. I want to help 

in advocating for programs and ideas that will help mold and enhance young minds in our communities 
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Candidate   Frank Squicciarini 

 DBN:  
  

31R455 

31R455 

31R024 

IEP:  No 

No 

No 

ELL No 

No 

No 

Applicant 
Background  

 

I have been a member of CEC 31 since July 1, 2007. I assist parents, principals and teachers to make 

the quality of education/life better for children in schools. I co-chair the Transportation Safety and the 

Zoning/Construction Committee's. Children's safety at school, while traveling to and from school is a 

very vital issue for me. I have helped improve yellow school bus service for children, I act as Staten 

Island's liaison with the MTA. This helps me develop MTA bus schedules aligned to school arrival and 

dismissal times. I had been working for 8 years to allow student cell phones in schools, I was happy the 

regulation was changed and my efforts regarding cell phones came to fruition. I advocate for reducing 

class size. I was successful in having an additional 435 seats added to District 31’s current Capital Plan. 

I co-wrote many resolutions dealing with school safety for both our borough's and citywide schools. I 

helped to resolve the return of school buses for Staten Island and the PCB concern due to faulty 

lighting at schools. Many of my recommendations regarding school safety has been implemented 

especially to install cameras in schools and to lock and place alarms on school doors. 

Personal 
Statement 

 

I feel that I would be an asset to the Community Education Council, as well as to the parents of Staten 

Island and District 31, who are seeking my help. I will utilize my knowledge, skills, abilities, and 

enthusiasm to help the children, parents, and all parties associated with the educational issues of Staten 

Island. As a retired police Sergeant from the NYPD (see resume below), I feel that I can continue to be 

a helpful and successful CEC member who can bring, loyalty, tenacity, and commitment to the people 

of Staten Island and the City of New York. I will make myself available to the parents, children, and 

anyone in need of my help or services as I have always done. 

 

Candidate   Antoinette Williams 

 DBN:  31R065 IEP:  No ELL No 

Applicant 
Background  

 

In 2005-2007 I created and facilitated a peer mentor program at St. John's University. Our program was 

designed to assist all incoming freshmen on how to overcome all the obstacles faced during their 

transitions from High School to College. I also mentored at risk youths through counseling and training 

classes on issues such as: The importance of education, how to obtain employment and how to 

overcome their past in order to create the future in which they all deserved. 

Personal 
Statement 

 

I decided to apply for this position because education saved my life. I was born into a life of poverty 

and substance abuse, which ultimately lead to me ending up in the foster care system. Growing up I did 

not believe that my own life would end up any differently or that there was any hope for a better future. 

It was only after obtaining a good education that I was able to see that I had other options. I 

encountered a lot of teachers who believed in me and my ability to succeed. They encouraged me not 

to quit and guided me throughout my years. They told me education would be the key to a better 

future and they were absolutely correct. Despite my humble beginnings, at age 25 I graduated from St. 

John's University with my Masters Degree and with a 4.0. -G.P.A. I immediately gained employment 

and worked my way up. Now older and with a family of my own, I’m able to see the benefits of a good 

education. Therefore, I would like to get involved and assist in any way that I can in order to ensure 

that the opportunity that was afforded to me will always be available to everyone. Sincerely, Antoinette 

Williams 
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Candidate   Kevin Zhao 

 DBN:  
  

31R036 IEP:  No ELL No 

Applicant 
Background  

 

 

Personal 
Statement 

 

 

 


