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Alumni achievement
Amanda Serrano ’06

Leading the way
Meet Mark Place
District Technology Coordinator

Q: What are some recent highlights in the district’s
technology program?
A: For the past year the Technology Department has been upgrad-

ing the district’s network equipment and making its servers run
more efficiently both in terms of staff time and energy con-

sumption. And starting this summer, we’ll be upgrading
all 3,500 district computers to Windows 7 and Microsoft
Office 2010. Arbor Hill Elementary will be the first
school on the new network.

We also just received a federal
grant for $500,000 that will
allow us to upgrade a total of
20 classrooms at North Albany
Academy, Giffen Memorial
Elementary School, Albany High
School and Hackett Middle

School. This isn’t just for technol-
ogy classrooms, either. Teachers chosen

through a rigorous application process will
have their classrooms upgraded to the newest

technology – SMART Boards, teacher laptops, student-
response systems and Netbook computers. They will
receive training to help them actively engage students
through the use of technology. This grant kicks off the dis-
trict’s multi-year focus on purchasing interactive displays.

Q: Technology changes from moment to moment. How
do you keep up with the trends?

A: I’m very lucky to be supported by the professionals in my
office and on the district’s Technology Committee. We all try to

keep up by regularly reading technology publications and sharing
articles and information with each other.

Q: Most kids are more technically savvy than adults. Any
suggestions on how parents can keep up with their kids?

A: The new generation of kids isn’t scared of technology because they
grew up with it and they’ve known nothing different – unlike most of their
parents. In general, I’d say don’t be afraid to ask your kids to show you
what they know. It’s a good experience for you as a parent because it

allows you to become the learners and allows your child to show off
their knowledge. It’s a win-win situation for everyone.

Q: When you’re not keeping the district wired, what do you like
to do?

A: I love traveling. I spent one summer escorting 1,300 foreign ex-
change students across the country. I also lived in Australia for a year
during high school, so I try to get back there as often as possible.

Amanda Serrano is a
drama queen. Really.

The 21-year-old ac-
tress started singing and
dancing in the kitchen
while still in diapers and
added acting to her re-
sume in elementary
school.

Her first stage perform-
ance was atAlbany School
of Humanities (ASH), and
she’s never considered any
other career.

“It’s my passion. I
can’t imagine my life
without it,” Serrano said.

A 2006 Albany High
School graduate, she
performs in an array of
productions that range
from traditional musical theater to edgy dramas teaching kids about
safe sex. She also studies theater full-time at Hudson Valley Com-
munity College.

“My first play was ‘Alice in Wonderland.’ I knew I could be
Alice, but I was too scared,” she said. She vowed she’d be the female
lead in the school play the next year, and she was.

The private middle school she attended didn’t have a drama pro-
gram, and she was eager to return to the stage when she entered Al-
bany High as a freshman.

“I knew Albany High had a great drama club,” she said.
Serrano’s first big lead was playing Mayzie La Bird in “Seussi-

cal the Musical” in both Schenectady Light Opera Company and at
Albany High. In her last year of high school, she met one of her
greatest teachers and mentors – Ward Dales.

“He’s brilliant,” she said of the director/teacher of the high school’s
award-winning Theatre Ensemble, with whom she continued to work
after she graduated. “He calls me his surrogate daughter.”

Another mentor and friend is Shirley Arensberg, a retired City
School District of Albany teacher who now is director of education
for Park Playhouse Inc.

In 2008, Serrano starred in a full-fledged Park Playhouse pro-
duction in her favorite role to date – Anita in Arthur Laurents’ clas-
sic “West Side Story.”

“I always wanted to be in a spicy, in-your-face, proud Latina
role,” Serrano said. “I felt no one could give it authenticity the way
I could.”

Her dream role is to play another strong Latina woman: Nina
from “In the Heights,” a musical about the Latino community in
New York City’s Washington Heights neighborhood.

Meanwhile, look for her this summer in Park Playhouse’s produc-
tion of “Annie Get Your Gun,” which runs July 6-Aug. 15 in Wash-
ington Park’s Lake House amphitheater.

She’ll also continue to do work with Too Deep Entertainment, the
multicultural theater troupe that takes on issues like racism, violence
and other social issues.

And, yes, she wants to be on Broadway. But not just yet.
“I would love to be on a national tour first,” she said. “I want to

see a little bit of America while doing what I like to do. And if
Broadway calls, that’s amazing.”
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Mark Place is a teacher first and foremost, so the average person doesn’t need a manual to talk technol-
ogy with him. That’s a good thing, since Place and his team of 18 are the people who handle all things
techie in the City School District of Albany: computers, printers, phones, data and the Internet. Place came

to the district in 2009 from the Brittonkill Central School District,
where he taught earth science and then became the point person
for data collection and management.

Actress Amanda Serrano – who’s been per-
forming since she was in diapers – pursues
the perfect role.




