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Recently a long-time friend who is very 

interested in his child’s education (and 

secretly wishes he became a teacher) 

asked me, “So what are some things you 

look for when you go into a classroom?”  

I thought momentarily and blurted out,     

“I look to see who controls the classroom.”  

He was a bit puzzled by my response.  

For him, there was no question that the 

teacher would be the one in control.  For 

me, it is not necessarily the case.  In fact, 

the answer to this question may be the 

best predictor of the type of student that a 

school will produce.

By “control” I mean who decides what 

happens in the classroom, when it will 

happen, how it will happen, and who does 

the talking.  In traditional school settings, 

when students enter a classroom they 

enter a world determined by an adult.  

Often the teacher decides where students 

sit and with whom. The teacher selects the 

text that students will study and the rate 

at which it will be studied.  The teacher 

dictates how students demonstrate their 

learning: multiple-choice tests, essays, 

projects, presentations, etc.  In traditional 

classrooms, teachers do the majority of 

the talking, and when not talking, they 

decide who speaks by calling on students. 

Of course, the teacher should be the 

leader in the classroom.  She has the 

expertise in the subject area, knows the 

sequence of the material to be studied, 

and knows how to evaluate a student’s 

learning.  In addition, practically speaking, 

someone needs to establish structures 

to create an environment conducive to 

learning.  

Yet, a teacher-dominated classroom can 

Matthew C. Beata, Director

FROM THE 

DIRECTOR’S DESK

Who’s in Charge Here?
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inadvertently stifle a student’s thinking and 

initiative.   For instance, after reading a story, 

students respond to questions written by the 

textbook editor or the teacher.  A student 

reading Cinderella might be intrigued by 

Cinderella’s relationship with her father and 

her dead mother, but if the teacher (or the 

test) asks, “Why are Cinderella’s stepsisters 

so mean to her?”, then the student may 

have to squelch her own curiosity about, 

or personal connection to, the text in order 

to attend to what the adult has deemed 

interesting or important.

Rather than encourage intellectual curiosity, 

initiative, and independent learning, teacher-

dominated classrooms tend to produce 

students that are good at understanding 

what the adult in the room wants and are 

good at being able to reproduce it.

In highly effective schools teachers cultivate 

a classroom climate in which learning is a 

shared enterprise and students have some 

agency in their own learning.  The teacher’s 

role is still to teach the fundamental skills 

necessary to be successful in the subject 

area.  The teacher still determines the 

concepts and content to be taught, and often 

the order in which it is taught.   

However, whenever possible, teachers 

establish the parameters within which 

students may work and then permit students 

to choose.  It may be as simple as letting 

students choose where they want to sit in the 

classroom.  Or if the objective of a literature 

unit is to understand how figurative language 

can shape a reader’s response to a text, then 

students might choose from a variety of texts.  

The students will still have to analyze figurative 

language, but they may do so while reading a 

book about something that innately interests 

them.  Perhaps students can respond to a 

combination of teacher questions and their 

own questions about a text.

Similarly, when appropriate, teachers may 

offer a menu of assessments for students to 

show their learning.  For instance, at the end 

of a unit, a student may choose to complete 

a writing assignment, create a computer 

simulation, put on a performance, or give 

a speech.  From the teacher’s perspective, 

each of these options can be an accurate 

measure of the students’ understanding 

of the concepts.  From the students’ 

perspective, it can also be an opportunity for 

them to do something--writing, acting, public 

speaking--that they naturally like.

These student-centered classrooms harness 

students’ natural curiosity and interests to 

the teachers’ learning objectives. Students 
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Penguin Collage

by Emma Albaladejo

Grade 6

The Big Five

by Julianna Mourot

Grade 7 Mixed Media

that partially control their own learning, 

rather than merely complying with an adult’s 

instructions, will be more invested in that 

learning.  Ultimately, they will be more 

independent, confident, self-aware learners.

This philosophy informs instruction at UAS.  

It underlies Elementary School’s Readers 

& Writers Workshop and Singapore Math 

Method, Middle School’s Innovation Fair, the 

Extended Essay in the IB program and the 

numerous project-based assessments in both 

divisions.  

The rest of the articles in this issue of The 

Toro Gazette explore the ways in which 

UAS goes beyond academic teaching and 

nurtures their social-emotional growth and 

connects them to the world beyond the 

school.  Elementary Principal Vicky Placeres 

explains how spending 20 minutes having 

fun in the morning can connect students 

and help them learn throughout the day. 

Secondary Principal Ron Sisson reflects 

on how the school, and parents, can help 

students develop global awareness and a 

commitment to serving others. After that is 

my conversation with junior Abigail Scholnick, 

who already has an acute sense of global 

awareness and service which is leading her 

to act on one of the most pressing issues 

of our time. Finally, we catch up with UAS 

alumni Gonzalo and Enrique Garcia, who 

after studying on scholarship in the United 

States have returned to successful careers in 

Uruguay.

Warm regards,
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How do we find time in a busy school day to listen to 

what is important in our students’ lives?  How do we 

make each child feel appreciated and a valued member 

of the class? How do we foster a sense of belonging to 

our UAS community?

This semester our Elementary School began the 

journey to implement the Morning Meetings: an 

organized opportunity for our students to share a 

special event in their lives or just to interact positively 

while playing a game as they begin the day.

If you walk into a class first thing in the morning, you 

might hear a voice saying, “Pass the beat!”  You might 

then hear laughter, and see a student raising his/her 

hand while others are learning how to listen respectfully 

to their friend’s “rose,” something that they are excited 

about, or “thorn,” something that they are not happy 

about.  You would feel a vivid ambiance of community 

and comradery.

Morning meeting is organized into four components-

-Greeting, Sharing, Group Activity, and Morning 

Message--that typically occupies the first 20 minutes 

of the school day. The meetings usually begin with a 

greeting.  Students, teachers, aides (and sometimes 

special guests like principals!) salute each other by 

shaking hands, making eye contact, saying each other’s 

names, or giving a complex mix of high fives and mini 

choreographies. The goal is to make everyone in the 

ROSES &

THORNS
Maria Victoria Placeres | Elementary Principal

How Morning Meeting 
Makes Student Matter
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room feel welcomed and recognized by 

their teachers and peers. 

Following the greeting, the teacher 

introduces the sharing part, which allows 

students to share ideas or important 

information that is important to them. For 

example, in one recent Morning Meeting, 

a student shared that she was moving to a 

new school but would come back to visit.  

Another shared that his grandparents were 

in town and the family was going to Iguazu 

Falls. 

Once the sharing is over, the teacher will 

transition the students into the group 

activity. The class then plays a guided 

game, such as “ Pass the beat!”.  Students 

use the sentence “ pass the beat” with each 

student saying one word of the phrase and 

raising her arms. The last student is the 

exclamation point, staying silent and raising 

his hands. On the surface, this a fun, simple 

game.  At the same time it teaches students 

to take turns, collaborate, and listen intently.

The Morning Meeting closes with the 

teacher explaining what will happen 

throughout the day. The teacher goes 

through the schedule as well as the learning 

objectives of the upcoming lesson. If 

there are any special events or activities, 

the teachers will use this time to clarify 

students’ questions about it. It provides a 

space for students to be clear with what is 

expected from them and supports a safe 

learning environment.

Students enjoy and anticipate the morning 

meetings. One Grade 5 student explained 

that they allow her to learn more about 

the others in the class and make her feel 

energized. According to a Grade 4 student, 

the meetings help her calm down and start 

the day nicely. 

As educators, the goal of the meetings is 

to have students practice being caring and 

supportive, as they learn mutual respect, 

trust, and community in the classroom while 

having fun.  Morning Meetings are one of 

the ways in which we build our students’ 

emotional intelligence.  In addition, it 

benefits student learning throughout 

the rest of the school day.  Volumes of 

educational research attest to the fact that 

students learn better when they are among 

people that know, understand, value and 

care for them.

So if you are in the Elementary hallway at 

the start of the school day and hear talk of 

roses and thorns, we are not gardening.  We 

are cultivating the bonds that will help our 

community of learners--adults and students 

alike--grow!
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GLOBAL AND SERVICE 

MINDEDNESS BEGINS 

EARLY

These words can be seen on the UAS 

website, our publications, and graphics in 

our classrooms.  But what does this really 

mean, and how does it manifest itself in the 

daily lives of our UAS students?  Being an IB 

diploma school, this vision ties tightly to the IB 

Organization’s emphasis on global mindedness.  

Our graduates will enter a remarkable and 

ever-changing world.  They’ll experience other 

cultures in a way my generation never did.  

They’ll work, learn and live in an environment 

where they must value and embrace other 

perspectives and work side by side and virtually 

with people from all over the world.  So how is 

UAS preparing our students to do this?

 

The IB program at UAS stresses an 

interconnectedness and a sense of 

responsibility to all the citizens of this planet. 

We recognize that these concepts are both 

critical and complex. They involve seeking to 

understand a point of view before sharing one. 

It is critical that students understand that their 

Ron Sisson | Secondary Principal

“The UAS Vision: A multicultural 
community committed to fostering global 
citizenship and providing a premier 
education.”
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ideas, values, and beliefs are important but 

sit inside a larger context.  In the classroom 

and beyond, UAS educators emphasize 

that our thinking and our actions have 

an influence on those around us. These 

thoughts and actions can create a real 

impact…for better or for worse.

 

This year the Secondary Division has begun to 

explore the concept that being an IB student 

starts earlier than junior year. Grades 6-10 are 

the real “training ground” for the IB diploma, 

and as such, we need to ensure our vision for 

global citizenship, academic rigor and a sense 

of service begins early. These key concepts 

must carry throughout students’ experience 

from the time they enter Secondary until they 

walk the stage at graduation.

Though the world is an enormous place, 

service and global mindedness begin just 

outside our fence. UAS has a solid track 

record of providing students with great local 

experiences, from beach clean-ups to tree 

planting to visiting our elderly neighbors 

to befriending hospitalized children with 

cancer. But are individual opportunities 

enough to develop a deep sense of service 

and connection to our global community? 

I would argue that service which occurs in 

stand-alone activities, may develop positive 

feelings, but does not deeply develop the 

core value. 
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In the coming months, we will be making a more intentional 

effort around connected, coherent global and service 

mindedness. Teachers and students will work together to build 

grade-level expectations and initiatives that focus on longer-

term relationships with our community and strong ties to the 

classroom. For example, how does cleaning the beach in 

Carrasco help students to apply their math and science skills in 

real life? Will their experience help their writing become more 

passionate and focused? Are they able to tie their experiences 

to real-life situations around the world and potentially connect 

with other students from around the world?

 

As we develop a more coherent sense of service, students will 

engage in a variety of experiences rooted in our community, 

tied to our curriculum, and in collaboration with other students. 

One can develop neither a sense of global mindedness nor 

service in isolation. Conversations and reflection will be key. 

The UAS Learner Profile emphasizes the characteristics of 

Global Awareness, Emotional Intelligence, and Collaboration. 

As we emphasize these qualities in our classrooms, our 

students begin to build and refine their lifelong habits. 

  

What can you do as a family to help us build this foundation? 

Talk to your child about service.  What are they passionate 

about? Your conversations with them will help them to clarify 

their own feelings about serving others. Explore the idea that 

they have many things in their lives that others do not. Develop 

a sense of empathy and compassion. It allows them to 

inventory their priorities and perhaps think more deeply about 

what they value. Encourage them to commit to a cause or 

belief and begin to find ways to make an impact. Remember, 

the impact starts in our own backyard. 

 

Understand a global perspective by experiencing it with 

them. We don’t even have to take vacations to cultivate a 

global perspective. Watch a documentary or foreign film with 

your child. Read literature from a different culture. Ask your 

child to reflect on another’s point of view. Learn about other 

religions, cultures, and languages. It is often amazing to see 

the similarities while also learning to appreciate the differences 

and see how such variety creates the beautiful mosaic that is 

our wonderful world.
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NEW ELEMENTARY 

PLAYGROUNDS OPEN

In November we completed a full renovation of the Early Childhood and Elementary 

playgrounds.  Gone are the old iron monkey bars and slides, replaced by new, colorful 

molded plastic, UV-protected equipment with swings, slides, and bridges, all resting on a 

new padded rubber surface.  Nowadays our playgrounds have a fresh look and buzz with 

energy!   
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LEADING THE

CHANGE

MR. BEATA: I understand that you have 
been very active around plastic waste 
disposal. Tell me what you have been 
doing.

ABIGAIL: I started a petition to prohibit the use and the 

sales of plastic straws, especially in places like fast-food 

chains where they give them out for free, and most 

times they are not really necessary. Plastic straws are 

what it is called “single-use plastic.”  You only use them 

once, and they end up immediately in the trash. 

MR. BEATA: What motivated you to take 
this action? 

ABIGAIL: I have always been a girl who tries to 

convince people to do something about different things, 

to do what’s right, to correct things. And this year I 

learned about Greta Thunberg and what she was doing 

and that really inspired me to do something about my 

community. I also saw that in Buenos Aires the use of 

plastic straws had been already prohibited, so if they 

could do it, then I can try and do this for the community 

I live in now.

A Conversation with Abigail Schcolnick
Junior Abigail Schcolnick has taken the idea of global awareness and service 
to heart. Not content to simply study about climate change and environmental 
degradation, she decided to take action.  In a conversation with Director 
Matthew Beata, she discusses how her passion drove her to petition the 
Uruguayan government to take steps to address plastic waste. 
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MR: BEATA: How did you even become interested 
in this topic?

ABIGAIL: I think that the school definitely inspired me in different 

little aspects. I always remember Mr. Wilkinson’s class, we did 

Ecology. So we always talked about the issues around the world.  

Also the Innovation Fairs in Middle School, where we always 

tried to find solutions for world issues with simple actions that 

we could start at home.

MR. BEATA: So how do you actually write a 
petition and bring it to the level of the federal 
government?

ABIGAIL:  I did some research on what my possible options 

were to do something like this. Change.org was one of the first 

sites that popped up. The web site has a template that helps you 

write the petition. I saw how the campaigns they had made really 

impacted many different places around the world, and I tried it. I 

didn’t know if it was going to work. 

Then for the legal aspects, I talked to my mum who is a lawyer, 

and she talked to other lawyers specializing in this area. Then 

they started writing a legal document, which I signed and 

presented to the government a month ago. They have the 

obligation to respond in 120 days, so we are waiting for that. 

MR. BEATA: How many people have signed the 
petition?

ABIGAIL: The petition itself has been signed by over 44,000 

people by now. 



14

The Toro Gazette

MR. BEATA: How did you get more than 
44,000 signatures?

ABIGAIL:  I don’t know (laughing). I was expecting no more 

than a few hundred signatures. It’s not really cool for a 

teenager to be doing this kind of thing, but I didn’t care. I 

did it, and I started posting it everywhere. People started 

to respond, telling me, “Thank you for doing this. I really 

appreciate what you are doing.” Many were people my age, 

which was surprising, but I realized they really understood 

what I am saying.

MR. BEATA: What are the next steps?

ABIGAIL: I realized I am not actually bringing a solution. 

The petition is just saying “we should prohibit [straws].”  

Maybe I could find options to give companies a solution to 

replace them in case they need to continue using straws. 

I’m also trying to take it to the media. Let’s see what 

happens about it.

MR: BEATA: If someone wants to help your 
campaign, what can they do?

ABIGAIL: Spread the link around! [Editor’s note: Click here 

to see Abigail’s petition]

I would like people to understand the damage single-

use plastic, really all kinds of plastic,  causes to our 

environment. Even prohibiting the use of plastic straws 

would cause a really small impact.  But maybe it will 

motivate people to use less plastic and not throw it away 

because that will only make things worse.

“I have always 
been a girl who 

tries to convince 
people to do 

something about 
different things, 

to do what’s 
right, to correct 

things.” 
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TELL US ABOUT YOUR LIFE AFTER YOU 

GRADUATED FROM UAS.

ENRIQUE: I graduated from UAS in 2004 and 

earned a scholarship to attend Berea College in 

Kentucky. I majored in Biology and did my thesis 

and almost one year of post-graduate work in 

Molecular Oncology at Vanderbilt University in 

Nashville, Tennessee. I returned to Uruguay in 

2009 and obtained my Master’s degree in Cell 

& Molecular Biology and my Medical Doctor 

degree. Living abroad has been one of the most 

enriching experiences I‘ve ever had. It has been 

(and still is) a lot of hard work, but it allowed me 

to grow both professionally and personally and 

shaped me into who I am today. 

GONZALO: I also went to Berea College on a 

full academic scholarship from 2005 to 2009. 

Going to college in the U.S. was one of the best 

experiences I’ve ever had, especially because I 

share so many memories with my brother. Also, 

Berea College was very well prepared for having 

international students, which made our stay 

even better. 

Gonzalo García, Class of 2005
Enrique García, Class of 2004

ALUMNI

SPOTLIGHT 

Back in August 2019, Gonzalo and Enrique García contacted us via our LinkedIn 
alumni page motivated to tell their stories of their experience at UAS and share 
their memories.  Last October they came to the school for a visit. After taking a 
tour, they sat down with Gulnor and María to talk about their lives after UAS.
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How well did UAS prepare you for university?

GONZALO: UAS is a great school and by having studied in 

the American education system, it made it easier for us to 

apply to universities in the United States.

ENRIQUE: As a Uruguayan who had never been to the 

U.S. before, UAS allowed me to immerse myself in the 

U.S. culture and educational system, which helped me 

transition smoothly into college. While at UAS I participated 

in several athletic teams and in student organizations and 

various other extracurricular activities which, in addition to 

providing the solid academic groundwork, molded me into 

a well-prepared college student. 

So what are you doing these days?

GONZALO: I work as the Export Manager for the largest winery in Uruguay (Establecimiento 

Juanicó). I began my career in the U.S. and Brazil with one of the top corporations in the 

spirits business, Brown Forman, working with leading brands like Jack Daniels in marketing.

 

ENRIQUE: Today I am specializing in Medical Oncology, and I am also the Medical Manager 

at Sanofi. My daily routine includes attending cancer patients in the mornings in various 

hospitals around Montevideo. In the afternoons I work in Sanofi in different areas such as 

rare diseases, multiple sclerosis, immunology, and oncology. 

What is an enduring memory from your time at UAS?

GONZALO:  How can I forget about the Pan Amigos trips to Chile and Argentina, where my 

brother and I played on the soccer, basketball and volleyball teams? Amazing times with 

great friends and enduring memories.1 

ENRIQUE: Competing in the Pan-Amigos and Friendship Games athletic tournaments are 

my long-lasting memories from UAS. It was during those trips abroad where we deepened 

our relationships with our closest friends and got the chance to meet new people from 

different backgrounds and cultures. 

 1Editor’s note: Pan Amigos was the international sports conference prior to SAAC.
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What achievements are you most 
proud of?

GONZALO:  My proudest achievements 

are finding a way to obtain full-tuition 

scholarships, not only in high school but 

throughout college and graduate school, 

due to my well-rounded resumé and limited 

financial means.

 

ENRIQUE: First, I am proud and thankful 

for the opportunity to attend UAS, which 

sparked a fortunate set of events throughout 

these years that allowed me to become 

who I always wanted to be. I am proud of 

my profession and the work I do with the 

neediest and proud of the relationships I 

have built and preserved with my family and 

friends. 

Do you stay in touch with UAS classmates?
 

GONZALO: Yes, with the heavy rotation of our classmates it was hard to keep in touch often 

back then. There were no modern cell phones or WhatsApp back then and email was just 

starting. But my longest-lasting and best friend is from UAS: Karel Pricket, a great person 

from a great  family. 

ENRIQUE: Yes, of course. I have visited UAS classmates overseas and stayed in touch with 

alumni that live in Uruguay. As a matter of fact, I am neighbors with a couple of classmates. I 

am looking forward to staying in touch with UAS through the Alumni Association and being 

able to help future graduates with their career development in any way I can. The same way 

UAS helped me 20 years ago. 
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