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- Inaugural Edition - 
Welcome to the inaugural edition 
of The Sparta Educational 
Advocate, a quarterly newsletter 
from the Sparta Twp. Public 
Schools Office of Curriculum 
and Instruction!  The intention of 
this communication is to share 
information regarding the vision, 
thought process, and pedagogy 
behind the exemplary instructional 
programs and practices in the 
Sparta Schools! 

 

 
Sparta Core Values 

 
Our curricular efforts are 
supervised by six highly-qualified 
individuals:  Ms. Katie Arbolino, 
Supervisor of Mathematics K-12; 
Mrs. Adrienne Castorina, 
Supervisor of Special Services 

K-12; Ms. Mary Hassenplug,  
Supervisor of English/Language 
Arts 6-12; Mr. Michael Lauricella, 
Supervisor of World Languages, 
Social Studies, and ESL; Mrs. Tara 
Rossi, Supervisor of 
English/Language Arts K-5; and 
Mrs. Marisa Wilson, Supervisor of 
Science K-12.  
Our curricular goals focus on 
providing research-based, 
data-driven, and student-centered 
educational experiences for all 
students.  

“The only thing that is 
constant is change.”  

- Heraclitus   
It is our educational philosophy that 
we must constantly review our 
instructional practices and 
educational programs to ensure 
that we meet each student at his or 
her respective skill and ability level. 
As we move through this process, 
we would like to share with you the 
methodologies and pedagogical 
practices that go into designing the 
exceptional educational 
experiences that the Sparta 
Learning Community as come to 
expect. 

 
 

I hope you find these newsletters to 
be informative and to provide you 
with a better sense of the 
educational programs and 
expectations we offer to our 
students in the Sparta Township 
Public Schools.  We look forward to 
the opportunity to partner with our 
Sparta Learning Community to 
support our students as they learn 
and grow.  
 
Sincerely yours in education, 

 
Mr. Patrick McQueeney 
Assistant Superintendent of 
Curriculum and Instruction 
Sparta Twp. Public Schools 



 
English/Language Arts K-5 
By Tara Rossi, Supervisor of K-5 
English/Language Arts 
 
Understanding our students as 
readers is one of the most 
important ways to support learning 
across content areas. Reading 
skills and behaviors vary from one 
individual to the next. Children 
have different needs, preferences 
and experiences that contribute to 
their reading abilities. As teachers 
we utilize several techniques and 
methods in the classroom to help 
us understand our readers and 
ultimately support their needs. 
Teachers in Sparta integrate 
research-based practices such as 
conferring, small group instruction, 
shared reading opportunities and 
anecdotal record keeping to identify 
the strengths and needs of each 
student. Teachers also collect data 
through benchmark assessments 
to drive instruction in the 
classroom. One piece of 
information that is sometimes 
misunderstood and worthy of 
greater conversation is a child’s 
independent reading level.  

 

 
 

The purpose of identifying a child’s 
independent reading level  

is to monitor their progress and 
proficiency over time, while 
providing teachers valuable 
feedback on specific skills and 
strategies to target individualized 
support. However, a reading level 
is only one measure we use to 
understand our readers and 
children should never be confined 
or pigeonholed into just one level. 
Students should have exposure to 
a range of reading material. In 
Sparta, we help our students 
identify ‘just right books’ that fit into 
their reading range, where they can 
practice the skills that meet their 
developmental level. Students also 
have access to ‘look books’ from 
the classroom or the library. These 
titles may exceed a child’s reading 
level but may also be highly 
motivating to a student. We should 
never prevent a student from 
self-selecting text. There are many 
reasons why children select 
different titles. When my son was 
younger he was obsessed with 
Harry Potter. He’d carry these thick 
chapter books around the house 
with him constantly. While he 
couldn’t read most words in the 
book, just carrying the text around 
made him feel like a reader. 
Supporting these reading attitudes 
is equally as important as 
supporting reading skills. Your child 
may not be able to read every book 
they select, but that’s where you 
come in!  
A more appropriate way to support 
readers is to consider their Zone of 
Proximal Development (ZPD). This 
range is determined by a child’s 
actual developmental level and 
their level of potential  

development. This model 
recognizes that students may be 
able to read easier or more 
complex text depending on things 
like motivation, background 
knowledge, and vocabulary 
development. Therefore, a range of 
reading levels is once again 
promoted here. In conclusion, it is 
important to be aware of your 
child’s reading level, but it is more 
important to understand the skills 
and behaviors they are 
demonstrating and working towards 
as a reader. This link is helpful in 
identifying the skills and behaviors 
necessary at various reading 
levels. https://goo.gl/3zQNVg 

 
English/Language Arts 6-12 
By Mary Hassenplug, Supervisor 
of 6-12 English/Language Arts 
 
While the literacy expectations at 
the elementary level focus on 
learning to read, the spotlight shifts 
at the secondary level to reading to 
learn. 

 

 
 

 Literacy in Social Studies classes 
might mean interpreting the intent 
of primary documents; in Science it 
could include dissecting  
 

https://goo.gl/3zQNVg


 
evidence to prove or disprove a 
hypothesis. In Language Arts 
classes, students are exposed to 
novels, articles, nonfiction essays, 
and visual texts that explore issues 
and concepts that are relevant to 
our world today. The philosophy of 
the English/Language Arts 
department dovetails nicely with 
the Core Values adopted by the 
Sparta School District. Values such 
as Teaching students how to think, 
not what to think; Challenging 
students to broaden their global 
perspectives; and Promoting 
shared civic responsibility guide 
instruction and the selection of 
literature and supplemental texts. 
Students are asked to explore their 
thinking on complex subjects. 
While middle school students might 
reflect on topics such as the 
influence of technology on bullying 
or the pros and cons of wearing 
school uniforms, secondary 
students examine contemporary 
issues surrounding race, class, and 
personal identity.  These topics are 
investigated through classic texts 
ranging from the plays of 
Shakespeare and Sophocles to the 
novels of Fitzgerald and Harper 
Lee.  Contemporary young adult 
fiction and current event articles 
supplement this analysis by 
presenting multiple perspectives, 
encouraging students to mine the 
material for evidence for their own 
positions. While considering 
multiple perspectives and exploring 
controversial topics can be 
unsettling, students who openly 
engage with new and challenging  

ideas grow as thinkers and as 
community members. Learning to 
think for themselves, finding their 
place as citizens who are cognizant 
of conflicting positions and can 
form their own ideas: these are the 
goals we have for students as they 
experience texts in the 
English/Language Arts department.  

 
Mathematics 
By Katie Arbolino, Supervisor of 
Mathematics 
 
How do we engage our students in 
meaningful mathematical tasks? 
The current world of technology 
draws our students’ attention now 
more than ever. Why not flip the 
method of how students learn and 
allow students to access videos for 
homework and use class time to 
engage in mathematical tasks and 
discussion with their peers? With 
the flipped classroom model, 
students are assigned a video, 
asked to keep track of specific 
questions, and work through 
practice problems provided by the 
video. During the next class period, 
students work in small groups and 
apply the information learned to 
hands-on activities, stations, or 
real-world applications.  

 

The classroom teacher works as a 
facilitator, and the students are 
actively engaged in the tasks. 
Currently in Sparta, the 
mathematics teachers are working 
towards a flipped classroom model 
and creating a video library on 
specific skills and concepts that 
can be shared with the 
students.The students are 
assigned a video for homework 
with guided notes that can be 
completed while watching the 
video. The following day, the class 
reviews the notes and works on an 
activity/task related to the skill 
addressed in the video. During that 
time, the teacher is able to pull 
small groups and provide 
differentiated instruction to help 
reinforce the concept. The students 
are able to work at their own pace 
and take ownership of their 
learning. Our goal as a department 
is to help our students become 
proficient in mathematics. A flipped 
classroom gives the teacher the 
time and flexibility needed to create 
the critically needed 
student-centered environment and 
will help them build their conceptual 
understanding and procedural 
fluency. 

 
Social Studies 
By Michael Lauricella, 
Supervisor of Social Studies, 
World Languages, and ESL 
 
Think back to your most recent 
social studies or history class. 
What do you remember?  Odds 
are, you remember a classroom 
setting where the teacher stood in  



 
front of the room and delivered 
direct instruction via lecture.  You 
might have sat in your chair, 
furiously writing dates and events 
or perhaps you began to doze off, a 
bit, as the clock slowly worked its 
way to the end of class.  Do you 
remember how you were 
assessed?  You may have had a 
multiple choice test with, possibly, 
some short answer questions at the 
end.  While much about the 
structure of the school day has not 
changed, best practices for social 
studies instruction certainly has. 

 
In Sparta, as we continue to 
improve, your students will 
experience social studies 
instruction that looks different than 
your experience.  While some 
classes might have direct 
instruction, it does not go on for an 
entire period.  Rather, after some 
instruction from the teacher, 
students will be reading primary 
and secondary sources and writing 
about the cause and effect of 
historical events.  Oftentimes, 
students will be collaborating in 
pairs and groups to discuss 
relevant issues, perhaps after 
examining information in multiple 
mediums and from multiple 
perspectives.  Students will be 
participating in harkness 
discussions and debates.  

Students will be assessed via 
document based questions where 
students need to use evidence to 
support their claim in addition to 
projects based on student choice 
and the occasional chapter test.  A 
focus on literacy, not memorization, 
is the direction the social studies 
department is moving to better 
serve our students in Sparta! 

 
 

World Languages 
By Michael Lauricella, 
Supervisor of Social Studies, 
World Languages, and ESL 
 
Comprehensible input is language 
input that can be understood by 
listeners despite them not 
understanding all the words and 
structures in it.  According to Bill 
Van Patten, a specialist in second 
language acquisition, 
comprehensible input is the fuel in 
the engine of second language 
acquisition and, now, is the 
foundation of Sparta’s World 
Language instruction. 

What does comprehensible input 
look like in our classrooms?  In 
Sparta classrooms, starting in 
Kindergarten, World Language 
instruction takes place in a 
classroom where teachers, and 
eventually students, are using the 
target language 90% of the time 
and supplementing their language 
with various methods of visual 
assistance.  This use of target 
language is the driver of the best 
world language programs in the 
country ranging from West 
Windsor-Plainsboro here in New 
Jersey to Shelby County in 
Tennessee. 
With our shift to instruction backed 
by recent research in the field, 
students will begin to be coached in 
how to identify their skills in both 
input (listening & reading) and 
output (speaking & writing).  While 
we know our students are always 
striving for the “4” (K-5) and the “A” 
(6-12), please be comfortable, 
when inquiring about your students’ 
progress, to ask your student’s 
world language teacher about the 
caliber and quality of their input 
and/or output skills.  To find more 
information on how that is 
assessed, please feel free to 
Google the ACTFL Proficiency 
Guidelines.  Keep in mind, also, 
that students who demonstrate 
Intermediate Mid or better across 
all input and output skills can 
qualify for the New Jersey Seal of 
Biliteracy at Sparta High School, 
which is recognized nationally by 
both colleges/universities and 
employers. 
 



 
Science 
By Marisa Wilson, Supervisor of 
Science 
 

Kindergarteners Are Born 
Engineers 

 
Are kindergarten students really 
capable of engineering? Yes, they 
are and they do it quite well. With 
the implementation of the New 
Jersey Learning 
Standards-Science (NJSLS-S) in 
September 2017, there has been 
an increased emphasis on 
engineering and design skills from 
K-12. What does that mean? It 
means that students are designing 
solutions to problems, needs, and 
wants both big and small. They are 
building various models to test their 
designs, and then working through 
the iterative process to improve 
their final product. In addition, and 
perhaps more importantly, the 
students are exercising creativity, 
fine tuning team collaboration skills, 
and learning that design failure is 
an opportunity instead of the end 
point. 

 

 
 

Starting with our youngest 
students, it is critical for teachers to 
be explicit with engineering  

terminology and the steps of the 
iterative process in order to 
demystify engineering. Across the 
nation engineering has become an 
educational priority for our future 
generations. We need a diverse 
group of problem solvers to help 
address and solve our biggest 
global challenges. 
Our district has responded by 
embedding engineering in each 
science unit and across all grade 
levels. For example, Mrs. 
Burgess’s kindergarten students 
recently realized that their hermit 
crabs needed more opportunities to 
climb and exercise so they can 
grow big and strong. The students 
worked in teams to design and 
build a jungle gym to help address 
this need. Each team used different 
building materials and created their 
own prototype. The class 
photographed each prototype and 
then gave the hermit crabs an 
opportunity to try and climb within 
the space. Lastly, the teams 
discussed ways to optimize their 
designs to help the hermit crabs 
have the best climbing experience. 
Does that count as engineering? 
Absolutely. 

 
Special Services 
By Adrienne Castorina, 
Supervisor of Special Services 
 
Have you ever wondered why 
some classes are taught by two 
teachers?  It is likely that these 
classes are “co-taught.” 
Co-teaching is a partnering of two 
teachers with different areas of 
expertise to provide more 
comprehensive, effective  

instruction to students. More 
specifically, one of the teachers 
has a certification in special 
education, while the other has a 
general education certification.  In 
this situation, students with 
Individualized Education Programs 
receive their instruction in an 
“inclusion” or co-taught class 
setting. 

 

 
 

Over the past several decades, 
federal policies have influenced the 
way in which inclusion is 
implemented in public school 
settings.  The Education for All 
Handicapped Children Act of 1975 
mandated that students are 
educated in the Least Restrictive 
Environment, or “LRE.”  Later, the 
Individuals with Disabilities 
Education Act, or “IDEA,” 
encouraged public schools to 
educate students with disabilities in 
general education settings 
whenever possible (U.S. 
Department of Education, 2007). 
In Sparta, inclusion has taken on 
significance district-wide.  
Co-teaching models are used in 
Sparta as one way to educate 
students with disabilities.  One 
example of a co-teaching model is 
station teaching.  When using this 
model, both teachers divide the 



 
instructional content, and each 
takes responsibility for planning 
and teaching part of it. The 
classroom is divided into various 
teaching centers. The general 
education teacher and special 
education teacher are at particular 
stations; the other stations are run 
independently by the students or by 
a teacher’s aide. For example, 
three or more science stations, 
each containing a different 
experiment, could be organized 
with the general education and 
special education teacher working 
with the two stations that need the 
most supervision. Students rotate 
through each station during the 
class period. 

 

 
 

Co-teaching pairs are established 
at all five of the Sparta schools, 
and there are teacher leaders who 
provide training and coaching for 
those new to the model of 
co-teaching.  At the recent 
district-wide inservice day, 
elementary and secondary level 
co-teacher leaders offered 
workshops on co-teaching 
practices.  They outlined the  

shared responsibilities, an 
overview of the models, and the 
benefit of a commitment to 
partnership for the one purpose, 
the students. 

 

 
 

Special Classes and Elective 
Areas 
 
Differentiation and the integration 
of 21st century skills are consistent 
educational goals within the Sparta 
Township Public Schools. 
Differentiation, in its simplest form, 
is the tailoring of instruction to fit 
the needs of the students.  This 
can be done in a wide variety of 
manners and to a wide variety of 
levels of differentiation dependent 
on the student, the instructional 
objectives, and the methods for 
demonstration of mastery. 
One example of differentiation is 
the delivery of instruction in our 
SHS Adaptive Physical Education 
class.  The skills and game 
concepts of soccer are part of our 
district physical education 
curriculum.  To meet the varied 
needs of his students, Mr. Trappe 
provides opportunities for his 
students to vary what type or size 
of ball is used, offers options for  

the skill to be utilized, and 
manages the obstacles and space 
for the student to be the most 
successful.  The basic tenets of the 
game and play are not modified, 
only the manner in which a student 
participates and demonstrates 
mastery. 

 
As our students move through their 
educational careers, the skills and 
concepts required to be successful 
in a changing global society are 
constantly changing and evolving. 
These skills and concepts are 
termed 21st Century Skills.  One 
example is the use of logic and 
computer programming languages 
to develop software and 
applications for our “connected” 
society.  Mrs. Cherie Shefferman, 
SMS teacher, has recently received 
a scholarship to provide her with 
the skills and knowledge to develop 
a Computer Science Discoveries 
program at SMS.  8th grade 
students in her class have been 
actively engaged and learning how 
to be creators with technology and 
practicing important 21st Century 
Skills. 

 
 

 


