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Matthew C. Beata, Director

FROM THE 

DIRECTOR’S DESK

BEYOND THE NUMBERS
Today’s world is awash in numbers. We have 

statistics and metrics to measure nearly 

everything. “Likes” and “Views” on social 

media gauge popularity and our ability 

to capture others’ attention. The Harvard 

Index tracks the evolution of the COVID-19 

pandemic. Wristwatches count our steps and 

calories burned. Even in the world of soccer, 

we are no longer content to merely count 

goals and assists. Now we track kilometers 

run during a match, pass accuracy, shots per 

game, headers won and then determine an 

overall rating for each player. . . calculated out 

to the hundredths place. Perhaps underlying 

this fascination with metrics is the assumption 

that if we can number it, we can know it.  

Education also focuses on data. Schools 

collect data on reading and math levels, 

performance in all subject areas, IB scores, 

SAT scores, university admissions, and a 

host of other topics to quantify learning and 

document growth. These metrics are an 

important source of information to evaluate 

the effectiveness of programs and the 

impact of instruction. This data also helps 

measure how well students are developing 

fundamental academic skills, such as 

reading, writing, and math, needed for 

success in the future.

Salma Zeinal. Pop Portrait Mixed Media 2021
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At the end of this odd school year, we are 

still able to point to grades and assessments 

that demonstrate students’ learning and 

growth. But if we focus exclusively on the 

numbers, we will miss what were perhaps 

the deeper and more enduring lessons 

of this school year. We will miss how the 

COVID-19 pandemic, a mercurial and stern 

teacher, compelled students to develop vital 

competencies they will need for the world 

that awaits them. 

Even if they cannot necessarily articulate it, 

students have learned that life is uncertain 

and that they will face frustration and 

disappointment. Success will oftentimes 

depend on their ability to adapt and 

motivate themselves to move ahead through 

difficulties, confusion, and anxiety.  

We can choose to lament that students had 

to experience these uncomfortable truths 

at a young age or to celebrate the ways in 

which they confronted them. I choose the 

latter. 

I have genuinely marveled at how students 

tenaciously pushed ahead to meet their 

obligations and goals under extraordinary 

circumstances, even when they did not fully 

understand, or even like, what was going on 

around them. They adjusted to an entirely 

new way of learning, ping-ponged between 

in-person and distance learning (sometimes 

overnight!), and creatively found ways to 

maintain social connections and enthusiasm.  

During this time students have learned 

lessons and developed abilities that most 

people do not learn or develop until much 

later in life, if ever.

While we cannot quantify these “life coping 

skills,” nor publish them attractively in a 

graph or display them in a trophy case, they 

are powerful lessons that will likely remain 

with students long after their memory of a 

riveting lecture on Hamlet or an enlightening 

demonstration of solving quadratic equations 

fades.

A year ago I compared the arrival of the 

COVID-19 pandemic in Uruguay to an 

approaching storm cloud. There is no doubt 

that it has brought disruption and loss, but 

there has also been a silver lining. Our 

students are better prepared for future 

challenges, even if they do not know exactly 

what they are.  

In this issue of The Toro Gazette, we look at 

learning in the time of COVID. Ms. Serrano 

and Mr. Bruni discuss the ingenious ways 

in which they adapted instruction for online 

learning in an attempt to recreate the 

dynamic in-person learning environment 

through a computer screen.  The counselors 

delve into this year’s non-academic lessons 

in more detail. We report on the creation 

of a new Early Childhood class spurred by 

the growth in student enrollment. Finally, 

we close with a farewell to UAS’ long-time 

Admissions Coordinator Gulnor Saratbekova, 

catch up with former student Caroline 

Santos’95, and give an update on senior 

Abigail Schcolnik’s petition to the Uruguayan 

government to ban the use of plastic straws. 

Warm regards,

Ida Kirst. Drawing 2021
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As now we find ourselves at the end of such 

an unusual school year, it’s a great moment 

to take a look at the emotional lessons, 

skills, and strategies that we developed and 

learned during the Pandemic.  Mindfully 

acknowledging them will anchor them into 

our coping strategy tool kit, making each 

of us stronger for the future. What are the 

positive outcomes of the pandemic? What 

are some sources of resilience that we want 

to use in the future? What have we learned 

about ourselves?

It is the first time in many years that a 

worldwide situation affected all of us at the 

same time. This can be defined as a general 

emotional crisis, as a challenging time, 

causing confusion, suffering, and stress. This 

has led us to use all our emotional resources 

to try to adapt ourselves and deal with our 

insecurities, showing us how resilient we are 

in the face of adversity. We can adapt and 

learn, and in the end, we become stronger. 

Here are six lessons, skills, and strategies we 

have learned: 

• Family  One positive outcome of the 

pandemic has been family bonding. The 

pandemic arrived, and many parents began 

to work from home. What a gift! During the 

pandemic, parents got to have meals with 

MAKING THE MOST 

OF A CRISIS

Marisa Cao, Elementary School Counselor

Valentina Manzo, Middle School Counselor & Learning Specialist

Michele Werlin, High School & College Counselor

their families, daily walks, family bike rides, 

and game nights. Families simply had more 

time for each other and that quality time 

together has been priceless.

• Routines & Responsibilities  As days 

melted into one another, we soon realized 

the importance of setting routines, having 

responsibilities, and getting our school or 

office work completed well. At times tricky, it 

was indispensable to work with our children 

and show them by setting good examples 

ourselves.

Milla Makimartti. HS Art Digital Photography 2021
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• Acceptance  We all at times felt uncomfortable and faced unexpected situations that we 

could not change. As role models, for a healthier emotional development in the critical years 

of our children, we did important work to help each other learn to accept reality and focus on 

things that we could change and manage. This helped us to feel control over how we respond to 

those things and manage our emotions better. 

• Exercise  Parents and students had to identify ways they could keep themselves active 

through home exercise programs. Many of us lost our routine ways of staying fit and getting 

exercise. Gyms closed, sports teams cancelled practices, and pools and tennis courts were 

off-limits. We quickly felt lethargic and saw the negative emotional impact of no exercise. We 

discovered we could take long walks, bike rides, do YouTube workouts, and participate in the 

online exercise options that UAS provided. Families learned the value of healthy exercise and 

that it can be done at any time, in any space, and that we only need to make it happen!

• Empathy  As parents, we taught our kids how to be more empathetic and not so self-

centered. This pandemic was a perfect moment to learn the benefit of and to discuss gratitude. 

During the last year and a half, we had to resign some of our desires. Learning to be appreciative 

and grateful was crucial. 

• Focusing on the Day-to-Day  A well-known strategy shared by experts is to focus on the 

day-to-day. The uncertainty and the unknown can heighten anxiety. Instead of focusing on the 

future, and asking ourselves when this is going to be over, we learned we can shift to focusing 

just on what we can do today and tomorrow.  We can direct ourselves to focus on the positive 

rather than the negative.  What went well today?  What new things did I learn today?  What can I 

try to achieve tomorrow?

As a result of the pandemic, life has slowed down. We all now appreciate the big and little things 

in life so much more. We notice the change of the seasons, the sound of our family’s laughter, 

and the patter of feet on the wood floors of our homes. Life is beautiful, family togetherness is a 

treasure and sometimes we need a pandemic to remember these gifts. 

Sofia Urgate

Digital Illustration 2021
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The 2020-21 school year was full of all kinds 

of surprises. In the second semester, UAS was 

delighted to see a growing interest and an 

increase in enrollment in our Pre-Nursery class of 

2.5-year-olds.  In the past, we had two or three 

“Nursery students-in-training” that would join us 

for the second semester.  However, this year there 

were so many little learners that a new class was 

formed.

 

The first step was to build a Pre-Nursery 

classroom, an attractive learning environment that 

would encourage children to explore and learn 

happily.  For the next step, we decorated the room 

with natural objects, such as branches, leaves, and 

plants, from around campus, outfitted it with toys 

and educational games, and designated academic 

spaces and play areas.

Effective Early Childhood instruction embeds 

learning in play. Teachers design projects which 

permit students to take the initiative, acting on 

their curiosity and exploring their surroundings 

using all of their five senses. From the students’ 

perspective, they are having fun with friends; 

from the teachers’ perspective, they are also 

developing and consolidating crucial cognitive, 

motor, and language skills that will form the 

foundation of future learning.

LITTLE LEARNERS 

AT PLAY

A New Pre-Nursery Class

Ana Guaní, Elementary Pre-Nursery Teacher



7

The Toro Gazette

During the Artists Unit, students studied the works of 

Picasso, Van Gogh, Kandinsky, and Mondrian, then 

created their own works of art in the style of one of the 

artists.  In addition to trying their hand at painting and 

drawing, they also learned the names of shapes and 

colors and developed fine motor skills.  These works of 

art by our littlest artists are currently on display in the 

gallery area outside the art room for all to enjoy!

In the Water Sensory Play and Autumn Units, students 

investigated the world around them.  Through water 

games and “field trips” to the playground to collect 

pine cones and colorful leaves, students enhanced 

their sensory perception, coordination, and physical 

fitness while learning new vocabulary.  Our units 

provided hours of rich and valuable early childhood 

experiences to develop children’s creativity and 

imagination.

Then, once our class was in full swing, we suddenly 

had to shift to distance learning. We had to find 

new ways to maintain the learning, energy, and 

rhythm of our class remotely, and at the same time, 

compassionately attend to the needs of students and 

families during this unusual time.  This was not an 

easy task considering the students’ age!  But students, 

teachers, and parents were all up to the challenge.

  

We uploaded fun and creative learning activities 

through the Seesaw app for students and parents to 

do at home.  We added weekly online activities such 

as PE with Mr. Bruni, storytelling with Ms. Lorena, 

and music with Mr. Rodríguez. The entire learning 

environment had changed for our learners and us, but 

the “passion for learning” was always alive!

As the 2020-21 academic year draws to a close, the 

changes we have lived through— switching between 

in-person and online learning, daily health screenings, 

face masks—are unbelievable. But in the midst of all of 

this “newness,” our Pre-Nursery class still prepared a 

group of enthusiastic little learners for the next step on 

their learning journey.
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PE IN A

PANDEMIC

Nicolás Bruni, Elementary PE Teacher

When I think about the past year and a 

half, it is still hard to believe all we have 

been through. Adapting to virtual education 

was difficult for all teachers, but teaching 

sports, locomotor movements, and skills 

through a computer? To a 3-year-old boy, 

for example…. How?  Here is a look back to 

different approaches we developed during 

this time to engage our students in PE 

during a pandemic.

The first step was to create a plan to keep 

the students active. Good health was more 

relevant than ever since students were 

sitting in front of screens for many hours 

every day. Another aspect that concerned 

us from the beginning was the social impact 

of isolation. Teacher-student interaction, 

teamwork, and bonding are essential to our 

PE program under normal circumstances.  

Now we had each student alone in their own 

house. How could we achieve these goals?

Back in March 2020, I started offering the 

students different physical challenges they 

could do at home with alternative materials. 

The students had to videotape themselves 

doing the challenge and upload it. To create 

these videos, we all had to strengthen our 

technology and video editing skills. How do 

I stand in front of the camera so my whole 

body is visible? How do I ensure my voice is 

audible? 

After a month of online PE classes, I wanted 

to adjust my teaching. Since the students 

were not physically in the gym, it was more 

important than ever to verify that they were 

actually participating. I was receiving videos 

from students, but not the entire class.  So I 

needed a better way to determine if all the 

students were engaged. That was when I 

switched to the PE Activity Tracking Form.
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This Google Form allowed every student to record his/her daily physical activity. The form 

offered many different ways to be active like indoor or outdoor activities, yoga sessions, 

dancing, fitness routines and challenges, different websites to visit, etc. After participating, 

the student recorded how many minutes he/she was active in that activity. 

We were so grateful to receive an amazing 739 entries on the activity tracking form!

The key to the success of this approach was that it gave students the chance to choose 

their physical activities based on their own circumstances and preferences. Thanks to the 

feedback from the students’ entries, we quickly improved our distance learning PE program, 

making it far more effective and fun!

With time teachers, students, and parents all became quite skilled in online learning.  

Classes became live sessions and the days, weeks, and months that followed passed easily. 

Our next challenge was helping students to feel comfortable on-screen. PE pulls students 

out of their comfort zone. They may not initially feel at ease showing themselves on camera, 

full-body, exercising. The solution we developed was to adapt different board games to our 

exercises. One example is our “Fitness Monopoly.”

Students formed teams, rolled the dice, and depending on where their piece landed they 

did that exercise. The students were all-in, motivated, and participating!
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I am proud of how we managed PE under these 

circumstances, adjusting methods and approaches. But no 

matter how well we did in our virtual classes, we will not ever 

be able to replace in-person instruction. PE is a great context 

to work on the student’s social-emotional growth, and that is 

what I am most interested in. Recovering the experiences of 

in-person relationships, “real life” situations, and interactions 

will be our next step. Of course, the protocols will be in place, 

but there will be so much we will be able to do. And the new 

Gym Expansion will open a new world of possibilities for us!

This pandemic helped us all to notice the value of human 

connection and kindness. That caring connection between 

teacher and student is an important part of the foundation for 

the academic progress each student can make. Finally, this 

year also made me think about how important a good physical 

education can be in a human’s life. How important it is to have 

general well-being.  Can´t wait to see you all in August!

MISSION

ACCOMPLISHED!

In the December 2019 issue of The 

Toro Gazette, we interviewed Abigail 

Schcolnik’21 about her petition to the 

Uruguayan government to ban the use 

and sale of plastic straws. After more than 

two years of circulating a petition that 

gathered more than 50,000 signatures, 

submitting documents to the Uruguayan 

Environmental Ministry, and persistently 

publicizing the issue, Abi has accomplished 

her mission.  On April 29, Uruguayan 

Environmental Minister Adrián Peña signed 

a resolution with a gradual phase-out plan 

that will eliminate the use of plastic straws 

by January 2022.

 

Abi would like to thank all those who 

signed the petition and the UAS 

community for their support, noting that 

this change has been “a great collective 

achievement.”

 

Abi’s work also drew the attention of the 

Associate Coordinator of Environmental 

Management at ORT University, who 

introduced her to Biopack, a company 

that produces biodegradable plastic. 

The company will be speaking to Abi to 

determine if the biodegradable plastic she 

created for an IB project can be produced 

cost-effectively on a large scale and used 

in their environmentally friendly products. 

 

Congratulations to Abigail! We applaud 

her tenacious efforts which will benefit the 

environment and future generations. 
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TEACHING THROUGH 

A PANDEMIC

Julia M. Serrano, Secondary Language Arts Teacher

In the world of education, the impact of 

the COVID-19 pandemic was revolutionary 

and a huge learning experience. Through 

the losses and the changes, I have 

learned, and students have gained a 

better understanding of what it takes to 

be flexible, steadfast, and resilient. This 

has been a long process, almost two years 

packed with sacrifices, long days, and 

marathon grading and planning sessions. 

Aside from teaching my classes, the hours 

in front of the screen included research 

to find better ways to teach in hybrid and 

remote models. From digitizing content 

to finding alternative projects, creativity 

facilitated access to the curriculum. Despite 

the tribulations, kids wowed me with their 

original ideas and hard work. Drawing on 

inspiration from teachers all over the world, 

I sought to utilize online resources and tap 

into student interests and popular culture 

to teach writing and reading and to help 

students grapple emotionally with what 

they were living through.
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Below are some of the amazing projects I brought into my classrooms during 

Distance Learning:

• Gratitude Scavenger Hunt - Students worked hard to notice small 

objects lying around the house.  Through this process, they learned that 

the little things are important ones if only we stop to notice them. Their 

descriptive journals offer an insightful view of teenagers’ gratitude. 

  

• Nailed it! UAS Version - What do you get when your teacher watches 

Netflix and she cannot stop thinking about school? The inspiration to 

create a project for the persuasive writing unit is born! Eighth graders used 

persuasive skills to create and “sell” a masterpiece dessert. The twist with 

our version of Nailed It! had students competing for the best dessert instead 

of the worst one. Students wrote, prepared delicious desserts, filmed and 

presented creative videos. 

• Literary Postcards - Inspired by the events in Yellow Fever, 1793 by Laurie 

Halse Anderson, eighth-graders gave voice to characters and used point of 

view to recount the hardships and changes in the city of Philadelphia. This 

novel provided opportunities to compare and contrast our own struggles 

with the COVID-19 pandemic with the Yellow Fever epidemic of 1793. 

• Post-Pandemic Vision Boards - We discussed the changes we have 

been through and reflected on the lessons this period has taught us about 

ourselves, others, and the world around us. Inspired by the need to leave 

fear behind and to reimagine our lives after this pandemic, we created 

boards to show the visions we have for the future.

Reflecting on teaching during this time, there are so many things that did not 

go as planned and had to be done differently. There were so many things 

that had to be altered because we simply did not have the time or were not 

face-to-face. There were so many losses but there were many gains too. 

As the world slowly returns to normalcy, we all wonder what parts of remote 

and hybrid learning should remain. I wonder how the future of education 

could be more flexible, more human, and more supportive of teachers and 

students. I wonder how we can continue to focus on teaching our kids 

about resilience and perseverance, for these are the tools that helped us all 

through these challenging times.  

This vacation will give us a break from thinking about work and school, a 

break from thinking about the loss and the struggles, and an opportunity to 

daydream and reimagine the future in a post-pandemic world.

Carlos Durán

Digital Collage

Untitled’21
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AN “HASTA LA VISTA” 

FROM GULNOR

I’m originally from 

Tajikistan, but I have been 

living in Uruguay for 21 

years, and I am proud to 

have worked at UAS for 

the last 16. The school is 

truly my second home. 

Making the decision to 

say goodbye to my UAS 

family and taking a leap 

of faith toward a new path 

was definitely not easy.  

I’ve found UAS to be a 

wonderful community of 

students, teachers, parents 

and staff and I’m grateful 

for all the friendships that 

will forever be a part of the 

fabric of my story.

For the past 16 years, Gulnor Saratbekova’s smile has graced the 

halls of UAS.  Whether it was as an Elementary School aide or the 

Elementary School Secretary or the Admissions Officer, she has 

brought positive energy and calm to generations of students and 

families.  For many families she was the first contact with the school.  

At the end of this school year, Gulnor’s time at UAS will come to an 

end. She will be moving on to help others through social work.  Below 

Gulnor speaks about her UAS experience and her plans for the future.



14

The Toro Gazette

As much as I love the school and my work, 

my long-time passion for social work and 

service grew even bigger during this 

pandemic. Through my volunteer work I 

have seen a great need for basic support 

of food, water and shelter in some of the 

local communities.  It has reminded me 

of my own struggles as a child refugee 

during a brutal civil war in my home 

country, Tajikistan, in the early 1990s. I 

can still recall the freezing winter season, 

all six of them, without electricity or food. 

I’m looking forward to the opportunity to 

significantly help these families in need as 

I follow my new path in the area of service. 

I very much believe in John Bunyan’s idea 

that “You have not lived today until you 

have done something for someone who 

can never repay you.” 

While at UAS I have learned and grown 

immeasurably. As Admissions Officer I’ve 

been privileged to be the first contact for 

many of our UAS families. Meeting parents 

and students from all around the globe 

has taught me that no matter your origin, 

background, religious beliefs, or position 

in society, everyone wants the very best 

for their child. Knowing that their most 

precious jewel will be loved, taken care 

of, and nurtured in this school has given 

parents the confidence to make this very 

important choice. 

Over the years it’s been wonderful to see 

what a connected community we are. UAS 

alumni who I’ve known as students reach 

out to reconnect with us, visiting when they 

can and keeping the school in their hearts 

as I will. This is something very unique that 

only a community like ours can inspire. 

I will miss all the students and teachers 

and the entire UAS community. Thank you 

once again for everything. Wishing all of 

you the very best and I hope that our paths 

will cross again in the future, so this is not a 

goodbye but merely an “hasta la vista.” 

Gulnor
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ALUMNI VOICE: 

CAROLINE SANTOS ‘95

What a pleasure it was to interview former UAS 
student Caroline Santos ‘95. She attended UAS from 
Grade 5 to Grade 10 and currently lives in São José 
dos Campos, São Paulo, Brazil. Caroline shared she 
is eager to visit UAS again and meet with fellow 
alumni that currently live in Uruguay.

What do you recall about your time at UAS?

I simply have the best memories from UAS. That’s where I 

made most of my best friends whom I still hold dear today. 

We grew together in a small environment where most of us 

were expats and made UAS our family.

 It’s fun to remember the great Spirit Weeks and the times 

we used to receive the U.S. Marines. They played music 

for us several times at school or visited to give lectures. I 

remember our great music teacher, Mr. Zeoli, who used to 

teach us traditional songs from countries all over the world,  

like the “Sakura Song” from Japan. 

Mr. Zeoli was from Germany, and in 1989 when he returned 

to UAS after visiting Europe during the fall of the Berlin 

Wall, he brought us each a small piece of the actual wall. 

That was something unforgettable. I have kept my rock 

through the years.  When I had the opportunity to visit 

Berlin, it was such an emotional and memorable moment 

for me.   

I could go on remembering and telling you so many stories. 

From field trips to traveling for sports tournaments, to 

bake sales,  Flower day,  Field Day,  and Saturday fairs on 

campus.
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How did UAS prepare you for life 
after high school?

UAS prepared me in each and every single 

way for my life after school. I arrived at 

UAS with zero English  but had the best 

teachers, Ms. Lema and Mr. Mendiberry,  

who helped me catch up in such a short 

time.

I went on to law school in Brazil, but 

because of my strong English, I started 

teaching the language to others at the 

university. And after I graduated from law 

school, I realized that what I really wanted 

to do was teach, which is why I went into 

Pedagogy to learn more.

What are you doing currently?

Nowadays, I coordinate and run an 

international program in six different 

private Brazilian schools in São Paulo and 

the region. The schools have a curriculum 

very similar to UAS’. I have the opportunity 

to remember UAS daily in my work at these 

schools. This week, for example, we are 

having Spirit Week, just like we used to 

have at UAS. Tons of wonderful memories 

are registered in my heart!

Do you stay in touch with your 
UAS classmates or anyone from 
UAS?

Yes, they are my true friends, friends for 

life. We see each other every now and 

then and have attended each other’s 

weddings and important life events. Most 

of my friends are scattered around the 

world. I was good friends with Michelle and 

Mauricio Levitin. I keep in close contact 

with most of my UAS friends. Leila lives in 

South Africa, Karim is in Canada, Michelle 

in Mexico, Patricia Regules in London, 

María del Mar in France, Marianela, 

Verónica, Ana Lucía, Laura Márquez, Daniel 

Thomann, Christina Snyder, among others, 

in the U.S.. All my friends from the class of 

‘95. UAS was like a family to me!

Thank you for sharing your time 
with us, Caroline.  Would you 
like to add any final thoughts?

One person from UAS who truly made 

a mark on my life was our principal, Dr. 

Johnston. He was the person that first 

received our family when we arrived at 

UAS. At the time, my parents and siblings 

spoke no Spanish or English, and it 

was so comforting to be received and 

welcomed by someone who could speak 

our language, Portuguese. He made us 

feel secure and we knew if we needed 

anything at any time, he would be there. I 

have always made sure to receive all my 

foreign students with the same smile and 

affection as he received us. Many years 

later I had the amazing opportunity to talk 

and exchange ideas with Dr. J, who had 

already moved on to his next assignment 

at the American school in Salvador, but still 

had time for me.
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