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The Wantagh School 
District continues to make 
great strides in all areas of 
its Strategic Plan, “Building 
Our Future Together.” The 
five-year plan was adopted 
in 2019, following two 
years of planning, and is the 
collaborative work of the 
entire Wantagh community. 
It focuses on four key 
pillars: 

•   Outstanding Student 
Achievement.

•   Exceptional Learning 
Environments.

•   Successful Resource 
Management.

•  Strong Connections. 
Broad goals were created 

along with specific strategies 
and measurable action plans 
for each pillar. All district, 
building and department 
goals are aligned with the 
four pillars. The plan also 
focused on navigating 
challenges such as fiscal 
restraints from the tax cap 
and an aging infrastructure. 

An unexpected challenge 
arose during the second 

year of the Strategic Plan, 
when the COVID-19 
pandemic began, and the 
district quickly had to adapt 
to new ways of teaching 
and learning. Despite these 
disruptions, the district 
has remained on course in 
meeting the objectives of its 
Strategic Plan. 

In December, voters 
approved two bond 
propositions that will 
enhance facilities and help 
the district meet its goal of 
creating exceptional learning 
environments. With most 
space dating back to the 
1950s, the first proposition 
addresses key infrastructure 
issues at all five schools, 
including window 
replacements and HVAC 
upgrades. An additional 
proposition includes 
bathroom and kitchen 
upgrades districtwide, and 
cafeteria, courtyard and 
library renovations at the 
high school.

The first proposition 
is budget neutral, with 

the annual cost offset 
by expiring debt service 
payments from past 
projects. By successfully 
managing financial 
resources, the district also 
plans to address other 
infrastructure issues, 
such as ceilings, masonry 
repairs, roofs and sidewalks, 
through capital reserve 
funds and the annual 
operating budget. Long-
range financial planning 

is essential to ensure the 
district’s continued financial 
stability. 

The business office 
section of the district 
website has been greatly 
enhanced with detailed 
information about the 
annual budget, capital 
improvements, financial 
statements, fund balance 
and reserves, property tax 
exemptions and the tax cap. 
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Eighth graders make pizza dough in Ultimate Chef, a popular elective course 
at Wantagh Middle School.
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Personalized Learning  
for Every Child

The Multi-Tiered System of Supports 
initiative at the elementary level uses data 
to personalize instruction for every child. 
The three-tier model features different levels 
of intervention and support to ensure that 
each student’s needs are being met, both 
remedial and enrichment:

Tier 1: Core instruction with 
differentiation

Tier 2: Targeted intervention and 
support, such as small-group instruction

Tier 3: Intensive, individualized support 
Executive Director for Curriculum 

and Instruction Carol-Ann Winans said 
MTSS is supported by an Instructional 
Support Team, which regularly meets to 
create data-driven individualized action 
plans for students and monitor their 
progress. Members of the team include 
administrators, teachers, support service 
professionals and instructional coaches. 

“We’re doing this for the students,” Ms. 
Winans said. “We’re doing this so they can 
achieve the best they can. That can only 
happen if those doing the supporting feel 
supported.”

The team that oversees MTSS includes 
Alison Hazut, director of elementary 
curriculum and instruction, Samantha 

Barrett and Ilyse Gitman, elementary 
instructional coaches, and Lindsay Voight, 
data and intervention coordinator. At least 
one member of the team is present at every 
IST meeting. 

Ms. Hazut explained that when creating 
an action plan for a student, they use the 
child’s strengths and interests as a starting 
point. The IST sets a main goal for 
academic progress and selects curriculum 
resources from Wantagh’s wide range of 
research-based programs. Every six to eight 
weeks, the team reviews how a student 
is progressing and decides if changes are 
needed to the action plan. The mission is to 
provide as much support as possible within 
Tier 1 and Tier 2 instruction. 

Secondary Electives Program Grows
When students are interested and 

engaged in learning, they’re going to 
achieve. In the past few years, the elective 
programs at the secondary level have been 
greatly expanded to bring in more classes 
that appeal to today’s generation of students. 

Eighth graders are able to take several 
elective classes during their final year at 
Wantagh Middle School. They begin to 
develop interests that they can further 
pursue in high school. 

Middle School Principal Anthony Ciuffo 

explained that each academic department is 
tasked with coming up with elective courses 
for students. Teachers create promo videos 
which are shared on the website to generate 
interest. 

“Our goal is to meet as many of our 
students’ interests as possible,” Mr. Ciuffo 
said. “The elective program is something we 
are very proud of, and we hope to continue 
to add new and innovative offerings to the 
elective menu over the next few years.”

In Modern Food Production, students 
use hydroponics and aquaponics techniques 
to grow food without soil. Ultimate Chef, 
based on the cooking reality show “Iron 
Chef,” is a family and consumer sciences 
class that teaches students how to make 
many different meals, and even has a 
few competitions. Students in Business 

Management learn through action by 
operating the school store. The digital side 
of art comes to life in photography and 
graphic design courses. 

Eighth grader Kate Benkovic is 
taking three electives this year – Business 
Management, Digital Art and Ultimate 
Chef. She said she chose those classes to 
explore different interests. 

“They’re all very fun,” she said. “There 
are so many different types of classes and it 
creates opportunities of what you can do in 
your future.”

Wantagh High School Principal Dr. Paul 
Guzzone said that 18 new elective courses 
have been added in the past two years across 
many subject areas. There are new Advanced 
Placement classes for 3D art, chemistry 
and world history, as well as Pre-AP World 

History and college-level anatomy and 
global economy. Freshman Experience is led 
by the guidance counselors to help with a 
successful transition to high school.

The music department offers a new vocal 
class, Onora le Voci, and an instrumental 
class, String Ensemble Honors. Other new 
classes include Business Communications, 
Business Foundations, Choreography 
and Dance, Culinary Foundations, 
Entrepreneurship, Introduction to 
Engineering and Design, Living 
Environment/AP Environmental Science, 
Podcasting and Screen Printing. 

“Each one is fantastic, as our teachers 
have been stellar, and serves a unique role 
for our student population here at Wantagh 
High School,” Dr. Guzzone said. 

Podcasting launched this year as an 
English elective. Teacher John Hampson 
said that it merges English language arts 
and technology skills. It includes elements 
of public speaking, reading, research and 
writing as students create their podcasts 
using GarageBand. 

Mr. Hampson said they choose topics 
they are interested in, noting that they are 
most invested when it is personal to them. 
Students record in a small studio adjacent 
to the library and do production in a 
computer lab to add music, sound effects 
and transitions.  

Art teacher Keith Hunter launched the 

Screen Printing class as a half-year elective 
in which students turn hand-drawn and 
digitally created illustrations into posters, 
T-shirts and more. They learn sophisticated 
printmaking techniques, including how 
to create designs with multiple colors, and 
explore cultural influences in art.  

Social and Emotional Learning
The Committee for Social Emotional 

Learning consists of about 100 Wantagh 
community members, including 
administrators, teachers, staff and families. 
They researched and created a program to 
meet the behavioral, emotional and social 
needs of all of Wantagh’s elementary school 
students. 

The program, called Wantagh CARES, 
focuses on accountability, building positive 
relationships, emotional awareness, making 
safe choices and student character. Staff will 
be piloting CharacterStrong this spring. 

Wantagh Elementary School Assistant 
Principal Rachel Dender, who heads the 
committee, said that the program continues 
the use of tools from the RULER program 
– recognize, understand, label, express and 
regulate emotions – and restorative practices 
to best support student needs. 

“The SEL committee’s focus is on 
building community for the betterment of 
our students,” Ms. Dender said. 

Wantagh Middle School is designated a 
High school teacher John Hampson helps students set up to record a podcast in a new English elective course.
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Screen Printing is an art elective in its second year at Wantagh High School taught by Keith Hunter.
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No Place for Hate school by 
the Anti-Defamation League. 
This supports the school’s 
values of acceptance, empathy, 
kindness, respect and tolerance 
and its mission to foster a 
climate where students care 
about each other. No Place 
for Hate Day initiatives at the 
school over the past few years 
have included discussions, 
writing projects and the 
creation of large murals. 

Communication 
and Technology 
Enhancements

This year, the district 
adopted ParentSquare as 
a new school-to-home 
communication tool, an 
essential element of the Strong 
Connections pillar. Parents can 
receive notifications through 
email, text messages, an online 
portal and the mobile app. It 
is a unified communications 
platform designed to keep 

families informed and 
encourage greater engagement 
and connection with the 
schools. 

Teachers and staff share 
school-related news on 
ParentSquare, and parents 
receive instant notifications. It 
provides a safe way for staff to 
share a variety of information 
such as announcements, 
files, photos and schedules. 
The platform is a two-way 
communication tool that 
parents can also use to message 
teachers and administrators, 
sign up to volunteer, RSVP to 
an event or submit a signed 
permission slip. 

The district has completed 
its 1:1 Chromebook initiative 
with devices for all K-12 

students. In classrooms, the 
technology department is 
continuing to replace Smart 
Boards with new interactive 
touchscreen panels. Technology 
Director Penny Curry said 
about 100 new panels, which 
do not require a projector, 
have been installed this year. 
Another advantage of the new 
screens, she said, is teachers 
and students can connect to 
them with mobile devices for 
presentations. 

A Mac lab in the high 
school has been upgraded with 
new computers, supporting the 
digital art program. The lab is 
used by students in Studio in 
Media Art and Graphic Design 
Level 1 and 2 courses. 
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Small-group work is an essential component in providing all elementary students 
with targeted instruction. 
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On behalf of the Board of Education and administration, 
thank you to the Wantagh community for supporting the district’s 
efforts to improve school facilities by passing two of the three 
propositions contained in the bond referendum on Dec. 6. 
The bond is part of our long-range vision for enhancing and 
maintaining our existing spaces.

Thank You


