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Elementary STEAM
The elementary 

STEAM program 
combines science, 
technology, engineering, 
art and math in dedicated 
labs that are filled with 
materials that foster 
hands-on learning. From 
kindergarten through fifth 
grade, every class visits the 
STEAM room once per 
six-day cycle. 

STEAM essentially 
serves as enrichment of 
the elementary science 
program, with activities 
based on the grade-level 
curricula from the Next 
Generation Science 
Standards. Students can 

take their exploration of 
scientific concepts to new 
heights in a collaborative 
and lively setting. 

Wantagh Elementary 
School STEAM teacher 
Kaitlin Humphrey 
said that many of her 
lessons are centered on 
the engineering design 
process. Students follow 
the same series of steps 
as professional engineers 
to identify and solve 
problems. Third graders 
make green-screen videos 
about the weather, fourth 
graders build Rube 
Goldberg machines and 
fifth graders participate in 
an invention unit to create 

a product and construct 
a prototype with recycled 
materials. 

Every year, students 
participate in coding 
activities, which vary in 
difficulty from grade to 
grade. Kindergartners 
are using drag-and-drop 
coding while fifth graders 
are learning to write 
commands. Breakout 
EDU kits also offer 
collaborative, problem-
solving-based activities for 
all ages. 

Alexa DelPiano, 
STEAM teacher at Forest 
Lake and Mandalay, 
engages students with 
seasonal lessons. Just 
before the holidays, 
students in grades K-2 
learned about symmetry 
by making paper 
snowflakes and finished 
their study of animals in 
the Arctic with polar den 
projects. In grades 3-5, 
students designed and 
built boats to help the 
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Beginning in kindergarten, students in the Wantagh School 
District are immersed in hands-on exploration of the world around 
them. A comprehensive science program prepares them for 
rigorous and challenging courses at the high school. 
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Gingerbread Man escape.
Ms. Humphrey 

explained that projects 
are centered around 
teamwork and students 
learn how to listen, 
embrace each other’s ideas 
and compromise. 

Hands-on, Minds-on 
Science

Science classes at 
Wantagh Middle School 
follow the hands-on, 
minds-on approach, 
a staple of the Next 
Generation Learning 
Standards. This focus 
engages students through 
physical, investigative 
activities that foster 
critical thinking skills 
and promote a true 
understanding of scientific 
concepts, explained 
STEM Director Carol-
Ann Winans.

Seventh grade science 

teacher Elyse Longo said 
that each lesson begins 
with an engagement or 
an exploratory activity, 
giving students a taste of 
the topic before diving 
into the vocabulary and 
content. An engagement 
activity could be a study 
of a news headline or a 
scientific phenomenon, 
while an exploratory 
activity is a hands-on 
experiment. To introduce 
the unit on waves, her 
students worked with 
dominos, jump ropes and 
Slinkies. Toy cars and 
ramps were the perfect 
tools to learn about the 
forces of motion.

“It gives them more 
exposure to real-life 
experiences,” she said. 
“The students come in 
every day and ask what 
they’re doing, and as 
teachers, it gives us an 

opportunity to come up 
with new ideas.”

Ms. Longo said that 
having more hands-on 
moments has energized 
her students about 
science. She also said that 
the hands-on, minds-on 
approach gives her more 
chances to have one-to-
one conversations with 
students and truly assess 
their understanding of a 
concept.

Ashley Azzata, who 
also teachers seventh 
grade, noted that the 
new approach fosters 
collaborative work, and 
students are having 
meaningful scientific 
conversations with each 
other. She is thrilled to see 
how hands-on, minds-on 
science sparks the natural 
curiosities in her students. 

“It gets their minds to 

question things more and 
try new things,” she said. 
“It keeps alive that natural 
drive to wonder.”

Science Olympiad
The high school’s 

Science Olympiad team 
continues to stand out 
as one of the best in 
the region, consistently 
earning an invitation to 
the state competition. Last 
year, the team qualified for 
states with its fourth-place 
finish at the regional level.

Events are returning to 
in-person this year, with 
Wantagh’s team getting 
ready to compete against 
other schools from eastern 
Nassau County at the 
regional competition at 
Syosset High School. This 
year, there are 23 events 
covering a wide spectrum 
of the sciences and each 

member of the team 
typically participates in 
three.

Seniors Christina 
Patmanidis and Kevin 
Pfundstein explain that 
the events range from 
pen-and-paper tests 
on different scientific 
concepts to building 
activities that test their 
engineering skills. 
Christina is working on 
a rubber band-powered 
plane that she constructs 
in advance, then flies on 
competition day. 

“It’s such a rush of 
adrenaline on the day 
of the competition,” 
Christina said. 

Science Olympiad 
begins in September, 
with the most intense 
preparation from 
December through 
February. Adviser Rich 

Colavita said that just as 
important as scientific 
knowledge, if not more 
important, is dedication 
and a good work ethic. 
Many of the events, 
he noted, cover topics 
beyond what is learned in 
the core science classes, 
requiring independent 
learning to be successful.  

“You get out of it what 
you put into it,” he said.

High School Electives
For students looking 

to explore the sciences 
beyond earth science, 
living environment, 
chemistry and physics, 
Wantagh High School’s 
course catalog is filled 
with an array of elective 
courses. 

In Marine Biology and 
Oceanography, a full-year 
class, students care for 

more than 100 fish in salt 
water and coral reef tanks. 
They are tasked with 
feeding the fish, cleaning 
the tanks and making sure 
the equipment is working 
properly.  

Students went fishing 
in the fall at Captree 
State Park, catching 
fluke, puffer fish and sea 
bass, as field trips are 
an important aspect of 
the class. In the winter, 
they traveled to the 
Long Island Aquarium 
in Riverhead. There is 
also an annual project 
highlighting different 
marine animals, in 
which students can make 
dioramas, posters or 3D 
models. 

“I grew up on the 
water, so I find the class 
very interesting,” said 
Bree Benedetto, who 
enjoys learning about 

everything nautical, from 
marine mammals to ocean 
currents. 

A half-year forensics 
course exposes students 
to the science behind 
crime scene investigation. 
Teacher Frances Galan-
Pena said that students 
conduct experiments 
to analyze fingerprints, 
shoeprints, hairs and 
fibers. In the college-level 
forensics class, they delve 
into deeper topics such as 
DNA analysis and forensic 
profiling.

Other electives explore 
bioethics, environmental 
science, human anatomy, 
sports science and 
sustainable agriculture. A 
science research program 
is open to students in 
grades 9-12 to explore 
topics of personal interest 
in individual and group 
projects. 
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Since the start of the school year, 
students throughout the Wantagh 
School District have been involved in 
numerous charitable endeavors.

In September, Wantagh Middle 
School students wore gold to mark 
Childhood Cancer Awareness Month. 
They incorporated yellow and gold 
into their wardrobes in many ways for 
the important cause. 

Wantagh Elementary School 
opened its Helping Hands food 
pantry this year and stocked it with 
nonperishable goods during a food 
drive in October, hosted by the 
student council. A month later, the 
student council held a successful 
winter coat drive. 

In December, Mandalay 
Elementary School students were 
invited to the library during recess 
to make holiday cards for senior 
citizens. The colorful cards were 
filled with personalized greetings and 
winter-themed images to bring joy to 
residents of senior centers on Long 
Island.

Forest Lake Elementary School 
held its first ever Day of Giving on 
Dec. 20. Students filled about 350 
treat bags for the nonprofit Interfaith 
Nutrition Network in Hempstead. 

After decorating the bags in art class, 
students then came to the cafeteria, 
class by class, to fill them with items 
donated by Forest Lake families, 
including animal crackers, cereal, 
cheese and crackers, chips, fruit cups, 
fruit snacks, juice and water.

Wantagh High School’s cross-
country team held its inaugural 
pushup challenge on Dec. 1, which 
raised $630 for the Limb Kind 
Foundation. The Long Island-based 
organization provides prosthetic limbs 
to children across the world who are 
unable to afford them. 

High school art students did their 
part to promote animal adoption. 
They made drawings and paintings 
of animals up for adoption at 
neighboring Last Hope Animal 
Rescue, and the artwork was displayed 
at Starbucks on Wantagh Avenue.

Students in the Business 
Management class at Wantagh 
Middle School, who learn about 
corporate social responsibility, made 
no-sew fleece blankets for the Ronald 
McDonald House in New Hyde Park 
and collected toys and games for 
the Wantagh-based John Theissen 
Children’s Foundation’s annual 
holiday toy drive. 
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