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“The direction in which education starts 

a man will determine his future life.”
—Plato
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The doors of our first school opened in 1968 
because of the desire to experience firsthand 
the marvelous thrills and excitement in the 

world of children. When we began, we had no idea of 
how our programs would evolve. Our intention was 
to meet the growing needs of families by integrating 
daycare and preschool into one program, something 
that seemed a bit radical back then. Today, with 
10 locations and 19 programs, we are the only 
organization in Northern California providing 
private education and daycare for children from six 
weeks to 12 years of age.

Of interest to us as founders is the tremendous amount of learning that goes on 
each year in young children. It has always been exciting for John and I to see all 
the important loving and guiding experiences of infancy incorporated into the 
children’s development. We believe we have an opportunity to influence much of 
what will happen to children as they go through elementary school, junior high 
school and on into adult life. It also is a real challenge to our staff to provide an 
environment that will encourage maximum development for children, as positive 
experiences during the early years lead to much greater success in the future.

Through the years, we have faced many challenges. In the beginning, just getting 
the first school ready to open was quite an endeavor. Inspired by our vision of 
creating a unique and nurturing place for learning, we rolled up our sleeves and did 
whatever we could ourselves, disregarding the fact that we had no prior experience 
in many of the tasks we were about to undertake. We used what we had, kept our 
eyes and ears open for opportunities, and were fortunate to encounter many people 
along the way who shared our desire to provide quality childcare and education 

Leading the Way
A  P H I L O S O P H Y  -  I N  P R O G R E S S
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under a single roof. From the very first days at Pruneridge, we knew we were 
creating something special when we saw the way so many people came together 
to help make things happen. Right away, we were aware of the numerous ways in 
which our hard work and persistence paid off. There were many surprises—some 
good, some not so good—but it has all been rewarding. 

Over all the years of operation, we have maintained a philosophy that encourages 
what we call a “semi-structured program.” Semi-structured means, to us, that we 
have a program put together by teachers and others that sets out specific goals each 
day, week and month for every child enrolled. The children are “led to,” not “made 
to,” take part in these activities. We feel that this semi-structured situation allows 
for specific growth and individual freedom.

We have taken a similar approach to our schools, setting specific goals and then 
ensuring that we are prepared to meet any challenges that come our way. Numerous 
times we have been told No and turned that into a Yes. The consistent factor has 
been our desire to serve the children and families that benefit from our programs.

Many staff members, parents of children enrolled, and friends have asked how our 
schools evolved. In 2018, we have an enrollment of about 5,000 children in 10 
locations with 19 different programs. If anyone had suggested in 1968 that the San 
Jose area would support this number of preschool/private school spots, I would have 
thought they were off their rocker. Our programs include infant centers, preschools, 
an elementary school and a middle school. We have a large, active dance program 
that has approximately 3,000 enrollments dancing each week. A wide variety of 
enrichment programs are available to students. It’s a far cry from the 30 original 
children we started with, coming for a half-day, two or three days a week. We 
take pride in the knowledge that our schools and programs have helped to foster a 
sense of community and provided the foundation for the building of many lasting 
friendships over the years. 

—Carole J. Freitas
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From the Pages of Bay Area Parent

Celebrating 50 years of excellence in children’s learning, Action Day Nursery/
Primary Plus remains dedicated to providing top quality education and 
enrichment services from infants to eighth graders.

“We’re the only organization in Northern California that enrolls children from 
six weeks to eighth grade,” says President Carole J. Freitas. “Many children that 
graduate from eighth grade actually come to us as babies.” That consistency 
helps children build a solid foundation – intellectually, socially, physically and 
emotionally – that will serve them well for the years to come. “We’re proud of 
the fact that in a field that traditionally has a high turnover,” she continues, “we 
have a large number of employees that have been with us 10, 15, 20 years or 
more.”

With 10 locations and 19 different programs throughout the west side of Santa 
Clara Valley, Action Day Nursery/Primary Plus is a convenient stop for parents 
looking for anything from an infant/toddler program or preschool and daycare to 
private Jr. kindergarten through eighth grade or numerous enrichment activities. 

Children ages two years through eighth grade have the option of participating 
in various dance classes, tumbling, karate, music, and arts like drawing 
and ceramics. Additionally, there is an active sports program that includes 
competitive soccer, basketball and baseball, plus year-round camps and activities 
in those sports. Best of all, the activities take place at each school, so parents 
don’t have to worry about shuttling kids to and fro. Like an extended family, 
Action Day Nursery/Primary Plus creates a community of happy children and 
parents, something we’ve been doing since 1968. 

Carole Freitas with students



6

“Upon our children - how they are taught 

- rests the fate - or fortune - of 

tomorrow’s world.”
—B.C. Forbes
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[ CHAPTER 1 \

Pruneridge
Filling a Need - A New Concept in Childcare

I started teaching at San Jose City College in 1962 and was soon made head 
of the Home Economics Department, which included Child Development 
courses. Always interested in what possible factors influence the way we 

function as individuals, I yearned to know more about the development of young 
children. I had completed my master’s degree in Child Development and researched 
ways to expand the department by adding Child Development courses. I learned 

that the community colleges in southern 
California had majors in Child Development 
with jobs that led to preschool teaching 
positions. After visiting these programs, I 
presented the idea to the administration at 
San Jose City College. As part of the process 
of getting new courses passed, I had to 
establish that there was a community need 
for this type of educational program. I made 
plans to visit all of the preschools in the 
Santa Clara County area. That was not a big 
job at the time because there were only eight 
preschools. I quickly learned that schools 
were divided between those that offered 
only daycare and those that had a preschool 
program only—meaning a morning program 

with some academics, scheduling of activities and planned learning going on. There 
was only one program that had both in the entire Santa Clara County.

I felt strongly that children of working mothers would be excluded from any 
academic preschool programs because the mothers would not be able to get them 
back and forth between daycare and preschool. At the time, these two goals worked 
together to urge my husband and I to look for property to start a preschool of our 
own. This was the need that I wanted to work toward filling. 

Carol Kirley & Christopher Kirley
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Creating Resources

One of the reasons there were not more goal-oriented programs available was 
that there were no teachers trained to fill these positions. I felt that a two-year, 
community college degree would be a perfect match for this need. I took this 
information to the college committee and got agreement to proceed with the course 
preparation and to begin offering these courses. I loved teaching at the college 
in every sense: the community college students and the growth you saw in them 
as a teacher was very rewarding; at this time there was a close feeling among the 
staff at the college; I liked the subject matter; and, the college administration was 
very involved in the instructional program. Bob Buscher, president of the college, 
had been instrumental in moving the community college from the San Jose State 
campus and he actively worked on keeping the staff motivated. If he didn’t see you 
for a period of time, he would walk into your office or classroom and tell you to stop 
whatever you were doing and come to the staff room for coffee. 

My husband was teaching at Homestead High School and felt that he could help 
with the preschool. As the courses began, I started a community-based advisory 
committee to make sure that the curriculum matched the needs of preschool and 
daycare providers and that they would hire the graduates when they completed the 
community college courses. As I met with this group, I got good responses to the 
idea but felt that the enthusiasm for changing what they were doing was minimal. 
After a year or two went by, I became more and more interested in having my 
own school to demonstrate the idea of integrating daycare and preschool into one 
program. 

I was also motivated to have firsthand 
experiences with young children and 
their parents on a daily basis. At the 
time, my husband and I did not have 
children and I thought that I could 
only teach child development so long 
without firsthand experience. These 
two goals worked together to urge 
me on to look for property to start a 
preschool of my own. My motivation 
and idea at the time was that the 
preschool would be an extension of my 
teaching at San Jose City College.

John and Carole Freitas
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In 1968 we had good friends, the McCluskeys, who were living in Seattle. I wrote 
letters (some people reading this probably don’t ever remember the time when 
people actually wrote letters) to Pat McCluskey with the news of our school 
search, remodel and opening. Many years later, Pat returned the letters to me. I 
am including parts of them here because they describe, firsthand, our thoughts and 
experiences as we began Action Day Nurseries.

Location, Location, Location 

We started looking for the perfect location. We knew that we wanted the exposure 
of a street with traffic flow. We were looking for a house that could be converted 
into a preschool. We found out that usually the planning commission in each city 
controlled where a preschool could be located. We also knew that we had very little 
capital to invest.

OVERCOMING RESISTANCE

Letter: Ready for the Big Time

Dear Patty,

January 1968

In between times I have been visiting nursery schools. I went to a great one on 

Thursday, which made me even more eager to get started. Everyone seems to say 

the summer months are slow, so I don’t think we’ll rush about getting a place.

August is the slowest month they say. It seems mothers place the children in 

school in September when older children start back. If we get going in time 

we may offer 20-25 children “scholarships” for a science program for preschool 

children in August. We would let them come free two mornings a week. John wants 

to work on science activities for young children. When the mothers come to look 

at the school they would have an opportunity to see some children there.

I spent all day Friday visiting nursery schools. I called a school in Los Gatos 

because I wanted to see what big time was like. I explained to the owner that 
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I taught at San Jose City College and wanted to ask her some questions about 

her school. I used the preschool program at the college as an excuse. She said, 

“Listen, I don’t want any advice from the college or anyone from the college 

coming out here and stealing my ideas – if you want any information about 

nursery schools, call the State Department of Welfare.”

How’s that?

Since then I’ve talked to others about the school and they say that she destroys 

any of the children’s work she feels is not done exactly right and will not 

please Mama. If they are drawing a cat and it doesn’t look like a cat to her, the 

teachers are told to throw it away!! She tells the parents they must apply for 

the school, but not “everyone” is accepted. They must be investigated and get the 

official approval. If the child passes this phase, they are taken on probation 

for two weeks. She has to see if they are “ready” for nursery school or not. By 

this time, she has convinced the parents they are wonderful for being accepted 

and so is their child.

Finding the House

My husband, John, spotted the house for sale on Pruneridge when he was going to 
the Pruneridge Driving Range. He came home and told me about it and we both 
went back to see it. It was quite a sight. It had been painted black with peeling 
white trim. The yard was totally filled with junk. The owner was a brick mason and 
had been using the yard to store his miscellaneous tools and leftover bricks, etc., for 
about two years. His family had moved out of the area. It had weeds that were so 
overgrown they reached seven to nine feet high in places. It had a sign on it that 
read: “For Sale by Owner” and the telephone number. The owner wanted $24,000 
and was content to wait until someone would pay that price. We felt that was 
$3,000 too much, based on property values at the time. At this time, we were living 
up the street on Hedding, about eight blocks from this house. The house was on a 
corner and we thought this would be good because people driving by could see the 
school more easily.
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Letters: Zoning

Dear Patty,

February 1968

We have looked at a house for sale on Pruneridge Avenue. It would be a good 

school location, but the people want $24,000 and it is only worth about $21,000. 

It has a lot of great features: on a busy (fairly) street, a good yard with a lot 

of brick work that would be good for trikes, etc.

The owners had a huge doughboy pool, which they had bricked around and filled 

the hole with sand. It is about twenty feet in diameter. It would be fantastic 

for a sand box. The garage is all paneled because the owner used it as an office 

and so could we. The floor plan would be good.

Mid-February 1968

The house-nursery school is still up in the air. We arranged to put the dollar 

amount down, but the owner didn’t want to take our deposit until we find out 

exactly how long it would take to get zoning arranged. He is a contractor and 

needs the cash as soon as possible.

Planning

I visited the Santa Clara Planning Department and asked for the application and 
an explanation of the process to get a zoning change and use permit to operate a 
preschool in the city of Santa Clara. I had absolutely no idea what was involved but 
was determined to find out and get it solved. Looking back, I can’t imagine what the 
City Planner was thinking.



12

Letter: Use Permit

Dear Patty,

Late February 1968

We turned in the application for the use permit on the nursery school and now 

we have to wait for a hearing date. 

The City Planner said he was going to recommend a denial on our application 

for a use permit for the nursery school. He makes a recommendation to the 

planning commission and they vote. The planner is the hired “expert.” I was 

upset and first thought of taking back the application, but now have decided 

to go ahead. The planner is going to object because he feels it will interfere 

with the property rights of the people in the neighborhood.

I looked at six other places this week and any house in an area that is already 

zoned professionally (the type of zoning we need) immediately raised the price 

$10,000 - $15,000. The least expensive one I looked at was $34,000 for a three-

bedroom, one bath, regular type house and regular lot.

Ours (the one on Pruneridge) is also regular, but only $24,000 and besides we 

like it. I hear the city government decisions are not always cut and dried. So, 

we are going to give it a try.

Patty, don’t expect much of a house – it is small, about 1040 sq. ft. and run down. 

We took Paul Sakamoto to see it and I think he thought we were crazy. The price 

seems fantastic in comparison with what we paid for our houses, but actually 

considering the location a good buy. If we can only get the use permit!

 

I prepared the application, complete with a rough drawing that I did. It did not 
occur to me to hire an architect to do the drawings and besides, we did not have 
the money to do that even if I had thought of it. I had no idea what other people’s 
applications looked like or how the application and the drawings would be shown at 
the Planning Commission hearing.
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Letter: Planning Commission Hearing

Dear Patty,

March 20, 1968

Lots of news this week…

Number one item was the great appearance at the Planning Commission meeting 

Wednesday evening. John and I thought that the application would be read and 

then the council would ask any questions and vote.

The situation was much different than our expectations. First of all, the 

general atmosphere was very formal – like going to court. Each proposal that 

was ahead of us was summarized by an attorney and/or a design research expert. 

Each talked for 30-40 minutes explaining the plan they wanted passed. When I 

realized this I got a bit anxious over the fact that I had not given any thought 

to what I was going to say.

After sitting and listening for an hour or so, I got my thoughts together and 

got over the nervousness. Just before I was going to speak I noticed that a group 

of five neighbors were sitting beyond us waiting to protest.

Anyway – our “turn” came up about 10:30 p.m. The chairman asked who was 

representing Carole J. Freitas and I walked to the speaker’s stand. I was 

supposed to just stand to let them know that someone was representing our case 

and then sit. The city planner presents his case first. However, when I walked to 

the speaker’s stand, they were so surprised to see a woman they got mixed up and 

didn’t ask the planner anything for about fifteen minutes. The planner voiced 

his denial very softly and didn’t write it down in the same manner he had the 

others. So – that part went extremely well.

When they voted it was tied three to three. The chairman cast the tie vote “yes” 

to make it four to three in our favor. It was very dramatic because when the 

question was called, at first we couldn’t tell whether it was “yes” or “no” by oral 

vote and neither could the chairman. He asked for a separate roll call vote.

        …continued
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Then came the final confusion. The chairman added he felt the use permit 

should be granted for only one year and reviewed in one year so that the 

neighbors could “evaluate.” The neighbors protested. One woman, Mrs. Gomez, got 

the people on each side of her to come to the meeting. They said the noise would 

be too great and cars would be parked in front of their houses. She told me she 

did not like children anyway.

The one-year permit worried us because we felt that could find all kinds of 

small details to complain about next year. We really don’t want the use permit 

for one year only. That would be only six months after we open and just too much 

of a worry. All day Wednesday and Thursday we were going over what to do now.

We are going to file an appeal to the City Council and ask them to either 

grant the permit for five years (we would compromise at three years) or in the 

alternative, deny the permit altogether.

We will go to the City Council meeting Tuesday night and get a hearing date, 

which won’t be until April 23.

The situation was more dramatic Thursday because the appeal had to be signed 

and turned in to the City Clerk by noon Friday in order to get on the Tuesday 

calendar. I knew John would not be home from a golf match until about 8:30 

Thursday night.

If it works out that the council extends the time, the whole thing will have 

worked out well. If we get turned down, we will look for another location.

From the very beginning, this endeavor had a great spirit of community. Many of 
our friends got involved and lent their talents to our efforts. For example, Wiley 
Schmidt, then the art director for KGO (channel 7), helped us think up a logo 
and come up with a name. (We chose Action Day Nursery to convey the fact that 
there would be a lot of action at our school, but also so we’d be first in the phone 
directory.) Several friends were teachers, including Stella and Don Miller, and 
Charlene Todd. Their generosity with their ideas and lesson plans helped us form 
our early curriculum. Don Miller also came up with the idea of bringing an old car, 
with the doors removed, to the playground to serve as a unique play structure. We 
took any help we could get, regardless of the task. As the weeks for the application 
process went by, more of our friends got involved in the whole process. June and 
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Fred Wallace lived in Castro Valley but liked to come to the San Jose Flea Market 
to buy fresh produce, so I talked them into helping me stake out inexpensive toys 
that might be available.

City Council

On the second Tuesday night in April 1968, the hearing for our use permit appeal 
took place. I thought I knew what to expect this time because of the Planning 
Commission meeting. However, the City Council meeting was even more formal, 
more people present and a wide variety of items on the agenda. Our drawings were on 
display and I once again spoke about the project. A friend that was there that night 
said that he thought there was no chance that I would let go of the podium until I got 
a “yes” vote. I do remember holding on to the podium and thinking that we had to 
have a “yes” vote. The council members approved our appeal because Bob Gilmore, 
one of the council members, gave a little plea for passage of our proposal saying 
that Santa Clara needed more childcare for the future (at the time there were only 
two very small programs in operation). So, we had a use permit for three years! The 
neighbors could protest to the city council in that time and we would have to have a 
public hearing. However, as the years went by, this did not happen.

LAYING THE FOUNDATION

First Day

On the morning of May 
31, 1968, we got up and 
got ready to go to the 
future preschool site to 
begin the remodeling 
project. At the time I was 
driving an MG coupe 
and I can remember very 
well thinking to myself, 
“OK, what should I put 
in the trunk to build a 
preschool?” I put a few tools, rags, pruning shears, gloves, and started out. What we 

lacked in experience was certainly balanced by enthusiasm.

2001 Pruneridge Day 1
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Letter: Hard Work

Dear Patty,

May 31, 1968

Well, we started the great project yesterday!

Can’t believe what we did in one day!!

We all met at the house about 8:30 a.m., and worked until 7:30 p.m. We got rid of all 

that dead ivy along the fence. As it turned out, it came out fairly fast because 

it was so dry. We also got rid of all the big banana trees, weeds, etc., from the 

back yard.

Mr. Bob Neasham, the former house owner, arrived about 2 p.m. with a helper and 

they knocked down the shed, the fort and half of the rock garden. They wheeled 

away all the remains, load after load, into a two-ton truck he brought. I must 

say I am a bit sore today.

It was really fun. Believe it or not, even John thought so. Tomorrow I’m going to 

start painting the outside of the house. We are going to paint the house a sort of 

gold color and white trim. I’ll send you a sample of the color.

Finding the Right People 

As we got closer to our target opening date, I began interviewing for a staff. We 
placed an ad in the San Jose Mercury. Public schools did not advertise and there 
were not enough preschool teaching positions in the county to warrant ads being 

taken. I drafted a very general ad and waited to see what would happen.
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Letter: Hiring

Dear Patty,

June 24, 1968

Time for a progress report. We spent most of last week at Action Day Nursery. 

Monday we started interviewing.

The woman we liked the best was a Mrs. Baker and she is from England. She had 

a lot of experience, but wanted $4 per hour, which is too much for our budget. 

Anyway – the outcome of those interviews was a feeling of uncertainty, so we 

decided to run another ad in the paper and make it more general. The ad appeared 

Thursday morning and by the time I got to the school, John had written down a 

three-page list of names and numbers to call, complete with comments. By the 

end of the day we had a list of 67 people who had requested applications. The 

same thing happened Friday for a total of about 130-140 people. The phone rang 

constantly. Several people sounded very good. We’ll see this week when the 

applications come back.

In between interviews Monday and Tuesday, we ordered lots of great things. We 

found Sears’ toy catalog fantastic for many things. Naturally at the top of my 

list was playhouse equipment – ordered a sink, stove, refrigerator and a china 

cabinet from Sears.

By the way, thank Shannon for the great pots and pans. They are darling. I’ve 

never seen any as cute. The faces are great. I’m afraid that area will probably look 

most “equipped” with those fancy pots and pans. When I showed a friend, she said 

they look too cute to use and maybe we should just display them in various places.

Also ordered two double easels, puzzles, games, a couple of trucks, building 

blocks, etc. Will send you a complete list when we get it together. A few of the 

greatest toys: one “game” that has various textures on pieces of felt and the 

child matches the textures, a clown bean bag throw, a set of six hats – fireman, 

construction worker, business man, baseball player, etc. (we are going to hang 

them on pegs on one wall). We also bought all kinds of rhythm instruments and a 

phonograph at Woolworth.

We finished painting the outside of the house except for the carport roof and 

one small section of the fence, which we will do today.
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FUN & GAMES

Letter: Toys from the flea market

Dear Patty,

April 1968

We went to the San Jose Flea Market with June and Fred on Sunday. I bought some 

produce, but have some wagons and tricycles staked out for the next week if we 

get the approval for the nursery school. They had some great tricycles for $2.50, 

$3.50 and $4.50 depending on the size. They were newly painted and look good.

Cross your fingers Tuesday night! I will let you know right away if the answer 

is yes or no.

Remodeling

The actual remodeling was a real education because we knew nothing about house 
construction but felt that if we purchased a Handyman’s Guide we could read about 
it and follow the directions ... just like sewing.

Throughout the construction process I began 
looking for needed toys and equipment at 
the least expensive price possible. I went 
back to the Flea Market on a regular basis 
and purchased what I would find. Toys and 
things for the inside came together but the 
growing pressure was preparing the yard and 

building for our young students.
Yard clean up 2001 Pruneridge

Giraffe to attract attention July 4, 1968 Fence goes up
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Letters: More Hard Work

Dear Patty,

June 30, 1968

The nursery report…

Last weekend we put the second coat on the stucco. It took two coats to cover the 

black! Now the trim! The brick wall in front of the house is all finished and 

looks great.

We started removing the bedroom walls and forming the wall for the bathroom. 

Quite an experience. At first, we were not sure how to take a wall down. We read The 

Handyman’s Guide and, in the end, just started hitting the wall. It is down, and 

the room is one open space!

This week we have been taking our great pamphlet to the elementary schools 

around the nursery so that the teachers will get them before school is out. I 

have heard that teachers have more children in nursery school than anyone else.

I found the greatest chairs in a catalog. They are made of cardboard and come 

in very bright colors: pink, orange and blue. They come flat and you fold them 

together. They are really cute and cheap (one of the regular chairs is about $10 

and these cost about $2.50 each). We can use them until they get beat up and then 

just throw them away. They look very contemporary. When Shannon is a little 

bigger I’ll send her four. The have compartments under the seat for storage – the 

divider for the storage compartment increases the strength of the chair – really 

well designed.

July 1, 1968

Now back to Action…

John has to finish the ceiling of the carport and I have a small section of the 

redwood fence to finish and the outside will be complete. I dipped a piece of 

paper in some paint to show you the color.
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We struggled with how to put a playground in without spending very much money. 
No easy trick: fun, safe, and free to inexpensive. But we made great use of things we 
had, found materials and any help we could get. Still, as we approached the first of 
August, I realized that the list of things to do was growing longer instead of shorter 
and inspections were looming. With so much work to be done on the property, I 
thought the arrival of the toys we had ordered would provide me a fun distraction, 
until I discovered that many of them needed to be assembled. The emotional roller 
coaster was taking its toll, but I never thought about giving up.

Letter: Frustration

Dear Patty,

July 16, 1968

The end is in sight!!!

We still have lots to do but at least we can see the end!

We had lots of elves working last week and we really got a lot done.

So much has happened to the house that I don’t know where to start.

The Sunday of last week was the worst day of the entire project. It ended up I 

went home in tears in the middle of the afternoon. I was really upset and also 

physically tired (this 12-14 hours of hard labor is something else).

From that point on, the rest of the week was uphill. We have met and hired a man 

named Nelson Van Judah. He designs children’s playgrounds and is going to do a 

design for us. He has lots of ideas about using free materials. One of the things 

he had us get was a full eight-foot climbing circle. Creative Playthings sells 

that, and he has suggested putting two half domes together with a platform in 

the middle. It looks like a big ball. It was very exciting to see it go up.

        …continued
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PG&E/Telephone Poles

This man Judah is too much. He feels that play yards for nursery school children 

are the most important. He drew a beautiful plan for our yard. One of the things 

it calls for is a climbing unit using telephone poles and steel rods with 

plywood structures at different levels.

We were worried about digging the holes for all those telephone poles. John 

Freitas stopped a PG&E crew that was working down the street and got them to come 

down and drill the holes with their augur. They punched all of the holes for one 

case of beer!! It was something to see. We took lots of pictures, so we can show you.

Then the question was, where to get the 29 twelve-foot telephone poles? One of the 

Santa Clara Electric men told me we could have some rejects from their yard, but 

we had to cut and move them. No small job. Yesterday, John rented a saw and went 

down and cut them. We hired two Mexican men to haul them in their truck. By the 

time the men were ready to make their third trip back, John was through cutting 

(five hours later) and left them to load the rest of the poles and return. Five 

minutes after John left the pole yard, the Mexican men were arrested! A passing 

policeman thought they were stealing the poles. John had been there five hours 

and he said he noticed four police cars passed and not one stopped and even asked 

the white Anglo a question. The police held the men, their truck and our poles 

until their story could be checked out. They called the nursery and I explained, 

but they were still not convinced, so they called the electric company and they 

sent someone out to the yard to make sure they were taking rejects. About 1 1/2 

hours later, the men arrived with the poles and all was well. Except for the 

impression the whole situation probably made on the men that is.

Next, we are waiting for the arrival of three dump trucks full of dirt to make 

hills around the poles, etc. It should come this week. I’ve called swimming pool 

places and the phone company and have several promises. We need 12 yards of dirt.

        …continued
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Fencing & Sheetrock

Another big development – the fence! John and high school students installed 

the new and beautiful cyclone fence last week. First, they put up a redwood frame 

– 4 x 4 redwood posts in concrete – and a 2 x 4 across the top. Then they stretched 

the fabric (fence talk for putting up the cyclone). I didn’t want the steel posts 

because I think it looks too institutional. It looks good!

Another new experience. . .  we hung rock (construction talk for putting up sheet 

rock or wall board) and then we had to learn what to do next. Where it meets, 

you have to tape and plaster the joint. We read the directions and John did the 

ceiling and I did the walls. Then it dawned on us that walls have texture and 

ours did not. Well, at that point John’s patience with the ceiling and the walls 

was finished. I called a tape and texture man to give us an estimate. He wanted 

$75. This was way too much for such a little job. On Sunday, yours truly went 

to Handyman and learned how to apply the finish cement called texture. It 

isn’t hard, sort of like painting, but messy and a little time consuming. I did 

the ceiling and the two walls in the former garage on Sunday. They look good, 

certainly not perfect, but passable. Actually, it is my masterpiece.

We are hiring Dick Garcia’s father, Tony, to come tomorrow and help John finish 

the bathroom. Then we will be almost through with the inside. We just need to put 

up the light fixtures and shelves. We should get it done by Friday. The plan is 

to make the curtains this weekend – hot pink, orange, lime green and yellow.

Stella came by with Don and Steven. The baby is too cute. Don is going to get an 

old car for the play yard and thinks the children can play in it.

Railroad Ties Weigh Down the Car

Our need for cost-free building materials inspired many creative ideas, although 

some were admittedly short-sighted. In addition to the telephone poles, Judah told 

us we could get free spools from the PG&E and put them together in different 

        …continued
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patterns to make a climbing structure, so ... back to the PG&E yard we went. 

Another friend, Mike Stepovich, had used railroad ties to add to the landscaping 

of his house. He suggested we could go to a yard in Redwood City and get a truck 

load of railroad ties and use them to make barriers for the sand box, a bridge 

across the sand box, etc. Mike and I started out with a high school student to 

get the “free” railroad ties. I forgot how compulsive Mike is and by the time we 

loaded all the ties in the rented truck, the truck did not have enough power to 

go on the freeway and we had to drive back down El Camino Real. But it was better 

than making multiple trips in a rented truck.

IT PAYS TO ADVERTISE

Letter: Hiring a Staff

Dear Patty,

July 16, 1968 (continued)

In another area. . .  we hired two people. Marilyn Fulcher to be director. She is 42, 

mother of four, her husband teaches history at Homestead High School. She is very 

nice, and I think extremely dependable. She has limited experience in nursery 

school, but I can train her (hopefully). She wants to go to work because her oldest 

girl is going to college. I like her very much. The other person is a student at 

S.J.C.C. and has finished the nursery school program courses there. She is young 

but has a lot of spark. I had her in three classes over a year and a half so feel I 

know her fairly well. She is going to be the morning teacher.

We have 25 children so far – that is, the mothers of 25 children have stopped by as 

we were working and said they want to enroll their child as soon as we open. Most 

of them want to bring the child for a half day, two or three days per week. We need 

lots more, but I think that is a good start.
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The Elephant in the Corner 

While our remodeling was going on, we thought we needed to put something 
out to get the attention of people passing by. Some high school students of John’s 
made a large papier maché elephant and a giraffe. We wheeled them out each 
morning and they did attract attention. I also made a makeshift sign out of a piece 
of cardboard and put it on the front overhang! I don’t know that we really needed 
to put anything out to attract attention because I’m sure the ongoing “show” of our 
remodeling was probably enough.

Letter: Signs of Progress

Dear Patty,

July 25, 1968

Our sign came. It looks good, but the letters are quite small. In fact, I don’t 

think you can read it while driving past. We were limited to four square feet 

by the city and this is not much. It has the girl and boy symbol and Action Day 

Nursery. It is made of plastic and is lighted.

We got our first deposit Sunday. I was very excited and saved the $5. We have had 

many (about 30) people call, mostly for half-day. If all of them sign up, we won’t 

have to worry about day-to-day expenses.

The Santa Clara paper is going to do a story about our great place. We will start 

newspaper ads about August 1st. Big business. Ha-ha.

Plumber and his assistant.  Note: first sign
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SURPRISES

Letter: Time for a break

Dear Patty,

August 2, 1968

Well, here we are on our way to Hawaii. We have our license and are all ready for 

Open House on August 12. We are going to stay with Dick Garcia and rest for a week.

Inspection Problems 

The final days of the construction project were filled with surprises. We called 

for our final building inspection only to find out we have to have a final 

electrical (John says execution) inspection and a final plumbing inspection 

before the final building inspection. The electrical inspector came Friday, 

and we didn’t pass because of five items – all fairly small. We were missing 

three cover plates on switches, which I thought you could add any time. 

Our sign was not connected, and an on/off switch was missing on the sign. The 

building inspector said we had to replace two broken windows before the final 

clearance. Guess what – we learned how to fix a broken window in case you ever 

have to know. The glass company wanted $35 to come and do the job – the glass and 

putty cost us about $6. John knocked out the old glass and I put in the new. It’s easy.

Anyway, after a full day Sunday we thought we were home free Monday morning. 

However, as thing go in the construction business, when the plumbing inspector 

came Monday A.M. he said we would have to change our water closets in the 

children’s bathroom (plumbing talk for toilet tank). Since the water closets 

were expensive and the labor too much, John screamed, “Oh no!!”

That was the first trauma of the day. We found out our tanks were wrong because 

they didn’t have an anti-siphon ballcock (if you can imagine such a name), which 

is the part that prevents any backwash. When we finally got our friendly 

plumber, Mr. Rose, on the scene, he told us the cheery news that the part we really 

need would take at least three weeks to get. However, he thought he could fix up 

something that would pass.  

continued
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The electrical inspector came back, said our wiring was now OK, but we didn’t 

have the necessary copy of our building permit for him to sign. I took off to 

Lewis Electric on South Seventh Street to get the form. En route, I got a ticket 

for stopping beyond the white line!!

Famous gardener

Monday, Paul Sakamoto came and planted the front and most of the back area. 

After much discussion we budgeted $50 on trees and plants. Paul went to the 

nursery and the bill came to $84. John was upset because he thought we needed 

larger trees. I’m sure we are the only preschool that has landscaping done by a 

Superintendent of Schools.

On and on and on…

Well, Tuesday things started to fall into place. The plumbing inspector passed 

our toilets. John finished what he had to do outside.

Wednesday, we got our final building inspection and sat down to discuss 

vacation plans. Nothing seemed to compare to a relaxed trip to Hawaii. I pledged 

our secret money; Patty and John called Dick and asked him if we could stay with him.

Thursday, the man from the state came and sent over all the information from 

the application (about 40-50 pages all together). That went fine. John was 

playing golf and I was a little nervous about the state licensing being my 

responsibility.

Spreading the word

After that I rushed to finish last-minute details for the open house: newspaper 

stories, etc. We had a photographer from Homestead come and take some pictures 

of the children in the neighborhood at the school and sent copies and a story 

to the San Jose Mercury and the Santa Clara Journal. They both said they would 

run them. We had 1,000 invitations printed for the open house – 800 of which I 

sent out yesterday to families – so we should have quite a crowd. I mailed them to 

everyone I could think of and then hired two boys to take the rest door to door in 

the neighborhood.

        …continued
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Stella is going to help with the open house. We are just planning cookies, punch 

and coffee. We are going to get high school girls to take care of refills, etc., 

and Stella is going to watch the high school girls. I talked to her yesterday and 

asked her if she wanted me to bring her a lei. I have everything purchased or 

ordered for the open house, so it should be OK.

I decided Wednesday night that our house looked dirtier than ever and I want to 

ask people over after the open house. I hired a window washer (he was very good) 

and two high school girls to help me shape it up yesterday. As things turned out, 

I had no time and they did it all. It is now passable.

By the time we finished everything necessary and took Pretzel to jail (says 

John) (I say to the hotel) it was 7 p.m. We went out to get a snack and I purchased a 

patent leather (fake) flight bag. We came home to pack for Hawaii about 9:30 p.m. 

and our flight left at 8:30 the next morning. Some things were dirty, but I got 

together enough articles to last the week. Then I started in on some necessary 

personal repairs. It has been weeks since I’ve had time to think about getting 

rid of all the paint, glue, etc. I took a long bubble bath (fun), did my nails, etc. 

All this took until about 12:30 then we packed – very gaily. It seemed so good to 

think of doing something just for fun! It doesn’t sound funny now but as we were 

packing John kept adding one or two of the articles from my closet to his robe 

and slipper outfit – beads, a hat, a belt, etc. He looked really funny and we had 

many good laughs.

Ready to open — August 10, 1968
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Letter: Open House 

Dear Patty,

August 13, 1968

The Open House Report…

The only thing that kept it from being perfect was you two were not here. Thank 

you so much for sending the telegram. It was a real classic and I will save it.

We had a good group – many friends, people from San Jose City College, Homestead, 

neighbors and, best of all, several parents came with their enrollment papers.

It is hard to describe how I felt as we were driving home after the open house. I 

felt as if we had accomplished something major. I suppose in the “real” world it 

is the start of a tiny little business, but to me it seemed so great. It was better 

than getting straight A’s in college. I was so excited I could hardly sleep last 

night. I can’t wait for the next few days to see which children will be at the 

school and what they will be like.

I should have some pictures back in a few days and I will send them right off to 

our Seattle friends.

I am not quite sure of all the things to be done this week but can’t wait to do them.

Open House Pruneridge August 12, 1968
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RESULTS OF HARD WORK

Letter: First Day of School

Dear Patty,

August 18, 1968

I want to tell you some of the things that happened on the first day of school. 

I got to school about 6:15 a.m. because I wanted to be sure and be there when the 

first student arrived. We were all set to open at 7:00 a.m. and she came through 

the door at 7:05 a.m.

Her name is Stephanie Dominquiz and she is too cute. She is three years old and 

has natural curly black hair, big brown eyes and a terrific smile. She is very 

verbal for three years old. Her mother works at an office in downtown San Jose. I 

took some pictures of her in the doorway that I will send in a few days.

We have about thirty different children signed up, but they are coming all 

different days. I have been worried that the school would seem too quiet, so I 

have asked everyone I can think of to bring their preschool children by to spend 

some time. George Chavez is bringing his daughter three days a week for a while. 

Creative Toys

It seemed like we were really ready for the children to start. It will be great 

fun to see the children use all of the things we have made and collected. We 

made tables out of the doors that we took down when we removed the walls. They 

have 2 x 4 legs that are in a U-shaped frame, vinyl tops (remnants of linoleum 

from Conklin Brothers) and the sides and ends painted bright pink! We ended up 

making the children’s cubbies out of five-gallon ice cream cartons that I got 

free from Baskin-Robbins. I sprayed them lime green, hot pink and yellow like 

the curtains. They are lined up on shelves in the office by the front door.

Some of the new toys are so cute I couldn’t resist putting flower arrangements 

in them. They are in several spots in the school. We are making lunches each day. 

Trying to come up with a menu that will please a group of preschoolers may be a 

good trick.

Thank you for sending the telegram. I have it up in the office. I wish you could 

fly down and see the school this week!
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Telegram

A telegram received August 11, 1968
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OFF & RUNNING
Time Management

By Halloween, 1968, we were full and looking for more space. By this holiday it 
was also obvious that having a preschool and teaching at City College was way too 
much. The school had to get larger so that the budget would support additional 
help. In those first months, I would get up about 5:30 a.m. and go to the preschool 
before going to City College to teach. That was my “bookkeeping” time. Then 
it was off to City College to teach and back to the preschool in the afternoon 
to supervise the staff, develop curriculum, enroll children, clean and shop for 
lunchtime groceries.

Expansion

The first growth plan was to add a 300-foot addition to the school. This would allow 
for more children and increase the budget. This step was accomplished by Easter, 
1969. This addition increased the license by eight children, but it was not enough. 
We started looking over the back fence at the house that adjoined our property. We 
called the property owner and asked if they had any interest in selling. As it turned 
out they wanted to move, and a deal was struck! We paid him $3,000 more than 
we ended up paying for the first house, but we were confident we could enroll more 
children. I was never sure if they really wanted to move or if they were not too crazy 
about living next door to the preschool and the growing number of children.

Doing It Ourselves

Once again, we became the construction crew. Pleased with our previous success 
at recruiting inexpensive labor, we used City College and high school students 
to turn the second house into a duplicate of the first one. There was a brick wall 
that separated the two homes and one of the high school students pushed it down. 
Suddenly, we appeared to be one piece of property. We used the same bargain 
decorating and equipping plans as we had done a year earlier.

About the time we opened building number two, the neighbor on the other side of 
the property came to us and asked if we wanted to purchase his home. Although he 
had determined that it was worth $27,000 (a price that seemed sky high to us at the 
time), we decided to go ahead. We thought that it would be a good buffer between 
the school and the neighbors in terms of noise and parking.
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So, by the time 1971 rolled around, we had expanded the preschool business quite 
rapidly, it seemed to us. We had gone from the original capacity of 24 to 31 in the 
Pruneridge house, added the house behind it for another 37 children, and purchased 
the house next door as a rental. During this time, I was still teaching at San Jose 
City College and separating a 10-12 hour day between the two jobs. John continued 
teaching at Homestead High School.

People have frequently asked me if I had a vision of a preschool business the size we 
currently are and how I got there. I did not have that vision in the beginning. I did 
want the business to grow but did not have a focus on exactly how. It was a matter 
of making choices along the way, in some cases from opportunities that came to us 
and in other cases from opportunities I searched for.

First Pruneridge Students: Fred Skillmore and
Mary Ann Russo return for Pruneridge’s

twentieth birthday celebration.

Pruneridge 20th Birthday: Former student
Dee Dee Dodt and her parents return

to enroll Dee Dee’s son.

Pruneridge expands to 301 Los Padres
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[ CHAPTER 2 \

Opportunity Knocks
PEOPLE WHO MADE A DIFFERENCE

Adult Guidance and Support

One of the important differences in our philosophy has been the fact that we’ve 
been committed to a particular kind of adult in our school environment. We are 
proud that our carefully chosen adults truly care about children. We could spend 
hours and hours going through books, writing lesson plans, buying equipment, 
setting up the preschool; however, the most important factor in any school situation 
is the adult. It is exceedingly important that when each child enters the school 
environment, he or she finds an adult who really, truly likes him or her.

I have been extremely lucky with people, both in our schools and as business 
associates. There is such a long list of people that come to memory as real stand-
outs in our history that it would be difficult to list all of them. I don’t feel that our 
history can be written without mentioning a few.

Frank Calero/Moorpark

In 1971, I was standing in the middle of the classroom at Pruneridge when Frank 
Calero came in the door. It was the first time we’d met, but I liked him right away. 
At the time he was in his 60s, a medium-height man, Italian, well groomed, sincere 
and very sure of himself. He said that his wife, Anita, was in the car, parked in front 
of the preschool and he wanted to show me something. I went out and met his wife 
who was a lovely woman, also in her 60s, and very warm and friendly. 

An Offer You Can’t Refuse

He said that he owned the perfect spot for our second school and he wanted to 
show it to me. I explained how we had expanded in the past two years and told him 
that we did not want to put any more capital into the business at that time. He said 
that he was going to make me a deal that we could not refuse. He owned ten acres 
on Moorpark, off Winchester, and he was planning to build a high-rise building on 
the property. He did not believe in letting property stand empty because he thought 
it would be trashed inside and out. I once again repeated that we couldn’t take 
advantage of his offer at that time. 
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He insisted I ride over and look and listen 
to his offer. He was so insistent I couldn’t 
say no. We rode over to 3030 Moorpark 
and I saw an empty church, Sunday school 
classrooms and a pastor’s house. He had 
decided that it would make a perfect 
preschool. He told me that he and his wife 
had toured San Jose and looked at all the 
other preschools and ours looked the best 
to him. He said he wanted to rent it to 
us for 50% of his annual taxes because he 

wanted a preschool there and he might have to ask us to move if his building plans 
were approved by San Jose City Hall. He said he would give us six months to move 
out and find another location if his plans were approved and he didn’t want to feel 
guilty about asking us to move, so he wanted the rent to be as cheap as possible.

Well, he had indeed made me an offer that I could not say no to. So, once again 
we started on the budget plan of making a preschool. I looked at everything on the 
property to see what we could reuse. The big white cross out in front of the building 
became a tire swing on the playground. John got high school students to come 
and paint the buildings. We had gravel dumped for a parking lot. We completed 
everything and opened in August 1971.

Over the next 20 years we had many wonderful experiences with Frank. We rented 
from him all those years and finally purchased the property from him. In all those 
years, he never brought up the subject of raising the rent. I would go to him about 
every other year and tell him I wanted to pay him more rent in exchange for more 
security on the rental arrangements. I wanted a lease written down. Then I wanted 
the lease to be longer than one year. Then I wanted to record the lease so that there 
would be no questions if something happened to him or his wife. Each time I came 
up with a suggested price, and Frank would grin (slightly) and say, “Good idea. Let’s 
do it.” As the years rolled by, we became more and more interested in purchasing 
the property so we could build additional preschool buildings on it.

Over the many years that we rented the property, Frank and I had a great 
relationship. He got a kick out of the fact that we would jump in and do things 
ourselves. He loved our approach to business. He liked to see the children playing 
on the property.

3030 Moorpark Avenue
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The first two times I approached Frank with the idea that we purchase the property, 
he said no. He said that the property was too valuable for a preschool on a long-
term basis and it did not make business sense, so he was not going to let me do it. 
Finally, the third time, in 1991, 20 years after we had moved in, he said OK. He told 
me to go home and sharpen my pencil and come up with a price. He also said that 
he did not want to go to an attorney and he wanted a buy-sell agreement that was 
no more than three pages. I knew this was a sort of test and Frank wanted to see if I 
was going to try to get the property for below market value.

I went back to him with what I believed to be the current value. He told me I 
was right, but he was not going to sell it to me for that price. He wanted to sell it 
to me for 60% of that price, he wanted to carry the loan himself so that he could 
keep the interest rate as low as possible, and he wanted only 3% down so that we 
could make the deal work for us. The only condition was that he wanted us to keep 
the preschool on the property for at least three years. (It has now been 27 years 
since those discussions and we have no intention of doing anything else with the 
property.) I had been anxious about the discussion and when he laid all this out, I 
could not believe it.

Over the years, I learned more and more about Frank through several great 
discussions relating to his business past. I did not realize it at the time of our first 
meeting, but he was a big developer of houses and apartments in the San Francisco 
and San Jose area in the 1940s and 1950s. He developed many houses around 
the Winchester/Williams area. At one time, he owned Silverado Country Club. 
Yet, Frank and Anita lived relatively modestly in Los Gatos when we were doing 
business together.

Using What You Have

I think he enjoyed the fact that I was working actively in all phases of our business. 
He would come by and watch our progress over the years. I remember the days when 
we were starting out at Moorpark and changing the church into the preschool. He 
came by one day and we had about 20 high school students painting the outside of 
the church. He said, “Where in the world did you get all these midgets to paint?” 

Another day he stopped by and said, “Get in my car. I want to show you what 
working hard gets you.” He drove me down to First Street where he owned about 
two blocks of property, including lots, apartments and houses. He and a friend of 
his were cutting down a tree in the backyard of one of those houses. It had been a 
rental and when the tenants moved out he discovered that they had destroyed the 
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place. He wanted me to see it. The walls were sprayed with paint and the inside was 
covered with trash. Frank wanted to sell the property to the city and was having 
trouble getting his asking price, and this vandalism certainly didn’t help. So, he and 
a friend were cutting down the tree in the backyard to make the city think they had 
a project going on. 

One of the first things we did once we had purchased the Moorpark property was 
put in a parking lot. He later called and told me he had been by and taken pictures 
of it. He wanted to let me know he approved and I finally had a regular parking lot 
instead of the “poor man’s parking lot I had used for 20 years.” In all the time we 
had been renting, I had not wanted to spend money on a parking lot that we might 
have to give up, so I had bedrock delivered time after time and that is what we 
parked on. I know he got a big kick out of that practice and loved the fact that we 
were on our way to developing the site.

We will always be tremendously grateful to Frank and Anita for giving us the 
Moorpark opportunity. It made a great deal of difference in our cash flow and 
allowed us to expand to other school sites. Frank died as we were building our first 
new building on the property and I understand he had the blueprints for the project 
up in his office.

This cartoon was sent to me by Frank Calero.
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Bob Randall 

Over many years we were very fortunate to have Bob Randall as our friend and 
attorney. I can’t remember where John was that day that Frank and Anita Calero 
came by, but I was eager to tell someone who cared about our progress, so I called 
Bob. He also could not believe it and said to hang up because he was going to have 
the three pages typed immediately.

Bob was the son-in-law of my godfather and not only an attorney, but also my 
business coach for many years. We saw each other or talked on the telephone 
several times a week for many years. I enjoyed our relationship and depended on 
Bob’s advice a great deal. He had been to law school, of course, but had also been 
in business for several years so his information was firsthand. As our business grew, 
question after question—some large, some small—came up and Bob was always 
available with good answers. He had a marvelous mind and a great way of “sucking” 
people in. He played the part of a country boy that couldn’t possibly understand and 
then would lower the hammer on the other person. His ready answer was always, 
“Well, let me think about that and we’ll find a way to do it.” I loved the way he said 
that, as well as one of his frequently repeated mottos, “You can’t change the hand 
you’re dealt, but you can change the way you play it.”

SCHOOL ADMINISTRATORS

We have had a series of great leaders in our school administrators. In the beginning 
I recruited some excellent people from San Jose City College where I was teaching. 

Denise Baldwin

Denise Baldwin walked in and applied for a teaching job at Moorpark. Denise was 
immediately hired as Director. She brought a very hard work ethic, creativity and 
strong organizational skills to our organization. 

Susan Arata

Shortly after Denise joined us, Susan Arata came to Moorpark and requested a 
teaching position. Five days later, she was directing our Pruneridge School. Susan 
and her family brought a wonderful friendship and strong support of our program to 
the organization. 
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Cathy Jelic

In 1993, Cathy Langone Jelic joined us at Amber Drive.  She first worked as an 
extended day teacher while she was attending San Jose State University.  She 
also had taught dance and for several years was a cheer coach with our daughter, 
Michelle. I realized that Cathy had a great deal of determination and creativity 
and while she was in school, she worked some of the time as my personal assistant.  
During that time, I realized Cathy’s great potential. 

When Cathy finished her degree, she was hired to head up our Human Resources 
Department. She has made many improvements in that area and added procedures 
that have greatly assisted us in the whole process of hiring employees and, when 
necessary, firing people.  Since we currently have between 500 and 550 people, that is 
a big job.

Cathy has also headed up our public relations and 
advertising departments.  She has done an excellent 
job and explored and implemented a number of 
improvement and changes in that area.  Some of 
the biggest changes involved enrollment campaigns 
with goals set for each director and All School Open 
House events scheduled on Saturdays.  These have 
proven to be very successful.

Her determination, creativity, marketing ability and 
ideas have added greatly to our present status in the 
community. She has guided our organization onto 
many new roads and is now a partner in the company 
and the COO. Cathy’s loyalty and support are miles beyond the expected.

Gekko Kidwell

Over the years, many friendships have enriched our lives and therefore added to 
our success as an organization. I grew up in San Jose and was fortunate enough 
to have a group of friends that formed a strong commitment and security base for 
me. When I went to San Jose City College, I met Gekko Kidwell. She and I were 
Home Economics majors together and we shared many common interests and goals. 
Our husbands met when both of them came to take us out and Gekko and I were 
stuffing paper into a homecoming float. Our friendship has lasted through many 
many years and provided as a constant balance in my life.

Cathy Jelic
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Kathie D’Avolio

In the summer of 1988 Gekko brought Kathie D’Avolio to us.  She was graduating 
soon with her degree in Developmental Psychology and Child Development.  We 
were going thru the process of opening our Hansen school, and thought she would 
be the perfect fit.  While teaching, she helped us get the school together and then 
became the preschool director when we opened.   She went on to direct many of 
our schools, and helped us in overseeing them.   Today, Kathie continues to act as 
a Mentor offering support and guidance to our schools’ directors, staff, and families. 
She also handles our worker’s compensation, and all of our claims.  Because 
of Kathie’s cheery disposition and positive outlook, we dubbed her our “Mary 
Sunshine.”

Kathie recollects when she started with us: 

My long history with ADPP began when Mrs. Kidwell, the mother of a dear college 
friend of mine, asked me what I was going to be doing over the summer.  I was 
uncertain at the time, but told her I was hoping to do something in my field of 
study- Early Childhood Education.  Her face lit up as she handed me a business 
card, “oh, I have a friend in your area with a little preschool, why don’t you contact 
her?”   I think now looking back she downplayed who I was actually contacting 
and the magnitude of her program so that I would not feel intimidated. I contacted 
Carol Freitas the next day. She connected me with the hiring coordinator, and the 
rest is history.  Little did I know the day that Gekko Kidwell handed me Carole’s 
business card what an incredible impact Action Day Primary Plus was going to 
have on my life:  the personal growth, life lessons, wisdom, sense of purpose and 
friendships I was going to gain.  I am forever grateful to Carole & John Freitas and 
this wonderful Company they founded 50 years ago!

Beckie Crozier 

Beckie Crozier had been finishing her degree from San Jose State in 
Communications when she was hired in 2006. She was a newlywed and new mom 
with no child development education or experience to speak of. Her background 
in sales was not what we typically hire, but her bubbly personality and eagerness 
convinced Cathy Jelic she was worth taking a chance on.  While taking more 
child development classes, she worked as the assistant in the infant center office at 
Moorpark.  I remember after one of our Open Houses shortly after she was hired, 
the infant center alone had reached over 300% in enrollment and were celebrating 
their success.  This is really a huge feat!  When I asked Beckie about it, she said it 
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was all about “Relationship Selling.”  I knew from then on she would be a valuable 
asset for us!

Over the years, Beckie has directed several of our infant centers and preschools, as 
well as hiring and training our directors.  She is our Operations Director, overseeing 
our schools and also manages our hiring, payroll, marketing and helping with HR.  
Fortunately for all of us in my office, Beckie is also very technically savvy.  “Techie-
Beckie” helps us with all of our technical needs . . . which between the phones, 
computers, and ever changing passwords, is really often!   

Suzette Alvarado

Suzette Alvarado came to us and asked about a job when she was living in the 
apartments close to our Moorpark School. She came in with her daughter, Tara, 
holding her hand. Tara was about three at the time. Suzette was interested in 
teaching preschool. Suzette had a natural gift with young children and she was an 
excellent teacher. It was not long before we discovered that she could also dance 
well and would make a great dance teacher. She moved from teaching dance to 
directing our dance program.

Debbie Thomas Kolezsar Remembers the Early Years

Debbie Thomas Kolezsar was an outstanding teacher at Moorpark School. When 
we opened our Lincoln School, we made her that school’s director. Here are some 
of her recollections of teaching in those days.

• Teachers were required to wear smock-type aprons with their nametags.

• Teachers were responsible for setting up and maintaining their classrooms. 
Their tasks included building shelves, painting furniture, purchasing games, 
books, learning toys, and bulletin board supplies, as well as cleaning, sweeping, 
mopping and emptying the trash. Teachers also took turns cleaning the 
children’s bathrooms and sweeping the playground.

• Monthly newsletters to the parents were run off from a ditto machine.

• Teachers were quite resourceful and creative! For example, empty Baskin-
Robbins ice cream tubs were covered in contact paper and used to hold toys, 
etc. In fact, contact paper was used for everything!

• Teachers worked 9+ hour shifts. Teachers relieved each other for one-hour 
lunch breaks, watching each other’s classes during naptime.
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SURPRISES

December 1973 Fire

As the years passed, many events took place at Moorpark. The most dramatic was 
a fire in December 1973. A faulty heater valve caused the rear preschool building 
to burn down. The good news was it happened in the middle of the night and no 
children were present. We had the damage cleared away and collected from our 
insurance company for the burnt equipment but had no insurance on the buildings 
due to the fact Frank still thought he was going to knock them down and build a 
high-rise.

I really wanted that classroom space back on the property, but we did not want 
to put much money into getting it back because we were renting. I went to all 
the yards up and down the peninsula that had buildings that moving companies 
had purchased. Finally, I found a perfect match for our leftover cement pad. We 
purchased the building for the cost of moving it and one day the building was 
moved, and we had the classroom space back.

Santana Row Fire

In 2002, Moorpark was on the fringes of the Santana Row fire. The development 
was scheduled to open in three weeks when a huge fire broke out in the afternoon. 
It has been reported as the largest fire in the history of San Jose. The flames were 
taller than the eight-story building next to it. Smoke and cinders filled the sky. The 
firemen came and told us to evacuate the buildings and move all the children to the 
parking lot. We had about 150 young children, some in cribs in the back part of the 
parking lot. Every few minutes one of the fireman or a policeman would come in to 
check on us. Fire hoses ran down the center of Moorpark. Every kind of emergency 
vehicle roared past. The street was blocked off for all traffic other than emergency 
vehicles. Our parents had to walk in to pick up their children. Three apartment 
houses near us caught on fire.

We were very lucky, and I wonder if Mrs. Winchester’s spirit didn’t protect the 
children. Cinders landed on our awnings, but the awnings did not catch on fire 
because the material was flameproof. The cinders did make small holes in all of 
them and later the insurance company for Santana Row replaced them all. Cinders 
landed in the tanbark and tiny mounds of smoke went up. We got three men to get 
on the roof with hoses and they put the tiny fires out at once.
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We had just begun to develop a relationship with the administrators of Santana 
Row when the fire took place. It was some time before their plans and ours could 
move forward. In the months to come, we would decide to join the Farmer’s 
Market at Santana Row and take part in the events there. We have enjoyed the 
relationship in many ways and have gotten lots of enrollments because of our 
participation.

Surprise: Moorpark Fire!

In school as in life, it’s important to keep calm and trust your instinct.

In December 2013, Ursula Torres had just clocked out of work and was walking 
toward the back of Building C, near Room 13. It was close to closing time, and there 
were hardly any children around. The teachers and office staff were already outside. 
That’s when she saw smoke in the hallway and smelled something burning. Suddenly, 
the fire alarm went off. 

Many people would panic in that situation, but Ursula stayed calm and sprang into 
action.

“I ran to where the smoke was coming from,” she recalls. It was a bathroom near 
Room 16. Spotting a small fire on the ground between two toilets, Ursula went to 
stomp it out. “As I approached it, I noticed something dripping. There were flames 
coming out of the ceiling vent.”

Without hesitation, she ran into the nearest classroom, grabbed a fire extinguisher, 
and got to work putting out the fire. Then she called the fire department. 

“All I could think about was the school burning, families not having a place to take 
their kids, and us not having a place to work,” she said, reflecting on her actions.

Those actions truly saved the day. Firefighters who visited the school the next day told 
her half the building would’ve likely burnt to the ground had she not reacted quickly. 

“It felt really good to know I had a part in saving the school,” Ursula says. 
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[ CHAPTER 3 \

Branching Out
FILLING A NEED

Primary Plus, Inc.

In 1972, we formed a nonprofit corporation, Primary Plus, Inc. Our motivation 
was twofold, to be able to have an infant center and to be able to lease closed 
school space from the local school districts. At the time you had to be a nonprofit 
organization to do both of those things.

Infant Care

My views of childcare expanded greatly this year because we were fortunate enough 
to add Michelle Freitas to our family. I became instantly aware of the need for a 
nanny or some other situation for infant care. After a search for home daycare, I 
hired a nanny to come to our house. This was only mildly successful. 

I felt strongly that there was a community 
need for good quality infant care. At 
that time, parents had to rely on home 
daycare, which was scarce in those days. It 
took several months to get the necessary 
clearances from the State of California, 
but we were soon ready to open an Infant 
Program at the Moorpark location. The 
infant programs have since been repeated 
at five of our locations. 
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Michelle

Our daughter Michelle grew up in our schools. She started at the Moorpark 
Preschool when she was two and a half. Sue Miles Bergschneider was one of her first 
teachers. As Michelle added birthdays, our school added grades. She went through 
the eighth grade at our schools. Like so many of us 
at Action Day Nursery/Primary Plus, Michelle has 
always had friends that were tied to our organization. 
In fact, Sue is still with us, currently working as the 
office manager in our corporate office, and her two 
children have gone through our schools.

We had many dramatic events with Michelle at 
the schools. When she was two years old, parents 
and children were all gathered in one room for a 
Christmas program when she decided to go into the 
playhouse area and take off all her clothes. Often, 
she would be with me on the weekends at the school. 
She loved to set up snack for forty or fifty imaginary 
friends. Typical childhood accidents occurred there 
also, such as a broken leg when she and a friend were hurdling the backyard bench, 
a cut on the head that required several stitches from running into a window, etc.

She always enjoyed our dance program and the shows. She has had many roles, 
including a bumblebee with Suzette and Tara Alvarado in our first presentation of 
Cinderella, a cheerleader, and the lion in Snow White three times, and the lion in 
The Wizard of Oz three times, to name a few. Suzette and I fondly remember our 
two girls as Cinderella’s step-sisters.

After Michelle finished college, her father and I hoped she would want to do 
something within our school structure. She came up with the idea for Michelle’s 
Luncheon.

Michelle’s Luncheon Serves up Nutrition for Hungry Tummies,
Hungry Minds

A hunger for knowledge is a good thing to encourage in any student. Hunger 
for food, however, is not. That’s why at Action Day Nursery/Primary Plus and 
West Valley Middle School, we have been serving well-balanced lunches for the 
past sixteen years.
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Michelle’s Luncheon, named after lunch program founder Michelle Freitas, 
operates out of four school kitchens and currently serves nine of our ten 
locations. We provide nutritious hot and cold lunches to children 18 months 
and older, plus teachers and directors, at Allen, Amber, Campbell, El Quito, 
Lincoln, Moorpark, Pruneridge, Phelan, University, and West Valley Middle 
School. On some occasions, even parents join us for a delicious meal.

One of the central notions of the Action Day Nursery/Primary Plus philosophy 
is community, and lunchtime provides us with a perfect opportunity to 
emphasize that ideal. Together, children and adults can enjoy simple fare like 
sandwiches, meat loaf, and macaroni and cheese. We also serve fresh salads 
with a variety of dressings, and a choice of drinks that includes milk, chocolate 
milk, apple or orange juice, and water. We offer options for vegetarians when 
requested and for those who have allergies.

—Action Day Nursery/Primary Plus 2005 Annual Report

Leasing Closed School Space

Having the opportunity to lease public school space in the right locations for our 
programs has been a tremendous advantage. A public school comes with large, 
useable classrooms, toilets and big play fields, all of which are the basic needs for a 
preschool. The lease sites gave us readymade spaces 
to convert into program areas for our students. This 
has enabled us to personalize and tailor each space 
to our specifications, and really make it our own, 
which is what every school administrator desires. At 
the same time, the leases have the underlying factor 
of possible change if the lease ends and this element 
of the unknown can be a bit unsettling. However, as 
even our preschoolers learn, change is part of daily life 
and over the years we have learned to adapt and grow 
with whatever has come our way. We have been very 
fortunate with most of our lease sites and have been 
able to lease some of them for more than 20 years. 

Lincoln Preschool

After overcoming a series of challenges, our third 
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preschool joined the Action Day Nursery group in 1975. Negotiations to purchase 
the school had gone on for over a year. Both the owners of the small school wanted 
to sell. However, they were mad at each other and did not want to be in the same 
room or talk to each other, which made consummating the details difficult. The 
school was located in a building that was constructed in 1925 and used to be a 

farmhouse. The building 
is listed in the Willow 
Glen Historical society 
publication, “Old Willow 
Glen.” The school was 
small and very rundown 
when we purchased it. Our 
remodeling began at once 
and soon it was bright, 
clean, and ready for more 
children. Debbie Thomas 
moved from Moorpark 
to Lincoln to be our first 

director. Debbie still jokes 
about the fact I wanted to turn one of the closets into her office because I didn’t 
want space wasted. Armed with the wisdom gained from past experiences, I realized 
that the school space was too small for our organization to run an effective program. 
But there was a vacant lot next door…

I found out from the county assessor’s office that the 
property was held in trust so I went to meet with 
the trustee. Soon it was ours and plans were drawn 
to construct preschool buildings. This was the first 
time we had the opportunity to build something from 
scratch. It was an exciting project for us, and the school 
stayed that size for about 12 years. We had a gas station 
as the neighbor and finally the gas station went out of 
business and closed. Lots of studies had to be done on 
the soil but finally we were able to start construction 
on the parcels. We constructed a building made of 
modulars because we have a long-term lease on the 
property. The expanded facility opened in 2002 and 

covers one whole block in downtown Willow Glen.

Lincoln Preschool Building II
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University Preschool

In the spring of 1978, I learned that a friend of ours had a preschool for sale. Her 
husband was a successful developer and she had wanted the preschool as a hobby. 
University Preschool had been in existence in Saratoga for more than 22 years at 
the time. The school was in Saratoga and operated as a half-day preschool only. The 
owner thought that there was no need for full day care in Saratoga because there were 
not many working mothers living there. She was planning to sell the property as a 
residence. I went to see her and discuss the sale. I felt certain that there were working 
mothers in the area that would welcome the opportunity to have their child attend. 
The school was in perfect condition and it was our first experience at moving right in 
and being ready to go! A real treat after the previous three locations.

University Preschool was widely received by the working mothers in Saratoga, and mothers 
who wanted more time to devote to various activities such as tennis, shopping, or working 
part-time. It provided the seed for the El Quito school and continues to be successful.

University Preschool was originally built as a house although it was never used as a 
residence.  The first owner remodeled the house to a preschool right away.  Later, the Blairs, 
from whom we purchased the school, remodeled it again. Jim Blair is a large developer in 
the San Jose area and he did a great job of making University Preschool perfect.

When we moved into University Preschool, Donna Blair had a tea to introduce me to 
the parents enrolled at the school.  I know that seems like an unusual kind of event these 
days but at the time it was very nice.  Donna felt that mothers in Saratoga did not need or 
would not want full day care.  I felt that there must be working mothers in Saratoga.  In 
the beginning months I joined and became part of the Saratoga Women in Business group 
and met many working mothers who were eager to enroll their children in our school.  As 
the years rolled by, one parent told another and enrollment has continued to be strong.

The school has a very warm feeling with a lot of light and bright colors.  The yard is 
good size for the school’s size and has a huge tree in the center.  Both the indoor spaces 
and the outside provide a welcoming atmosphere for children and their parents.  We 
have been very lucky with staff at University Preschool.  We have had consistent 
teaching staff and the present director is one of our former students.

The student population at University Preschool has provided the seeds for students 
that were first at Brookview Elementary, then Quito School, and finally at our El Quito 
school site.  These programs were outgrowths of the University Preschool program 
because they sent us younger children than could be housed at University and older 
students that needed more room than University allows. 
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Moving Forward
FILLING A NEED

Infant-Toddler Curriculum

Our daughter enrolled in Peninsula Oral School for the Deaf in 1973. For the first 
years she attended therapy sessions there. Her therapist was Leahea Grammatico. 
Leahea was an extremely talented teacher and used all kinds of special techniques 
to get Michelle tuned into learning to speak. Michelle went to Redwood City 
for therapy every day for an hour at first. By the time she was three she went for 
therapy and for preschool.

In 1977, I got very involved in fund raising activities for Peninsula Oral School 
for the Deaf. I began to think about the need to leave full-time teaching at San 
Jose City College. It was a difficult decision because I really enjoyed teaching 
there and the contact with the students. I also felt that the curriculum studies 
provided current information for our schools. The college needed a curriculum for 
training Infant-Toddler teachers, so I requested a sabbatical and enrolled in some 
coursework at Stanford University. During that next year, I wrote the curriculum 
for the programs at the college, and our own schools had an opportunity to grow in 
another direction. At the same time, I felt that our daughter could best be served 
by attending a private school. When the sabbatical period ended, I resigned from 
the college and got my job assignments down to one.

Peninsula Oral School for the Deaf

As John and I got more involved in the Peninsula Oral School for the Deaf, 
we realized that the school was in a very tight financial crisis. If income was 
not increased, the school would have to close because they would be unable to 
meet their obligations. We were very committed to the school and to Leahea 
Grammatico.

John became president of their Board of Directors and I said that I would try to 
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help with fundraising efforts. Once again, I was in the situation of wanting to do 
something but not really knowing where to start. However, through a combination 
of sheer luck and networking over the years, I had come to know a wealth of 
people to call on as resources and figured I must know someone who could help. 
Therefore, I asked Susan Arata’s husband, David, to give me some direction. David 
was working part-time for the University of Santa Clara’s Development Program at 
the time. David got one of the main staff members involved and they gave me an 
intense seminar on how to raise money. One of the many things they said I needed 
was contact with anyone that could afford to donate money and had been at all 
involved with anyone at the school. 

Opportunities

Lucile Packard

I started through the school records and discovered that Lucile Packard had lived 
next door to a man and woman that were deaf and very involved in the school. 
Someone told me that they knew Mrs. Packard. It took some doing but I finally got 
her telephone number, called her and told her that I was trying to help the school 
survive. After some discussion she agreed to meet with me at their foundation 
office in Los Altos.

On the day of the meeting, I had pneumonia, but I would not miss this 
opportunity. I think my health that day might have made me sound even more 
desperate. Mrs. Packard said that she was going to help me. She was going to have 
the foundation write a check as a donation for the school, but more importantly, 
she was going to teach me how to get started with a campaign to bring in funds. 
She said she would give me five or ten minutes to answer four questions, and then 
come back. 

When she returned, I answered her questions and we were started. Over the next 
couple of years, I met with her several times, talked to her on the telephone often, 
and learned a lot from her. She was a wonderful woman. She contributed much 
more than money to our efforts.

Networking

In the process of working for the school to raise money I made some wonderful 
friendships and learned a great deal. Jean Weingarten, a volunteer for Peninsula 
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Oral School for the Deaf, and I worked together on 
many school-related events. Jean opened the door for 
me to call on people she knew on the peninsula and 
in San Francisco. I met with members of several of 
the Bay Area’s most prominent families, including the 
Zellerbachs, Hambrechs, Freidenrichs, Swigs, Arthur 
Deitner, Peggy Fleming, and on and on. Jean brought 
her good friend Mervin Morris to the school and he 
became a donor and sponsor of the school. Through 
the process, John ended his eight-year term as board 
president and John Germino took over the presidency. 
He and I became good friends through several years of 
work on the school efforts. 

While all these events were going on, Susan Lynch 
Arata was a tremendous support. One big event that 
stands out in my mind is the opening of Anastasia’s gym in Los Gatos. John and Gloria 
Anastasia were longtime friends. John Freitas knew both of them, starting with their 
days at San Jose State. When the Anastasias were getting ready to open their gym, I 
asked them if they would like to have a benefit for Peninsula Oral School. I had read 
that Lou Ferrigno, The Incredible Hulk, was deaf. I thought it would be a perfect 
match: a world champion bodybuilder who was deaf, and the gym opening. Susan 
helped with all the details. By the time the day of the event came, many of our other 
staff members had volunteered to help.

The day before the opening, Southwest Airlines employees went on strike. We had 
made reservations for Lou Ferrigno to fly up from Los Angeles on Southwest. He had 
a fear of flying so this had not been an easy plan to pull off. Now we had no airline 
available. Susan and I stayed on the telephones until we got someone to pick up Lou 
and his wife in a private plane.

I feel that my interaction with many friends and associates who were also business 
people helped my ability to manage and lead our schools. My staff took part in 
many events that were benefits for Peninsula Oral School, and that helped them 
grow as well. Most of the people connected with the fundraising efforts have deep 
commitments to other community organizations, and this provided a wealth of 
knowledge.

Michelle & Carole Freitas, Peninsula 
Oral School fashion show benefit
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Setting the Stage

The dance program began on April 5, 1975. Pre-ballet was taught on 
Saturday mornings by a Pre-K teacher from the Moorpark Infant Center 
and Preschool. There were 6 students. Its popularity grew quickly, and 

tumbling classes were added, taught by another teacher from Moorpark. The first 
recital was part of a Christmas program put on by both the Pruneridge School and 
the Moorpark School in December 1975. —Debbie Thomas Kolezsar

Our dance program began in 1975 with 21 students. Today it has over 4,000 
enrollments in classes that include classical forms of dance as well as the latest 
street steps. One of the key goals of the program is to nurture the young child’s love 
of music and movement, and to enhance their self-esteem. The ages of our students 
range from 18 months to 18 years, with more than 90% of our dancers being under 
the age of four.

Our dance programs end with an annual performance at the San Jose Center for 
Performing Arts. The show has grown to a two-day event and we fill the center for 
multiple performances. 

Prior to 1981, we had small, typical dance programs at a local junior high school 
auditorium. As we started to fill up the auditorium with standing room only and 
added performances to accommodate the parents and other people that wanted to 
see the show, I looked for a larger venue. I went to the city of San Jose and explored 
the details in renting the San Jose Center for Performing Arts. As soon as they said 
we could rent it, I signed us up. I had no idea of the details involved in presenting 
a show at the Center. I did not realize that you must hire union workers for the 
smallest of details including opening the curtain or turning on the lights. 

I knew immediately we were in way over our heads and called on a good friend, 
Wiley Schmidt, for help. At that time, Wiley was the art director for Channel 7 
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in San Francisco. Wiley is a large man, standing about 6’5” with an athletic build, 
and faithfully came down and helped us with the first shows. One day he said, 
“Carole, I don’t mind driving to San Jose after work and doing this, but you have 
got to get these children out from under my legs!” Even though he towered over 
them, the children thought that having a big man backstage was great fun. Wiley’s 
professional experience and his creativity provided us with a huge amount of input 
in the first shows.

The 2005 production of “Aladdin’s Adventures” at the San Jose Center for 
Performing Arts achieved a milestone with more than 850 dancers participating in 
their annual dance recital. The show was so popular that it sold more than 5,000 
tickets, making it one of the largest productions of its kind. We now offer ticket 
sales online, and in 2018 we sold over 20,000 tickets in the first forty-five minutes 
that they were available. Like a rock concert!

Since 1980, Dance Action Academy has seen more than 20,000 dancers come 
through their program (an average of over 500 dancers per year) and has set the 
standard for all other dance programs in the South Bay. 

We are proud of our body of work that together includes 37 years of dance 
instruction and magical productions . . . and so many happy little dancing feet.

1981 “Cinderella” … The newspapers gave the first performance at the CPA   
 rave reviews.

1982 “Snow White” … The television stations covered the event and we had a  
 real snowstorm on stage.

1983 “Wiz Kids” … We received letters from Liza Minelli, Margaret Hamilton  
 and Ray Bolger. Dorothy and Toto flew across the stage and we  had a real  
 tornado.

1984 “Dance Works” … Three shows featured costumes made by ten teachers  
 for 300 children.

1985  “Circus I” … Dancing hot dogs rolled across the floor of the San Jose   
 Center for Performing Arts and the entire poodle kennel performed.

1986 “Circus II” … Ernie Reyes, Jr. performed with the children, and we had a  
 live camel in attendance.
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1987 “Pinocchio” … His nose really grew. The show included a whale that   
 swallowed Geppetto.

1988 “Sleeping Beauty” … A fire-breathing dragon, 20 feet long with 10 feet   
 of tail, came to life on the stage.

1989  “Lady and The Tramp” … Our Dog-a-Thon raised money for the   
 Adoptive Dog  Orphanage.

1990 “Peter Pan” … Mary Martin wrote us a letter of congratulations.

1991 “Cinderella” … Our Tenth Anniversary Performance.

1992 “Little Mermaid” … With barely enough room for all of the dancing fish  
 in the backstage holding tank.

1993 “Wiz Kids” … This show included the family of our Director in the cast:  
 husband, daughter, son, and the family dog as a tumbling Toto.

1994 “Snow White” … This performance marked a special 25-year celebration  
 of our Action Day and Primary Plus Schools’ opening.

1995 “Alice in Wonderland” … The show included 17-foot tall flowers and an  
 actual Alice that grew to the height of 20 feet.

1996 “Mary Poppins” … We actually flew chairs, a table and cast members   
 during the laughing tea time scene.

1997 “Aladdin” … With the magic of Arabian nights, flying carpets, and live   
 bongos, this was a “gem” of a show.

1998 “Jungle Book” … Thirty years of excellence at Action Day and Primary  
 Plus Schools included letters of commendation presented to our founder,  
 Carole Freitas, from the mayor,  the governor and the president of the   
 United States.

1999 “Beauty and The Beast” … Belle and the Beast were played by staff   
 member Cathy  Langone and her husband, D.J. Jelic!

2000 “Peter Pan” … We truly earned our wings in this Pixie Dust presentation. 
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2001  “Cinderella” … This marks a 20 year celebration of our performances at  
 the San Jose Center for the Performing Arts!

2002  “Little Mermaid” … Sashaying Sushis, Tapping Flounders and a return   
 appearance by San Jose celebrity, S. J. Sharkey.

2003 “The Wiz Kids in Oz” … The third time was a charm on the yellow   
 brick road with  instructors Suzette, Tara, Leandra, Michelle and Dawn,   
 celebrating 20 years of dancing to Emerald City and home again.

2004 “Pinocchio’s Adventures”…This year’s performance is a special   
 Anniversary Production.

2005 “Snow White” … The third time was a charm for Snow and her dwarf friends.

2006 “Aladdin’s Adventures” … This performance of the age-old tale included  
 855 dancing stars, flying carpets, a journey to the desert, the discovery of  
 the Cave of Wonders, a magic lantern, and a whole new world.

2007  “Beauty and the Beast”  … This tale as old as time was a family affair.   
 Cathy Jelic returned as Belle in a command performance, with her husband 
 DJ as her prince, and their daughter Gianna in the role of Chip. 

2008  “Sleeping Beauty”  … This production celebrated the 40th anniversary of  
 Action Day Primary Plus. One of the show’s highlights occurred when   
 founders and producers of the show, John and Carole Freitas, graced the   
 stage with an elegant waltz. We resurrected our 50-foot, fire-breathing   
 dragon, which first appeared in the 1988 production, and slayed him with  
 acrobatic dancers and karate performers.

2009  “Alice in Wonderland”  … We went back down the rabbit hole as this   
 was our second time presenting this fun and colorful show. Our 20-foot   
 Alice was brought back to life, as well as giant, fluorescent flowers and
 mushrooms.

2010  “The Wizard of Oz”  … This was our fourth trip to the Emerald City to   
 dance down the Yellow Brick Road. “Flying by Foy” carried the    
 Wicked Witch of the West on her broom and Glenda the Good Witch   
 in her bubble. Michelle Freitas returned as the beloved Cowardly Lion.   
 Dorothy, played by Gianna Jelic, clicked her ruby slippers and made it back to  
 Kansas.
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2011  “Cinderella”  … We celebrated the 30th anniversary of the first dance   
 program performance by revisiting our first performance in 1981,   
 Cinderella. We showcased the magic of the glass slipper in this    
 commemorative performance.

2012  “The Little Mermaid”  … We went back under the sea for a third time, to  
 visit the charmingly fantastical world of Ariel and her finned friends. We  
 enjoyed the return of the Chasse-ing Sushis, Puffy Guppies, and more.

2013  “Mary Poppins” … Our magical production including flying characters,  
 “Step in Time” tappers, and a supercalifragilisticexpialidocious finale by our  
 award-winning dance team.

2014  “Snow White”  … We took a fourth trip to the cottage in the forest to   
 visit sweet Snow and her seven dwarves.

2015  “Aladdin”  … We hopped a magic carpet for a third time to perform the  
 story of Aladdin and Jasmine. The show included our award-winning   
 “Friend Like Me” production, featuring the one and only Genie of   
 the Lamp.

2016  “Peter Pan”  … This was our third visit to Neverland, and included   
 Peter, Tinkerbell, and the Darling children flying across the stage.

2017  “Toy Story”  … Not only had we decided to produce a show we had   
 never done before, also, we decided to make an original script and have   
 our main characters mic’d and use their real voices (another first   
 for us). The script was original and even tied in an Action Day Classroom  
 in scene 3 complete with hanging art created by our Moorpark junior   
 kindergarten class.

2018  “Beauty and the Beast”  … We once again visited the Beast’s Castle, this  
 time bringing even more enchanted characters to life! The fantastic   
 Gianna Jelic continued the legacy in reprising her mother’s role as Belle.
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“Tiny Dancers”

More than 250 children ages 2 to 12 took part last week in a dance extravaganza 
entitled “Snow White and the Little People.” The show was presented at the San 
Jose Center for the Performing Arts in front of more than 2,000 parents and friends 
of the performers. The children are all enrolled in Action Day Nurseries in the south 
Bay Area.

— The Peninsula Times Tribune, Santa Clara County Edition, Tues. June 1, 
1982, “Tiny Dancers”

Once upon a time…and the time was, June 1991

Action Day Nurseries and Primary Plus School’s Dance Academy was 
rehearsing The Little Mermaid at The San Jose Center for the Performing Arts. 
This presentation as well as the eleven preceding presentations, required a year of 
scheduling, scripting, choreographing, set designing, costume ordering, prop making, 
and Main Character Directing, plus musical score, stage plans, Dance Instructor 
direction, Dance Representatives, and school Directors assistance, support from 
preschool, elementary and middle school teachers, and fancy fin lessons for the 
approximately 500 dancing fishes starring in the show.

All was running swimmingly, as per usual, due to the wonderful teamwork, 
talent, and dedication of the hundreds of Action Day and Primary Plus Employees. 
And then it happened … a Giant Fish Glitch. All our best navigational efforts were 
about to “flounder” and our production of The Little Mermaid reached a critical 
possibility of becoming a show about to “tank.”

We found ourselves submerged in a sea of exceedingly more than “Three Little 
Fishes” swimming in the water. Maneuvers for the Intermission switch between acts 
required retreating Acts 1 and 2 to the starboard side toward the audience chairs, 
while Acts 3 and 4 were advancing portside to the stage proscenium. Additionally, 
we had dancing fish packed on the theater’s loading dock, as well as in the Musicians’ 
Rehearsal Hall, not to mention Guppies from our Infant Centers being held in the 
dressing rooms back stage.

In some fish stories, the actual size of the fish gets enhanced with the re-telling of the 
fish “Tail.” In our story, we found ourselves caught by fish, truly too big for us to 
land on sea or shore. In one un-magical mermaid moment, our Ballet Boats became 
log-jammed, and everything came to a Dead Sea stop. All our tumbling tadpoles, 
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and tapping turtles—in fact, every starfish in our show—could neither advance 
nor retreat.

As captain of the ship, I knew that quick and decisive “Action” was imperative. 
Immediately, I put out an SOS to our superior Admiral, Carole Freitas. She 
conferred with her special “ops” Troops Lieutenant, Carol Kirley. Within five 
nautical minutes, a plan of ‘’Action” was implemented, and the fish were up and 
moving smoothly toward their dancing destinations.

Our Little Mermaid Show came to a fine ‘’fin’’ish, a “fishtail’ ‘ending happily 
ever after.’ However, as we looked ahead to our next year’s show, we knew 
that we must, without fail, prevent any chance of this recital misstep recurring. 
Meetings were called, brainstorming began, and we realized that we either 
needed a bigger fish tank (theater), or we needed to divide and conquer. Thus, 
from that show forward, Action Day Nurseries and Primary Plus Dance 
presents not one, but two shows on successive nights.

So now you know just one little fish tale out of our storybook filled with so 
many magical memories. These are memories made by millions of footsteps taken 
amid a galaxy of little dancing stars reaching for the bright footlights of their 
futures. The amazing guidance, creative energy, and tremendous teamwork that 
Action Day Nurseries and Primary Plus personnel provide for two incredible 
dance performances each year is an outstanding, one of a kind experience.   

—Suzette Alvarado, Dance Director

The number of children included in the performances as well as the elaborate 
details of the stories, set, music and lighting has attracted a lot of attention from 
the local media as well as the public. 

June 21, 1998

Ms. Carole Freitas

Primary Plus

3500 Amber Drive

San Jose, CA
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Dear Ms. Freitas:

We wanted to write to you to congratulate and thank you for the wonderful 

production of Jungle Book Jamboree last weekend.

We brought both of our moms and all four of us sat, stunned, at the production 

level of this “little” show that our son, Matthew, was tumbling in! I had some 

sense of what was coming just because the show was at the CPA, where we go for the 

American Music Theater shows all year . . . but WOW!

We will remain mystified at how you can pull together two shows of 350 young 

children each and do it so well . . . AND still have the kids walk away with smiles 

on their faces! Matthew was a George of the Jungle (from Coventry) and he had a 

very positive experience on Saturday, and throughout the whole year.

I can’t believe how much progress he made since the beginning of the classes with 

Miss Leandra! It seemed he’d NEVER figure out how to do those cartwheels! But 

he did! And, to the credit of Leandra, he never stopped trying and had enormous 

enthusiasm about the show and his teammates.

Thanks to you and Primary Plus for offering such a wonderful opportunity for 

kids to grow.

Sincerely,

Jennifer Berkley

 . . . P.S. I’m enclosing a copy of a note I sent to Leandra Saenz, expressing our 

impression of her work with the kids.
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First Dance Studio

There’s a long history of dance at Action Day Primary Plus. The first dance class 
was held on April 5, 1976. Six students gathered in a small classroom at the 
preschool’s location on Moorpark Avenue, San Jose. Since then, the program has 
evolved and expanded consistently to meet the needs of its participants. Tens of 
thousands of pairs of dancing feet have tapped and twirled their way across the 
stage, thanks to Action Day Primary Plus. 

Due to the success of our competition and performance dance teams, the program 
outgrew the preschool studios and needed more studio space. In April 2015, Carole 
and Cathy found a nice shell of a space in a strip mall on Bascom Avenue. The 
space was designed on a Sunday evening with Cathy, her husband DJ, and their two 
daughters (who are dancers) by using blue masking tape to divide up the space into 
two rooms, a dressing area, and a viewing lounge and reception area. 

“We wanted to make the studio unlike any other dance studio around, so we paid 
particular attention to the design and aesthetic,” Cathy says. “Our goal was to have 
a studio that made the dancers feel special and have a nice place for parents to 
watch and dancers to do their homework.”

They chose a Tiffany blue and silver color scheme and followed it throughout the 
studio. The paint color is called Icing on the Cake from Benjamin Moore and 
people still call and ask about it. White tufted sparkle benches lined the reception 
area. Glass doorknobs and gorgeous silver pattern wallpaper accentuate each studio, 
and beautiful crystal chandeliers round out the signature design details.

“The construction of the studio was a labor of love,” Cathy says. “Everyone joined 
in from our teachers, school directors, and DJ our foreman, handyman Vicente, and 
construction crews.”

The floor would also be a special part of the studio because it would be a floating 
hardwood floor that was approved by the American Ballet Theater.

“Installing the floor involved placing small squares of Styrofoam every few feet on 
a pallet so they can add spring to the floor,” Cathy says. “We had three men, four 
directors, two dance teachers, along with Carole and myself installing the floor. It 
was laborious but a lot of fun!”
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On June 15, 2015, West Valley Dance Company opened and offered classes in 
ballet, jazz, tap, hip hop, lyrical, adult tap, ballet, Zumba and Pilates. In addition, 
all the preschool studios were remodeled to match the WVDC motif and took on 
the WVDC name.

Studio Number 2 and Boutique

In June 2016, we were given the opportunity to lease the unit two doors down from 
our Bascom studio. Since we had already outgrown our first studio, we were ecstatic 
to take on the new space. We built one large dance studio (studio 3) and a dance 
boutique, which we called West Valley Dance Boutique. The retail business was 
new for us, but we were fortunate to have a parent at our Lincoln school that had 
merchandising and retail experience from high end brands that helped show us the 
ropes. The boutique and studio opened on August 6, about a month from when we 
acquired the space, to much success.

Lincoln Studio

In February 2016, we opened our second studio location in Willow Glen, right next 
door to our newly acquired infant center properties on Lincoln Avenue. 

2184 Lincoln

In September 2017, we saw another expansion opportunity, this time for our 
Willow Glen studio. The building next door had a space for lease that we could not 
pass up; we made it into one large dance room with a lounge in the back. Willow 
Glen studio 2 welcomed its first dancers in November 2017.

Mountain View Studio

In June 2017, we had the opportunity to expand north in Mountain View on the 
El Camino Real. The location was good for us because it was about two miles 
away from our Mountain View preschool, and it was right next door to another 
preschool. It also was previously a karate studio, so it had a nice open-air feel. We 
took the summer to renovate the space and were so excited that we had over 40 
enrollments without anyone even seeing the space. We realized that West Valley 
Dance Company was making a name for itself in the Bay Area. On August 29, 
2017, WVDC opened their third location in Mountain View and welcomed their 
first group of students. They converted the space into two studios early 2018.
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CJ Drops In

Cathy Jelic knows how to make an impression. Just ask a poor stage hand who 
happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. 

“The year was 2010 and I was making my comeback performance as the Wicked 
Witch of the West,” Cathy recalls. 

“That year, we decided that we wanted to have the witch fly and hired a 
professional fly team which traveled from Kansas. During one of the practice 
sessions, I was wearing my Wicked Witch dress that had over five layers. One of 
the stage hands that was helping with the flying decided to let go of the fly rope 
abruptly and I came crashing down.”

But Cathy didn’t quite hit the floor. 

“Luckily, another stage hand braced my fall,” she says.

Well, sort of. She fell directly on top of him.

“He happened to be under all the layers of my dress. Everyone pulled back the 
layers of my dress. Luckily, we found him unharmed. The rest of the stage hands 
teased him for years to come and he always blushed when he came around me.”
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“Education is not the filling of a bucket, 

but the lighting of a fire.”
—W.B. Yeats
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[ CHAPTER 6 \

Next Generation

Many of the children at Primary Plus have attended one of the Action 
Day Nursery schools. We are the only organization in Northern 
California providing private education and daycare for children from 

three months to fourteen years of age. The challenge of meeting the emotional and 
intellectual needs of these children provides the joy and substance of our days.

Tremendous efforts have gone into lesson plans and activities that reflect the 
desires of the children and their parents. Thought has constantly been given to 
what the students need to know at the next level of their educational process.

Accountability

As growth was taking place it was necessary to establish a system to allow for 
accountability in the programs. Our carefully chosen staff holds itself responsible 
for taking care of a child; encompassing all that individual child’s needs during the 
period of time that he/she is present. In fact, the staff is accountable to the parents 
for all phases of the child’s care. To maintain this accountability, individual school 
staff meetings and evaluations are done on a regular basis. It is important to us that 
children leave at the end of each day feeling better about themselves and with 
a knowledge that they are capable of doing something more than when the day 
began. We believe that this will cause the child to become responsible and develop 
a desire and enthusiasm for attending school.

As the organization grew, we established the policy of holding director meetings 
several times during the month. When payroll turn-in dates occur twice a month, 
each director meets with a mentor in our corporate office to review staffing. A general 
directors meeting is held once a month to discuss curriculum and management issues. 
Individual school visits take place by the mentors on an as needed basis. Creativity 
for infants, toddlers, and young children is constantly urged.
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Amber Private Elementary School

Filling a Need
In 1978, our parents had requested that we have a private kindergarten and 
continue by adding first grade to our offerings. So, when the business manager of 
the Moreland School District came to our office in 1979 and asked if we would be 
interested in leasing some space in one of their closed school sites, I went to see 
the school site and we signed a lease. In the beginning, we shared the space with 
another childcare organization. Eventually, our lease increased and theirs decreased 
until we had the entire site. Based on parent requests, we added a grade a year. 

The elementary school at 3500 Amber Drive currently provides preschool and 
kindergarten through fourth grade. As an outgrowth of this program, we now have a 
middle school at another closed school site that enrolls students in grades fifth through 
eighth grade.  The middle school program began in 1984. We have tried to provide 
an educational setting that is staffed with warm, personally interested adults who give 
students the message that learning is exciting and important. The teachers attempt 
to establish a learning environment that will allow the children to experience the 
maximum amount of success possible. Many enrichment programs, including a broad-
based, year-round sports program, are available in addition to the school offerings. We 
are proud of the fact that many of the students that graduate from our eighth grade have 
been involved in Action Day Nursery/Primary Plus for many years.

Michelle Freitas &
Angel Riley in 5th Grade

Jennifer Yarr

Michelle & Carole Freitas - Halloween

Nick Yore
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Article: Primary Plus

John and Carole Freitas, Saratoga residents, opened a new private school, “Primary 
Plus,” in San Jose. “The new kindergarten through third grade has some openings 
left in all classes and is now accepting late registrations,” the school said. “The 
Freitases have been highly respected for their preschool Action Day Nurseries for 
a decade. One of the preschools is University, located at Thelma Avenue and the 
Saratoga-Los Gatos Road in Saratoga. The Freitases created Primary Plus to fill the 
need for private elementary education combined with extended daycare in the early 
morning and afternoon hours. The school will be open from 6:30 a.m. to 6:00 p.m. 
and is conveniently located off Williams Road between San Tomas Expressway and 
Winchester Road in San Jose. Besides the very small classes of 15 to 1, Primary 
Plus is the only private school in the area offering children after school enrichment 
activities such as tennis lessons, swimming lessons, ballet lessons, Cub Scout troop, 
Brownie troop, Bluebird troop, soccer teams, baseball teams and field trips.”

—Saratoga News, September 12, 1979. page A-5   
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Grade Reading Math Language
Science and 

Social Studies
Average Grade 

Equivalent

Grade 1 2.2 2.4 2.1 1.9 2.2

Grade 2 3.5 3.8 4.9 4.7 4.2

Grade 3 5.2 5.5 5.3 5.5 5.4

Grade 4 6.3 8.2 6.7 6.7 7.0

Grade 5 6.2 6.9 6.3 6.4 6.6

Grade 6 9.7 11.7 8.4 9.1 9.0

Grade 7 10.6 12.2 10.0 9.9 10.2

Grade 8 12.2 11.2 11.5 12.3 PHS

Test Scores

Our school administered the Stanford Early Achievement Test (SAT 10) in the 
spring of this year. The spring testing is done to measure what the students have 
achieved as of that date.

These tests measure student knowledge of various broad areas of the curriculum. 
They have norms and provide a means of evaluating the fundamental academic 
goals of our school. We have the tests scored by Harcourt Brace. The results of the 
exams are compared with the norms established by students taking the exams across 
the United States. We are proud of the way our students ranked in the testing. 
Listed below are Test Score Grade Equivalents for each grade. The first number 
indicates the grade level. The second number refers to the month (e.g. 3.6 means 
third grade 6 month equivalent).

TEST SCORE GRADE EQUIVALENT – SPRING 2018, CLASS AVERAGE
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West Valley Middle School student

Article: Tunnel Through Time

Our teachers are always looking for new ways to 
make curriculum come alive and interest young 
children. They are constantly coming up with 
ways to make learning relevant, whether it means 
bringing history to life in a tangible first-person 
experience or sparking interest in current events by 
supporting the local sports team.

 “School Scene: Tunnel Through Time”

An elaborate science fair kicks off today at the 
Primary Plus Elementary School, 3500 Amber Drive, 
San Jose. Students have constructed an elaborate 100-meter tunnel through 
time that tracks evolution from the Big Bang through the reign of prehistoric 
creatures to humans.

“Science is a hard subject, and anything that makes it interesting is very 
beneficial to students,” said Rupert Randall, the science teacher who directed 
the project. The exhibit will be open Saturday between 11 a.m. and 2 p.m. For 
more information call (408) 248-2464.

—The Mercury News, The Valley, School Scene, “Tunnel Through Time,” 1998

Article: 49ers

Our teachers try to extend the feeling of community by having the children 
involved in current events. This article shows how our schools caught “49er 
Fever” when the team was gearing up for Super Bowl XVI.

“Even the Kids in Kindergarten Know How to Count up to 49er”

There may be a youngster somewhere in Santa Clara County who doesn’t know 
who Freddie Solomon is – somewhere.

While reports abound that Solomon sprained his knee in practice, the 
youngsters Friday didn’t seem bothered in the least.

At Primary Plus School on Amber Avenue, Jamie Golditch was convinced 
Solomon would be ready to meet Cincinnati. 
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“They’re going to win by a whole bunch,” said the dark-haired kindergartner, 
decked out in a 49er football helmet and a tiny version of the team’s jersey with 
Solomon’s number – 88 – on the back.

Daniel Yoshida, 8, had loaned his battered 49ers helmet to his friend, Matt 
Smith.

“I got it when I was 5,” Daniel said. “I didn’t even know who they were then.”

Lisa Washington, 8, said she was a real San Francisco fan and “not just because 
my father likes them.”

The youngsters at Primary Plus spent about an hour Friday morning waving 
handmade pennants and pompoms and spelling out “Super Bowl” as their 
teachers led the cheers.

Jason Floweers tossed a few passes to classmate Ricky Garland, but it wasn’t quite a 
replay of the last-minute touchdown that put the 49ers into the championship game. 
Floweers’ passes were long and kept winding up in the catch basin under a tree.

—San Jose Mercury News, Local, Sat. Morning, Jan. 23rd, 1982, “Moreland 
School District Sells Former Site to Primary Plus”

Article: Good Neighbors

Here’s another example of a different type of community involvement:

“Toddlers bring Christmas cheer to elderly”

Amid the hustle and bustle of the holiday season, a group of toddlers from a 
Santa Clara nursery school took time out to be Good Neighbors for the residents 
of a nearby retirement home.

Going Christmas shopping for the older folks was easy. All the children had to 
do was show up and give of themselves.

The 22 students, ages 3-1/2 to 5, dressed in tree-shaped costumes of crepe paper, 
put stars on their heads and paraded down the street to visit the residents of 
Valley Village Retirement Center.

At the center, they danced and sang old favorites such as “Rudolph the Red-
Nose Reindeer,” “Santa Claus is Coming to Town” and “Jingle Bells.”



71

What to do? Problem! Solution.

They also gave cookies and ornaments to the 25 or so residents who attended 
the gathering. And at the end, the groups shook hands and wished one another a 
Merry Christmas.

“The idea of the lesson was to take something of themselves to the retirement 
home,” said Susan Arata, the school’s program coordinator.

Everyone got something out of the gathering. “The children feel wonderful 
because the older folks applaud. The children think they are stars,” Arata said.

—San Jose Mercury News, Tues., Wed., December 25, 26, 1984

Miss Patti (Patti Hunt)

Around 1979, Patti Christian came to the Amber Drive school and applied for a 
job. She didn’t really have teaching experience but had worked for the San Jose 
Recreation Department and did a lot of children’s activities. We hired her to 
transport Michelle from San Jose to Redwood City every day. Michelle and Patti 
had lots of adventures at the school and on their way back after school. Michelle 
became very close to Patti and has remained so for many years. Patti headed up our 
enrollment efforts at the Amber Drive school for many years. Whatever position 
she was in, she added a real feeling of warmth.

As only the children can tell it . . .

One day a little boy came running into the office screaming and jumping up and 
down. “Help! I’m being stung!”  I asked where and he said, “In my pants!” I pulled 
him outside and proceeded to pull off his pants. Again, I asked, “Where?” He 
repeated, “In my pants! The bees are in my pants pockets!” After further 
investigation, sure enough, I found plastic sandwich bags in each pocket full of bees 
that he had collected from the playground. He looked at me and says, “Miss Patti, I 
will never ever do that again.”
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A boy came running into the office one day screaming and pointing to his mouth. I 
asked what was wrong. He would only say, “on fire, on fire,” rolling his face around 
on the bed in the sick room. I put a cold compress on his mouth. He threw it on the 
floor and put his whole face under the water faucet. Again, I asked what happened 
and he continued to say, “on fire on fire.” So, I put ice cubes on his mouth and 
asked if he could draw a picture. He motioned with his hands to give him the 
crayons and rapidly drew a red pepper. I continued to apply ice to his mouth and 
after he calmed down I asked him to show me where he got the red pepper. Sure 
enough, he showed me on the playground and told me he put it in his mouth. I 
guess one of the other children had brought it for lunch and there was some trading 
going on. Well, I had a new best friend from that day forward and whenever I went 
into his classroom he would stand up and wave his heart out to me. At the end of 
the school day, he would walk past my office and wave and say, “Bye, Miss Patti. See 
you tomorrow”.

Ryan and Devon

Ryan King and Devon McDermott attended Campbell as young children. When 
Ryan was in 1st grade, Devon was in kindergarten. (Devon is the daughter of Kathy 
McDermott, Amber’s school administrator.) 

Devon got to know Ryan on the playground. They were in different classes, but 
they shared recess together. Ryan continued at Coventry for another year while 
Devon attended kindergarten. They both had the same kindergarten teacher, Kim 
Kuechler. They were separated for their elementary school years but reconnected 
during middle school. 

They revisited their playground adventures and discovered they had even more in 
common than those early childhood experiences. They both attended and graduated 
from Branham High School. When Devon was a freshman, they began dating. 

Ryan graduated from Branham in 2008, and Devon graduated in 2009. Those early 
childhood experiences and playground adventures had laid the foundation for 
something special. On August 28, 2015, they became husband and wife. True love, 
found on the playground at Coventry.

Stefanie Plaat and the Loma Prieta Earthquake

Anyone who lived in the Bay Area on October 17, 1989, can remember where 
they were when the Loma Prieta earthquake hit. Stefanie Plaat was 5 years old, 
attending junior kindergarten at Action Day’s Amber location. 
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Both Bay Area baseball teams, the San Francisco Giants and the Oakland Athletics, 
were set to play Game 3 of the World Series that night. Students had been encouraged 
to come to school dressed in support of their favorite teams, and the San Jose Mercury 
News was scheduled to come out to cover a rally after school.

But at 5:04 p.m., everything changed. 

A segment of the San Andreas fault ruptured, causing the earth to shake violently 
for about 15 seconds. The result was a 6.9 magnitude earthquake. Part of the Nimitz 
Freeway pancaked, and a section of the Bay Bridge collapsed, trapping motorists 
and taking lives. Throughout the Bay Area, just as the evening commute was 
getting underway, buildings buckled and twisted. Phone and electrical lines went 
down. Chaos reigned.

Such a catastrophic event can be particularly frightening and confusing for 
children, who don’t fully understand what’s happening. Therefore, it’s important for 
adults to remain calm and composed, even while waiting for frantic parents to pick 
up their children. 

Amber’s administrator at the time, Marcy Nunes, was eight months pregnant. 
She sat with Stefanie on the grass area near Amber’s library. Her husband, Bob, 
had been unable to reach Marcy, so he drove to the school with their two dogs. 
Together, they sat and chatted, using a flashlight when it grew dark. Marcy kept 
the conversation light, and bundled Stefanie up in the cool autumn air that was 
settling in that mid-October night. With every car that drove by, the group’s hopes 
were raised, only to be dashed. Stefanie’s father and grandfather were at the World 
Series. Bob knew Stefanie’s father, which was surely a comfort in some way. But she 
was getting hungry. They told stories and continued to wait. At 9 p.m., Stefanie’s 
mother finally arrived at the school, no doubt relieved to be reunited with her 
daughter. 

Kathy McDermott says, “In a crisis, we try to keep everything neutral. Kids feed off 
that energy, and it’s important to stay calm. Marcy probably held Stefanie’s hand 
and kept her talking.”

Stefanie recalls with a laugh, “I wasn’t a shy child. I was probably talking her ear off. 
But it’s all good memories.”

Clearly, those hours spent with Marcy on the grass made an impact on Stefanie. 
Long after her schooling at Amber ended, she went on to college, and received 
her teaching credential. Oddly enough, she had an opportunity to interview for a 
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teaching position at a location which held vivid memories for her.

Many sites in the Bay Area that were affected by the Loma Prieta quake are now 
flourishing, with few visible reminders of that life-changing event. In that same 
vein, Stefanie returned to Amber in 2012, where she now teaches second grade. 

“It’s all coincidence how it worked out,” Stefanie says. But she doesn’t regret the 
experience. “We made the best of a hard situation. When we have fire and earthquake 
drills, I always tell my class that the best thing to do is be prepared. It’s important to 
have an emergency pack with some food. Even if you don’t need it.”  

Hopefully, Stefanie won’t have to endure another natural disaster at Amber. But it’s 
a sure bet that she’d do it with the same compassion that was shown to her.

Rob Gilmore

We have had a long series of outstanding teachers at our Amber Drive School and 
at West Valley Middle School. Among the top of the list of people is Rob Gilmore. 
Rob taught fifth grade for us for several years and was outstanding in many ways. He 
came up with numerous ideas that added greatly to our program.

Rob organized Science Camp for our fifth grade students. The students went off to 
Walden West and Rob came back with a teacher applicant. The applicant was Nate 
Fairchild, a standout teacher and a Rhodes Scholar. After a year or so, Rob and 
Nate formulated the plans for West Valley Middle School.

Rob, with Nate’s help, developed the plans for expanding our baseball program. 
He thought that we should have a league of our own that would allow all students 
to play in a less competitive way than the Little League teams. He developed our 

Fearless Baseball League. The program 
has been received very well by parents 
of both boys and girls. Though he 
has since moved away, he remains 
dedicated to our organization. We are 
fortunate to have Rob still consult for 
the sports program. 

One example of Rob’s going beyond 
the classroom offerings involved 
various fundraisers he organized 
with his students for Kim Nellay, a 
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godparent of one of his students. Kim Nellay had cancer and needed an expensive 
piece of equipment to allow her speech to be heard. The San Jose board of 
supervisors recognized Rob’s work in these events and he was named Child Care 
Provider of the year for 1995.

Rob also took a soccer team composed of Primary Plus students to Hawaii to 
participate in the Aloha International Tournament. Our Bears team qualified because 
they were second in the state of California that year. All generated lots of spirit.

Saratoga Locations

Our experiences in Saratoga have been very positive. In 1979, the Moreland 
School District representative once again came to me and asked if we would be 
interested in leasing part of another one of their school 
sites, Brookview Elementary School. We signed a lease for 
one year and used some of the classrooms as extended day 
space for children that grew out of University Preschool. 
Other programs had leased different rooms on the site.  

We had a growing population of supportive Saratoga 
parents due to the quality of our programs in the area. We 
have had a series of very good, longtime staff members 
in the Saratoga locations. The parents in the area have 
always shown a good deal of appreciation and support.

One of our most dramatic business experiences occurred 
over that school site. At the end of the first year, the 
district felt that they had to have a bidding, open to the 
public. I went to the bidding with a chart I had prepared 

of how high I could bid because you were asked to 
bid the total price for the year and I was used to 
thinking in terms of price per square foot per month. 
Very quickly all the other people present dropped 
out of the bidding, which had started at $29,000 per 
year. The only person left still bidding against me 
was a friend. He had been sent by his wife to “get 
the site secured” for their son’s Montessori School. 
We went back and forth in $500 increments all the 
way from $29,000 to $69,000. At that point I told 
him it was his. The next morning, he called me and 
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wanted to take his bids back because the Montessori board had not authorized him 
to go beyond $42,000, but his wife had said to secure the site. I told him I would 
lease four classrooms but that was all I wanted. He told me later that he paid the 
difference himself. Occasionally over the years we have laughed about the situation.

El Quito

During the next year, I looked for another location in Saratoga to be used by our 
University extended day students and allow us to offer additional preschool in the 
area. I arranged a lease with the Campbell Unified School District that ran for five 
years. At the end of the five-year period, we had another major bidding drama. The 
property was to be sold and a public bidding was scheduled. Bob Randall and I spent 
a lot of time preparing for the public auction and getting a developer lined up that 
would be interested in purchasing part of the land for houses. It was a ten-acre piece 
in a prime location. The night of the auction came, and the room was filled with 
people interested either as bidders or neighbors. After much drama, we lost the bid 
to the YMCA and had to face moving out.

I called Moreland and once again they had a nearby school site that they wanted 
to lease. We secured a lease on the property at 18720 Bucknall Road, Saratoga. 
Carol Kirley headed up a move from one school to the other in three days. We 
leased the site from 1985 to 1999, and then we got a Saratoga break that went in 
our favor. During these years, we leased two more school sites from the Moreland 
School District and established good relationships with the superintendent and 
the business manager. Then the Moreland District decided that they had to sell 
two sites in 1999. Harker Academy wanted one of them and hired an attorney to 
research and document that was necessary to sell the site one on one without a 
public bidding.

The superintendent called me and said that he would like to make me the 
same offer if we could document that we had the same tax qualifications. It 
was determined that we did have the same status and we used our nonprofit 
identification to make the purchase. Saratoga was ready for us to be permanent 
school site residents. 

This purchase was certainly a long way from the $21,000 amount we paid to get 
started at Pruneridge.
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Cute Couple

Luke Larson found his soulmate in preschool. She just didn’t know it yet.

He had a crush on Samantha Mendez, who attended El Quito with him in 1991, 
although they were in different classes. The pair would go to each other’s birthday 
parties and play together, recalls El Quito director Sharon Pfeiffer.

Samantha continued at El Quito’s private elementary, while Luke went to public 
kindergarten. That might have been the end of their story. But, their parents were 
good friends, so the two still saw each other from time to time.

Then when they were in 6th grade, Samantha’s family moved to Livermore, and 
they lost touch. Luke tried to call her one time, but Samantha hung up on him.

But Luke didn’t let that deter him. In 2010, he found Samantha again through 
social media. And on October 10, 2016, they were married.

All Star Students and Families

Kerri Walsh Jennings

She is a four-time Olympian, competing in 
beach volleyball. She won gold medals in 
2004 in Athens, 2008 in Beijing, and 2012 in 
London, and won the bronze medal in 2016 in 
Rio de Janeiro. She also won the Fédération 
Internationale de Volleyball (FIVB) Beach 
Volleyball World Championships is 2003, 2005, 
and 2007. With her partner, Misty May-Treanor, 
she is recognized as half of the best beach 
volleyball team of all time. 

Action Day Primary Plus schools have been 
popular with several Bay Area sports figures. 
Members of the San Francisco 49ers and San 
Jose Sharks have enrolled their children at 
various locations.

One such figure was former 49er Vernon Davis. 
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Kathy McDermott remembers, “He always supported our program and came to our 
sports league’s games when he could. He was very accessible to the other parents and 
didn’t mind being approached.”

Kathy says that during the Amber location’s annual walk-a-thon, he would set up a 
booth. At the time, he owned a Jamba Juice franchise and would bring refreshments 
and hand out gift cards to volunteers. Additionally, he donated items such as signed 
footballs to the online auction held during the tree lighting, to benefit Toys for Tots. 

“He was always asking what he could do or what we might need,” Kathy recalls. “He 
was very willing to help out.”

Sharon Pfeiffer says, “It’s always interesting to see these professional athletes off the ice, 
or field. We get to see a different side of them, as parents, that we don’t always expect.”

Article: Moreland Sale

 “Moreland School District Sells Former Site to Primary Plus”

City once entertained idea that it might buy acreage. New owner paid $6 million.

Almost five acres of prime real estate located at 18720 Bucknall Road in 
Saratoga will remain a school site. 

Primary Plus Inc. – which has operated an infant center, preschool and private 
elementary classes on the property for about 14 years – announced May 20 that 
is has purchased the El Quito School site from the Moreland School District. 
About 450 students attend Primary Plus each year. 

—Saratoga News, Vol. 45, No. 22, Wed. June 3rd, 1998, “Moreland School 
District Sells Former Site to Primary Plus” 

ADPP Builds Relationships 

Throughout the years we have tried to provide a strong feeling of community. 
That spirit was evident in the first days of Pruneridge when so many of our 
friends pitched in to help. And it was evident again at the 20th birthday party 
for Pruneridge, when we saw several young adults return and said they had been 
best friends since their preschool days. It is a good feeling to know that we are 
helping to build lasting friendships both for students and parents.
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Letter: Testimonial

When Kelsey started in the infant program, she bonded 
with two of the baby girls, Taylor and Kaylie. She is still 
close friends with both these children, as well as a few 
girls she met in the 2’s program. Bailey’s best friend is 
a boy named Nikki who now attends Sacred Heart, but 
he dirt bike rides with Bailey’s family and sees him on 
a regular basis. I love the fact that Action Day/Primary 
Plus stimulates and encourages the growth of such 
relationships. I feel they have helped me raise compassionate, caring children 
whereas in another environment, especially with boys, would not be emphasized. 

Thanks,

Mandy

Mountain View

Surprise: Sponsor/Generous Leprechaun

In 1980, I was approached by one of our staff members to provide management 
services for a future preschool that she wanted to purchase and open. The staff 
member was Francoise Gayton and she was a very French acting, attractive woman 
with a very outgoing personality. She was quite different than our other staff 
members. She came to us after operating an upscale boutique at Vallco. Previously 
she had worked in a preschool in Texas. She taught briefly at Moorpark and then we 
promoted her to director at our Brookview site.

Francoise had looked at Harwood Hills preschool, which was for sale. It was a good-
sized school located just off Blossom Hill Road in Almaden. I knew about the sale 
and had received the flyer from the realtor that had it listed but passed it up because 
I felt it was overpriced. I immediately told Francoise that I was not interested because 
I did not want to spend time working for someone else. I did talk to her about the 
school and told her that I thought it was overpriced. 

She told me she had a “sponsor.” She insisted that money was no object and her 
sponsor felt she needed my services to make the program financially successful. After 
several refusals, I agreed to meet with her and her “sponsor.” At the time I did not 
know who he was. When we set up a meeting, I found out that he was Leo Dwork, 
a legend in the microchip industry. He held patents on many processes used in the 
manufacturing of silicon chips. He had been brought to the Silicon Valley by a man 
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named Hogan. Hogan brought five men with him from Motorola in Texas when he 
came to start Advanced Micro Devices in the 1970s. In Silicon Valley history, they 
are referred to as “Hogan’s Heroes.”

John and I went to the Dworks’ house in Los Altos to discuss the preschool 
business. On the way there, I told John that I was going to suggest an absolutely 
ridiculous offer if they wanted me to help. I suggested that they give me 25% 
interest in the business for which I would pay nothing. In addition, I would share 
25% in the profits of the business with receipt of a guaranteed monthly amount. As 

soon as I got the words out of my mouth, Leo said 
it was a great idea.

We got Harwood Hills organized to open and the 
business began. In just a few months Francoise said 
Leo wanted her to expand. Could I find another 
location? I knew that the Mountain View School 
District had a school going up for lease and a 
bidding was scheduled. Since it wasn’t my money 
that would be paying the rent, I bid and bid until 
we got the school. Leo was thrilled. 

The only problem was Francoise was now over-committed and could not take the stress 
of a new school. The fact that children were not there immediately made her very 
anxious. Soon after opening, I went to visit, and she was in tears. A few days later she 
called and said Leo did not want her as stressed as she was. What could we do?

I suggested they buy me out. So, in 1981 they paid me to take over Mountain 
View. I was very pleased because the facility is located in a very nice residential 
neighborhood on the edge of a park. It was formerly Cooper School and built with 
two small buildings and a preschool-
kindergarten program in a large, center-
pod type building. Of all the things that 
Bob Randall and I worked on together, 
he got the biggest kick out of this one. 

Our staff receives a great deal of parent 
support. On St. Patrick’s Day, 2000, the 
teachers each got a big reward.
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“Lucky teachers find holiday pot of gold”

An anonymous parent – or crafty leprechaun – decided to add just a little more green 
to the St. Patrick’s Day celebration at Mountain View’s Primary Plus School on Friday 
afternoon.

Inside a gold plastic pot, nestled between the baked goods and homemade chili at the 
staff buffet, were 29 white envelopes. Preschool director Gail Richards reached in, 
opened one up and let out a squeal. It was a green cashier’s check for $1,000. And 
there was one for everyone. 

“There was disbelief, there were lots of tears and there was yelling – lots and lots of 
yelling,” Richards said.

One teacher collapsed in a chair. Another cried. Others just stood blinking in shock.

“You get little gifts now and then, thank-yous and such, but when I opened the check 
and saw how big of a thank-you, I just started to cry,” said Valerie Gradjeda, who 
teaches in the preschool program.

Richards said someone had dropped off the pot earlier in the day, but no one noticed 
who. Infant center and preschool staff members had set it on the buffet table because 
it looked festive and fit in with the St. Patrick’s Day theme. But they had no idea what 
was inside.

Janelle Madison, who has taught at the school for three years, said she’s still in shock.

“I was so surprised,” she said. “I really thought it was a joke. But when they told me it 
was real, I had to sit down.”

—San Jose Mercury News, Sat. March 18, 2000, “Lucky teachers find holiday 
pot of gold”

Surprise: Family Ties

Irish Roots in Mountain View

A search for Irish roots led me from California to Ireland and back to Mountain 
View again. Since 1981, we have leased the Cooper School on Eunice Avenue in 
Mountain View from the Mountain View School District. In 1992, I launched a 
search for the genealogical history of my grandfather, William John Dillon.
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William John Dillon was born in Randalstown, County Antrim, Northern Ireland 
in 1881. In 1904, he joined the many Irish who immigrated to America. Once in 
the United States, he journeyed to Iowa and then on to Mountain View, California.

Mr. Dillon proceeded to Mountain View to live with his uncle, Samuel Glasgow, 
who had a horse breeding ranch. As I investigated the death of Samuel Glasgow, 
an interesting fact came to light. In 1907, my grandfather Dillon lived on a horse 
ranch located on Eunice Avenue, the same area where the Primary Plus school is 
located.

The story unfolded with the help of the people working in the Pioneer Room of the 
Mountain View Library. They consulted back issues of the Mountain View Register 
and found the 1907 coverage of the accidental death of Samuel Glasgow. Maps of 
Mountain View at the turn of the century detailed the location of the horse ranch.

Hansen

In 1983, I went to tour the Hansen School site in the Cupertino School District. 
The school had operated as a middle school but had been closed for several years. It 
was a large, lovely site, about 48,000 square feet of school space and a lot of exposed 
wood and wood siding on most of the buildings. However, the district’s Board of 
Trustees was not sure if they wanted to lease it or not.

In 1984, I presented an offer to the Board of Trustees, but it was turned down 
because they were divided as to what they wanted to do with the site. I repeated 
the offer in 1985 and 1986. The business manager was eager to get it leased because 
the buildings were deteriorating rapidly, and vandalism was taking place on a 
regular basis. In 1987, the business manager called me and said that the board had 
made the decision to lease the school site. She asked me to meet her there to tour 
again, explaining that a lot of damage had taken place.  As it turned out, that was 
an understatement. The building had a flat roof, and someone noticed that water 
was building up on the roof. So, the maintenance people had used a broom handle 
to poke holes through the ceiling and roof to eliminate the water pressure. As a 
result, the rain poured in and made water ponds in many of the classrooms. It was 
like visiting a Louisiana swamp. The floor tiles were floating around, and mold 
was growing in the walls. When I saw the state of disrepair the building was in, I 
couldn’t help but think of Frank Calero and our visit to his property on First Street 
all those years ago. I had wanted to acquire this building for several years while 
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it sat empty and seeing what had become of it made me so sad. Is this really what 
working hard gets you?

Surprise: Earthquake

The district budgeted $1.5 million to repair the school. We picked the colors, 
etc., and it looked beautiful when we finally moved in. We started with an 
infant, preschool, and extended day program. We opened in August 1989, 
two months before the Loma Prieta Earthquake happened in October 1989. 
Fortunately for us, Hansen was the only one of our schools that suffered damage 
in the earthquake. However, we had about 95 children enrolled at the time and 
they had to be moved out at once because the ceiling structure was damaged. 

Our friends at El Quito doubled up and made room for us and we moved 
everything over the weekend—all the newly acquired equipment, children’s 
belongings, etc. The district hired a contractor that agreed to work 24 hours a 
day and in about two weeks, the ceiling was back up. We moved everything back 
on another weekend. Many people came to help us: staff relatives, boyfriends, 
parents, etc. Just like those first days at Pruneridge, we found we had made 
many good friends who were willing to pitch in and help when we needed it, 
including some of the district personnel. It was a long journey from the days of 
free telephone poles and ice cream cartons, but the community spirit remained 
the same.

As the years passed, the District’s alternative education program wanted more 
and more of the space at Hansen and we moved on to Phelan and Coventry 
school sites.

Phelan

In 1989, we leased an additional school site from the 
Moreland School District on Hibiscus Avenue in San Jose; 
the school is named Phelan after the former California 
state senator. The tenant had moved out suddenly and 
the business manager came to me and asked if I would be 
interested. It was a good location for us, being halfway 
between Pruneridge and Moorpark. We started with an 
infant center, preschool, and extended day program when 
we opened at Phelan in 1989 and we experienced many 
changes in building space along the way.
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As the years passed, the district needed some of the space back, but the 
superintendent was very cooperative with us and wanted us to retain the same 
amount of space for our program. We brought in modular classrooms and placed 
them in a cluster on one side of the campus. As events unfolded, we moved the 
modular buildings to the other side of the campus after the district developed a 
long-term land lease, which we approved. We picked a Sesame Street theme and 
the buildings are arranged like Main Street on Sesame Street.

The district sold off 2.5 acres at the back of the property and used the money to 
construct an elaborate media center as part of the campus. The media center had 
never been used when they decided they needed to close the school site again and 
asked us to take the main buildings once again. This was good news to us because 
we were looking for more space for our middle school. So, in 2003, the West Valley 
Middle School separated from the Amber Drive campus and moved to an expanded 
facility at the Phelan School site.

Campbell

Surprise: Cultural Differences

The Moreland District offered us the lease on half of the Coventry School site 
in 1990. The other half of the school they planned to lease to a Muslim school. 
The arrangement sounded good to us because it is a large school (33,000 square 
feet) and we wanted to start out relatively small since we were still building up the 
enrollment at Phelan. Our experiences being neighbors on the same school site 
with the Muslim school were very interesting. Most of the parents of the children 
in the school refused to follow any kind of parking order; cars were parked with 
no regard for lines in the parking lot, on the grass, in the aisles, everywhere. The 
parents of the children believed in beating their children and would punish them 
in their cars in the parking lot. This was really disturbing to our staff and parents. 
Bathroom practices are different than those of the average American children. On 
various religious holidays, they held huge prayer meetings on the backfield with as 
many as a couple of thousand people coming together. The men would pray on their 
rugs and women stood at the back. At different times, they believed they were in 
danger of being attacked and would have men patrol the property. 

We had meetings in an attempt to work on these areas. The men would not sit with 
the women of our staff if the woman was in what they felt was a position of power, 
such as behind a desk or at the head of the table. The district experienced many 
of the same problems and received complaints from the school’s neighbors. At the 
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end of the year, the district did not renew their lease and our lease was expanded to 
include the entire campus. In a couple of years, we had all 21 classrooms filled with 
infants, preschoolers, and kindergarten children. The school is located on Campbell 
Avenue and serves Campbell, San Jose, and Saratoga areas.

Smart Start Grants

Two of our schools, Moorpark and Coventry, were recipients of Smart Start San Jose 
grants in October 2005. Smart Start was the result of the Early Care and Education 
Initiative developed by the Mayor and City Council of San Jose. The goal of the 
initiative was to improve the quality of education experiences for young children. 
Smart Start San Jose was born from this initiative, resulting in an educational 
collaboration between schools, parents, early childhood development professionals, 
businesses, community-based organizations, and the city of San Jose. Access to 
high-quality, affordable early childhood education has been on the rise due to the 
success of the Smart Start Programs.

Caitlyn Kanzaki

Caitlyn Kanzaki, who teaches junior kindergarten in Room 16 at Campbell, is 
another Action Day Primary Plus teacher whose education experiences have come 
full circle. 

“I began preschool at Action Day Primary Plus Moorpark at age 3 in 1996,” she 
recalls. “I continued my adventures at ADPP Amber for kindergarten, with Mrs. 
Bald, and first grade, with Mrs. Lazlo.”

After that, she transferred to a public school, but her Action Day Primary Plus days 
weren’t behind her.

“I’ve always loved working with kids,” Caitlyn says. She minored in child 
development in college. After graduation in 2015, not sure what she wanted to do, 
she saw that Action Day Primary Plus was hiring. 

Though the teaching position was on a different campus, she was still excited. “It’s 
very special returning to Action Day as it holds many memories for me,” she says. 

Some of those memories include being part of the dance program, both as a child 
and now as an adult. Another memory is one her mother reminded her of: waking 
up other students from their naps.

“When I asked my mom what I was like in preschool, she said I never napped,” 
Caitlyn says with a chuckle. “It’s funny, because I used to complain about kids who 
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didn’t nap, not realizing I was one of them! I guess I didn’t want to miss out on 
anything. So, I’d get off my cot and wake up all my friends to see if they wanted to 
play.”

She has since developed a better appreciation for sleep. Now, Caitlyn says, “Being 
able to teach junior kindergarten is really fun, and I’m very glad to be here.”

Beyond Middle School

At least 50 to 60 percent of WVMS 8th graders are looking to go to a private high 
school. Fortunately, they tend to be well prepared for the endeavor.

To facilitate that effort, WVMS offers a study for high school prep elective. It helps 
students practice writing essays, develop interview skills, and study for entrance 
exams. WVMS even brings in admissions counselors from some of these private 
high schools to do presentations and answer questions students might have.

“We traditionally have students at Notre Dame, Presentation, Bellarmine, Mitty, 
Valley Christian, Summit, and Kings Academy,” says WVMS Principal Darci 
Gruenberg. “Some of our students are accepted to multiple schools, and we 
encourage them to apply to more than one.”

Each student has different goals, and it’s important to pick a school that will match 
their needs and talents. For example, some students may be interested in a school’s 
sports program, while others may be more focused on science or other academics. 
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[ CHAPTER 7 \

New Horizons
Moorpark Expansion

In 1992, we started working on our plans for construction of new classroom 
buildings for 3030 Moorpark. The city of San Jose required many studies before 
we could get approval. As we had plans drawn, we realized that our property was 
not “square.” There was a corner that had been a farmhouse and was owned by a 
woman named Mrs. Hall who was in her 90s. She was living in a convalescent home 
at the time we were going through the purchase process and her daughter oversaw 
her affairs. When Mrs. Hall was a young girl, she played on the property belonging 
to the Winchester family. Later I got some photos of Mrs. Winchester going down 
Winchester Road, which is what it was called when she was alive, in her carriage. 

Once we purchased the house, we began remodeling it for an infant center. Our 
infant center at Moorpark had been in the main part of the school prior to this and 
I wanted a more intimate atmosphere for the babies. After the remodel, we had 
enough room for three classrooms and an office. It has always been our practice to 
use what we have whenever possible, so we incorporated the farm theme to keep the 
décor similar to the original home construction. 

Our Moorpark Building 
“B,” as we call it, opened 
in 1994. Building “B” 
allowed us to expand by 
75 children. We held a 
formal dedication with 
the mayor of San Jose 
attending and giving a 
speech and dedicated it 
to Frank L. and Anita 
Calero. 

Left - Carole Freitas breaking ground for Moorpark Building B
Right - Moorpark Building D  
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We immediately began plan submission for another classroom building exactly like 
the first one and added another 75 children to the Moorpark campus. The demand 
for quality childcare and preschool continued to grow, so the plans were made for 
building “D.” We decided that our corporate office would be located on the second 
floor of this building. The bottom floor is very similar to building “B” and “C” but 
there is a second story. Prior to moving into the new offices, we had an office in one 
of the classrooms at the Amber Drive School for several years. 

Moorpark Preschool

Carole Freitas Building Moorpark Infant Center Office

Moorpark Infant Center
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We enjoy and use all the office space. We moved into the new office space in 1996. 
There is room for all our directors to meet and work when they are here for various 
projects. We have plenty of desk space, lots of closet space which we really use, and 
even a small kitchen.

Allen

In September 2005, Sonja Shurr, property consultant for San Jose Unified School 
District, called and wanted me to see five school sites that she had for lease. She 
had called each year for the past three years and I said we were not ready for 
another location. This time she caught us when our schools were once again about 
95% full. I arranged for a tour of all five for Cathy Jelic, Carol Kirley, and myself. 
Each location had possibilities but when we got to the Allen School, Cathy and I 
thought it was perfect. It looked like our other locations and had lots of pluses. It 
was in a good neighborhood, very close to Oakridge Mall, and easy to access from 
either Highway 87 or 85.

We looked around and got back in the car with me telling Sonja I would call her 
back. Cathy and I were very excited. The school has a lovely, open feeling with 
14 large classrooms, big office spaces and a multipurpose room complete with an 
elevator to get people in wheelchairs on the stage. All the way back to Moorpark, 
Carol was silent. She was thinking about all the details involved in starting a new 
site. We had not had an addition for about five years and Cathy and I were eager.

We went over the details of budget, who would direct the school, how soon we 
could open, etc., and called Sonja and made arrangements to get a lease copy. It has 
been a terrific experience because the area was so hungry for a quality center. 

Expansion and remodel

In real estate, they say location is everything. And that’s certainly true of the 
Lincoln Infant Center. 

“Our little site has always been very popular,” says director Paula Schroeder. “We’ve 
been able to stay full.” The location is convenient for neighborhood families, who 
often walk or ride bikes to the center. It’s also handy to commuters on their way to 
downtown San Jose. Plus, there’s a nice mix of shopping and dining nearby, as well as 
the dance studio right next door. The only drawback was the limited amount of space. 

Then in May 2015, founder Carole Freitas told Paula, “Guess what we’re going 
to do?”
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She’d finally found a way to expand, by acquiring the lease of a daycare center 
down the street. This enabled a quick turnaround for the first phase of the project, 
taking only two months until they were able to get into the first building, back in 
November 2015. 

As a bonus, there were two more buildings on that site, which meant room for more 
kids. But the existing structures needed some work. And the process was slowed 
down by inspections and permits, and all the unforeseen obstacles that come with 
construction and renovations.

Finally, in October 2017, the Lincoln Infant Center completed its move into 
the two new buildings. Though it took more than two years from beginning to 
completion, Paula says it was worth the wait.

“It’s beautiful,” she admits. “I feel very fortunate to work here. The buildings meet 
all the new fire standards. And we have wheelchair access, in compliance with 
the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA). An unintentional benefit is that the 
ramps make it easier for families with strollers to access the building. Carole put a 
lot of effort into it, and the parents were so receptive to our many changes.” 

Changes like these can be disruptive, to students, parents, and teachers alike. But Paula 
says the secret to getting through it is, “Keep your smile, and have a good attitude.”
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Phelan

Sometimes a bump in the road 
can force you to make the best 
of things. That was literally 
the case in July 2017 when the 
Phelan campus ordered two new 
portables to accommodate their 
growing student body. One of 
the buildings fell on the freeway 
during transport, and directors 
Jacqueline Cattolico and Melissa 
Chapa had to scramble to make 
things work.

“I was so excited that morning,” 
recalls Jacqueline. The decision was made to invest in two portable buildings to 
accommodate more students, and Jacqueline was understandably enthused about 
the growth. It had been a long process to expand, but the moment had finally 
arrived. “I even called to confirm that the buildings were on the way. It was such a 
proud moment.”

But when she called the company’s representative to check on the status of the 
buildings, her gleeful enthusiasm was met with hesitation. 

“One of them,” he said apprehensively, “will not be delivered today.”

Jacqueline was crestfallen. 

“Is everything and everyone OK?” she asked tentatively.

That’s when he told her that one of the buildings had taken a tumble on the 
freeway and had been damaged.

Although she was disappointed about the building, Jacqueline felt bad for the man 
on the other end of the line. “Here I was so excited, on cloud nine, and he had to 
deliver this sad news.”

But, as often happens in life, there was a happy ending. Eventually.

Fortunately, the new building arrived within a few days. Unfortunately, its delivery 
didn’t go as smoothly as Jacqueline and Melissa had hoped. In fact, it was more like 
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an example of Murphy’s Law. First, while the building was being backed into place, 
they realized it was backwards. To further complicate matters, the building seemed 
to be about the same size as the space in which it was to be placed, leaving little 
room for maneuvering. 

Jacqueline laughs about it now. “They had to go all the way around the campus, 
squeeze through the fence, and make a 12-point turn to get it perfectly aligned with 
the other portables. And then, the trees were in the way.”

Jacqueline and Melissa recorded the historic moment for social media, and had 
maintenance come out to trim the trees. 

“We went from school directors to construction workers in 2.5 seconds,” Jacqueline 
jokes. 

Once the building was finally in place, and free from interference from the trees, 
they got to work, picking out paint, choosing themes, shopping for decorations, and 
ordering toys. It was a fun reward for all the complications that had occurred.

Looking back, Jacqueline says it was “a learning experience,” and adds that she’s 
grateful that no one got hurt. 

Despite the unexpected bump in the road, Jacqueline says, “Now I can look at that 
building and think, well, it all came together.” 

What a great lesson for the children of Phelan to observe. Sometimes things don’t 
go as planned, and we must work with what we have and make the best of it. That 
portable building is proof.
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“In a completely rational society, the 

best of us would aspire to be teachers and 

the rest of us would have to settle for 

something less, because passing civilization 

along from one generation to the next 

ought to be the highest honor and the 

highest responsibility anyone could have.”
—Lee Iacocca
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Progress Report
Program Summary

Primary Plus/Action Day Nursery

Number of children enrolled 5,000

Ages of children Newborn to 13 years

Number of locations 10

Number of programs 19

Business Hours (Monday-Friday) 6:30 a.m. to 6:00 p.m.

Years in business 50

Total number of employees 550

Owners John and Carole Freitas and Cathy Jelic

Services Offered: Infant care, preschool, dance, extended daycare, and private elementary 
school – grades kindergarten to eighth.

Community Involvement

Our schools began with a strong commitment to community and desire to be part of 
the neighborhood. Over the years, our schools have encouraged students 
and staff to raise thousands of dollars for charity (Amber Bake Sale for 
Katrina, School-Wide Spare Change Drive for Katrina, Allen Grand 
Opening Fundraiser for Katrina, and Coventry Yard Sale for Michelle’s 
Luncheon). The Amber school raised more than $1,000 in a single day 
from a bake sale. In December 2005, San Jose Mayor Ron Gonzales 
honored dancers from Action Day Nursery/Primary Plus Dance Action 
Academy for participating in the Amazing Kids Pen Pal Program to 
assist victims of Hurricane Katrina with their emotional recovery. 
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Mayor Gonzales recognized Action Day Nursery/Primary Plus twice in six months 
when he awarded two Action Day Nursery/Primary Plus schools with $16,000 in 
Smart Start Grants. The Coventry school received $11,000, and the Moorpark 
School received $5,000. The schools used the funds to purchase new playground 
equipment.

For many, many years our schools took part in the Hop-A-Thon, a benefit for 
Muscular Dystrophy. For this jump roping event, students took pledges for every 
jump they made. All the jumping took place on one day, when students turned in 
their pledges and collections. Things were really “hopping.”

Shoe Drive

Brenda Hogue, 2nd grade teacher says, “I am big on helping others and one year a 
parent suggested doing a Shoe Drive for kids of all ages who didn’t have any shoes 
other than the one pair they were wearing. I started talking to my class about this 
and asked the parents if their kids would be able to donate new shoes for children 
of all ages. We then arranged for some of the parents to go and help me deliver the 
shoes with some of the students from my classroom. When we got to the shelter 
with all the shoes, the children were so excited to get brand new shoes they all put 
them on their feet and began to jump. They were so grateful and happy to get these 
new shoes! We must have collected over 100 pairs of shoes of all sizes and the Shoe 
Drive was a great success. It was such a good feeling to see these kids so appreciative 
of the new shoes they received.”

Middle Schoolers Make a Difference

The value of helping others is one of the best lessons anyone can teach. 

By the time they graduate, West Valley Middle School students are well prepared 
for a life of service. They perform a variety of community service tasks each school 
year. Sometimes that means helping right there on campus, or at events at the 
elementary or preschools. And sometimes that means going into the community for 
other opportunities, as needs arise.

Darci Gruenberg, WVMS principal, says, “Students in 6th through 8th grade 
are required to perform 21 hours of community service each year. But we don’t 
necessarily send them out in groups. They might assist military families, wrap 
presents for the CHiPs for Kids toy drive, raise funds for a fresh water well in 
Africa, work with their 4H club or volunteer at their church. We encourage them 
to look around and decide what’s important to them and their family, what they’re 
passionate about, and get involved.”
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Students have made cards and passed them out at children’s hospitals or mowed the 
lawn for an elderly neighbor. The only limits are a student’s imagination.

“We want them to think outside of themselves,” Darci says. 

The school sends out weekly emails, and although community service is not the 
focus of that communication, if they hear about an opportunity, they’ll include it. 
This ensures that everyone has a chance to take part.

Of course, many students apply to private high schools, and the community service 
helps those schools recognize them as students of action. But students generally 
enjoy getting involved. 

“We even have some 5th graders, who aren’t required to do community service, 
who want to help,” Darci says. 

It’s never too early to ignite that desire to help.

Students and Parents Make Wishes Come True

Charity may start at home, but we believe it continues at school.

In addition to helping our students achieve academic success, it is our goal to foster in 
them a sense of compassion for their fellow citizens and introduce them to the rewards 
of community service.

For the past five years, Action Day Nurseries and Primary Plus have teamed with The 
Family Giving Tree, a nonprofit organization dedicated to the needs of underprivileged 
children in Northern California. 

More than 400,000 children in the Bay Area live below the poverty line, and most 
receive little or nothing during the holidays. Through the Family Giving Tree, social 
service agencies supply the names and wishes of needy children. A wish card is then 
printed for each child, detailing their age, first name and their wish for a holiday gift. 
We joined over 800 Bay Area companies and schools that participate in the program by 
displaying the wish card, often on trees, in public areas. By taking a wish card, 
donors pledge to purchase and wrap a gift for a child in need. 

About 500 students in all participated this year. Our Moorpark Preschool was 
successful in purchasing all their Christmas wish gifts. In fact, the day before the gifts 
were to be delivered, 12 tags remained on the tree. One kind parent took all the tags 
and returned with 12 CD players so that no wish would be left unfulfilled. It is that 
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kind of generosity that we hope to promote within our students.

Buying a gift for a needy child means much more than an extra item at the toy store. 
It is often a first act of community service, one that can inspire a child to continue 
helping others.

—Action Day Nursery/Primary Plus 2005 Annual Report

Cooking Up $1,025 for Hurricane Victims in One Afternoon

The brownies must be really, really tasty at San Jose’s Primary Plus Elementary 
School. A Sept. 14 bake sale put on by the school’s second graders raised $1,025 
for Hurricane Katrina victims in a single afternoon, according to a Sept. 26 press 
release.

“I was so happy that we were able to raise so much money for the Hurricane 
Katrina families,” said Brenda Hogue, one of the teachers responsible for the 
bake sale.

Hogue and her colleague, Ron Martin, organized the bake sale featuring nearly 
three cafeteria tables full of baked goods donated by parents. In addition to 
funds raised by the bake sale, Hogue’s 2nd grade students also contribute to 
their class “spare change bucket” daily and have currently raised more than $60 
to add to the total.

One parent, Mimi Munson, bought six items for 50 cents each with a hundred 
dollar bill and told the children to keep the change.

“I applaud the efforts that the teachers and children at Action Day/Primary 
Plus Schools are making to support the victims of Katrina. I hope all parent 
will join in and be an example to our children that it is important to help 
others in need,” she said.

—Santa Clara Weekly, Oct. 12, 2005, Local, “Cooking Up $1,025 for 
Hurricane Victims in One Afternoon”

Car wash, auction raises fund for Kaitlyn

KAITLYN’S CAR WASH: Primary Plus threw a benefit car wash at El Quito 
School one recent Saturday and raised more than $2,000 for Kaitlyn Landstaff. 
Kaitlyn is an 8-year-old Saratogan with a severe form of Stevens-Johnson 
Syndrome, a rare disease that attacks the immune system.
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Kaitlyn has been hospitalized since early April, starting in Madera, where the family 
was en route to a vacation. Then it was feared she needed a heart/lung support 
machine, so she was airlifted to a Los Angeles hospital. There her life hung in the 
balance, but she managed to pull through. 

She is now at the Lucile Packard Children’s Hospital at Stanford. To compound the 
Langstaffs’ problems, both parents, Kerry and Brad, had lost their jobs last summer. 
Kerry had just landed a new job, so they were taking a vacation trip to Yosemite to 
celebrate.

—Saratoga News, Saratoga Sampler, “Car wash, auction raises fund for Kaitlyn”

Enrichment Programs Offered

In addition to these charitable endeavors, to further build a sense of community, our 
program provides enrichment activities that are available at all of our locations. We 
feel that the child’s day should be filled with the same opportunities children would 
have if their parents were home with them. Programs offered vary depending on the 
school and time of year.  These special programs include:

Dance – More than 20,000 children have performed in the dance program presented 
by West Valley Dance Company (WVDC), an exciting part of Action Day Nurseries/
Primary Plus.  The performances of these children have delighted countless parents, 
grandparents and friends at annual shows presented at the San Jose Center for 
Performing Arts since 1978.  WVDC has studios at all of our ADPP locations; as well 
as a studio in Mountain View and 2 in San Jose.  

Summer Swim – Each summer, arrangements are made to enroll the children in swim 
lessons at nearby swim schools.  Each ADPP school offers several sessions in our effort 
to provide as many children as possible the opportunity to have lessons.  

Computer – Computer instruction begins very early for our students with in-
depth discovery of content standards.  Computers, Apple TV/projectors, and 
iPads are also used to reinforce classroom learning.  At our elementary and middle 

school in particular, we have really embraced technology with daily iPad use, coding 
and computer courses.  
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Art – Art instruction encourages creativity and enhances right-and left-brain skills.  
Art is part of our daily curriculum year round, and revolve around our weekly themes. 

Music – We are proud to include General Music education as part of each student’s 
regular curriculum.  General Music classes included singing, music theory, aural 
comprehension and music appreciation.  In addition to the General Music Curriculum, 
we also have an after-school choir called “Glee”.  Private lessons are available for both 
vocal and piano lessons.  

Glee – The choir is open to all Primary Plus Elementary students in grades first 
through fourth.  The group performs all types of music, from classical to pop.  Each 
year, Glee performs at our annual Winter Program, at various assemblies, special events 
and a special assembly at the end of the year.   In the 2017-2018 school year, they were 
incredibly excited about completing their first music video. 

STEAM – Science, Technology, Engineering, Art & Math: Our students participate 
in Labs and Science Fairs, Engineering courses using hands-on design and construction 
with different mediums, Lego Robotics, Coding, Structural Design, Crafting, Movie 
Making, Visual Arts, Musical Theater, and the list goes on. STEAM is an educational 
approach to learning that engages students in integrated learning as they explore the 
world around them, create innovative solutions to problems, and communicate their 
results while learning.  The end results are students who take thoughtful risks, engage 
in experiential learning, persist in problem-solving, embrace collaboration, and work 
through the creative process.  These are the innovators, educators, leaders and learners 
of the 21st century!  

Field Trips – A wide variety of field trips are part of the preschool curriculum, and 
generally revolve around the weekly theme.  Excursions to the post office, grocery 
store, zoo, pumpkin patch, planetarium, etc. make learning experiences come to life.  
We also provide “on-site” experiences for those too young to travel.  Some examples 
include having magicians, petting zoos, children’s concerts, reptile shows, and even 
train rides.

Special Events – Two to four child-parent events are incorporated into the curriculum 
so that children get an opportunity to show off their school in an informal setting.  
Some of these revolve around the seasons (Spring Festival, Summer BBQ), some 
incorporate holiday themes (Egg Hunt, Breakfast with Santa), while others may reflect 
the curriculum (Hawaiian Luau, Country Ho Down, Carnival, etc.)
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Developing Minds Benefit from Active Bodies – “Fearlessly” Developing our 
Sports Program

It is said that big things have small beginnings. Consider the mighty oak tree, which 
begins as a single acorn. With enough care and nurturing, it takes root, grows tall, and 
spreads out to benefit its community. The same can be said for our sports program. 
Although we have always offered a variety of sports and activities throughout the year, 
it was the development of the Fearless Baseball League that our sports program took 
off! Initially, as mentioned earlier, Rob Gilmore and Nate Fairchild had developed the 
Fearless League to allow students at our elementary school to play in a less competitive 
way than the Little League teams. The idea was to give every child the opportunity to 
play sports. “The focus was not to be hugely competitive, but to provide family fun,” 
says Darci Gruenberg, who got involved when the Fearless Baseball league was in it’s 
tenth year. At that time, there were 110 kids involved, from Kindergarten through 5th 
grade. Between the flyers they sent out and word of mouth, the program kept evolving 
and growing, extending to our students at all of our locations, as well as to children 
in the community. Soon, children as young as 2 were playing “baseball” with plastic 
bats and baggy uniforms. The number of participants grew so large, we were able to 
split into T-ball, Minors and Majors, each season kicked off by a huge Opening Day 
celebration filled with exciting play and fun activities.

The whole idea behind the Fearless Baseball League was to encourage kids to be 
active, regardless of what the scoreboard said. They practice at Amber once or twice a 
week depending on their age, with a game on Saturdays. “We didn’t want this to take 
over their lives.”

The focus remained on being family friendly and inclusive with boys and girls on the 
same teams. Parents, including moms and some teachers, continued to volunteer. 

“But I had a bigger vision”, Darci says. 

Maybe a little too big. The group had gotten so large, between the ADPP students 
and children from the community that it became necessary to scale back the baseball 
program just a bit. 

Along the way, we realized there was a bigger base we could serve. Baseball is a Spring 
sport, but what about Fall? More kids could benefit during the baseball off-season. 
Someone approached Darci and suggested soccer. And as Darci admits, “I let them talk 
me into it.” 
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So she started the ADPP Fearless Soccer Club for ages 3 -6 yrs. She consulted with 
“various soccer people” to go over rules and came up with some parameters. They 
could cut down the field size and only have a few games, because she was determined 
to keep things “small”.

Of course, that wasn’t the case.

“Initially, I wanted 100 players,” Darci recalls. “So, we made flyers and placed them 
at the preschools and wound up with more than 300 sign-ups.” To accommodate 
everyone, they split into two divisions, ages 3-4 and 5-6. Just as the baseball league 
grew, so did soccer. We now take children ranging in age from 2 years thru 4th grade, 
at which time they move on to our Middle School where other sports options are 
offered. Our Fearless league model aided ADPP in developing seasonal sports: Soccer 
in the Fall, Football in the Winter, and Baseball in the Spring. During the summer, 
each of our schools offers varying camps depending on location; as well as swimming 
and dance. 

Now that she’s the principal of West Valley Middle School, Darci is no longer the 
sports program’s director, but she does help oversee it and offers assistance where 
needed. She currently coaches volleyball and basketball at West Valley Middle School, 
which successfully competes in the Silicon Valley Athletic League. A group who 
recently graduated won the girls’ basketball championship four years in a row! Other 
sports students can participate in at WVMS are Flag Football, Basketball, “Girls on 
the Run”running club, and of course, our dance program that offers both recreational 
or competitive dance.  

“We have a two-fold approach for sports at WVMS,” Darci says. “Most kids won’t play 
high school sports but want the experience to be as positive as possible. For the kids 
who do go on to play after middle school, we get them ready for tryouts.”

Maintaining that founding principle of being inclusive, Darci says they’ll make 
additional teams if they have too many interested students. This inspires participation 
and allows every student to become an athlete, even if they know they won’t make it 
to the pros. Athletics are more than winning games and honing skills. They teach our 
youth how to win and lose graciously, encourage them to try, and help them learn to 
work with others.  
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Maintaining our ideals

This history includes many factors that lead to the building of Action Day/Primary Plus, 
Inc. as it stands in 2018. In addition to what we completed, there were also choices 
that we rejected which play a part in our success. Over the years, we have had many 
opportunities to grow our business in other directions and locations. We have denied 
these requests because of a desire to keep our locations in a tight circle on the west side 
of Santa Clara Valley. We felt that this was necessary due to the details involved in 
high quality childcare. We want our staff to be able to assist each other and get to our 
locations in a short period of time if help is needed.

We have had several groups interested in having us franchise our schools.  In the years 
that we have been in business, several large, nationwide organizations have developed 
big chains of schools that are franchised.  We have not accepted any of these offers or 
suggestions because of the lack of direct control that would naturally occur. We feel that 
the support of “sister” schools close by is necessary when taking care of young children.    

We have had several people suggest we take our corporation public. We have elected 
not to do this for several reasons. One is the control that would need to be given up.  
Another is the fact that going through this process takes a major focus for three to five 
years.  We have not wanted to invest that time in this effort.  

Conclusion

At an age when some feel isolated and alone, we are able to provide countless 
opportunities for emotional exchange and support. Peer relationships provide the 
child’s first opportunity to practice democracy. Most of the children in our programs 
take part in the various enrichment activities offered. Older children frequently have 
the opportunity to assist younger children. Our children get to know each other and 
our staff very well.

It is our hope that each child will leave at the end of the day feeling better about who 
they are, and equipped with a number of things they can say to themselves they can 
do that they couldn’t do when they started that day. If we achieve this goal, we add 
tremendously to the resources that each child takes with him or her as they move 
up the educational ladder. It is our continued hope that we will be able to provide 
an environment that stimulates positive feelings about oneself as well as a sound 
curriculum for each child. 

Each child who enrolls at Action Day Nurseries/Primary Plus is important to us and 
is appreciated as a unique human being. Each child becomes a part of the treasured 
memory of Action Day Nurseries/Primary Plus.
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Dedication

We have been fortunate to have had the opportunity to work with an 
energetic, talented woman over the years. Her contribution impacted 
countless children and helped to make Action Day Primary Plus a 

thriving success. With our deepest appreciation, we respectfully remember Carol 
Kirley who made such a meaningful difference, and remains forever in our hearts. 

Carol Kirley

In 1982, Carol Kirley came to us from Cal Poly’s Child Development program. 
Carol had a double major; Child Development and Math. What could be better for 
our growing organization? Due to her incredible competency, she quickly moved 
up the ranks until she essentially helped a “double major” with us as well. Starting 
as a teacher, then Director, she grew into the position of influential and supportive 
Mentor to many of our Directors; as well as CFO of Action Day Primary Plus. She 
worked tirelessly to keep our bookkeeping areas and financials organized and up 
to date. There were many times that Carol’s skills and role as CFO proved to be 
invaluable to our organization.  We had an in-depth audit by the IRS in the late 
1990’s, and Carol spent weeks working on the needed details that resulted in us 
getting a clear status with no fines or funds owed. At the same time, she offered 
endless guidance and support to the schools with her vast expertise in the child 
development field. She had quite an influence and positive impact on our company 
and everyone in it. 
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“Our greatest natural resource is the 

minds of our children.”
—Walt Disney


