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While the 2019-20 school calendar showed 
Massapequa High School graduation scheduled 
for June 22 at Hofstra University, the COVID-19 
pandemic changed those plans. The initial 
graduation day did not go by without a special 
moment for seniors, and then a month later they 
did in fact get to walk across the stage and receive 
their diplomas. 

At Berner Middle School – where the Class 
of 2020 first came together six years ago from a 
half-dozen elementary schools – seniors reunited 
on June 22 for the 2 p.m. car parade to the high 
school. Hours before it was set to begin, cars 
began lining up in Berner’s expansive parking lot, 
providing ample space for a graduating class of 
570 students. 

Before the parade began, students put the 
finishing touches on their car decorations, from 
balloons and streamers to photos and flags. They 
wrote celebratory messages on their windows and 
draped banners over their hoods. A Massapequa 
fire truck led the parade down Carman Mill Road 
to Merrick Road, where it continued in the right 
lane to the high school. Cars then turned into the 
west parking lot and passed under a blue-and-gold 
balloon arch. 

Exactly one month later, they became the 
65th class to graduate from Massapequa High 
School. An indoor venue wasn’t an option due to 
the pandemic, so Massapequa partnered with the 
Town of Oyster Bay to host a nighttime graduation 
at Tobay Beach. Cars rolled into the parking lot 
that evening and were set up to face the stage. 
Large screens on either side showed live feed of the 
ceremony, and graduates and their families could 
tune to a local radio station for the audio. 

Brian Conboy, interim principal for the 
past two years, said that being together was the 
prevailing sentiment among seniors when seeking 
their input for graduation. Although the end of 
their senior year was unusual, he reminded them 
to reflect on all of their 13 years of school that led 
to this milestone moment, and told them to look 
forward with hope and promise because they’ve 
shown that they can overcome huge challenges.

General Organization President Alex 
Carmenaty, known as the “Voice of the Chiefs” 
for calling many of Massapequa’s athletic contests, 
invoked a message of humanity, calling on his 
fellow graduates to always choose love, help 
others in need, be problem solvers, serve their 

community and “be an answer to somebody’s 
prayers.”

Senior Class President Alex Lawless spoke 
about how people are often defined by numbers 
– grades, salaries, sports statistics – but numbers 
often don’t accurately define a person. He told his 
fellow graduates never to work for numbers, and 
never let numbers stop their aspirations. When 
faced with one-in-a-million odds, he said, “Don’t 
be afraid to be that one.”

Valedictorian Talia Cartafalsa and salutatorian 
Alexa Mangione’s speeches were prerecorded 
and played on the large screens. Mr. Conboy 
recognized students who will be entering the 
military, and new high school Principal Barbara 
Lowell announced the medallion winners in each 
subject area. Wearing their blue “MHS Class of 
2020” masks, graduates came up to the side of the 
stage in groups. They were announced one by one 
and allowed to remove their masks for photos as 
they crossed the stage and picked up a diploma 
folder from the table. Each student exchanged 
an elbow bump, the pandemic alternative to the 
handshake, with Mr. Conboy.  
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They met at the 
beginning of seventh 
grade and have been 
friends ever since. 
Massapequa High 
School valedictorian 
Talia Cartafalsa and 
salutatorian Alexa 
Mangione found 
inspiration from each 
other in becoming the 
top two graduates of 
the Class of 2020. They 
traveled the same path 
sometimes – working for 
the Summer Fine Arts 
camp, taking numerous 
Advanced Placement and college-level 
courses – but also spent time on their 
own personal journeys of enlightenment.

Talia will attend Roanoke College 
in Virginia – where she plans to study 
environmental science. In addition to 
having some family in the area, she 
said she chose the school because of the 
small class sizes, its reputation for having 
caring and supportive professors, and 
opportunities to do research and field 
work.  

Alexa will stay closer to home, 
committing to St. John’s University in 
Queens. She plans to live on campus 
while pursuing her master’s degree in the 
five-year library and information science 
program. Alexa has long been an avid 
reader and has worked part-time at the 
Massapequa Public Library’s Bar Harbour 
branch.

“It’s such a diverse field,” she said, “so 
there are a lot of different career paths.”

Both graduates are excited for the next 
chapter of their lives and having greater 
choice in the classes they take. While 
they look forward to learning more about 
their desired professions, they also hope 
to take some classes in college that are 
not related to their majors to explore 
other interests. 

Talia has taken advantage of 
Massapequa’s vast array of courses, 
particularly in science. She enrolled in 
the science research program and was a 
volunteer judge for the annual Science 
Discovery Fair for elementary students. 
Talia also has a fondness for the arts and 
worked behind the scenes on the musical 
productions at Berner Middle School 
and the high school, most recently as 
stage manager. For the Summer Fine Arts 
camp, she served as the student assistant 
to the program director for two years. 

Other activities for Talia include the 
French Club and French and National 
honor societies. She said that rather 
than joining a lot of clubs and possibly 
spreading herself too thin, she decided to 
pick activities she was passionate about 
and fully dedicate herself to those. 

“There are a lot of opportunities for 
everyone to get involved in the school 
outside of academics,” she said.   

Alexa said she has found joy in 

volunteer work, which she did extensively 
through her involvement in the Art, 
National and Spanish honor societies. 
With the Art Honor Society, she and her 
peers hosted paint nights at the school for 
parents and teachers. Money raised from 
those events went to various charities, 
such as those supporting pediatric 
cancer research. She was also a student 
assistant for the Summer Fine Arts camp 
in ceramics, printmaking and sculpture 
classes.

Talia, who got her start at Lockhart 
Elementary School, said she was 
fortunate to have so many dedicated and 
enthusiastic teachers over the past 13 
years who were invested in the success 
of their students. It was that passion, she 
said, that cultivated her love of learning 
and her desire to put forth her best effort 
as a student. 

Alexa, a Birch Lane Elementary 
School alum, also cited encouragement 
from her teachers as a big reason for 
her academic success. In her advice to 
incoming high school students, she said 
that grades are important, but so are 
other aspects of high school. She said it is 
important to find that delicate balance.

“Know yourself and know your own 
limits,” Alexa said. “Try your best, but 
don’t sacrifice the enjoyment of high 
school.”

In her prerecorded speech for the 
July 22 graduation ceremony, Talia told 
a story about her great-grandmother, 
who in 1923 had the top grade in her 
graduating class at a high school in 
Virginia, but was not given the title 
of valedictorian because of her gender. 
Decades later, that was made right. Talia 
said that she was proud to accept a title 
her great-grandmother was once denied. 

Talia and Alexa both noted that 
although they missed out on some 
traditional senior milestones due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic, the situation 
has taught them a valuable lesson about 
gratitude.

“Obviously, this year did not end the 
way we expected it to,” Talia said, “but 
it’s important to look back on what we 
did have. I’ve really enjoyed school.”

class of 2020 ValeDictorian anD salutatorian:

From a Friendship 
Blooms Success

The members of the Class of 2020 were accepted to 286 
colleges and universities. They will be attending 133 different 
schools across 21 states and Washington, D.C., including 
Boston College, Boston University, Bucknell University, 
Carnegie Mellon University, Colby College, Cornell University, 
Duke University, Georgetown University, New York University, 
Swarthmore College, The University of North Carolina at 
Chapel Hill, University of Notre Dame, University of Virginia. 
Vassar College and Villanova University.

Five graduates of the Class of 2020 will enlist in the military – 
three in the U.S. Marine Corps and two in the U.S. Air Force. 
One other student will be attending the United States Military 
Academy Preparatory School at West Point.
 
Seventy percent of the graduates earned a Regents Diploma 
with Advanced Designation.

Twenty-three graduates earned the Seal of Biliteracy. 

Twenty-six students earned an Advanced Placement Capstone 
diploma and 13 earned an AP Capstone certificate. 
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Message
To say that the past several months have been 

extremely challenging for students, families and staff 
would be an understatement, with the COVID-19 
pandemic altering every aspect of our lives. None of 
us could have known back in March that we would 
remain in distance learning for the rest of the school 
year. 

As we await further guidance from New York State 
regarding the reopening of schools, we are currently 
planning for three possible scenarios in the fall:

•   All students return to school with enhanced 
health/safety measures in place.

•  A full distance learning model.
•   A hybrid learning approach in which students 

would attend both in-person and remotely.
Parent input from an online survey will help guide 

our decisions, along with requirements set forth by the 
governor, the New York State Education Department 
and the New York State Department of Health. We 
can’t wait to welcome students and staff back to 
our schools, but it must be done in a manner that 
prioritizes health and safety for all. We are working 
hard to achieve that goal.

To support distance learning, the district 
invested in additional Chromebooks to ensure that 
every student, kindergarten through 12th grade, 
has a device. Teachers have received professional 
development on digital learning resources to provide 
personal and meaningful instruction to students. 

The closing of schools drastically altered 
traditional year-end celebrations at our buildings, 
and none felt that more than our seniors. Despite the 
circumstances, the 570 students of Massapequa High 
School’s Class of 2020 were able to graduate together. 
Working with the Town of Oyster Bay, a wonderful 
drive-up ceremony was held at Tobay Beach. Our 
graduates got to put on their blue caps and gowns, 
have their names announced and walk across the stage 
to celebrate this important moment in their lives. 
Hopefully, next year we can return our graduation 
ceremony to Hofstra University.

This summer, a great deal of construction is taking 
place at our schools. Classroom renovations from the 
voter-approved facilities bond in January 2018 are 
continuing at all six elementary schools and Berner 
Middle School. This work includes new ceilings 
and lights, floors, cabinets, paint and interactive 
display boards. We are also well on our way to air 
conditioning classrooms at every school. 

Based on public feedback, we will be bringing 
back our printed school calendar this year, which is 
currently being developed and will feature important 
dates such as back-to-school nights, Board of 
Education meetings, concerts, PTA meetings and 
parent-teacher conferences. 

We will continue to provide important updates 
regarding the reopening of school and other important 
items on the district website, www.msd.k12.ny.us. 
Please follow the district on our Facebook, Instagram 
and Twitter accounts, @MassapequaPS.

Please stay healthy and safe, and enjoy the rest of 
the summer!

 
Lucille F. Iconis
Superintendent

Moving-up ceremonies took on a new look 
this year, with large gatherings limited due to 
the COVID-19 pandemic. Fifth graders were 
recognized at drive-up celebrations on June 15 
that didn’t lack in excitement or fanfare.  

The ceremonies, typically held in the 
district’s three auditoriums, instead were 
outside of each elementary school, allowing 
students to pay one last visit to the places 
where so many memories were made over 
the last six years. The warm, sunny day was 
indicative of the start of summer vacation. 

Elaborately decorated cars entered under 
arches of blue and gold balloons. Fifth grade 
teachers announced the names of their 
students as cars approached the podium. 

Principals handed out packets that included 
moving-up certificates and awards, and many 
children presented gifts to their teachers.

Each ceremony was a schoolwide event, 
with teachers and staff lining the front 
driveway holding signs, waving and shouting 
good-luck wishes to the future middle school 
students. At McKenna Elementary School, 
teachers displayed large yellow banners 
that read “Aim High” and “Good Luck @ 
Berner,” and at East Lake Elementary School, 
“Congratulations to the Future Class of 2027” 
was scrawled in the driveway, referencing their 
graduation from Massapequa High School in 
the latter half of the decade. 


