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By JOHN GUERRA
STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — Circuit 
Court Judge Peter Estrada 
is hoping for the day he 
won’t have to play the role 
of air traffic controller, a 
term he uses to describe 
his attempt to manage 
incoming voice and video 
feeds.

Though his bosses 

at the Florida Supreme 
Court loosened COVID 
restrictions, Estrada 
and other judges con-
tinue to hear motions 
and communicate 
with defendants over 
Microsoft Teams. Estrada 
sits behind the bench 
in his judicial robe, his 
office computer screen 
on his desk and a second, 
larger screen standing not 

far from where lawyers 
directly address the jury.

When virtual court 
is in session, the large 
screen displays several 
images simultaneously: 
a masked defendant in 
orange jail clothes in 
the jailhouse courtroom 
across the street; a 
prosecutor at his desk 
in the Highland County 
State Attorney’s Office; a 

defense attorney staring 
into his laptop camera 
somewhere else, not 
necessarily in Highlands 
County. Estrada also 
must field phone calls 
from defendants in the 
community waiting for 
their cases to be called. 
They dial in from home 
or other location, and like 

Judges will be happy when live court returns
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Circuit Court Judge Peter Estrada shares a laugh with bailiffs 
as the online audio and video platform that supports virtual 
court failed again. Virtual court became the new normal after 
COVID-19 brought in-person jurisprudence to a halt.

By John Guerra
STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — 
Highlands County’s 
Public Safety 
Director toured 
the heart-breaking 
scene at the site of 
the Surfside con-
dominium collapse 
that may have 
claimed as many as 
140 lives.

Marc Bashoor was 
the guest of Dave 

Downey, the retired 
Miami-Dade Fire Rescue chief, directing 
what has become an effort to retrieve the 
remains of residents and others who died 
in the collapse.

“I went as goodwill ambassador and 
as a Highlands County representative 
who has collapse technical rescue team 
members who can go down there if 
called,” he said.

Downey allowed Bashoor to tour 
the command post as well as watch 
emergency workers search the pile of 
rubble for bodies using various tools and 
techniques, he said.

“I also wanted to see what, mentally, 
those rescuers were going through,” he 
said.

One psychological aspect he won’t 
forget was the “overwhelming stench of 
death” which he could smell a block away 
from the collapsed Champlain Towers 
South at 8777 Collins Ave.

“I walked around three sides of the pile 
and didn’t smell anything,” he said. “But 
then, when I came on the fourth side, 
which was downwind, was when it hit.”

Though he’s smelled decaying bodies 
in his career, the “difference was the 
sheer magnitude of no matter where you 
walked you smelled it.”

He spoke of the continuous rain, 

Bashoor recounts 
the scene at 

Surfside collapse
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Members of a search and rescue team stand in 
front of the rubble that once was Champlain 
Towers South during a prayer ceremony in 
Surfside, Fla., Wednesday, July 7, 2021. Members 
of search and rescue teams and Miami-Dade Fire 
rescue along with police and workers who have 
been working at the site of the collapse gathered 
for a moment of prayer and silence next to the 
collapsed tower.

By MARC VALERO
STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — District 
educators are preparing 
for something new in the 
upcoming school year at 
the elementary and middle 
school level — new English 
language arts curriculum.

Curriculum is what is 
taught in a given course 
or subject and curriculum 
also refers to the interactive 
system of instruction and 
learning with specific goals, 
contents, strategies, mea-
surement and resources.

In grades K-5 the School 
Board of Highlands County 
will be using Amplify CKLA 
(Core Knowledge Language 
Arts) Florida.

In grades 6-8 the curricu-
lum is HMH Into Literature 
Florida. Houghton Mifflin 
Harcourt is an education 
resource company.

Following this year’s 
review process, high schools 
voted to postpone the adop-
tion of English language arts 
(ELA) curriculum. The ELA 
materials will be reviewed 
during the 2021-22 school 
year, following the district’s 
textbook adoption review 

process.
Professional development 

trainings for teachers, 
instructional coaches, and 
administrators started 
this past week, and will 
continue through Aug. 6, 
to support schools in the 
initial implementation of 
the new curriculum.

During these trainings, 
publishers work with 
teachers to understand 
the design principles and 
organization of materials, 

lesson components, and 
instructional routines. 
Throughout the school year, 
additional trainings will 
be offered to strengthen 
implementation based on 
teacher and school needs.

What does the curric-

ulum change mean to 

students?
The district responded 

stating, students need daily 
practice discussing and 
writing about informational 

and literary text and other 
media in order to be 
successful in college and 
their careers. We give our 
students the support they 
need to read texts closely, 
then challenge them to 
speak and write about what 
they have read or viewed 
using evidence to back up 
their positions.

Supporting our students’ 
ability to read critically, 
build arguments, cite 
evidence, and communi-
cate ideas today prepares 
them to be better citizens 
tomorrow.

Students acquire the 
foundations for reading. 
Our younger students are 
afforded systematic and 
explicit instruction and 
practice with foundational 
skills in reading.

Reading foundations are 
approached with equal 
importance to building 
knowledge and vocabulary 
through worthwhile com-
plex read alouds.

Older students who may 
have gaps in foundational 
skills are supported with 
effective interventions to 

Lesson Update

Elementary and middle schools prep for new ELA curriculum
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Professional development sessions, on new English language arts curriculum for the 2021-22 school year, started recently for school district 
educators.
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A small group session of School Board of Highlands County educators 
reviewing new ELA curriculum.
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