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CRANFORD—Brookside Place
Elementary School (BPS) is
pleased to announce that Anne
Marie Francis has been selected
as the Classroom Teacher of the
Year from nominations made by
the school community as part of
the New Jersey Department of
Education 2018-19 Governor’s
Educator of the Year Program.

Mrs. Francis has served the
Cranford school district for 20
years, with 11 of those years
teaching kindergarten at BPS.
She has also taught grades 4
through 8 as both a classroom
and gifted and talented teacher,
grades K to 8 as a character
education coordinator and grades
9 though 12 as a service learning
coordinator.

She was a kindergartener her-
self when she decided she’d one
day emulate her kindergarten
teacher and sit around a circle,
teaching kindergarteners. “I feel
that teaching chose me!” Mrs.
Francis said. “It’s all I ever wanted
to be.”

Before the start of every day,

she said, she reads to herself a
page-long doctrine she has com-
piled entitled “This is What I Be-
lieve,” which lists statements of
positivity to guide her teaching
philosphies. “I believe I can make
the biggest difference in a child’s
ability to learn. I believe all chil-
dren are filled with curiosity and
it is my responsibility to illumi-
nate their path to discovery,”
she said.

In her cheerful kindergarten
classroom, Mrs. Francis said she
creates an environment for learn-
ing based upon those beliefs and
what she has learned in life to
“create a place that is nurturing,
safe, inviting, rewarding, stimu-
lating, loving and fun!”

She is very humbled by her
nomination as the BPS Class-
room Teacher of the Year. “I
believe that the BPS staff is a
truly exceptional group of pro-
fessionals who collaboratively
push each individual along to
reach their full potential. This
honor belongs to all of us,” Mrs.
Francis said.

The Governor’s Educator of the
Year Program highlights educa-
tional innovation, student
achievement, the rewards of
teaching, and important services
outside the classroom environ-
ment that lead to student suc-
cess. Further, it seeks to attract
public attention to the positive
aspects of our educational sys-
tem. For more information, please
visit: http://www.state.nj.us/
education/educators/rpr/recogni-
tion/educators/geoy/.

Christiano of CF Earns
Dean’s List at Lehigh
CRANFORD — Luke Christiano,

of Cranford, was named to the
Dean’s List at Lehigh University
in the Fall 2018 semester.

Dean’s List status is awarded to
students who earned a scholas-
tic average of 3.6 or better while
carrying at least 12 hours of regu-
larly graded courses.
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CDC’s Musical Mamma Mia!
Brings ABBA Songs to Life

By SUSAN MYRILL DOUGHERTY
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The Times

CRANFORD -- There are mo-
ments in every musical that are
stand-outs. Either a striking vi-
sual is a picture that creeps back
into one’s mind, or perhaps it’s
the melody of a certain song that
replays like an ear worm days
after the live theatre experience
is over. Thanks to strong direc-
tion, terrific casting and loads of
talent, Cranford Dramatic
Club’s(CDC)  production of
Mamma Mia! provides many of
those memorable moments.

The story line is simple: 20-
year-old Sophie (Lindsay Maron)
is getting married and has invited
to her wedding three men whom
she suspects might be her father.
Sophie has read her mother’s di-
ary, invited these three strangers
to the impending nuptials, unbe-
known to mom. All three show up,
as do the two female backup sing-
ers, who, long ago, performed in
Donna’s trio. The whole show re-
volves around Sophie’s search for
truth, but along the way, her
mother Donna (Mandy Feiler) finds
out what she wants in life.

Director Sean Eugene Lough
smartly has the lovely Sophie walk
down the aisle at the top of the
show singing, “I Have a Dream.”
Her crystal-clear, bell-like tones
set the mood of youthful longing
for answers about her background.
She and her fiercely independent
mother live on a tiny Greek island
and run a cozy hotel, a great set
by Marc Chandler.

Donna’s friends Rosie (Donna

Farone) and Tanya (Michelle
Sblendorio) reminisce with Donna
and have plenty of fun singing,
“Money, Money, Money” and
“Dancing Queen.”

British playwright Catherine
Johnson took the popular songs of
ABBA, a 1970’s disco-era Swedish
pop group, and patchworked a
story around them. Sometimes it
works, sometimes it stretches our
credulity. Who cares about plausi-
bility when it comes to weddings
and ABBA songs? There are fairy
tale moments that border on hokey,
but the energy is unstoppable.

In one fun number, “Gimme!
Gimme! Gimme!” Sophie and her
bridesmaid gal pals Ali (Cait
Crowley) and Lisa (Remi Presky)
have a ball.

Some of the best dancing of the
night (by choreographer Phil
Solomon) takes place at the end
of Act I in “Voulez-Vous” where
the whole company gets to break
out. Perhaps it’s the club atmo-
sphere with spectacular lighting
by Nik Marmo that provides aban-
don for the actors. Whatever, they
brought it in that number in danc-
ing like no one is watching.

In the second act, the likely
candidates of Sophie’s dad get a
chance in the spotlight. Sam
(Michael Dooley), Bill (James
Lopez) and Harry (Mark Smith),
all with smooth voices, get to sing
to Donna or Sophie in poignant or
upbeat numbers.

A truly memorable song is “Does
Your Mother Know?” where Pep-
per (Zach Mazouat) comes on to
Tanya. Ms. Sblendorio belts out

her response to the young man in
an adorably provocative way. And
by the way, in that swimsuit and
sarong outfit, she looks like a true
body builder!

More ear-to-ear smiles are pro-
vided by Rosie and Bill in “Take a
Chance On Me.”

The most powerful number, vo-
cally, is “The Winner Takes it All”
where Ms. Feiler pours out her
heart. Then her character’s song
“Slipping Through My Fingers”
offers the most heartfelt moment
in the show as she helps her
daughter get ready for her wed-
ding. Through that song, we hear
the emotions going through
Donna’s mind as her only child is
about to do something she never
did.

The encore bows are spectacu-
lar especially because of the over-
the-top costuming (by Zach
Mazouat and Cathy Cohane).

Music Director Howard Whitmore
has assembled a terrific band of
six, and four pit singers who,
along with a strong ensemble,
offer backup to the leads.

If the body language of the six
wildly enthusiastic high school girls
sitting in front of me on opening
night is any indication, this pro-
duction is a hit. It’s a high energy,
feel good show with local celeb-
rity guest actors at certain perfor-
mances.

Mamma Mia! runs through March
2, Fridays and Saturdays at 8 p.m.
For tickets, call the theater at (908)
276-7611 or go to their website at
cdctheatre.org. CDC is located at
78 Winans Avenue, Cranford.
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