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Through the Lens of Nicole Rapsis  
Lawrence Family Development Charter School (LFDCS) Teacher 
Interview in Fall, 2014 
 
Interview Background:  
 
Nicole Rapsis was hired at Lawrence Family Development Charter School (LFDCS) in 2011 as a first grade teacher. This 
position at LFDCS followed her graduation from Wheelock College in Boston, Massachusetts where she earned a Bachelor’s 
Degree in the Arts with a focus on Elementary Education (Grades K-6). Nicole promotes continuous learning and continues 
her studies at Northeastern University, where she is pursuing a Master’s Degree in Learning and Instruction in      
Elementary Education. 
 

Since her LFDCS hiring, Nicole has taught in Lawrence Family Development Charter School’s first, third and fourth grades. 
She was attracted to teaching as a student in grade five in Nashua, New Hampshire and credits her love for education to the 
creativity of her fifth grade teacher, Ms. Buerger, who used highly personalized and creative approaches to engage students. 
Today, Nicole credits her success as a teacher to the camaraderie among the teaching staff members at LDFCS. In this 
interview, Nicole talks about her colleagues, Jaclyn Mertz and Alyssa Toner. She highlights that enhancing her teaching is 
rooted in how Mertz and Toner share their skills and instructional ideas with her. She views teamwork and peer coaching as 
key contributors to her success and complements the support she receives from the Head of Lower School, Jennifer Fanning. 
 

Through this interview, Rumbo wanted to interview a teacher who had such successful students on Spring 2014 MCAS tests 
and share with its readers how this was done. LFDCS teacher Nicole Rapsis was highlighted for this interview because of 
her third grade students’ Spring 2014 MCAS results.  
 

Specifically, at every grade level LFDCS students outperformed the Commonwealth of Massachusetts’ students in English 
Language Arts (ELA). In grade three, Nicole Rapsis’s spring 2014 students demonstrated very strong achievement in Math.  
Of the twelve third grade students with perfect scores on the MCAS Math test, ten of them were Rapsis’ students. Across all 
of LFDCS’ third grades, 93% of third grade students scored Proficient or Higher in the Math MCAS test. Of that 93% of 
third grade students, 58% scored Advanced in Math. These results are significantly stronger than the Commonwealth of 
Massachusetts, where 68% of third grade students scored Proficient or Higher.  
 

Superintendent Ralph Carrero said that he was delighted to learn that twelve third graders earned perfect scores on the 
Math MCAS and that ten of those students were from Rapsis’ third grade class. “These scores are of great pride to the third 
grade teaching team as well as their teaching colleagues in the earlier grades. We are so happy for the success of our 
students, which designates us as a Level 1 school. We celebrate the talent and dedication of teachers like Nicole Rapsis and 
her colleague for their instructional success.” 
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The interview questions and answers…………….. 
 

1. You’ve been at Lawrence Family Development Charter School (LFDCS) since 2011, what have been some of the 
highlights? 

My favorite highlight each year at Lawrence Family Development Charter School is assessing the growth of our 
students. I love looking at data and seeing some of my struggling students when they make solid progress and then 
really succeed! It further confirms my love for the teaching profession.  
 

2. The 2013 MCAS results of students in your class were outstanding!  What do you think are the characteristics of an 
outstanding teacher?   

I honestly do not believe that I would have achieved this level of success without being a team player. Utilizing 
resources and working with my teammates, teachers Jaclyn Mertz and Alyssa Toner, are keys to my success as a 
teacher.  I also think that being passionate and creative is important for student achievement. Preparation for  
the MCAS tests can be boring and involves repetitive practice, but if a teacher has fun teaching the material, the 
teacher’s positive feelings are reflected to the students. Making something dull, into something that is actually fun to 
teach, makes the learning significant. Of course, the important of perseverance and patience cannot be              
stressed enough! 
 

3. Which of these characteristics are demonstrated in your teaching? Do you have any unique “tricks” to share with other 
teachers? 

It is no surprise among my students that I love to teach. I try to make things fun by using a variety of techniques to 
get the students involved. I learned this trick from LFDCS teaching colleague, Jaclyn Mertz. She creates songs to go 
with various concepts, and these songs help students to learn. It makes memorizing fun for them, but also really 
works! I like being creative and coming up with new ways to involve my students in the classroom.  
 

4. What are you doing to adjust your instructional practices to prepare students for the rigor of the Common Core’s 
National Standards, and how are you collaborating with other teachers in this transition from the Massachusetts State 
Standards? 

The Common Core is generally based on students succeeding in the classroom, but also geared to preparing for 
future success in college, jobs and the community. At LFDCS, we create lesson plans that include various texts and 
forms of digital media, and then apply the material to “real world” problems. In the classroom, teachers and students 
talk about a character’s feelings and motives in English and Language Arts, and we try to use real world problems in 
math to help students apply their skills and develop critical thinking.    
 

5. What do you consider to be a major public education issue today?  
I’m currently taking a graduate course called “Policy and Leadership,” and we discuss public education issues and 
how to address them. We debate how government leads education reform, yet often as a teacher, it is frustrating that 
politicians generally lack backgrounds in education. Lacking knowledge can cause politicians to create “solutions” 
that aren’t well thought-out, which leads to concerns for administrators, teachers and even students.  
 

6. What do you do to strengthen and improve the teaching profession? Are there committees or groups you are part of to 
develop your teaching skills or the teaching skills of other colleagues? 

I am currently in the midst of obtaining my Master’s degree at Northeastern University, and I am really enjoying the 
classes. I have such a love for learning and may want to go back and get another degree after this one. I am also 
currently a Teacher Mentor at LFDCS and work with my colleagues to offer guidance and support. Through 
mentoring, I get to build my skills and networks as we collaborate together.  
 

7. What is or should be the basis for providing feedback to teachers to help them strengthen their instructional practices? 
As a teacher, receiving constructive criticism is a very strong aspect of a beneficial observation. I admire that my 
Head of School, Jen Fanning, comes in and not only highlights things that go well in my classroom but also helps me 
by suggesting ways to strengthen my teaching. It is not always noticeable to us as teachers, but when Head of 
School, Jen Fanning, comes in and pinpoints something as a suggestion --- a light bulb goes off! Getting additional 
resources, suggestions, and encouragement from LFDCS teachers and administrators is a huge plus, and it is nice to 
get constructive criticism which reinforces learning.  
 
 



 
 
 

8. Tell us a little about yourself – family, hobbies, etc. Is there something about you that is not well known at LFDCS? 
It is no surprise to my colleagues that I am very family-oriented and that I love to bake. My students especially know 
my bond with my two dogs, which are boxers! Something that is not well known at LFDCS is that I am extremely 
competitive, especially with fantasy football.  I research players, look up statistics and frequently change my fantasy 
football lineups. Outside of school, I am a fan of football games; I am glued to the TV when a football game is on. It 
is probably not known by my colleagues or students that I am such a huge football fan, but it’s true!  
 

9. What are 3 major expectations that you have of your students? 
The 3 major expectations that I have for my students are in no particular order:  
1) Do your best at all times. I always quote, “It is okay for you not to know, but it’s not okay for you not to try.” I 

try to instill perseverance in the classroom.   
2) I also expect respect. My classroom atmosphere demands a respect for each member of our team.  While we may 

not always see eye-to-eye or want to be best friends with everyone, it is important to remember that we are all 
humans with feelings and those feelings deserve to be respected. 

3) And finally, open communication. Being able to trust one another is huge and being able to discuss troubles or 
problems or fears is often difficult.  I let students know that we can express ourselves respectfully.  

 

10. How do you design your lessons in order to meet the varying ability levels of your students?  
I try to focus on what helps them succeed. I have a lot of kinesthetic learners, so I try to incorporate manipulative 
materials into math lessons. My colleague, Jaclyn Mertz, is amazing at creating mnemonic devices to help struggling 
students remember important facts. I always turn to her to help. I try to reach all tiers of learners – help the strugglers 
attain the knowledge, while challenging the ones who have a grasp on the concept.  
 

11. What methods do you utilize to communicate with your students’ parents or guardians? 
I really enjoy making positive phone calls home. Often parents hear that the teacher is on the phone and they panic. I 
like to remind parents just how smart and wonderful their students are. I also write notes home and send newsletters 
to update parents on classroom information, as well as showcase some amazing work from my students. 
 

12. What three words would your students use to describe you?  
My students often tell me that I am “funny” – mostly because I try to make learning fun and relatable. I especially try 
to use fun techniques in writing. I bring attention to the senses and in literature, and I enjoy highlighting character 
traits. Creating imaginary people and writing about them is fun for me, creatively, but also the students engage with 
these fictitious characters and enjoy hearing stories that they can laugh about and connect with.  
 

My students tell me that I am organized, which in some ways always surprises me. Because I have 19 students in my 
class, I need to be organized for them and for my own sake. My mom might disagree with a description of me being 
“organized,” but I’d like to think that my students are pretty well off due to my organizational skills.   
 

Finally, my students say that I’m caring. Everyone in my class knows that they are respected by me and loved. Each 
one knows that I care for them deeply. After all, I always tell them they are my favorite class!  
 

13. Pretend you have been asked to address a group of educators visiting your school from another city or state. You step 
onto the stage, and you are given a microphone. What would you say?   

I would probably ask what they are looking to change or adapt with their teaching styles or school, and then I would 
showcase Lawrence Family Development Charter School. The practices we have going on in our school and the 
skills obtained by the teachers are just magnificent. I learn so much by working with Lawrence Family Development 
Charter School teachers and would want to help other schools adopt the same practices that we use here at Lawrence 
Family Development Charter School. 

 


