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Some of the most meaningful things begin with a simple 
conversation. In 2013, a family approached Lafayette-
Orinda Presbyterian Church hoping to find a welcoming 

place for their child. LOPC didn’t yet have a program to offer, 
but the seed of something beautiful had been planted for A 
Place for Every Child.

That year, the Special Needs Ministry came to life, lovingly 
shaped by dedicated volunteers and professionals with a 
genuine heart for children and youth with developmental 
disabilities. What grew from that one conversation has 
since blossomed into a warm and inclusive community that 
continues to welcome families with open arms.

Friday Fun Night
Once a month, families with children and youth in 
kindergarten through 12th grade are invited to Friday Fun 
Night, an evening of arts, crafts, games, and friendship. Each 
child is paired with a caring, trained buddy, giving every guest 
the freedom to explore and participate in whatever brings 
them joy. While the children are happily engaged, parents and 
caregivers are encouraged to take a breath, whether that’s a 
quiet dinner or a peaceful evening at home.

Friendship Circle
In partnership with the Special Education Enrichment 
Development Foundation (SEED), LOPC hosts a monthly 
Friendship Circle, where neurodiverse and neurotypical 
teenagers from across the Lamorinda community gather 
simply to connect. Teenagers from local schools volunteer 
their time, and the friendships that form here naturally spill 
over into everyday life.

At its heart, this 
ministry is a place 
where families are 
embraced just as they 
are — surrounded by a 
supportive community.

To learn more, visit  
lopc.org/specialneeds.

Campolindo grad Amanda Alessandria found her stride 
rowing at UCLA and now, back home in Lafayette, works 
with high school students on college planning.

Tell us about yourself. I graduated from Campolindo High 
School in 2018. I played varsity basketball and briefly on the 
JV lacrosse team. I was also involved in community service 
through the Juniors for Seniors club and served as president 
of the Project Open Hands club. You may have also seen me 
holding down the front desk at Oakwood.

How did you start rowing? After multiple basketball injuries, 
I decided it was time to try a lower-impact sport during my 
sophomore year. My first practice with Oakland Strokes 
sparked an immediate love for rowing. 

What was it like competing at UCLA? It was nothing short 
of incredible. I earned a spot in the second boat my first year 
and helped the team to a fourth-place finish at the Pac-12 
Championships (beating USC!). Most importantly, I met some of 
my closest friends.

Making Waves
INTERVIEW WITH AMANDA ALESSANDRIA

STUDENT LIFE: WHERE ARE THEY NOW?
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A Place for Every Child
PASTOR JAIME POLSON AND SUSAN WENTWORTH,  
DIRECTOR OF SPECIAL NEEDS MINISTRY, LOPC

Jamie and Susan

Campolindo grad Amanda Alessandria now guides students 
through the college process. Photo by Will Lloyd

What lessons from rowing have stayed with you? Rowing 
taught me many life lessons, including the value of taking 
care of myself. At the collegiate level, it can feel like there is 
always more to do, with optional practices and supplemental 
workouts. But stretching yourself too thin can lead to burnout 
and injury. Rest days are just as important as workdays.

What led you to tutoring and college advising? As a peer 
tutor in my mom Michelle’s learning skills classes during high 
school, I saw the impact she had on students. This inspired me to 
follow in her footsteps, and today, I work alongside her at OPEN 
EDvantage, helping students build confidence and find success.

Advice for students starting the college process? Focus on 
what you enjoy rather than what you think colleges want to 
see. High school goes by quickly, and when you invest in things 
you are genuinely passionate about, applications tend to take 
care of themselves.

Anything else to share? I am so thankful I got to grow up in 
the Lamorinda community. I was surrounded by incredible 
role models, and many of my closest friends today are my old 
Stanley and Campo classmates. The experiences I had here still 
shape who I am today.

DANCE     MUSIC
THEATRE

Ages 2–Adult — Classes for Everyone!

www.theballetschool.org  |  info@theballetschool.org
Enrolling Now! 925-934-2133

Special thanks to Realtor Brian Rochford of Rochford Real Estate 
for sponsoring our Student Life section.

Amanda rowing 
with Oakland 
Strokes. Photo 
by row2k.com
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It all started with a flicker.

In 1846, Elam Brown, Lafayette’s founder, traveled west, 
bumping along in his covered wagon from St. Joseph, Missouri, 
toward the wilds of California. His path was lit by a single 
candle set inside a hand-punched tin lantern, its star-shaped 
cutouts casting a ghostly glow.

That lantern was there through it all — wind, weather, and 
westward expansion. It glowed in Illinois before 1840, lit the 
way across prairie trails, and eventually shone in the untamed 
reaches of Contra Costa County. When Brown settled in what 
would become Lafayette, the lantern hung quietly through the 
town’s earliest days, when rattlesnakes likely outnumbered 
residents. He used it around his home on what was then Hough 
Street, now Lafayette Circle, perhaps scaring off a few raccoons 
and maybe even a bandit or two.

In 1879, ten years before his death, Brown passed the 
lantern to his friend and neighbor James Bickerstaff, who 
lived along Mt. Diablo Boulevard. Bickerstaff later gave it to 
his daughter Jennie, a beloved schoolteacher and budding 
historian who delighted local students with stories of 
Lafayette’s past. Jennie often carried the lantern to classrooms 
tucked safely inside a battered Challenge Butter box, sharing 
tales of dusty trails, pioneer life, and the town’s earliest settlers.

In 1960, Jennie donated the lantern to the county library 
to help preserve its history. But when it was loaned to the 
Lafayette Library Association for a ribbon-cutting ceremony in 
1962, it vanished — misplaced in a Pleasant Hill library vault 
and seemingly lost to time.

Members of the Lafayette Historical Committee made trip 
after trip to search the vault, but the lantern remained missing. 
Finally, in 1969, local historian Joan Merryman asked Pleasant 
Hill historian Thomas Gates to take one more look. “Look for 
an old butter box,” she suggested.

Moments later, Gates emerged from the vault holding a 
faded Challenge Butter box. Inside was the long-lost lantern. “I 
nearly had a heart attack,” Merryman later recalled.

Though rusted and fragile, the lantern was carefully 
restored by Lee Devol of Concord, who repaired its hinges and 
door with salvaged metal.

Today, the lantern that once lit Elam Brown’s journey west 
is proudly displayed at the Lafayette Historical Society on 
Golden Gate Way, a small but shining reminder of the light that 
led the way.

Special thanks to Aegis Living Moraga for sponsoring our 
Lafayette History section.

ELAM BROWN’S LANTERN  
The Light That Led the Way
BY JOHN KENNETT, LAFAYETTE HISTORICAL SOCIETY

LAFAYETTE HISTORYLAMORINDA VILLAGE 

Building Cognitive Resilience
Programs such as brain enrichment, writers’ group, bridge, 
mahjong, and book club help members stay mentally engaged. 
Weekly lectures cover topics ranging from art restoration and 
nutrition to Alzheimer’s research and emergency preparedness.

Forging Connections
Every Village activity provides opportunities for social 
engagement. Events such as community luncheons, Don’s 
Golden Happy Hour, and Senior SWELL at the Lafayette Library 
are especially designed to foster connection. Smaller groups, 
such as Living Solo, offer more intimate settings where members 
build meaningful relationships based on shared experiences.

Research on healthspan continues to evolve, but the principles 
guiding Lamorinda Village programs remain constant: a life well 
lived requires nourishing the brain, body, and spirit.

To get connected, call (925) 283-3500 or visit 
lamorindavillage.org.

W H I L E  S U P P O R T I N G  S E N I O R S  through volunteer-provided 
services remains the core of Lamorinda Village’s mission, the 
organization expanded its focus in 2022. At the suggestion 
of board member Gordon Chong, a committee was formed 
to explore the growing field of healthy aging. Led by Village 
member and retired Public Health Professor Emeritus John 
Swartzberg, the group includes retired nurses, physicians, 
therapists, and social workers.

The committee researched ways to increase healthspan — 
not simply living longer but living free of disease and disability 
— and quickly concluded that improving healthspan required 
a holistic approach. They identified three key areas of focus: 
physical, cognitive, and emotional well-being. Though genetics 
plays a role in disease risk and mental health challenges, 
research has shown that individuals can meaningfully affect 
their health outcomes through behavior. Guided by these 
findings, Lamorinda Village continues to develop programs 
that promote well-being across all dimensions of healthy aging.

Staying Strong
Because falls are a leading risk for older adults, Lamorinda 
Village offers strength and balance classes three days a week 
in Lafayette and Orinda. Chair yoga, breath and stillness, and 
fitness activities at the Lafayette Community Center benefit 
participants physically and support their emotional well-being.

A RECIPE 
FOR 

HEALTHY 
AGING: THE 

LAMORINDA 
VILLAGE 

APPROACH
BY LAURA-KATE RURKA,  

LAMORINDA VILLAGE

Graph design by 
Danielle Gogo-Gallagher

Local historian Joan Merryman and her young son look on as Pleasant Hill 
historian Thomas Gates reveals the long-lost lantern in 1969.
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Visit our website kccustombuilder.com or
call  (510) 706-9063 to get started.

Pleasant Hill, CA

Expert builders, collaborating with top designers for a seamless experience.

We pride ourselves on delivering detailed, transparent estimates you can rely on.

Meticulous craftsmanship. Unparalleled relationships.

Ready to start your dream project?  

Building Better Experiences

License #886074

Call us
for a free
in-home 
consultation 

Professional service 
from intake through 
continuing care. 

Compassionate and intuitive 
in-home caregivers who 
prioritize your safety, 
dignity, and comfort.

Call or Text: 925.430.6711 · VisitingAngels.com/WalnutCreek

Specialty Care
Personal Care and Companion Care

"Visiting Angels cared for my father with incredible 
respect and tenderness, treating him like family and 

honoring his dignity every step of the way…” 
~ Kristen Barleen, Lafayette

Is it Time for
Your Trees'
Annual Checkup?  
Your trees need a checkup 
every year just like you do! 
Rapid shoot growth from 
last year’s abundant rains 
could leave your trees 
overburdened and more 
likely to lose limbs.

 CALL TODAY for a FREE Health, Safety & Hazard 
Assessment by one of our Certified Arborists.

 CALL TODAY for a FREE Health, Safety & Hazard 
Assessment by one of our Certified Arborists.

CA LIC #1082260 | FULLY LICENSED, BONDED AND INSURED

Serving the East Bay Since 1980

925.930.7901
WWW.TRAVERSOTREE .COM

"When it has to be Done Right!"

PROFESSIONAL, QUALITY, & EXPERIENCED TREE CAREPROFESSIONAL, QUALITY, & EXPERIENCED TREE CARE
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SCHOOL SCENE

Tell us about Blue. Blue is about 11 months old and is a mix, 
mostly Catahoula, which gives him his beautiful coat.

How did you find him? He was at a local shelter in 
Lafayette and was already named Blue. The kids loved it, so 
it stuck! We adopted him through ABC Animal Rescue and 
feel so lucky we found him.

How would you describe his personality? Blue is a sweet 
goofball! He loves to cuddle and be close, but he’s also very 
playful and fully at home running around our yard and 
showing off his best zoomies.

Have you always been a dog person? Always! I grew up 
with dogs and had one for years before Blue. Blue came into 
our lives just as our hearts were ready for a new pup.

Any surprises or funny moments so far? He can be 
mischievous, but all in good fun. He likes to steal things in a 
very obvious way to get us to play with him, usually stuffed 
animals or socks.

What do you love most about Blue? He has herding 
tendencies in his mix and loves to be close by. Even when 
walking around the house, his shoulder is on my leg.

Anything else we should know? He is the sweetest guy and 
was so happy to join our wonderful dog-friendly community. 
He’s in full adolescent mode at the moment, so forgive him 
as he learns his on-leash manners if you see us around town!

Special thanks to RecycleSmart, a valuable resource for 
residential recycling information, for sponsoring our Pets with 
Personality section.

Do you have a Pet in your life that you’d like to celebrate? Email us at lamorinda@n2co.com.

True  
Blue

Meet Blue, a Catahoula mix with a striking 
coat and a personality to match.  

A loyal sidekick with a playful spirit,  
he’s right at home with Kimberly Larson 

and her family in Lafayette.

PETS WITH PERSONALITY

RecycleSmart provides free compost to residents in partnership with 
Republic Services and the City of Walnut Creek.

Compost is available for pickup at Heather Farm Park located at 
301 N. San Carlos Drive in Walnut Creek.

Please call Republic Services for billing and service requests (925) 685-4711
Visit RecycleSmart.org/Cleanup for Reuse & Cleanup Days information and the service date(s) search tool.

FREE COMPOST PROGRAM

Composting organics is now the
law for everyone in California!

Call Republic Services for your free kitchen food scrap pail. 

Learn more 
by visiting 

RecycleSmart.org

The Board’s resolution approving the parcel tax measure 
indicates that “the State of California does not provide adequate 
funding to maintain [the District’s] successful programs, and 
funding from the State and other sources is unpredictable and 
not consistently aligned with local priorities.” California’s overall 
investment in public education has historically ranked below the 
national average and fluctuates with the state economy. Within 
this system, the Local Control Funding Formula (LCFF) directs 
additional state funding to districts serving higher proportions 
of students with greater needs. 

While this approach supports equity statewide, it also 
means that districts like Lafayette receive significantly less 
funding per student than many other Bay Area districts. As 
stated in the Board’s resolution, “locally generated funding 
is critical to protect the District’s schools and maintain the 
quality of education and programs relied on and expected by 
the community.” Such local funding includes parcel taxes and 
contributions from Lafayette Partners in Education (LPIE).

The Governing Board’s action to place a measure on the 
June ballot reflects the District’s effort to plan responsibly 
for the future while maintaining transparency with the 
community. Over the past three years, the District has taken 
steps to reduce expenses and realign resources, resulting in 
more than $5 million in savings. At the same time, Lafayette 
continues to face rising costs, including employee salaries and 
benefits, required services, and operational expenses that 
are largely fixed or mandated. Together, these factors reflect 
an ongoing structural funding challenge in which available 
revenues do not keep pace with the District’s expenses.

Staying informed is an important part of supporting the 
continued success of Lafayette’s schools. 

Visit lafsd.org for more information about our District.

Special thanks to In the Deets and Konstructo for sponsoring  
our School Scene section.

A t a recent meeting, the Lafayette School District 
Governing Board voted to place a local parcel tax 

measure on the June ballot, Measure H. The express purpose of 
the measure is to provide funding for core academic programs, 
including math, science, engineering, technology, reading, 
music, and arts; attracting and retaining highly qualified 
teachers; and maintaining manageable class sizes. 

Our local schools are widely recognized for strong 
academic outcomes, enrichment programs, and a well-
rounded student experience. Across four elementary schools 
and Stanley Middle School, Lafayette students benefit from 
dedicated, experienced educators; a rigorous math and English 
curriculum; robust STEM, arts, and music offerings; a full 
continuum of special education services from TK through 
eighth grade; and a wide range of additional academic and 
extracurricular opportunities.

Planning Ahead for 
Lafayette’s Schools
BY THE LAFAYETTE SCHOOL DISTRICT

Blue at home in 
Happy Valley.
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Fire Season is
now year-round SCHEDULE A

HOME FIRE
PREPAREDNESS

EVALUATION TODAY
FOR A FULL LIST OF SERVICES, PLEASE VISIT
brp-enterprises.com       (925) 322-1440

Custom landscapes designed to complement your home, with color, texture, and balance, crafted
through a collaborative design–build process: Design. Plan. Build. Experience.

a r t g a r d e n d e s i g n . n e t  •  5 1 0 . 4 2 4 . 2 5 0 3

Where Nature Meets Art



9151 Currency St.
Irving, TX 75063

Trust the Tree Care Professionals
Who’ve Been Around for Decades.
FIRE SAFETY COMPLIANCE PRUNING  |  AESTHETIC & VIEW PRUNING  |  CONSULTING
TREE PLANTING & REMOVAL  |  URBAN MILLING  |  STUMP GRINDING  |  CABLING & BRACING

CERTIFIED
ARBORISTS

ON STAFF

FULLY INSURED,
LICENSED, AND

BONDED
#WE-10094A

CALL FOR A FREE ESTIMATE!
510.845.3644

ponderosatreeservice.com

SERVING THE BAY AREA FOR OVER 50 YEARS

A Publication for the Residents  
of Lafayette


