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BY JOE TENNIS
WASHINGTON COUNTY NEWS

Washington County’s Board
of Supervisors moved ahead
this week with a plan to estab-
lish a fire and rescue substa-
tion near Whitetop Mountain
by accepting a land donation at
Green Cove, Virginia.

“The first thing we need is
some land to put something
on,” Supervisor Mike Rush told
the Board of Supervisors at its
Tuesday meeting last week.

Rush said he explored the
area, looking for potential
property.

“We didn’t come up with
much,” he said. “Then we ap-
proached Annette Goode to do-

nate this, and she did.”
Now a resident of Folsom,

California, Goode, for years,
operated the Buchanan Inn,
a bed and breakfast along the
Virginia Creeper Trail near the
historic Green Cove Station,
about a half-mile from U.S.
Highway 58.

Goode’s donated property
contains 150 feet along Green
Cove Road near the county’s
Green Cove Convenience Cen-
ter.

County Administrator Jason
Berry visited the 2-acre prop-
erty on May 10 and said, “It will
make a nice site for a station.”

Donated property will be used for new fire/rescue
Green Cove

Convenience
Center

Green Cove
Community

Center

Donated
parcel

Property of Annette Goode Virginia Creeper Trail

CHELSEA GILLENWATER/WASHINGTON COUNTY NEWS VIA WASHINGTON COUNTY, VIRGINIA - IGIS

A 2-acre piece of property owned by Annette Good along Green Cove Road
will be donated to Washington County to build a new fire and rescue station
to serve the Whitetop community.See DONATION, Page A2

BY JOE TENNIS and DAVID MCGEE
WASHINGTON COUNTY NEWS

ABINGDON, Va. — A hush fell
over the crowd of 2,000 assembled
Friday night at Falcon Stadium
when Kirk Nairn’s name was called
out over the loudspeakers.

Then the audience rose to their
feet, cheered and delivered a
standing ovation that lasted nearly
a minute. The crowd and students
roared with applause, and air
horns blasted as if it was a football
Friday night.

But it was Abingdon High
School’s emotionally charged
graduation ceremony.

Two empty chairs stood out on
the field as the class of 2019 re-
ceived their diplomas. One was for
Connor Bartz, who died in Febru-
ary after a long battle with cancer.
The other was for Kirk Nairn, who
perished suddenly less than 24
hours before the ceremony in a
Thursday night traffic accident on
Interstate 81.

Students and AHS Principal B.J.
Lasley made mention of the fallen
students during the opening seg-
ments of the graduation ceremony.
A moment of silence was followed
by a round of applause, echoed by
emotional tones of hushes in the

Abingdon
senior dies
in I-81 crash
day before
graduation

METROCREATIVE

Summer food programs help serve children who qualify for reduced lunch prices all year round,
including when school isn’t in session. But the program still offers challenges in getting the food to
as many kids as possible.

BY CAROLYN R. WILSON
FOR THE WASHINGTON COUNTY NEWS

A
BINGDON, Va. — For many kids,
summer break may not be all
sunshine and fun times.

It may mean going hungry.
Many children throughout the coun-

try — and even in this region — will
not have enough to eat at home when
schools are not in session.

According to Valerie Cupp, director of
child nutrition for Washington County
Public Schools, 3,217 Washington
County students were eligible for free
meals, and 399 students were eligible
for reduced meals during April.

“That’s 51% of the student popula-
tion,” she said. “Families depend on

Families press for answers
in three Mendota murders

Summer of service
Getting food to kids during summer

can be tough for school nutritionists

See SUMMER, Page A5

See CRASH, Page A6

BY ROBERT SORRELL
WASHINGTON COUNTY NEWS

Family members and former
colleagues want answers on
why three women were killed in
the Mendota area of Washing-
ton County News, according to

charges filed by the Sheriff’s Of-
fice.

James Michael Wright, 23, con-
fessed to detectives on May 9 that
he shot and killed Elizabeth Ma-
rie Vanmeter, 22, Joslyn M. Alsup,
17, and Athina Hopson, 25, all in

an 18-day period in late February
and early March.

Vanmeter is believed to have
been shot and killed around
Feb. 28, Alsup is believed to have
died on or about March 9, and
Hopson is believed to have died See MURDERS, Page A3

More information
» Mendota community responds
to killings B1

SUMMER FOOD SERVICE PROGRAM
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this service to help feed
their children.

“Many children are
fed breakfast and lunch
throughout the school
year, and when summer
comes, they may not
receive nutritious meals
at all.”

That’s something that
worries Cupp.

In her second year
as director, Cupp is
coordinating a Summer
Food Service Program
(SFSP) offered through
Washington County
Public Schools and
funded by the United
States Department
of Agriculture. The
program is a federally
funded, state-admin-
istered program that
reimburses program
operators who serve
free healthy meals and
snacks to children and
teens.

Beginning June 3, free,
healthy meals will be
available to all chil-
dren during the sum-
mer at designated sites
throughout Washington
County. The meal pat-
tern offers milk and
foods with grains, veg-
etables and proteins, all
prepared at local high
school cafeterias.

“A typical lunch might
consist of a chicken
sandwich, salad, apple
and milk,” she said.

The program con-
cludes Aug. 2, with each
meal site operating
with different ending
dates and times.

“If we can reach chil-
dren and provide them
with meals when school
is out, we are answering
a desperate need in our
community,” said Cupp.

Last year, the pro-

gram served about
230 children, which
included children who
were already at the sites
for camps and summer
school. This year, she
anticipates serving 450
children.

“The number of walk-
in children who were
not involved in these
programs was mini-
mal,” Cupp said.

Cupp said the pro-
gram went well during
last year’s trial, but
she is certain there are
many children who are
not being served. She is
expanding the program
this year to offer more
opportunities for chil-
dren to benefit.

The program works
by setting up sites in
the community where
meals are delivered
during certain times
and days. The program
is open to all children
18 years and younger,
even those who do not
reside in Washington
County. No proof of
income is required.
Parents and guardians
pay $3 if they choose
to eat a meal with their
children.

Despite the many
benefits of the Summer
Food Service Program,

Cupp said meeting fed-
eral guidelines some-
times poses challenges.

All meals must be
eaten on-site — one of
many regulations Cupp
must follow.

Unfortunately, the
families who may need
the service the most
may lack transportation
to the sites.

This year, Cupp is
offering additional site
locations in hopes of
reaching more children.

She’s also partnering
with sites that offer ac-
tivities for children dur-
ing the summer, such
as Hayters Gap Library,
which hosts a Summer
Reading Program.

Living Faith Televi-
sion was also chosen
because of its close
proximity to Sugar Hol-
low Park where children
come to play. Both
breakfast and lunch will
be served at Emmanuel
Baptist Church each
weekday.

“We’re learning as we
go along and seeing
what works and what
doesn’t,” said Cupp.

Carolyn R. Wilson is a freelance
writer in Glade Spring, Virginia. Con-
tact her at news@washconews.com.

For information call Lori Rouse at (276) 528-5005 ext. 114

William King Museum of Art | 415 Academy Drive | Abingdon, VA 24210

Summer Art CampModern Magic
June 17-21 • June 24-28 • July 15-19 • July 22-26

Ages 6-12 – $125 weekly from 10 a.m. – 4 p.m.

For a 10% discount early register by May 1

Early Drop-off (9:00 a.m.) & Extended Stay (5:00 p.m.) available

Mercy Ambulance Service Inc. is accepting applications for the

following positions at the below pay rates:

Driver - $15.00/hr (Ambulance and Taxi)
EMT Basic - $16.00/hr
Paramedic - $20.00/hr

Applicants must possess a valid Virginia Driver’s License (or

surrounding state), drivers must be at least 21 years of age and

licensed a minimum of 3 years due to insurance requirements,

drivers must have no negative points on license.

EMT Basic and Paramedic applicants must be certified in the state of

Virginia or National Registry, certified in CPR, and for Paramedics certified

in ACLS and PALS. EVOC certification (or equivalent) is preferred.

Applicants need to apply in person at 1061 East Main St, Lebanon

VA 24266. Bring a copy of driving record that is < 10 days old.

No phone calls please.

Summer
From Page A1

If You Go
The following is a list of

open sites in the county
and the days and times of
operation.

Meals are free to all
children, and no sign-up is
required.

» Patrick Henry High
School
Address: 31437 Hillman
Highway, Glade Spring,
Virginia
Times: Monday, Tuesday,
and Thursday, June 3-July
18 (closed July 1, 2 and 4),
11:30 a.m.-12:30 p.m.

» Hayters Gap Library
Address: 7720 Hayters
Gap Road, Abingdon,
Virginia
Times: Tuesday and Thurs-
day, June 4-July 2, 1-2 p.m.

» John Battle High
School
Address: 21264 Battle Hill
Drive, Bristol, Virginia
Times: Monday-Thursday,
June 3-July 18 (closed July
4), 11:30 a.m.-12:30 p.m.

» Living Faith Television
(parking lot is adjacent to
Sugar Hollow Park)
Address: 14095 Lee High-
way, Bristol, Virginia
Times: Tuesday and Thurs-

day, June 3-July 18 (closed
July 4), 10:30-11:30 a.m.

» Emmanuel Baptist
Church
Address: 19383 Lee High-
way, Abingdon, Virginia
Times: Monday-Friday,
June 3-Aug. 2, 8-9 a.m.
(breakfast), 11:30 a.m.-
12:30 p.m. (lunch)

COURTESY OF SUMMER FOOD SERVICE PROGRAM
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BY ROBERT SORRELL
WASHINGTON COUNTY NEWS

MENDOTA, Va. — More than
70 law enforcement officers
from multiple agencies scoured
through woodlands and fields
last Wednesday and found ad-
ditional evidence in an ongoing
triple murder case.

The Washington
County Sheriff’s
Office continues
to investigate the
case involving
James Michael
Wright, a 23-year-
old Mendota man
who authorities

said confessed to killing three
women near his home over an
18-day period in February and
March.

WCSO Capt. Jamie Blevins
said officers returned to Men-
dota last week to search for any
possible evidence in the case.

“We have found additional
evidence,” said Blevins, who
spoke with the Bristol Herald
Courier outside the Mendota
Community Center, where of-
ficers coordinated their efforts.

Blevins, who leads Wash-
ington County’s Criminal In-
vestigations Division, said
the evidence will be useful as
Wright’s court case continues.
He wouldn’t discuss specifics
of the evidence except to say it
didn’t indicate that there are ad-
ditional bodies.

Washington County Com-
monwealth’s Attorney Josh
Cumbow, who was not present
for the search, confirmed that
officers were looking for new
evidence.

With the assistance of the U.S.
Marshals Service, officers from
a number of agencies, including
sheriff’s offices in Scott, Russell,
Tazewell and Wise counties, as
well as the Abingdon Police De-
partment and Bristol Virginia
Police Department, joined the
search. The Virginia State Po-
lice, National Park Service and
other state and federal agencies
also assisted.

Tazewell County Sheriff’s Of-
fice Maj. Harold Heatley said
seven officers from his depart-
ment joined the efforts. Heat-
ley noted that Tazewell County
has a good working relationship
with the U.S. Marshals and tries
to assist whenever requested.

Blevins said a variety of offi-
cers, including those with tacti-
cal and forensic evidence expe-
rience, assisted.

Officers conducted grid
searches over a 40-acre area
near Wright’s home. The search
covered some difficult ter-
rain, Blevins said. The officers
searched wooded areas and
fields, as well as steep hills, all
the way toward Pinnacle Road
and the Mendota Fire Tower.

Blevins said a limited search

BY CAROLYN R. WILSON
FOR THE WASHINGTON COUNTY NEWS

A
BINGDON, Va. — A growing program initi-
ated more than 10 years ago at Virginia
Highlands Community College is in the

national spotlight for empowering foster youth to
succeed academically.

Deborah Ledford, coach for Great Expectations
at the community college, said she’s been contact-
ed by higher education programs from as far away
as California and Colorado since The Chronicle of
Higher Education featured the Abingdon commu-

BY CAROLYN R. WILSON
FOR THE WASHINGTON COUNTY NEWS

ABINGDON, Va. — As a former
foster child, MaKenzie Helton
knows what it’s like to have the
odds stacked against her.

When MaKenzie was in third
grade, her mother was incarcer-
ated. MaKenzie was raised by her
great-grandparents until they died,
when she was in middle school.

On top of that, a high school
teacher told MaKenzie, who was
diagnosed with dyslexia, that she
would likely never succeed at high-
er education.

MaKenzie, 19, defied the odds
when she became part of the Vir-
ginia Community College’s Great
Expectations program, offered at
21 community colleges through-
out Virginia, including Virginia
Highlands Community College in
Abingdon.

Great Expectations is a nationally
recognized program that helps Vir-
ginia’s foster youth earn the post-

Great Expectations
students beat the

odds at college

CONTRIBUTED PHOTO

Deborah Ledford, coach for Great Expectations at Virginia
Highlands Community College, said the coach model is
the key to success for their program. Great Expectations
is a program to help foster youth succeed in higher
education, uses relationships and trust between students
and coaches to bring about academic success.

Fostering
TRUST
Community college program gives

foster youth the tools to succeed

See FOSTER, Page A6
See ODDS, Page A6

VIRGINIA HIGHLANDS COMMUNITY COLLEGE

Authorities

search for

evidence in

Mendota

murder case

See MENDOTA, Page A3
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BY DAVID MCGEE
WASHINGTON COUNTY NEWS

BRISTOL, Va. — Nearly 11
months after The Sessions Ho-
tel held formal groundbreaking
ceremonies, workers are steadily
converting three 100-year-old
buildings into the Twin City’s
second downtown boutique ho-
tel.

The 70-room, $20 million
project will combine the former
Jobbers Candy factory and Ser-
vice Mills building along Goode
Street and the Owen Equipment
building — formerly Bristol
Grocery — at 833 State St., near
the intersection with Volunteer
Parkway and Commonwealth
Avenue. Plans include a restau-
rant, indoor and outdoor mu-
sic venues, rooftop space and a
luxury spa. It is being developed
by Creative Boutique Hotels and
MB Contractors.

Project partner and architect
Hal Craddock, of Lynchburg,
said work is proceeding inside all
three structures.

“We’re painting in the Bris-
tol Grocery building, we’re dry-
walling in the Service Mills, and

we just finished studding out all
the rooms in the Jobbers Candy
factory. We’ve got the roof on the
Jobbers Candy factory — which
will be an outdoor dining deck,”

Work continues on The Sessions

ANDRE TEAGUE/WASHINGTON COUNTY NEWS

Work continues to bring the Sessions Hotel closer to opening.

See HOTEL, Page A5

Wright



secondary credentials
they need to achieve an
independent and suc-
cessful life.

Not only has she com-
pleted a certified nurs-
ing assistant program at
Virginia Highlands Com-
munity College, MaKen-
zie holds a 3.7 grade
point average, is active
in the college choir and
string band and serves
as the student activities
officer with the Student
Government Associa-
tion.

MaKenzie wants to
continue her education
at a four-year college,
where she will pursue
music and special edu-
cation.

It’s stories like this that
offer hope to Deborah
Ledford, the Great Ex-
pectations coach at Vir-
ginia Highlands Com-
munity College.

“As a Great Expecta-
tions coach, I get to
build strong personal re-
lationships with each of
my students. I know all
of the barriers and ad-
ditional challenges they
face because they are
foster youth. I try to be
there supporting them
every step of the way
through their college ca-
reer, and nothing is more
rewarding than watch-
ing them succeed.”

For most foster youth,
the Great Expectations
program is life-chang-
ing.

“Being part of the pro-
gram has helped me with
scheduling my classes
and getting my finan-
cial aid,” said MaKenzie,
who credits Great Expec-
tations for keeping her
in school.

“If I needed help with
homework, Deborah
Ledford would help
me find tutors. Even if I
needed to talk with her
about something out-
side of school, she was
there to listen.

“It really is a great pro-
gram, and it gives oppor-
tunities to people that
society may look over.
Because of Great Ex-
pectations, we do have
a voice and can better

ourselves so that we don’t
follow in the same foot-
steps of our parents who
made bad choices.”

MaKenzie is featured
in the 2019 Chronicle of
Higher Education’s video
news story, “Foster Youth
Face Extreme Barriers to
College. Here’s One Pro-
gram That’s Helping.”

“One of the struggles we
face is keeping the stu-
dents enrolled. They often
drop out and come back,”
said Ledford.

“Our local foster youth
report that transportation
and housing are the two
largest barriers to com-
pleting their degrees in a
timely manner. The Virgin-
ia Highlands Great Expec-
tations program is actively
working with other com-
munity agencies, attain-
ing grants and seeking out
other financial resources
to help our students over-
come those barriers.”

Katelyn Hatcher, 25,
from Bristol, Virginia,
graduated this spring,
earning an associate of ap-
plied science degree in hu-
man services — a degree
that took her nearly seven
years to complete.

Katelyn spent eight years
in foster care, removed
from her home at 13 even
though her siblings stayed
behind.

“I was in two facilities
because I was told no fos-
ter home wanted me. I was
in 30 psychiatric hospitals
because it’s a good tempo-
rary spot to put somebody

because most foster kids
face some kind of trauma.
So that’s where they put
me when they were wait-
ing for a home for me.”

During her childhood,
she was placed in at least
five different foster homes.

She learned about the
Great Expectations pro-
gram while she was part
of the Independent Living
Program with the Depart-
ment of Social Services.
However, Katelyn was
moved so frequently with
the program that she was
never able to stay at one
college. “I had to drop my
classes and start over at a
different college,” she said.

She pursued a degree
in human services be-
cause she wants to help
foster kids who are going
through the same things
she faced as a teen.

“I want to help people
who are in the same shoes
I was in when I was young-
er,” she said.

She plans to complete
her Bachelor of Arts degree
in social work with hopes
of one day working for
Child Protective Services.

“If it weren’t for Great
Expectations, I could
never have come as far as
I have,” said Katelyn, who
received all As and Bs dur-
ing her last semester at
Virginia Highlands Com-
munity College, giving her
a 3.75 grade point average
for the term.

Carolyn R. Wilson is a freelance
writer in Glade Spring, Virginia. Con-
tact her at news@washconews.com.

nity college in an April 26
video titled “Foster Youth
Face Extreme Barriers to
College. Here’s One Pro-
gram That’s Helping.”

The Great Expectations
program, shared by 21 Vir-
ginia community colleges,
is designed to help foster
youth pursue associate
degrees and workforce
credentials, transfer to
four-year universities
and position themselves
for employment and life
success. The Chronicle of
Higher Education chose to
spotlight the work being
done on Virginia High-
lands Community Col-
lege’s campus, where the
program has grown from
10 students in 2008 to 94
in the latest academic
year.

“We are ecstatic that
The Chronicle of Higher
Education — which is to
education what Sports
Illustrated is to sports
— just did a feature on
Virginia Community
College System’s Great
Expectations program,
and they chose to use
the program at Virginia
Highlands Community
College as their example,”
said Ledford.

Representatives of The
Chronicle of Higher Edu-
cation spent several days
on campus earlier this
spring shadowing Ledford
and interviewing several
of the school’s Great Ex-
pectations students.

A direct web link to the
story can be found at
https://www.chronicle.
com/article/Foster-Youth-
Face-Extreme/246171.

“The entire state of Vir-
ginia is being applauded
for their programs, but we
are one of the larger, more
successful programs in the
state,” said Ledford.

“Owing to Great Ex-
pectations’ success,
other states and higher
education programs are
replicating this coaching
model to help foster youth
and other at-risk commu-
nities.”

Connecting foster
youth to college
success

Great Expectations was
created in 2008 by the
Virginia Community Col-
lege System, championed
by Anne Holton, former
secretary of education
and former first lady of
Virginia, who recognized
a large number of foster
youth are more likely to
end up incarcerated after
aging out of the system
— and some of them may
even become homeless.

Since 2008, more than
3,000 foster youth in
Virginia have been served
through Great Expecta-
tions programs.

According to the website
for the Great Expectations
program, “one in four chil-
dren who enter Virginia’s
foster care system will not
find a permanent home
before they turn 18. As
a result, approximately
500 young people age out
of the system each year,
which usually means
making it on their own
— often with devastating
consequences.”

For those who volun-
tarily choose the foster
system, turning 18 some-
times means foster youth
face an abrupt end to sup-
port, which brings with
it financial, social and
emotional challenges.

“For a lot of these foster
kids, everything has been
done for them while they
were in foster care — they
had a case manager, they
had a foster care worker
and a department of so-
cial services worker,” said
Ledford.

“Then suddenly when
they turn 18, they’re told
they are adults. Go live

your life. So we try to be a
bridge for those youth.”

Virginia Highlands Com-
munity College adopted
the Great Expectations
program in 2008, serving
as few as 10 students.

“Ten years down the
road, we have served more
than 200 foster youth.
As many as 39 associate
degrees and certifications
have been conferred on
Virginia Highlands Great
Expectations students,”
Ledford said.

“This academic year,
94 students have been
served. Next academic
year, we project that more
than 100 will be served.”

Diamond Jackson, an
alumna of the Virginia
Highlands Great Expecta-
tions program, will receive
her Master of Business
Administration in Decem-
ber. “She will be the first
from our program to earn
a graduate degree,” said
Ledford.

“This year, six of our
students have earned
degrees and certifications.
Two of those students are
already enrolled as trans-
fer students to four-year
universities.

The coach model
“The key to our suc-

cess, I believe, is the coach
model we use,” Ledford
said.

Great Expectations is
based on a coaching mod-
el, which fosters relation-
ships and trust between
students and coaches to

bring about academic
success.

The program works by
pairing each foster youth
with an adult coach at one
of the 21 community col-
leges throughout the state.
Coaches are there to help
the foster youth every step
of the way.

“The coach becomes
a mentor who helps the
students on many levels
— career counseling,
tutoring, help with apply-
ing for college admission
and financial aid, help
with applying and keeping
jobs, financial manage-
ment and sometimes as a
mentor who just sits and
listens,” Ledford said.

Along with coaching,
Great Expectations stu-
dents can receive financial
assistance with living
expenses, textbooks and
required school supplies
and other assistance in
times of emergency.

“This really seems to
make a difference in
helping them pursue and
complete a degree. Just
having someone look over
their shoulder and listen
to them is so important.

“Many foster youth
go from home to home
throughout their child-
hoods. Counseling is what
makes the difference in
building trust and rela-
tionships — especially for
those kids who struggle
with failure.”

Carolyn R. Wilson is a freelance
writer in Glade Spring, Virginia. Con-
tact her at news@washconews.com.
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1809 West State St. (beside Greene’s Seafood)

Bristol, VA 24201 | 276.285.2231 | www.NEEDS420.com

YOUR PREMIER CBD HEMP SUPERSTORE

CBD DROPS
500 mg full spectrum $2495

Sample Bottles $895

THC FREE Available

A DOZEN STRAINS

OF CBD SMOKABLES
4 grams $2000

Ounces $9000

Pre-Roll’s Buy 3 Get 1

Free Samples of Kratom

250 mg CBD Gummies $996

20% OFF Kratom Extract!!

a n d r e m e d i e s

CBD and Kratom

NATURAL
NEEDS

FOOD AND DRUG ADMINISTRATION (FDA) DISCLOSURE: THESE STATEMENTS HAVE NOT BEEN EVALUATED BY THE FDA AND ARE NOT INTENDED

TODIAGNOSE, TREAT OR CURE ANYDISEASE. ALWAYS CHECKWITH YOUR PHYSICIAN BEFORE STARTINGANEWDIETARY SUPPLEMENT PROGRAM.

ARTH
RITIS ANXIETY

fibromyalgia

NSTR
ESS

Chronic Pain

INSOMNIA
PTSD

Thanks to our SPONSORS!

NEWSPAPER IN EDUCATION

SPONSORS

for Giving the Gift of Literacy.

GOLD SPONSOR

SILVER SPONSOR

BRONZE SPONSOR

Wills Ridge Supply Inc

Pine Glade

Buildings, LLC

James J. McConnell, MD, PC

Jamie Barger,
Agent

Clinch Valley Pharmacy, Inc.

Jason’s Auto Service, LLC

Foster
From Page A1

Odds
From Page A1

CONTRIBUTED PHOTO

Deborah Ledford, coach for Great Expectations at Virginia
Highlands Community College, is surrounded by Great
Expectations students: (from left) Travis Ferguson, Katelyn
Hatcher, MaKenzie Helton, Robbie Murray, Jennifer Kiethan
and Cruz Lyons.
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BY CAROLYN R. WILSON
FOR THE WASHINGTON COUNTY NEWS

A
BINGDON, VA — When
Washington County stu-
dents return to school

tomorrow, the buildings may
look the same on the outside,
but on the inside, a whole new
culture of learning will change
the way students have been
taught.

Like many schools through-
out the country, the local school
system is adopting Project-
Based Learning, known as PBL,
a teaching method that allows
students to gain knowledge
and skills by engaging them in
solving real-world, modern-day
problems or finding answers to
complex questions.

The new approach, which
gradually will be put in place in
all of the county schools, is an
effort to produce well-rounded
students who take control of
their own learning.

It’s all about application.

Students learn by working as
team members on projects
over extended periods of time,
applying their knowledge to
solve problems or issues in the
community — and even in their
own schools.

The adoption of the educa-
tional framework matches the
Virginia Department of Educa-
tion’s new approach to instruc-
tion, which focuses on key skills
for student success.

The new profile of a Virginia
graduate must include an edu-
cation that includes the five
C’s — critical thinking, creative
thinking, communication,
collaboration and citizenship
skills.

According to Brian Ratliff,
superintendent of Washington
County Public Schools, parents
may not see big changes this
school year, as county educa-
tors continue to learn how to
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BY ROBERT SORRELL
WASHINGTON COUNTY NEWS

A Southwest Virginia phy-
sician who recently served
as the state’s behavioral
health commissioner died
Friday following a three-
vehicle crash in Augusta
County that also killed a

high school
graduate, of-
ficials said.

Dr. Sam-
uel Hughes
Melton, 52,
of Bristol,
V i r g i n i a ,
died at the
Un i v e r s i t y

of Virginia Medical Center,
the Virginia State Police
and Virginia Gov. Ralph
Northam confirmed Friday.

Northam said he and his
wife, Pam, were deeply sad-
dened by Melton’s death
and extend their thoughts
and prayers to his wife,
daughters, family and
friends — and to the family
of Hailey Green, an 18-year-
old from Staunton who was
killed in the crash.

VSP spokeswoman
Corinne Geller said Melton
was driving a Hyundai
Tucson east on state Route
254 when it struck the rear
bumper of an eastbound
2018 Subaru CrossTrek,
driven by Jean M. Scheeren,
55, of Waynesboro, Virginia.
The Hyundai crossed the
center line and struck head-
on a westbound Toyota So-
lara, driven by Green, Geller
said.

Investigators believe
Melton suffered a medical
emergency that may have
been a factor in the crash,
Geller added.

Green, a recent gradu-
ate of Fort Defiance High
School, died at the scene.
A candlelight vigil was held
Saturday evening at the
high school.

Green was actively in-
volved as a student ath-
letic trainer for all 12 sports
teams at Fort Defiance,
Principal Larry Landes said.

“Hailey was passionate,
loved all and quietly went
about the business of help-
ing others,” he said.

Landes said Green was
planning to attend Eastern
Mennonite University to
major in nursing.

Melton was appointed
commissioner of the state’s
Department of Behavioral
Health and Developmental
Services in 2018. He also
served as deputy commis-
sioner of the Virginia De-
partment of Health.

Virginia
health
official
dies after
crash

Melton

See CRASH, Page A3

Buses
fixed as
schools
set for

new year
BY ROBERT SORRELL

WASHINGTON COUNTY NEWS

BLOUNTVILLE, Tenn.
— Following a spike
last year in school bus
crash-related injuries in
the Mountain Empire,
school and law enforce-
ment officials are pre-
paring the hundreds of
area school buses for
the start of classes this
month.

Preliminary data from
the 2018-19 school year
revealed that 11 people
were injured in school
bus crashes in the coun-
ties and cities of South-
west Virginia, according
to information provided
by the Virginia Depart-
ment of Motor Vehicles.

There were a total of
seven bus crashes in
Southwest Virginia, in-
cluding three in Wash-
ington County, two in
Bristol and one each
in Smyth and Tazewell
counties.

Since 2016, Washing-
ton County has had the
most crashes and most
injuries, data reveals.

See BUS, Page A5

Hands-on learning will
shape future of curriculum

BACK TO SCHOOL

CONTRIBUTED PHOTO

From left, Patrick Henry High School student Sarah Tiller gives
assistance to Bishop Ratliff, Isaac Coleman and Brandon White,
students in Ms. Stoessel’s third-grade class at Meadowview
Elementary. The students created coral reef habitats from pipe
cleaners and foam while learning how the underwater ecosystem is
affected by pollution.

See SCHOOL, Page A5

Residents urge no ‘rush’ on
Abingdon courthouse move

BY JOE TENNIS
WASHINGTON COUNTY NEWS

ABINGDON, Va. — Speaker af-
ter speaker urged the Washington
County Board of Supervisors on
Monday not to “rush” into moving
the county’s court functions to the
former Kmart building at a strip
mall in Abingdon.

Allison Mays, the board’s vice
chairwoman, also suggested that
the board consider other options.

Still, during the called meeting,
Mays joined fellow supervisors in
voting “yes” on a motion by Su-
pervisor Dwayne Ball to enter into
a purchase option on the former
Kmart, now being considered as

a new courthouse site to allevi-
ate crowded conditions at the
150-year-old Washington County
Courthouse.

The board now plans to file a
court petition to give voters an op-
tion with a November referendum:

See BOARD, Page A6

Emory & Henry
named College
of Distinction B1
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best implement the PBL
model into their own class-
rooms.

This summer, the school
system has teamed up
with the Buck Institute for
Education and its program
“PBL Works” to train one
administrator and one
teacher from each school
in the district.

The ongoing training
sessions instruct teachers
on how to build projects
within their classrooms
while also incorporat-
ing the requirements for
graduation.

“These are extremely
positive changes,” said
Ratliff. “It’s what we as su-
perintendents and educa-
tors have been waiting on
for a long time — for our
student learning environ-
ment to be more authentic.
Students will have real
field and hands-on solving
experiences.

“The projects actually
become the vehicles for
teaching the knowledge
and skills the students
need to learn,” he said.

“Students will solve
real-life problems and is-
sues within the confines of
grades K through 12. That’s
good education.”

A philosophy — not a
program

“Project-Based Learn-
ing is not a program
we’re implementing. It’s a
philosophy of learning that
will help us meet the needs
of all of our students,” said
Ratliff.

“Teachers are not just
disseminators of knowl-
edge. They are facilita-
tors of learning, teaching
students to be lifelong
learners and leaders in the
community.”

Ten years from now, the
superintendent hopes
PBL will be commonplace
in every classroom in
Washington County from
preschool to grade 12.

“Problem-solving will be
part of how our students
think. We will see very few
worksheets, very few rote
memorization activities
and [fewer] classroom
lectures,” he said.

According to Ratliff, the
new learning approach will
answer needs in the job
force.

“The corporate world is
demanding this. Industries
in the 21st century are
asking for jobholders who
are self-starters and who
have a creative spirit and

teamwork skills.”
Washington County

teacher Eric Hoffman has
already integrated PBL into
his science classrooms at
Patrick Henry High School.
Last school year, his ocean-
ography students studied
the quality of different
sources of local water.

“Their job was to learn
what pollutants may be af-
fecting the water sources in
our local area, such as for
home owners who depend
on well water. So there’s
that real-world applica-
tion that solves real-world
problems,” said Hoffman.

Julia Street, who gradu-
ated from Patrick Henry
High School in the spring,
saw firsthand how some
students in Hoffman’s PBL
classroom changed from
exhibiting apathetic at-
titudes to becoming eager
learners. “It was neat to
watch them gain interest
from the projects,” she
said.

“Students who lack en-
thusiasm for learning are
put in classes with students
who want to learn. They
bounce off ideas from each
other, and it’s a good op-
portunity for all students.
PBL is something I really
enjoyed. It allowed me to
learn in a better way. It’s
hands-on, and I learn bet-
ter that way.”

Steve Ahn, a biology
teacher at Holston High
School, also practices the
PBL model in his biology
classroom.

Ahn takes his biology
students on a coastal ad-
venture each year to Duke
University Marine Lab in

Beaufort, North Carolina,
where they live on cam-
pus for a five-day learning
experience.

Grassroots effort
Hoffman, Joy Munsey,

assistant principal for the
Washington County Career
and Technical Education
Center, and a few other
county teachers became
involved in the county’s
grassroots efforts about
four years ago, before the
new learning approach
was issued by the Depart-
ment of Education.

“A small group of teach-
ers started conversations
about what we can do to
help our students engage,
collaborate, to think criti-
cally and problem-solve
— and even learn how to
get along better with their
classmates,” said Munsey.

The teachers began their
research by visiting schools
as far away as South Da-
kota and Greenville, South
Carolina, as well as three

schools in Virginia.
“We’ve researched differ-

ent models and consulting
firms on how to implement
this type of innovative
learning into our school
system,” said Hoffman.

“If students take control
of their own learning, we’re
not faced with trying to
get students to learn, we’re
challenged with how to
facilitate the learning of

the students,” he said.
Munsey said there are

vast differences between
classroom projects and
PBL, which focuses more
on the actual process of
learning.

“Projects do not consist
of a pamphlet and a Pow-
erPoint presentation,”
she said. “These projects
could be so in-depth that
they could last for weeks.

“Classroom projects
start with a driving
question. It could be a
problem that needs to be
solved, such as a com-
munity issue or school
issue. It could be about
an economic or environ-
mental issue.

“It’s a whole new
culture, but this is going
to be a slow process,”
Munsey said. “It’s a new
way of thinking about
education.”

Carolyn R. Wilson is a freelance
writer in Glade Spring, Virginia.

Contact her at news@wash-
conews.com.

There have been 15 crashes
and 18 injuries, according
to the DMV.

One of the crashes in
Washington County in-
volved a bus from Giles
County that crashed on
Interstate 81 near Abing-
don while en route to a
band competition in Bris-
tol. Eight of the 30 students
from Narrows High School
complained of minor in-
juries, Virginia State Police
spokeswoman Corinne
Geller said.

The 40-year-old driver
was charged with follow-
ing too closely after the bus
crashed into the back of a
tank truck.

Another Washington
County bus crash occurred
on March 19, when a truck
crashed into a bus on Nor-
dyke Road, injuring one
student and the truck’s
driver.

“Our buses go through a
safety inspection at the bus
garage every 40 to 45 days of
operation, using guidelines
set up by the [Department
of Education],” Washington
County School Superinten-
dent Brian Ratliff told the
Bristol Herald Courier.

During the summer, each
bus goes through a more
intense safety inspection,
along with updating the
Virginia State Inspection
sticker, he said.

“We are down to the last
six to eight buses, and the
summer safety inspections
will be done,” Ratliff said.

Washington County has
135 buses, including spare
buses and extra trip buses.
The county owns all of its
buses.

Of the districts in South-
west Virginia, the city of
Norton and Dickenson
County had the fewest
crashes. Norton had a crash
in 2016 and Dickenson
County had a crash in 2018,
neither involving injuries.

Tennessee and Virginia
bus drivers are required to
obtain a commercial driv-
ing license with an S en-
dorsement before operat-
ing a bus, officials said.

rsorrell@bristolnews.com
276-645-2531
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School
From Page A1

Buses
From Page A1

CONTRIBUTED PHOTO

From left, students Abigail Street and Julia Street examine the top of a whale’s heart during
an annual trip to Duke University Marine Lab in Beaufort, North Carolina.
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From left, Lillian Wright and Nicole Whitt test for haloacetic
acid levels in a school’s water supply.

SOUTHWEST
FLEA MARKET

Shop now until August 31
Open Fri-Sun 8-5

Porterfield Hwy & Russell Rd. Abingdon

After 35 years, Southwest Flea Market
will be closing to make way forg y

CLOSING
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Property for Sale Now
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From left, Jacob Nichols, Anna Hahn and Catherine Grossman
were among 23 county students who collected 500 pounds of
trash in three hours while participating in Carteret Big Sweep
in Carteret County, North Carolina, last school year. The event
educates the public on litter and how everyone can do their
part to make a difference.


