Preston Plains Middle School
First Marking Period Newsletter - October 2020

Welcome Back - virtually and
in person!
How glad we are to be back in school, even if it is with a hybrid schedule! Even though we
see fewer students for less often and our routines are different, it is wonderful to be
engaged in teaching and learning again! Even so, the hybrid schedule does provide
challenges, especially as both teachers and students learn how to progress through lessons
virtually as well as in person. The following issue of the PPMS Newsletter provides you
with information about and tips for guiding students as they engage in virtual instruction
using Google Classroom, our virtual instruction platform, and other programs teachers will
be using regularly. It’s a new world for all of us - we’re glad to be navigating through it with
your children!

NEWS FROM PPMS DEPARTMENTS

Superintendent’s News:
By Dr. Roy Seitsinger

Hello Preston Learning Community,
Thank you very much for helping the district implement our Hybrid Instructional Model. Our
families, staff, and students have done an excellent job in the first month of school. We know
that we have more we can do as we learn and grow. As many of you are aware, we planned a

review of our initial hybrid instructional model at the end of the first month of school. We have
scheduled a review of our opening on October 5th at our Board of Education meeting.
We are charged with making a district decision specific to our own resources, capacities,
priorities, and health data. The study will use our experience, our school data, our county data,
and guidance from the Connecticut State Department of Education and UNCAS Health, our local
health agency, to guide our thinking. Our goal remains a return to face-to-face full time learning
in as safe a manner as possible.
During the week of September 28 to October 2 we experienced the impact of our health guided
safety protocols in full display. We had to move the district from our hybrid model to a full
virtual model due to a critical COVID-19 positive case that impacted several areas of our district
operations. We will analyze our data and our strategies and incorporate this event into our
discussion on Monday, October 5.
Whether we change our model or not, we will be continuing our virus mitigation strategies.
Mask will continue to be worn, handwashing will continue to be encouraged, and social
distancing will remain a planning and design protocol. All indications from our medical
professionals are that these strategies will stay in place for some time to come.
Beyond returning to a full-time instructional model, three other overriding priorities remain; the
safety and wellbeing of our staff, students, and community, continuous improvement in our
technology capacity, and high-quality instruction. We know that there are challenges that remain
and areas where we need to improve continually. If the success and dedication of our staff,
families, and students are any indication of future accomplishments, we can be confident that we
will do well.
Thank you all once again for your exceptional dedication and commitment to the wellbeing of
our students. Please relay our thanks to your sons and daughters for their sincere efforts.
We wish you all a healthy, calm, and safe fall season.

PPMS Main Office News
by Dr. Ivy Davis-Tomczuk, Principal

The Connecticut State Department of Education (CSDE) is requiring that all school districts
track and record student attendance during in-person and virtual school days. This requirement
applies to students participating in our hybrid schedule and distance learners. CSDE is requiring
that this data be collected and reported to ensure that students are engaged and attending
regularly and to ensure preventative action is taken early on to support those students who are
experiencing barriers to their participation. Tracking and monitoring absenteeism ensures our
ability to identify and respond when our instructional platforms are not working as planned.

For purposes of this collection, CSDE requires that both in-person and virtual attendance and
engagement be tracked for each student. Preston Public Schools will use the following student
data to meet this requirement:
·

Daily in-person attendance on Cohort A and Cohort B days;
Daily virtual attendance of Google Meets on virtual learning days for Cohort A and
Cohort B students;

·

Daily virtual attendance of Google Meets for distance learners;

·

Completion of assigned work.

Please be aware that this data collection has begun at PPMS. Therefore, it is important that
parents ensure your students are following their schedules, especially on virtual learning days. In
addition, please notify the PPMS main office in the event that your child will not be participating
in either in-person or virtual instruction. When reporting a child ill, please follow the directions
of the remote phone attendant to report the illness to the school nurse.
Thank you for your support and cooperation.

Nurse’s News

By Ms. Jacquie Burzycki, PPMS Nurse
It is great to be back in school with our students once again. Our student body at PPMS has been
amazing in keeping one another safe. Their use of masks, handwashing, and social distancing has
been impeccable, and beyond expectation. They have been diligent.
Keeping us safe also includes sharing information regarding attendance and following up with
the guidance recommended by our local health department, UNCAS Health District.
When reporting an absence, (860-889-3831 Ext. 4) please include:
1.
The reason for the absence.
2.
If the absence is due to illness, please take your child’s temperature prior to
calling and report it.
3.
Be aware of signs and symptoms of COVID-19: FEVER, NEW COUGH (*a
cough that is difficult to control), SHORTNESS OF BREATH (or difficulty breathing).
Loss of taste or smell, chills, muscle aches, sore throat, GI symptoms- nausea, vomiting,
or diarrhea. Headache, fatigue, congestion or runny nose.
4.
If there has been exposure to a person diagnosed with COVID-19.
5.
Leave a detailed message and expect a call back from the nurse.

If there has been a recommendation by school administration (based on CDC/Uncas Health
District guidance) to have your child tested, please provide the following information:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Where and how the specimen was collected.
Ask for the type of test being administered.
The date of collection.
A copy of the lab results to be given to the nurse.

Thank you for your continued cooperation in this unprecedented time. We are all in this together
and our communication with one another will keep us safe and well.

Psychologist News

Click here for Advisory Page

by Mrs. Olof Sigmarsdottir
Distance Learning and Mindfulness Practice.
I think we can all agree that 2020 has so far been a very challenging year! It has required us to cope with
many external stressors. Many of us are physically distancing, some are trying to survive economic fallout
from the pandemic, and at the same time we are trying to help our students navigate the challenges of
distance learning. As an adult, I even find it hard to take things one day at a time, to focus on my breath,
and move forward with gratitude. Our young students are also looking for ways to cope and heal,
although they may not always be aware of it.
At PPMS, we started incorporating mindfulness practice for all our students during SSR at least one time
per week. Mindfulness is intentionally focusing awareness on the present moment without judgment.
Many people have a mindfulness practice even if they may not necessarily call it mindfulness. For
example, they might listen to music, go for a mindful walk, or practice mindful eating etc.
Research has shown that taking a moment to practice and discuss mindfulness helps students thrive
emotionally and academically by increasing focus and memory and reducing stress and anxiety
(Edutopia.org). Many of our students have shared how they feel calmer or more relaxed after an adult has
guided them through a mindfulness practice.
Distance learning can create a different context for mindfulness practice. Some simple strategies may
help integrate mindfulness practice into distance learning. By modeling mindfulness in online learning can
show our students that it can be simple, quick, and accessible activity.
1) Guide students through a short breathing and/or stretching exercise before your start instruction.
2) List one thing daily that you are grateful for (The act of sharing daily gratitude has been shown to
have positive impacts on both cognitive and emotional well-being).
3) Let students pick a short activity and do it with them.
4) Recite positive affirmations. I am a huge advocate for teaching kids positive self-talk (i.e. I can do
anything, I am strong, I can do this, I am thankful etc.).

5) Mindfulness 5-4-3-2-1. This technique can be used to ground kids. Have them look around and
find five things they can see, four things they can touch, three things they can hear, two things
they can smell, and one thing they can taste.
6) Ask them for their suggestions about mindfulness in the daily school routine.
7) Apps and videos can be useful, especially if one does not feel comfortable guiding a practice.
8) Mindfulness activities do not have to be stillness. For example, music, crafts, stretching, dancing,
cooking, cleaning, drawing, writing, walking, etc. are all activities that can be done mindfully.

😊

I hope you find some time in your busy schedule to practice mindfulness with your students, it works
wonders

Department News:
English/Language Arts

By Mrs. Christine McNeil, Ms. Melissa Durkee, & Mr. Christopher Pickett
In Mr. Pickett’s English Language Arts class, students are growing accustomed to the “new
normal” while working with technology. Students are working with Amplify ELA to refine
their reading comprehension and writing in response to literature. At the beginning of this
year, students in 7th grade will be reading and responding to Red Scarf Girl, a memoir of a
young student living in the tumultuous Chinese Cultural Revolution. The 8th grade will be
reading Roald Dahl’s second autobiography Going Solo. In addition to Amplify, students will
be working with NoRedInk to improve upon their grammar skills and conventions. A tip for
students to maintain a steady work load would be to check daily on Google Classroom for
assignments. On Mondays, Tuesday, Thursday, and Friday, students will be working on
Amplify. On Wednesdays students will work independently on NoRedInk. Students: always
remember I am available via email and am willing to meet to help clarify any
misunderstandings.
Links: Amplify.com
NoRedInk.com
Google Classroom

Ms. Melissa Durkee - 7-3 ELA
Whether we are in school full-time, following a hybrid model, or happen to be fully remote, it is
essential for students to keep up with assignments posted under CLASSWORK on Google
Classroom. They also need to make sure they READ announcements posted on the Google
Classroom STREAM and check their school GMAIL account for important messages from
teachers. I truly appreciate the willingness of parents/guardians to communicate with me about
their students’ progress and reaching out to me via email for guidance.
In Ms. Durkee’s ELA, we will spend the first half of the year focusing on Literary
Texts, examining Key Ideas and Details, Craft & Structure, and Integration of
Knowledge & Ideas as they apply to reading fictional pieces. Students have an
ORANGE workbook intended for instructional purposes and guided practice on

these literary skills. When working remotely, instructional videos are posted to explain/review
literary topics. Students are expected to demonstrate their understanding by completing
corresponding ELA assignments/worksheets posted in Google Classroom. Our first writing
pieces this year will be focused on narratives and informative/explanatory texts. Students are
required to work independently on weekly assignments on Readworks to develop
comprehension skills and on NoRedInk for grammar practice. They also have a YELLOW
vocabulary workbook wherein they are expected to complete a new packet each month.
Students are encouraged to reach out to me via email or Google Classroom if they need help.

Mathematics

By Ms. Melissa Durkee & Mrs. Laila Griffin

Ms. Melissa Durkee - 6-1, 6-2 Math
In Ms. Durkee’s 6th & 7th Grade Math classes, students have started out
the year working on Ratios & Proportional Relationships. They have a
workbook intended for instructional purposes and guided practice. There
are RETEACH worksheets posted on Google Classroom under “Math
Resources” for additional explanations, examples, and (optional) independent
practice along with the answer keys so students can check their own work. When students
are working remotely, instructional videos are posted to explain/review math concepts,
Following instruction, students are expected to demonstrate their understanding by
completing corresponding assignments on ALEKS. Students are also required to “Learn” a
certain number of math topics on ALEKS throughout the week. They are encouraged to
reach out to me via email or Google Classroom if they need help.
After a long break from seeing faces and interacting with students, we are very happy to be
back in person. In all Math classes, students have been learning the ins and outs of how to
do math electronically! While they have mostly been using a combination of all Google has
to offer and the ALEKS program, there will be more resources and instructional avenues
forthcoming. ALEKS which stands for © Assessment and LEarning in Knowledge Spaces is
a Web-based, artificially intelligent assessment and learning system. ALEKS uses adaptive
questioning to quickly and accurately determine exactly what a student knows and doesn't
know in a course. ALEKS then instructs the student on the topics he/she is most ready to
learn. As a student works through a course, ALEKS periodically reassesses the student to
ensure that topics learned are also retained. ALEKS courses are very complete in their
topic coverage and ALEKS avoids multiple-choice questions. A student who shows a high
level of mastery of an ALEKS course will be successful in the actual course he/she is taking.
ALEKS also provides the advantages of one-on-one instruction, 24/7, from virtually any
Web-based computer.
Mrs. Griffin’s seventh graders are currently involved in a unit on Rational Numbers and will
be moving into Proportional Relationships next. Meanwhile the eighth graders are
extending their knowledge of Rational Numbers to the Real Number System and will then
make the transition to Linear Relationships. Students should expect to see posts on Google
Classroom each Wednesday for them to “Continue Their Path” on ALEKS for 30 minutes.
This is to ensure that students are filling in any gaps they may have in their learning and
help retain skills that can otherwise fall by the wayside. If you’d like to learn more about the
program and all it has to offer, please visit this link..

Science

By Mrs. Christine McNeil & Mrs. Jenny Sevigny
Welcome back to everyone! While things are definitely different this year, we
are looking forward to an amazing year full of science and learning! Please be
sure to use Google classroom to access all assignments and progress as we go
through the marking period! Students have access to some amazing online
resources that include Explore Learning and BrainPOP to help them through our
curriculum! Know that I am only an email away if you have a question or a concern! We
started the year with the Scientific Method Unit: Thinking Like a Scientist and for 7th grade
will be jumping into Living things and Cells while the 8th will be taking to the skies to study
Forces of Flight! Excited to be getting started!

👋

Social Studies

By Mr. Chet Stefanowicz & Mrs. Vicky Spicer

Welcome back students and families!

These are crazy times

we are living in, and I am so thrilled to have you as students either in class, or
virtually! As a teacher who is a big proponent of technology use, I will be

💻

using Google Classroom as a way to track our assignments and learning this year.

I’ve organized your work into “Topics” according to Days of the week and

Subject Topic, to help keep you on track and organized, making sure your most recent
work always appears toward the top of your Google Classwork Tab. Parents, and
students alike, please note I have also created a RESOURCES/ INFO topic tab for you
where I have put many helpful links, tips, and Chromebook tricks for you to help make
completing assignments easier.
In Mrs. Spicer’s 7th Grade Social Studies we started the year with a review of
geography and “tools” the average historian might use. We are now just beginning our
first unit of study, Ancient Greece. We are learning all about the geography of Ancient
Greece and how it impacted the way of those living in the different city-states of the
time. We will then dive into Sparta, Athens, and the different cultures that formed

🌍

among these legendary civilizations.

In 8th Grade Social Studies with Mrs. Spicer we have begun our unit on the
Revolutionary War and our great “break-up” with Britain. We will then move into the
formation of our American government, as well as rights and responsibilities of citizens.
Could you pass a citizenship test? We’ll see how we do in class!

👩🏼🏫
💜

As always, please feel free to email me any questions or concerns you may have
- I’m always happy to help and am only just an email away! All my love, Mrs.
Spicer

Welcome back to everyone! As a people person, being away from my
students and missing out on all the joking around and fun have been especially
painful. I am beyond excited to be back in a classroom and have had lots of fun
getting to know some new students and renewing bonds with repeat students.
Google classroom will be the platform used in my class to disseminate
information and assignments to students. Feel free, as parents, to contact me
with any questions or constructive criticism you may have. I consistently
encourage students to do the same.
In Sr. Stef’s 7th grade Social Studies class we have been discussing
geography and how it applies to our ongoing study of cultures. We have finished
that up and are moving into the early civilizations that preceded ancient Greece.
I was thrilled to learn that my students were aware of the Minoan civilization
from their 4th grade play and was lucky enough to get my hands on a copy
We will continue through the history of Greece and move to Athens and
Sparta and onward to learn about where our concept of modern democracy
began.
In 6th grade Social Studies we have been looking at some of the
background information necessary to study history and cultures. We have been
learning about the five themes of geography
and are now moving into the
seven traits of civilizations. We are discussing varying forms of government and
will look to apply our general knowledge to some specific historical groups
moving forward.

😇

🌎

Español
By Mr. Chet Stefanowicz & Mrs. April Abrantes

It has been so wonderful to be back in school with our students again! There is such
excitement in the air that we are together in person and virtually once more.
In 7th grade Spanish students are learning about how to describe persons, places, and
things through the use of subject pronouns, the verb ser (to be), and adjectives. From there
they will be learning about how to talk about activities that they like and do not like to do.
8th graders just finished learning about how to use estar to talk about their feelings. A
question you can ask them at home is: Como estas? (How are you?) They should be able to
answer with more than just bien or mal and name particular emotions. 8th graders are
now learning about how to use estar with prepositions to discuss where something is
located.

Both grades have learned about Mexican Independence Day

and the

Monarch butterfly migration that is happening right now.

Tips for Parents: All my Google Classroom pages have links to Quizlet, which is a website
that lets teachers create vocabulary lists and then students can study from the lists and
play memory games with their vocab words. 7th and 8th graders have also created
Duolingo accounts. Duolingo is an incredible intuitive language building website. It is a
free program, so if you ever wanted to learn another language, you can sign up too!
Students should go onto Duolingo regularly, especially on Wednesdays. It will help to
boost their competency and confidence in their Spanish speaking abilities. Lastly, if you
ever have any questions, concerns, or want a progress update please email me.
Gracias!
Senora Abrantes
In 6th grade Spanish we have been concentrating even more on spoken language than
normal. We have been discussing different conversational questions and I have been
focussing on ways to get students talking as much as possible, especially in our online
meets. We have been talking a lot about ourselves (which is fun for everyone) and nothing
makes me happier than seeing how open and willing the students are to speaking another
language. Students have all opened duolingo accounts and really seem to enjoy practicing
on their own. I look forward to getting to know the 6th grade better and to continue
improving on their already strong Spanish knowledge.

-Sr. Stef.

Student Support Services

By Mrs. Jennifer Foltz and Mrs. Heather Wolf

It has been so great getting to see our students and travel through this new
normal together!!! Adults and students alike are struggling to follow their
different schedules, join on class pages and meets, and just stay
organized…PLEASE reach out to any one of your child’s teachers or adults to
assist in this process. We will gladly make extra copies of schedules, give
additional resources to keep at home, or just be an ear to bend ;) The best thing
we can do is try to get into a routine so that they understand that even when
they are not IN school, they HAVE school!
We will continue to guide students to think about how they think- meaning,
what is the best way for me to study and learn new things? The attached article
talks about that in further detail…
https://www.learningascent.com/2018/05/26/metacognition-middle-schoolers/#:~:tex
t=Thinking%20is%20an%20activity%20that,%2C%20especially%20school%2Daged%20chil
dren.

Specialists
Art/Computers

Mrs. Diane Hansen & Mrs. Susan Strader
Welcome back! We are so excited to be working with your children during this
new and different school year. Specials are a little different this year as we
are located at PVMS and teaching remotely via Google Meet. Additionally Art
and Computers have combined this year since our students will be rotating
through Specials each Trimester. We have a wonderful opportunity to explore
Art using a digital platform. Students will still be using some traditional Art
materials in class and at home with submission of their artwork being done
through a digital sketchbook. Our culminating project this trimester is a
multimedia presentation entitled Exploring Identity. This presentation will
combine the work we have done via drawings, self reflection surveys and
internet exploration focused on self. Components of the presentation will
reflect video, audio, drawings and other media to represent each student's
vision of themselves.
Students have been given a physical sketchbook and basic drawing medium.
The sketchbook is to be used when working on classroom assigned drawing
prompts; and students have been encouraged to use the sketchbook at home
for further independent artistic exploration and expression. They can choose
to create works depicting their choice of subject/style and use mediums like
paint, pastels, chalk, colored pencils, collage, etc.
Our virtual Tuesday meeting is a time for us to check in with students'
progress on posted assignments, review any specific computer or art questions
and share work with classmates if desired.

Students should use the Google Classwork tab (our tab is further organized by
Topics) and TO DO list to help stay organized with assignments. Checking the
Google Classroom Stream for Announcements is important as well. We will be
using both written and audio feedback on TURNED IN assignments. Please
email either of us with any questions or concerns.

Instrumental Music/Band
Mr. Joseph Durfee

I am very pleased to share that every instrumental lesson has been a huge success
since the start of the year! Each band student is setting their own goals, practicing
at their own pace, and exhibiting positive results. I have provided each wind
instrument performer with a protective covering to limit aerosols as a precaution.
Additionally, most students are practicing by an open window in either my
classroom or the cafeteria for steady air ventilation.
Each band student will have the opportunity to perform a small duet, trio, or
quartet this year and record a video for their families. Eighth-grade students will
be using their developing musical ears to learn a popular tune of their choice to
play on their instrument. I fondly recall in the past coming into the band rehearsal
to hear some of the kids play “Seven Nation Army” without any written musical
notes in front of them! I strongly encourage that work ethic and musical curiosity.
Lastly, please remind your child to have their instrument and instruction books on
their designated lesson day and we will keep moving in a very positive direction!

Library
Mrs. Elaine Lettiere
Welcome back to all of our Preston Plains students and families! I am
finding my way in our new routines and schedules and I hope that you
are as well.
In trying to balance workloads this year, students will have one special
per trimester. Sixth graders will start the year out with library and
the other grades will rotate to library classes in the coming trimesters.
Sixth grade students attend library class when they are in school on
Mondays. Their lessons are pre recorded with related activities for
them to show their learning. Then on Thursdays, when they are
learning from home, we have a live meet where we can touch base in
real time and talk about the content that we are learning. Assignments
are given on Mondays and in most cases can be finished in class but any
work that is not completed by the end of class on Monday should be
finished for homework (or virtual day work) by the end of school on

Friday. It will be important for students to keep an eye on their email
accounts for correspondence from me about their work as well as on
their “to do” list in Google Classroom. Both of these will help them see
what is completed and what still needs attention. We will begin the
term with digital citizenship and end with website evaluation. As
always, please reach out to me with any questions or concerns.
Music
Miss Emma Lotreck
In music this trimester we are learning and using vocabulary to talk
about elements of music. Being able to articulate our feelings about a
particular song or genre helps us appreciate any music we encounter!
After we feel comfortable with your new musical language, we will apply it
to the music of the world, before finishing the trimester with the music of
Ancient Greece, tying into the work our 7th graders are doing in Social
Studies!
All students have a day in the classroom with live instruction and on
hybrid days, an extension activity is assigned! Office hours are always
available to students during those times!

Physical Education/Health
Mr. Eric McGlone
Physical Education class has been taking full advantage of this awesome Fall weather. As we
move forward we will continue to work in our fitness/strength development unit. All
students have been doing a great job accomplishing the fitness tasks at hand. In the next
few weeks, all students will complete a practice Connecticut fitness test. This test includes
push-ups, curl ups, the mile run and the sit and reach. Keep up the hard work!
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