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Like most schools across the state, the country and 
the world, it has been quite an unconventional year for 
St. John Vianney School in Orchard Park. Thanks to 
both teacher and student technology skills previously 
developed and utilized through the years, virtual 
learning was very successful at SJVS. 
 
 
Elizabeth Arcara, school advancement leader and a 
parent of three SJVS students, attributed this year’s 
success to the speed at which the school transitioned 
when they announced the switch to remote learning. 
“Within days, we were picking up materials and lesson 
plans, like just continuing on. There was really not a 

big loss of time in the transition, which was awesome.”  
 
“When we were in class, our teacher Mrs. Gawlik always made everything we did really 
fun. She was always thinking about us. When we started taking classes from home, she 
was always so happy to see us on our weekly Zoom calls,” said Anna, a fourth-grade 
student at SJVS.  
 
The school’s strong home-school partnership proved its value during the pandemic. “Of 
course, the teachers made [remote learning] a huge success,” said Arcara. “They were 
always available to the kids if they needed help with anything.” Arcara said remote 
learning for her fifth and sixth-grade children was a combination of live Zoom calls with 
their teachers and completing their assignments and written work independently – on 
average, her children would spend anywhere from four to six hours on school work each 
day. 
 
According to Arcara, traditional annual functions such as the mother-son event and the 
father-daughter dance make up a big chunk of the SJVS culture. For safety reasons, in 
person events became virtual ones. “We always do a weekly Mass with all the school 
kids, and [our school’s pastor] did that online so they still could kind of be together and 
he would sit and take comments after from the kids, which was nice,” said Arcara.  
 
While younger grades participated in virtual commencement ceremonies, SJVS grade 
eight graduates were honored to have Jon Corto, former Buffalo Bill, owner of Buffalo 
Strive Vending and parishioner of St. John Vianney Church, as their commencement 



speaker in a socially distant ceremony held in the school’s parking lot. In his remarks to 
the students, he stressed not his accomplishments in life, but the struggles and failures 
that made him the man he has become and was meant to be. In his closing remarks, 
Corto said, “Looking back at my struggles and failures, I can see how God was pushing 
me through these difficult times. He taught me humility, perseverance, resilience, 
patience and how to be a better leader.” Corto ended his speech by reminding the 
students “to be the best version of yourself. Attack your dreams with relentless pursuit.”  
 
“I think the biggest challenge was just being socially distant, like not being able to be 
together as a school community. From the littlest kids to the biggest kids, they’re so 
involved with each other and everything,” said Arcara. SJVS has about 200 enrolled 
students, the youngest of whom are 3-years-old in the school’s Pre-K 3 class. Due to 
small class sizes, older students know the younger children, and younger ones know the 
older students. Students even get to partner with each other for STREAM (science, 
technology, religion, engineering, arts and math) activities and classroom projects. 
Leah, going into grade three, said, “I really like helping out with our friends in Pre-K 3. 
We get to hold their hand during a fire drill, help carry their lunches and read books to 
them. Also, all the teachers are really nice.”  
 
School Principal Kristine Hider has been developing a reopening plan for the 2020-2021 
school year since the state mandate to close in March. Although reopening plans remain 
tentative while awaiting further direction from Gov. Andrew Cuomo, SJVS does have 
safety plans in place to go back to school five days a week in the fall.  
 
“We have Plexiglas on order, we have supplies set up, sanitizing stations, safety 
protocols like movement within the school and where the kids will be. Really, we’re 
ready to go,” said Arcara. Reduced class sizes, 6-foot distances between desks and 
installed Plexiglas shields on all desks are among the safety measures SJVS has included 
in its plan. Students will also be required to wear face masks when they are not seated 
at their desk. “We’re still waiting on the governor. I mean, we will follow whatever 
protocols that Erie 1 BOCES puts out, that will all be followed. But ideally, once 
[students are] at their desk with the Plexiglas, they would be able to take off their mask. 
But that’s what we hope. We’ll have to wait and see.”  
 
The mission of St. John Vianney School is to provide a faith community that fosters the 
academic, religious and moral development of all students, to make education a 
positive, successful experience that will promote lifelong learners and will prepare 
students for effective, responsible living and leadership in the 21st century. 
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