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Spotlight on Excellence in Highland Park
Superintendent Israel Soto

For the past several months, we have been engaged in a number of collaborative 
initiatives to improve the academic experience for all students attending 

Highland Park schools. The collective goal this year has been to strategically align school 
schedules, professional development, instructional, human and community resources to 

support innovative teaching and learning in all our schools’ learning communities. The journey of facilitating 
student success in a rigorous yet creative learning environment is one that we will continue to traveling togeth-
er. I would like to share some accomplishments thus far:

•  Teacher common planning periods that enable teachers to share best practices and ensure curriculum uniformity.
• Weekly cross curricular enrichment periods for all students in grades K-5
•  On-going literacy professional development to improve teachers’ craft in the areas of Guided Reading/Writers 

Workshop and ESL instruction
• Revised curriculum units of studies K-12
• Planned professional development in the use of interactive white boards as an instructional tool
• Title I after school programs aligned to grade curriculum, revised progress reports for parents
•  Increased ESL instruction student support via after school ESL classes, Rutgers Conversation Cafe to support 

limited English speaking parents, HS ESL was added this year
• Implementation of Touchstone Discussion Project in grades 3,6,8
• Increased technology instructional hardware improvements in infrastructure and bandwidth 
• Updated administrative regulations
•  Increased partnerships/collaborations: Rutgers, Borough offices, Kean University, HP community organizations
• Increased security measures in all schools
•  Improved communication structures: new website in the works, HP Facebook page, Spotlight on Excellence 

district newsletter, monthly superintendent message, local newspaper quarterly district/school update 
•  The expansion of the HS physical facilities, increased AP courses, broader elective selection opportunities for 

students and revised literacy curriculum units of studies
• Reduction of student teacher ratio in our physical education classes

It is important to highlight that an integral part of our planning process this year is to better define academic 
rigor as it pertains to standards. Is it about working harder? Or is it about complex thinking – thinking that  
synthesizes existing knowledge to create something new or solve problems? I trust that we can agree that 
creativity is an integral part of complex thinking. We will continue working toward improving our curriculum, 
instructional schedules and school environments as they play important roles in fostering creativity.  
By the way, February is also American Heart Month. Celebrate by making heart healthy choices and moving 
more!!! Happy Valentine’s Day!

Israel Soto

Superintendent of Schools
Highland Park Public Schools

Superintendent’s Corner
Important  

Upcoming Events
February
Monday 16th 

No School 

Monday  23rd  
BOE Meeting 

QSAC visit

 

March
Wednesday  4th  

Progress Reports 

Monday  9th  
BOE Meeting 

 
Thursday  19th  

Spaghetti Fundraiser  
for Christina Stevenson 

Monday  23th 
BOE Meeting 

HS  Musical 
Thursday 26 - Sunday 28th 

“Beauty and the Beast”
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We have been learning 
and growing over 

at Irving. One of our favorite 
things to do each month is 
come together and have a 
Whole School Meeting. Each 
month, certain classes host 

the meeting and they invite their families to watch them. 
We learn new greetings and activities, hear the news, and 

find out who is having a birthday that month. 

We have some great things coming up in February.  
We will celebrate 
Valentine’s Day 
with our friends.  
Also, we will  
celebrate the 100th 
day of school! 

Important  
Upcoming Events

March
Thursday  5th  

Early Dismissal 

Monday 2nd - Friday 6th 
Read Across America 

The first grade classes of Mrs. Allen, Mrs. Alsager, 
Mrs. Lucas and Mrs. Blevins have thought about  
the new year; have you? Our students reflected 
the 2014 year and made goals for 2015 year! 
We had a blast thinking of ways to be a better 
person! 

We’ll BLOW you away!

Reduce, Reuse, Recycle
Thanks to Vicki Zarra on the Sustainability Team, Irving School is participating in the TerraCycle 
juice pouch recycling program. TerraCycle is a small business headquartered in Trenton, New Jersey. 
It makes consumer products from pre- and post-consumer waste and by reusing other waste  
materials. Points earned in the program are being used to provide meals for hungry Americans.  
They have provided 72 meals so far. The goal for the 2014-2015 year is 200 meals. Students also  
collected gently used scarves, gloves and mittens to be donated to the local thrift shop. This followed 
the reading of “The Mitten Tree”, a nice story about giving!

Of Irving

What is this stack of rainbow goodness? 
It is, in fact, a stack of kindergarten chair pockets - those easily accessible 
pockets that hang over the back of a child-sized chair making their folders 
and supplies within reach.

Parents Melissa Quaal and Gigi Weinberg, made 25 chair pockets for Miss Kausch 
class room. We can not thank you enough Melissa and Gigi!

a wonderful

we are going to have!
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Bartle

Students returned to Bartle 
from the break excited and 

ready to pick up where they 
left off- engaging creative and 
rigorous lessons provided by 
our teachers. Students and 
teachers during the months 
of January and February have 

engaged, or can anticipate engaging our Robotics program, 
PARCC preparation, a new enrichment program/schedule,  
experiencing the initial selection process for the Gifted & 
Talented program, engaging New Jersey Sustainable Schools 
Project activities, experiencing a typing program led by our 
media specialist, attending a Rotary Club assembly to receive 
dictionaries (all 3rd graders), engaging Martin Luther King Jr. 
activities, and so much more.

Bartle Elem
entary

Bartle Gifted and Talented
This picture shows 5th grade G&T REACH 
students involved in their mini-golf STEM unit. 
They are collaboratively building numerous 
holes for a miniature golf course after experi-
mentation with reflection and angles. Through 
hands-on learning about angles and reflection, 
they are able to determine the path of the ball being hit from a 
tee. The specific criteria that needed to be met was a hole-in-one 
after the ball bounces off a boundary on the course they created. 

The 4th grade students became engineers as they problem 

solved how to build and meet all criteria for their  
collaborative marble machines. They were given three pieces 
of paper, three rubber bands, paper clips, tape and scissors for 
their marble engineering project. The marble in the path created 
needed to turn 180 degrees and stay in the machine for five  
seconds. The three different groups all did a wonderful job.

Important  
Upcoming Events

February
Monday  9th  

3rd Grade Benchmarks

Congratulations to the following 5th grade students for winning the fall poetry contest 
and having their poems selected to be published in the Creative Communications  
anthology, “A Celebration of Poets”. Jada Berlin-Langston, Ava Mackinnon, Jacob Marsh,  
Robin Pestka, Trevor Salmeron, Gloria Sohn, Luke Wernyi, Gabby Bravo, Abby Carman,  
Alice Fredman, Theo Garde-Wise, Isabella Hoffman, Kevin Morales-Avila, Miriam Osuna,  
Stefan Segura, Asmee Shitoley, Liam Tilton, Zane Weirich, Isaac Wu, Amy Zhou.

Mid-Year Conduct Assembly 
Bartle students attended an assembly this 

month designed to teach students to change 
behaviors through self-monitoring. Students 
reviewed strategies for defining, teaching, and 
supporting appropriate student behaviors in 
order to create a positive school environment. 
Bartle plans to make targeted behaviors  
less effective, efficient, and relevant, and  
desired behavior more functional. Teaching 
behavioral expectations and rewarding students 
for following them is a more positive approach  

 
 than waiting for misbehavior to occur before 
responding. The purpose of this assembly was 
to review schoolwide disciplinary rules and 
establish a climate in which appropriate  
behavior is the norm. Students were very en-
gaged as they listened, took notes and partic-
ipated in a question and answer discussion. If 
you would like further information please  
don’t hesitate to contact Mr. Anthony Benjamin 
and Mrs. Sarah Kirk.



and Bartle continues
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Bartle and Irving Scheduling
The new schedule for Bartle and Irving schools has been  

completed by the Master Scheduling Task Force and has  
implemented in January 2015.  
The new schedule
a  Provides more flexibility within the schedule to address the 

needs of students throughout the year.
a  Institutes a common planning/grade level meeting time for 

staff members and administration.
a  Enhances general instruction by providing cross-curricular, 

whole-school enrichment opportunities across the specials 
for students once a week.

a  Maximizes instruction and safety by assigning one class at a 
time for each physical education teacher.

a  Utilizes anchor specialists in each building to reduce travel 
cost and time.

The new master schedule for 
Bartle and Irving is the result of 
true collaboration between staff 
and administration. Planning for 
this change occurred over the last 
four months. Every effort has been made to ensure that  
changes will enhance instruction and provide the best possible 
environment for students. All parties worked diligently to  
ensure a product that is expertly tailored to our students’  
educational needs. 
We are looking forward to continuing a collaborative schedul-

ing process in the future.  We are confident that we have built a 
template for success that will best serve our students and school 
community. 
-The Master Scheduling Task Force

HS Orchestra   
Highland Park Orchestra performs at Evergreen School 

The nationally recognized Highland Park High School  
Orchestra performed a selection of winter music for students 
at Evergreen Elementary School in Scotch Plains. The  
musicians demonstrated four types of string instruments,  
fiddling and classical styles, and performed a pop  
combination with the GoodWorks band of Scotch Plains.  
The performance culminated in a medley of music from  
Disney’s “Frozen” animated movie.

“To celebrate the 10th anniversary of the Highland Park 
Orchestra program, we are giving back by sharing our love  
of orchestra with the community,” said Hsin-Ting Feng, 
orchestra conductor and Scotch Plains resident. “I attended 
Evergreen as a child, so it was extra special for me to bring 
music back to my childhood school.”

Scotch Plains-
based rock 
and soul band 
GoodWorks has 
“adopted” the 
orchestra and 
is helping with 
fundraising so they can compete in national competitions. 
Two of its members— Paul Lavenhar and Paul Ungar—joined 
the orchestra for two songs.

The group has also been invited to compete for the  
Orchestra Cup at the National School Orchestra  
Championships in March 2015 at Lincoln Center in  
New York City, where they will perform an original work 
“Fantasy for Strings” composed by Ben Newhouse.

Bartle is Connecting Students to  
Their Community
The second grade students at Bartle made quite a connection to 
their community. After exploring resources in Highland Park, 
students worked in groups to create dioramas of over 30 businesses 
located in the area. This project based learning lesson taught  
students about the incredible resources available, about respecting 
and caring for resources like parks, and the relationship between 
school, community, and culture.
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Middle School

Welcome to the second half of 
the 2014-2015 school year! 

We are looking forward to a positive 
and upbeat winter despite the cold that 

Mother Nature throws our way. As we 
head into the PARCC testing, parents 
and students should keep in mind a few 

things. Be sure all of the children get to 
bed early and eat breakfast on the days of testing. These tips 

will keep the students motivated and awake throughout the day. 
Encourage the students to put their best foot forward during 
testing too. Remember that “continuous effort - not strength or 
intelligence - is the key to unlocking our potential.” I encourage 
all parents to keep an open line of communication through this 
process. We need to work tog ether so that each and every one 
of our students is successful. Highland Park Middle School will 
continue to create a productive and safe learning environment 
that promotes success for all students.

Important  
Upcoming Events

MS Vocab T-shirt Day
At the end of December, 8th grade students participated in Vocab T-shirt Day, designing 
T-shirts for a vocabulary word that they found interesting. Participation was excellent, 
and students caught the attention of their 6th and 7th grade peers while raising  
awareness about the meaning of their vocabulary words. Throughout January, students 
earned extra credit toward their English grades by wearing their T-shirts each Friday. 

February
Tuesday  10th  
Eighth Grade  

High School course selection

Thursday 19th  
Sixth Grade Leadership Work-

shop (more information to follow 
from Teen Center)

Orchestra Fundraiser

Friday  20th  
Science Bowl

March
Wednesday  4th  

Progress Reports

Saturday  7th  
Chili Cookoff

Wednesday  11th  
Winter Sports Awards

Toys for Tots
December was the season for giving. HPMS 
Student Congress organized a competition 
among homerooms to collect toys and 
spare change for Toys for Tots, an  
organization that collects toys and  
distriubutes them to underprivleged children during the holidays. Once again, our students  
and staff proved to have big hearts. This year we doubled the collection from last year.   
Congratulations to Mrs. Dea and her homeroom.  
Also, a special thanks to Ms. Zimmer and her group for their support and donations  
for Toys for Tots.  

On Tuesday February 17, Mardi Gras will be celebrated for the 
third year in a row at the Middle School.  The 8th grade French 
students will have the opportunity to replicate Cajun dishes  
and fetivities unique to Mardi Gras celebrations.

World Language

Geography Bee
Middle School students participated in the 
preliminary, semi-final, and final rounds of 
the Geography Bee this month. Our students 
demonstrated strong knowledge of geography 
in all three rounds of the competition.  
Congratulations to the following students who 
were finalists: Kyle DiGaetano, Ian Hammond, 
Noah Hartwick, Elan Isaacson,

 

Eli Jacobs-Perez, Alexandra Li, Dylan Tulloch, 
Zane Wilkerson,  Duncan Wood, Andrew Xie. 
Special congratulations go to Duncan Wood 
(3rd place), Noah Hartwick (2nd place), and 
our school champion, Dylan Tulloch. We are 
very proud of Dylan, and we are also proud of 
other finalists for forming a study group to help 
Dylan prepare for the state competition. 

HIGHLAND PARK  
MIDDLE SCHOOL  
PIE EATING CONTEST
Highland Park’s Middle School 
students enjoyed their winter 
pep rally and got a little messy 
in the process!
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“Battle of the Books” will be competing with other school teams in April. The MS OWLS will 
read a total of 15 books for competition.

Mrs. Puccio, our librarian is very happy to announce that the teams are 100% full and ready for 
“BATTLE of the BOOKS”. Stay tuned for results!! 
Let’s go OWLS!

MS 6th graders will have an opportunity to receive a FREE ticket to Six Flags this summer. The announcements were sent home 
about logging in READING minutes. Please return your log by March 15 to Mrs. Puccio. Happy Reading!

MS and HS will also have an opportunity to receive 2 FREE tickets to the Patriots baseball game this summer. Please come to the 
Media Center to obtain your reading log. Happy Reading!

and MS continues

Music Department
The Highland Park Middle School Music 
Department has been awarded a grant  
by the Highland Park Education  
Foundation to partially fund a field trip 
for the 6th grade to see a performance 
of Black Violin at the State Theatre on 
February 4. The classical-trained violin 
virtuosos of the group, Black Violin, 
merge classical, hip-hop, jazz, blues, and 
R&B into an electrifying style all their 
own. They smash musical stereotypes to 
get young people fired up about classi-
cal music. As they enthrall fans of Bach, 
Beyoncé, and beyond, Black Violin also 
offers positive messages about believing  
in yourself and pursuing your dreams.

Touchstone
Once a week in grades 6 and 8 at HPMS, you will find  
students in a large circle, discussing a common text. 
Touchstones, a supplemental, once-a-week, 50-minute 
program, where students and teachers agree to follow 
a set of rules for inclusive discussion, is being piloted 
in grades 6 and 8. It does not replace any content or 
curricula but builds skills that are difficult to teach 
using other methods. Each session meets a goal on a 

four-tiered approach to fully inclusive, student-led discussion. Sessions are grouped to 
move every class through four tiers of collaboration: full participation, cooperation, 
active listening and collaborative leadership. Classes break with their normal routine 
to form a circle with their chairs and read a brief text—precisely selected from among 
the world’s greatest books and tales—that evokes discussion supporting the week’s 
particular goal. No one raises their hand; speech is directed to the circle instead of 
the teacher. In Touchstones, the goal is for every student to learn to respectfully lead 
themselves and their peers.

Highland Park’s Middle School Student Congress Members 
not only take care of their school and students, they pride 
themselves on giving back to their community and globally. 
So far this school year they have made a hefty donation to 
the local food pantry, raised over $1,000 in the Make A Wish 
Foundation Walk, made Halloween gift bags for children in 
Robert Wood Johnson Hospital for the Holiday, supported 

Veterans by contributing to the GIGo Fund, and collected 
toys for the Toys For Tots program. Upcoming events include 
a Pennies For Patients Fundraiser to benefit children with 
Leukemia, participating in the Middlesex County’s Emergen-
cy Food Network Food Drive in March, and Student Congress 
will be running their 2nd annual talent show with proceeds to 
benefit Charity:Water.
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Robotics Club
The Robotics club is underway. Students 
are building robots to solve a Rubik’s 

cube and pick 
up garbage. 
Amazing 
STEM skills 
are being 
utilized.  

World Language
On Tuesday February 
17, Mardi Gras will be 
celebrated for the third 
year in a row at the 
Middle School. The 8th 
grade French students will have the oppor-
tunity to replicate Cajun dishes and fetivi-
ties unique to Mardi Gras celebrations.

Diversity Day
The Highland Park Middle School’s 
sixth annual Diversity Day was 
held Thursday, January 22nd and 
was an enormous success! The 
students enjoyed the dynamic and 
thought-provoking lyrics of the 
Mayhem Poets, learned from the 
experiences of Devorah Hilsenrath, 
a Holocaust survivor and a member 
of our own community and enjoyed 
a performance gifted by the George 
Street Playhouse on the importance 
of health in all our lives. Students 
learned hip hop and capoeira moves, 
studied yoga, meditation, India, Sikhism,  
Africa, human rights, mentorship, identity, and engaged in many fabulous work-
shops. Funded by the Highland Park Educational Association and the PTO, the day 
was fully organized by staff and was a blend of fun and cooperation, focusing on 
taking action within our own community. We are already planning for next year!

Literacy
Seventh Grade
For the holidays, students wrote letters to Marines overseas who could not be with their families. 
This was one way we made their writing authentic.

After studying the strengths and weaknesses of communities from a number of dystopian  
novels, students are creating mini-museum exhibits to represent the communities in those novels. 
Next, we will be researching communities different from our own around the world, looking at 
the strengths and weaknesses of those communities to learn the research process and gain experience with writing a research 
paper. Lastly, students will create a collective time capsule representative of their Highland Park  
community. This is a project-based learning project. 

Eighth Grade Literacy
8th grade language arts courses read novels in small groups, focusing on the driving force in the story.  Students were then  
given the chance to create unique projects to showcase their novels’ conflicts and themes.  Throughout their partnerships,  
students wrote project proposals, discussed elements of their novels, and constructed innovative projects.  Project ideas  
encompassed many different interests, including scavenger hunts, obstacle courses, roller coasters, setting dioramas, video 
games, board games, original songs, and courtroom transcripts, among others.
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The Highland Park DECA chapter attended the DECA  
Regional competition on January 7. This year, the chapter had 
36 students competing in 20 different events. The chapter was 
extremely successful with 30 of the students placing in the top 
of their events. The students will now move on to compete at 
the New Jersey DECA State Conference in February.

We are doing great 
things here in 

the high school. Our teachers 
are engaging the students daily in 
their classrooms and assessing our 

students’ academic growth. I am often 
amazed at the student presentations and the depth of the discus-
sions held in our classrooms. Our student clubs have continued 
the tradition of excellence.

DECA raised nearly $4000 for the Make a Wish Foundation and 
had 30 out 36 students place in the regional competition two weeks 
ago. They are preparing for the state level competition coming up.

Our Model UN and Model Congress students are beginning to 
prepare for their conference in Philadelphia this month. A small 
group of students are expanding to our first attempt at Mock 
Trial. The team beat Metuchen and advanced to the semifinals 
against Monroe. The team performed very well for their first 
attempt in the competition.

Our Robotics Team will be competing in their first competition 
of the year this week. Their robot made out of “cheap and readily 

available materials” is complete and ready for the challenge. They 
have made good use of the room dedicated to their cause.

The Environmental Club is beginning a compost bin initiative 
this week to help the High School students’ compost properly. 
They will be policing the cans they purchased with a Student 
Congress grant and making sure our students improve their 
recycling efforts. 

We are also excited about the annual “Mr. Highland Park” 
fundraiser that will be held on February 12th at 7pm to benefit 
the class of 2015. Refreshment sales will benefit the class of 2016. 
Please come out and support our seniors and juniors! 

Additionally, please look forward to our spring events includ-
ing the musical, Beauty and the Beast- March 26th - 29th, and all 
of the other musical performances by our award winning Band, 
Choir, and Orchestra!

The winter sports teams are in full swing. I have seen the Boys 
and Girls Basketball teams in action as well as our wrestling 
team. The students are working hard this season and playing or 
wrestling well. Highlights include Sam Guerrero placing 4th in 
the county for wrestling.

Highland Park Orchestra
The nationally renowned Highland Park High School 

Orchestra visited Summit Speech School in New Providence 
on December 19 to perform for the school’s deaf and hard-
of-hearing preschoolers.

The orchestra, led by Hsin-Ting Feng, played musical 
selections for the children, demonstrated some of their in-
struments and helped the children try out the instruments. 
“We were very excited about the orchestra playing for our 
little ones,” said Amy Ryan, preschool principal at Summit 
Speech School. “We know that music helps build auditory 
and listening skills, and our children had lots of fun inter-
acting with the high school kids.”

The Highland Park Middle and High School Orchestras 
won the Park Partners Community Grant Arts category. 
The trio of Sarah Cheng, Claire Li and Anna Gao performed 
beautifully for over an hour.

The Highland Park Sinfonia and Philharmonic performed 
for the Evergreen Elementary School on January 16.  

Important  
Upcoming Events

February
Wednesday 10th  

Elective Fair during Gym classes

Thursday 19th  
Highland Park Orchestra will 

perform at the  
Reformed church

Orchestra Fundraiser

March
Wednesday 31st  

6 – 10PM, Volleyball Marathon

Testing Dates
PARCC  

March 2nd – March 20th & 
April 20th – May 7th

May 4th – 15th 
AP Exams

May 26th and 27th 
NJ Biology Competency Test 

Jason Griggs- All-Area and 
First Team All-State Group 
I in football
Sam Guerrero- placed sec-
ond at the Ewing Wrestling 
Tournament 
Liam Burke- placed second 
at the Ewing Tournament 
Jose Ruiz- Placed second at 
the Ewing Tournament 

Matthew Lu of the Topspin 
Table Tennis Club won the 
Boys’ 10-and-Under Sin-
gles Champion at the 2014 
U.S. Nationals in  
Las Vegas. 


