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POMPTON LAKES – “It is in the challenges that we find opportunities to achieve – those 

challenges are meant to show what is possible by overcoming them,” said Rotary Club of 

Pompton Lakes President Garry Luciani, explaining the basis for selecting local students to 

receive the prestigious Rotary Student Achievement Award. 

 

Luciani said Brianna Cortes, the 2017 Lakeside Middle School Award recipient epitomizes this 

standard as a girl who is not afraid to take on a challenge and gives one hundred percent effort in 

order to excel. And, educators at Lakeside School say Brianna’s imagination, creativity and thirst 

for knowledge is nothing less than “inspiring!” 

 

Sight impaired, Brianna, found the inner strength to work through early stages of anger and 

bitterness to meet her challenges head on. “Presenting this award to Brianna is a celebration of 

her strength of character while exhibiting an extraordinary effort and determination to achieve 

academic and personal success,” said Luciani. 

 

Support staff member at Lakeside School Kim Hooben said, “Every single day I’m impressed by 

what Brianna can do. In so many ways she is a typical teenager – she loves music and singing, 

enjoys joking and texting with her friends, and is generally a very happy person – never letting 

her blindness get in the way. Staying flexible the work is translated into Brianna’s language of 

Braille.” 

 

Taking full advantage of the support offered her at Lakeside, Brianna has joined the chorus, 

clubs and even helped with the set design for the 8th grade play. 

 

“What Brianna has been able to do to this point in her educational career is nothing less than 

astounding,” said math teacher, Dough Batsch. Admittedly, he said, “She has to work harder 

than most of her peers and she knows this. She continues to impress me every single day with 

her ability to hold numbers or full problems and work them out entirely in her head while 

keeping pace with her classmates.” 

 

Science teacher Andrea Curran agrees that Brianna is “An extremely hard worker who has a 

knack for solving even the most difficult math problems and is instrumental to the success of her 

lab group when working with peers.” 

 

The criteria for earning the Student Achievement Award, Luciani notes, “Is multi-faceted in that 

it is not only about the student overcoming substantial obstacles to achieve academically, but 

there is also a personal component. The one student selected to be recognized by the Rotary Club 

must demonstrate a positive attitude and willingness to be a friend and even a mentor to his or 

her peers.” 

 

Recognized as both an excellent student and kind friend, it is Brianna’s “imagination, creativity 

and thirst for knowledge that is inspiring and her upbeat attitude that draws those around her in,” 



said art teacher Sara Ricigliano. And, Practical arts teacher Jennifer Signoretti agrees, saying 

Brianna does indeed have “a great sense of humor and likes to laugh and have a good time.” 

 

In the end, though, it is the transformation that Brianna has made over the past few years that 

makes her stand out. “I have been impressed with her courageous attitude and motivation to 

become more independent – Brianna is not afraid to take on a challenge,” said language arts 

teacher Meghan Moyle. 

 

“Brianna comes in every day eager and willing to learn and strives for nothing less than 

excellence – she has made an amazing transformation!” said her social studies teacher Ryan 

McCleery. 

 

The Rotary Club of Pompton Lakes honored Brianna recently at a special celebratory luncheon. 

In presenting the award, Luciani said, “Brianna is a remarkable example of what can be 

accomplished regardless of circumstances. It was in overcoming substantial obstacles that made 

her success that much more valuable.” 

 

Brianna was joined at the luncheon by her parents Catherine Manchego and William Cortes, her 

aide Kim Hooben, math teacher, Doug Batsch, Principal Jake Herninko and Superintendent of 

Schools and Rotary Club Vice President Dr. Paul Amoroso. 

 

 

 

 


