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ABOVE: John Thomas Jr. stands at the front of Kling Elementary before 
presenting letters and a plaque from his Army unit to the school. With him 
are his fiancé, Kelsi Martin, father, John Thomas Sr., and mother, Robin 
Thomas, Kling Elementary secretary. AT RIGHT, John Thomas Jr. and 
Robin Thomas show Kling students the flag and certificate sent to them 
by John Jr.’s sergeant. Robin embraces one excited student. (Stephanie 
Mikels Blevins photos)

‘This Is To Say Thank You’
Students’ Letters
Bring Responses

From Soldiers
By Harrison Mines

“Your letter was so good, 
I thought you were at least in 
middle school,” Principal Lisa 
Clark read aloud from a sol-
dier’s letter to the students of 
Kling Elementary School on 
Friday afternoon.

Alongside Clark at the 
front of the cafeteria sat Kling 
secretary Robin Thomas, her 
husband John Thomas Sr., 
their son John Thomas Jr., 
and his fiancé Kelsi. The stu-
dents’ attention was fixated 
on a small postal service box 
with a return address to Af-
ghanistan. 

The box, unbeknownst to 
the students at the beginning 
of the assembly, was filled 
with responses to letters the 
second grade class had mailed 
to John Jr.’s U.S. Army unit a 
year prior. 

As the students took their 
seats, Principal Clark ex-
plained John Thomas Jr.’s 
military fatigues and an-
nounced that he had arrived 
with something very special 
for the school. 

The students were quickly 
reminded of a writer’s work-
shop project they completed 
around the holidays last year, 
in which they reached out to 
Army men and women who 
were far away from home. 
The project was proposed by 
Robin Thomas, whose own 
son would be spending the 
holidays serving his country.

“I got the idea around 
Thanksgiving,” she ex-
plained before the assembly. 
“I wanted to support my son 
and encourage the soldiers. I 
wanted to lift their spirits.”

Though this project was 
a first for Kling Elementary, 
Robin Thomas and her fam-
ily are not strangers to com-
municating with servicemen 
overseas. 

Other than John Jr., Robin 
has two sons who have also 
served in the military. Jason 
Underwood, 36, has served 
six tours in Iraq, and Justin 
Underwood, 34, has served 
three tours in Afghanistan. Ja-
son’s wife Michelle has also 
served five tours in Iraq.

While the army runs in the 
family for their children, John 
Sr. and Robin marvel at their 
sons’ decisions with great 
pride.

“This whole tradition 
started with Jason,” John 
Thomas Sr. said. “It was all 
totally their choice.”

John Sr. works with Welsh 
Construction in Lexington and 
Robin has been a school sec-
retary for Buena Vista schools 
for the past 17 years. 

A military life path was 
not always the plan for John 
Jr., 19, who completed his 
first tour in Afghanistan this 
year.

“He talked about going 
to Virginia Tech for a long 
time,” his father said. “He 
was worried about what Robin 
would think when he made his 
decision.”

“It was just easier for me,” 
John Jr. said of his choice to 
enter the army. 

John Thomas Jr. began 
his Army career as an aircraft 
operator two years ago. He is 
a specialist, piloting a Gray 
Eagle Unmanned Aerial Ve-
hicle (UAV).

John Jr.’s mother told him 
of the incoming letters around 
the holidays. He decided to 
keep the letters a surprise for 
his fellow soldiers. 

Headed their way were 
neatly written well-wishes and 
thank-yous from the Kling El-

ementary first grade writer’s 
workshop class.

Leslie Royer, writer’s 
workshop teacher, worked 
with first- graders for over 
a week to help with Robin’s 
idea.

 “Letters are different than 
stories,” Royer said. “I work 
with my kindergarteners on 
just writing a sentence; first- 
and second-graders work on 
writing short true narrative 
stories.

“I introduced Robin’s 
project by reading a story 
book about a military family 
whose father went overseas,” 
Royer continued. “I wanted to 
focus on how hard it is to be 
away from family. We wanted 
them to understand why we 
say ‘thank you.’”

“You are a very brave per-
son,” first-grader Isaiah wrote, 
one of many of his classmates 
to express gratitude. “I will do 
anything to help you. Thank 
you and get home safe.”

“They were all really ex-
cited to hear from the kids,” 
John Thomas Jr. said of the 
arrival of the letters in Af-
ghanistan.

The messages from Kling 
made such an impression on 
his unit that John Jr.’s com-
mander, Sgt. Aaron W. Mur-

phy, announced an initiative 
to write the students back.  

In the Kling cafeteria Fri-
day, the now second-graders 
were delighted to hear their 
letters had responses ad-
dressed to them personally.

 “It’s awesome to know 
what I’m doing is really mak-
ing a difference,” one soldier 
said.

“The holidays are special 
times for troops. We may not 
be able to be with our fami-
lies, but that is a choice so 
that you can be with yours,” 
another letter read.

“You and your classmates 
are the reason my friends and 
I willingly serve our country.”

“I think we’ve learned 
that communication is really 
important,” Principal Clark 
announced after reading the 
letters. “These boys and girls 
wrote letters and they got re-
sponses from people who live 
oceans away.

“Because kids in our 
school did this in support of 
these guys and what they’re 
doing,” Clark continued, 
“they decided to do something 
for us,” she motioned to John 
Jr.

John Thomas Jr. stood to 
reveal a framed flag, posi-
tioned above a certificate from 

the Operation Freedom’s Sen-
tinel and the Resolute Support 
Mission. The flag comes from 
the Gray Eagle UAV John Jr. 
pilots, also pictured in the cer-
tificate.

The letters from both the 
students and soldiers are to 
be placed in the back of the 
frame before it will be hung 
in the Kling front office for 
students and faculty to admire 
daily. 

“We’ll play it by ear,” 
Robin said of letter-writing 
becoming a tradition at Kling. 
“We may do it again, but 
we’re not expecting anything 
in return. This is to say thank 
you.”

At the top left and right 
corners of the frame’s mat-
ting, Robin cut small squares 
to place John Jr.’s senior por-
trait and military headshot. 

Concluding the assembly, 
John Thomas Jr. stood with 
Clark and accepted student 
questions. He chuckled his 
way through various inquiries 
about drones, jets, and his spe-
cial outfit. 

“One last question,” Prin-
cipal Clark said as she pointed 
to a single raised hand.

A small voice asked, “Do 
you know my dad? He’s in the 
army, too!”

KLING PRINCIPAL Lisa Clark (right) and Robin Thomas take turns reading response 
letters from soldiers. Meanwhile John Thomas Jr. smiles at his fiancé,  Kelsi Martin. 
(Stephanie Mikels Blevins photo)

THESE are some of the letters from Kling Elementary first-graders to soldiers in Af-
ghanistan and their paired responses from the troops. (Stephanie Mikels Blevins 
photo)

“‘I wanted to focus on how hard it is to be away from family. 
We wanted them to understand why we say ‘thank you.’” - Leslie Royer



Students 
Head Back
To School
By Harrison Mines

The party, otherwise 
known as the first day of 
school, began for all Rock-
bridge area students Monday 
morning.

Playing over a portable 
speaker placed at the school’s 
entryway, “Who Let the Dogs 
Out” ushered in Waddell El-
ementary Bulldogs either 
returning for a new year or 
coming to school for the very 
first time at 7:30 a.m.

Despite their early start, 
energy radiated from Waddell 
teachers and staff buzzing 
about the campus, offering 
high-fives and hugs to all who 
entered through the school’s 
archway. Between the music 
and chatter among families 
and friends, students had 
every reason to believe the 
first day of school was the 
event of the year.

Principal Melanie Cam-
den manned the central Wad-
dell crosswalk, happy as ever 
to see the influx of Lexington 
folks holding their students’ 
hands on their walk to school.

“Good morning, Neveah! 
Good morning, Genesis! 

Good morning, Smith fam-
ily!”

Unicorn backpacks, light-
up sneakers and kitty-ear 
head bands filled the bleach-
ers in the Waddell auditorium, 
where students sat by grade 
level until they were dis-
missed to find their classroom. 
Some soaked up their last few 
minutes with mom and dad, 

others confidently banded to-
gether with their buddies and 
classmates.

As the final “first-day” pic-
tures were snapped and grade 
levels began to descend upon 
the hallways, the school day 
was officially underway.

Across town, after Central 
Elementary Bears passed wel-
come balloons of every color 

into their classrooms, it was 
time to get down to business 
at 8 a.m. sharp.

Principal Robin Parker 
gave an official welcome to 
students over the intercom, 
kicking off what will become 
an everyday routine for Cen-
tral students: morning an-
nouncements.

Though the initial excite-
ment of entering school might 
have worn off, Parker re-
minded students fun still has 
a place at school, announc-
ing Tuesday to be “joke day” 
and a “Music Minute” occur-
ring at the start of the day on 
Wednesday.

Central teachers, who, 
liked teachers throughout the 
area, worked days in advance 
to prepare for that morning, 
delved into housekeeping 
items right away. All the im-
portant bases were covered 
throughout the grade levels. 
Hayley Smith showed her 
second grade class where to 
put their pencils when they 
become dull and Christina 
Trombetta instructed her kin-
dergarteners when to stand for 
their first-ever Pledge of Alle-
giance.

At Kling Elementary in 
Buena Vista, the process of 
settling in on the first day was 
just as immediate for the Little 
Blues.

Principal Lisa Clark took a 

See School, page 2
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Costs On
The Rise
Company Imposes Fees
To Accept Recyclables
By Ed Smith

Reverberations from the roiling of the recycling market 
worldwide continue to be felt in the Rockbridge area.

The Roanoke company that receives most of Rock-
bridge County and Lexington’s recyclables informed both 
localities last week that it is going to have to start charging 
for accepting these materials. This change in policy, which 
takes effect Sept. 1, is the latest example of an upended 
recycling market that is pushing up costs for localities.

“The recycling market remains in a decline,” County 
Administrator Spencer Suter told the Board of Supervisors 
Monday as he relayed the message from Recycling & Dis-
posal Solutions Inc. that it would begin imposing fees for 
accepting recyclables. 

RDS is the recipient of the county and Lexington’s 
mixed paper, co-mingled plastic/tin/aluminum and card-
board. (Lexington recently removed mixed paper from the 
recyclables it collects.) The county and Lexington take their 
recyclables to the Blue Ridge Resource Authority landfill, 
where the materials are compacted and then transported by 
C&S Disposal to RDS. The county and Lexington divide 
the costs for hauling based on the proportion of tonnage 
from each locality.

See Recycling, page 8

‘Great Year’ Ahead
Site Plan Approved
For City Apartments
By Harrison Mines

Despite receiving some public concerns about traffic is-
sues, the Lexington Planning Commission approved the site 
plan for the remodeling of previously vacant apartments at 
306 McLaughlin St. last Thursday.

The project seeks to update the eight-unit apartment 
building and address foundational issues in the original 
structure.

Steven Canterbury, owner of the property, explained in 
the site plan application that the “foot print” of the building 
will not change, with the exception of “larger decks planned 
for the west side of the building.”

Before the planners last week, Canterbury expressed 
his aim to “upscale” the apartments, incorporating a master 
bedroom and open living space in each unit.

Public comment on the project included concerns that 
the site plan did not address potential dangerous traffic pat-
terns. 

See Apartments, page 4

MOUNTAIN VIEW ELEMENTARY teacher Tammy Nicely 
escorts a student into school Monday. (Stephanie Mikels 
Blevins photo)

By Darryl Woodson
Even though there’s a 

“Store Closing” sign draped 
over the entrance to Peebles 
store north of Lexington, the 
store isn’t actually closing.

Well, it will for a few 
days next spring, but it will 
reopen as another retailer.

According to a spokes-
man for Stage Stores Inc., 
which operates Peebles and 

a number of other apparel 
and home goods stores, the 
company will convert the 
local Peebles store into a 
Gordmans.

Gordmans, whose his-
tory dates back to 1915, 
is an off-price retailer ac-
quired by Stage Stores in 
2017.  The   store,  said  the 

See Peebles, page 4

KLING Elementary first-graders wait patiently to be called on in Catherine Trotman’s class on the first day of school Mon-
day morning. (Harrison Mines photo)

No, Peebles Not Closing



PAGE 2  SECTION A, THE NEWS-GAZETTE, LEXINGTON, VIRGINIA,  AUGUST 14, 2019, www.thenews-gazette.com

continued from page 1

lap around the building at 8:30 a.m., stopping to 
check in on each classroom. Clark left each stop 
with a smile, happy that teachers and students were 
getting into their groove once the bustling drop-off 
period was through.

Scenes at Kling varied room to room. Kinder-
garteners in Marcie Carte’s class identified their 
cubbies with a new coloring page, Catherine Trot-
man passed out a supply of glue sticks to her first-
graders, and Lisa Davis’ first grade class was elated 
to receive Play-Doh at their desks. Some classes 
began new crafts and other teachers invited students 
to take a seat on the carpet for story time. 

By 9 a.m., the last of parents who stuck around 
made their exit through the office and classroom 
doors began to shut. The halls that echoed with doz-
ens of little footsteps minutes ago were finally quiet. 
It was time for Kling students to carry on with the 
first of many regular school days. 

First-morning scenes such as these played out 
throughout all of the schools of the three local divi-
sions.

-   -   -
Now for the numbers.
Rockbridge County Public Schools were at-

tended by a total of 2,763 students on Monday, with 
503 at Central Elementary, 269 at Fairfield Elemen-
tary, 122 at Mountain View Elementary, 245 at Nat-
ural Bridge Elementary, 662 at Maury River Middle 
School and 962 at Rockbridge County High School. 

“These numbers are what we were expecting 
for today,” Rockbridge Superintendent Dr. Phillip 
Thompson told The News-Gazette. “But as past ex-
periences have taught us, these numbers will fluctu-
ate until Labor Day.”

The News-Gazette was unable to obtain first-day 
enrollment figures for Buena Vista City Schools.

Lexington City Schools had 481 students en-
rolled on the first day, with 322 students attending 
Waddell and 159 students attending Lylburn Down-
ing Middle School.

“Our first day was fantastic,” Lexington Super-
intendent Rebecca Walters told the News-Gazette 
Tuesday. “Students and parents were excited to be 
back in our schools, and our staff had worked very 
hard to prepare for their arrival today.

“If today is any indication,” she continued, “it’s 
going to be a great year!”

MEG PETERS at Mountain View El-
ementary explains how to use a locker 
to a kindergartner. (Stephanie Mikels 
Blevins photo)

FAIRFIELD ELEMENTARY Principal Diane 
Secord hands out a sticker to a student on 
the first day. (Gwen Whitmore photo)

FIRST-GRADERS at Mountain View Elementary learn the ABC song on the first day of 
the 2019-20 school year. (Stephanie Mikels Blevins photo)

School

FAIRFIELD ELEMENTARY students head to their classes 
Monday. (Gwen Whitmore photo)

PARENTS and students cross the street to Waddell Ele-
mentary School on the first day of school. (Harrison Mines 
photo)

AT LEFT, Mountain View Elementary Principal Lori Teague greets one of 
her students Monday morning. ABOVE, Central Elementary School third-
graders start the first day of school at their new desks. AT RIGHT, it’s all 
smiles for these Fairfield Elementary students on their first day back. (Steph-
anie Mikels Blevins, Harrison Mines and Gwen Whitmore photos)

FOURTH-GRADERS at Fairfield Elementary get down to 
business. (Gwen Whitmore photo)

KLING ELEMENTARY kindergarteners get to know each 
other in Marcie Carte’s class. (Harrison Mines photo)

WADDELL ELEMENTARY families walk their students 
into the school front entrance. (Harrison Mines photo)
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‘I Feared For My Life’
Passenger Gives Details Of Friend’s Murder At Preliminary Hearing

By Harrison Mines

“Just remember this is from 
me,” Kimberly McKinney said were 
Charles Holman’s last words to 
Christina Martin before he shot her 
with a shotgun the evening of April 
5.

McKinney, a passenger in Mar-
tin’s car, was one of two witnesses 

who testified at Holman’s prelimi-
nary hearing on the charge of the sec-
ond-degree murder last Wednesday 
afternoon in Lexington/Rockbridge 
County General District Court. At 
the conclusion of the approximately 
1 ½-hour hearing, Judge William 
Cleaveland certified the charge to 

the next grand jury scheduled for 
November.

Holman, 47, of Madison Heights, 
allegedly staged a kidnapping to 
lure Martin, 38, of Buena Vista, to a 
house in Collierstown. He then alleg-
edly pursued her in a car chase which 
resulted in a wreck on Collierstown 
Road, where he allegedly fatally shot 

Martin. Law enforcement officers 
have said evidence shows Holman 
and Martin were in a domestic rela-
tionship that was nearing an end.

McKinney, a friend and coworker 
of Martin of 12 years, was the lone 
passenger in Martin’s vehicle for the 
entirety of Holman’s alleged attack.

“We was petrified,” McKinney 
said. “I feared for my life.”

-   -   -
Earlier on the afternoon of April 

5, McKinney had accompanied Mar-
tin on the ride to the home of a mu-
tual   friend,   Debbie  Holloway,  on 

See Hearing, page 3

Coming
Together
Stressed
To Area 
Leaders
By Katie Doar

Jay Williams, the chair-
man of the local chamber’s 
Economic Development 
Committee, last Wednesday 
stressed that the three lo-
calities needed to “connect” 
for the greater economic 
and social good of the area.  

Present were local 
government officials and 
a handful of community 
members from the three 
Rockbridge area localities. 
They had come out to The 
Vista Links golf course to 
mingle and to hear a general 
report about what the cham-

See Meeting, page 4 

Here’s What For Lunch
Congressman Ben Cline stopped at Cattlemen’s Market in Lexington Tuesday during an agricultural tour of this part of 
his district. While there, the market’s chef, Keith Walker (right), explains the farm-to-table menu he created for Cline’s 
visit. With them is Rosalea Potter, manager and the wife of Chas Potter, co-owner with Charlie Potter of the business. 
Cline, who was joined on the tour by representatives of Farm Credit, Farm Bureau, Virginia Cattlemen’s Association 
and the Virginia Poultry Federation, also visited the Potters’ Buffalo Creek Beef, the Shenandoah Valley Agricultural 
Research and Extension Center in Raphine and Suffangus Farm in Greenville. (Claudia Schwab photo)

Perkins Receives State
Association’s Award
By Claudia Schwab

They were gathered in the upstairs Derrick 
board room of Carilion Stonewall Jackson 
Hospital Friday afternoon.

Two state officials from Richmond with 
The Virginia Hospital & Healthcare Asso-
ciation as well as Rockbridge area medically 
associated friends and staff, and even the hon-
oree’s mother.

The occasion was the first time anyone at 
Carilion Stonewall Jackson Hospital had ever 
been honored with a new state award, Speak 
UP for Safety, given to registered nurse Paige 
Perkins of Natural Bridge, who has been a 
nurse for 23 years.

The Virginia Hospital & Healthcare As-
sociation vice president of quality and patient 

See Award, page 2

PAIGE PERKINS talks about the plastic whistle attached to her dress 
after she was given the Speak UP for Safety award. Abraham Segres 
(center), vice president of quality and patient safety with Virginia Hospital 
& Healthcare Association, and Aaron Glenn, Carilion Stonewall Jackson 
Hospital’s nursing senior director, look on. Perkins is holding the box with 
the plaque she was awarded inside in her other hand. (Claudia Schwab 
photo)

Nurse Honored For Safety Efforts
Motorcycle
Wreck Claims
Palmyra Man

A Palmyra man was killed 
in a motorcycle crash Sunday 
afternoon east of Vesuvius.

Jack Arthur Pincombe, 
20, was pronounced dead at 
the scene of the accident on 
Tye River Turnpike, one-
tenth of mile west of Narrow 
Passage Lane in Rockbridge 
County.

His 2005 Suzuki motor-
cycle was traveling east on 
Tye River Turnpike, when 
the motorcycle ran off the 
right side of the roadway and 
struck a tree. He was wearing 
a helmet.

Virginia State Police 
Trooper J.A. Paxton, who is 
investigating the crash, said 
speed is believed to be a fac-
tor.

The crash remains under 
investigation.

Good
News
For Area
Schools
All Schools Now
Fully Accredited
By Harrison Mines

Buena Vista, Lexington 
and Rockbridge County 
schools all received full 
accreditation from the 
Virginia Department of 
Education as part of the de-
partment’s annual accredi-
tation ratings, announced 
Monday.

Area schools succeeded 
in their ratings by achiev-
ing standards put in place 
last year by the depart-
ment to measure continu-
ous academic progress and 
achievement. Rather than 
receiving accreditation by 
raw test scores, the Vir-
ginia Department of Edu-
cation considers a school’s 
accreditation by SOL test 
performance, attendance 
and monitoring achieve-
ment gaps among student 
subgroups.

State proficiencies in 
academic achievement are 
English, 75 percent; math, 
70 percent; and science, 70 
percent.

Performance levels in 
the different factors deter-
mining accreditation are 
as follows: Level 1 - meets 
or exceeds standard or suf-
ficient improvement; Level 
2 - near standard or making 
sufficient improvement; 
Level 3 - below standard.

Accredited schools 
show all school-quality 
indicators at either Level 
1 or 2. Schools accredited 
with conditions show one 
or more school-quality in-
dicators at Level 3. High-
performing   schools   with 

See Schools, page 11
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Buena Vista Kenney’s 
Owners Aim To Retire
By Katie Doar

Kenney’s in Buena Vista is not closing. But the owner, 
Steve Slagle, is trying to sell the business so that he and his 
wife can retire. 

When asked if the nature of the business will change, 
Slagle couldn’t make any promises. 

“I hope it won’t change. But it’s really up to the next 
buyer.” 

Slagle thinks that it would be ideal to pass the business 
on to an ambitious, youthful buyer that would stay commit-
ted to the product while also using modern technology to 
advertise the business. 

“I would like to see somebody younger come in and 
keep it like it is. It’s a perfect opportunity for somebody to 
franchise it out. That’s what I would love to see,” Slagle 
said. 

Slagle has heard from two interested buyers, and one of 
them has worked for him in the past.

Kenney’s has been open since 1963, and Slagle took it 
over in 1994. Area residents have always been enthusias-
tic about Kenney’s, and some customers travel all the way 
from Roanoke and Staunton just to get a Kenney burger.

Although Slagle is proud of his work at Kenney’s, he 
is ready to retire. 

Congressional Corner

Cline Criticizes
Impeachment
Inquiry

Congressman Ben Cline 
sharply criticized House 
Speaker Nancy Pelosi and 
the Democrats following 
her announcement that the 
House will launch a formal 
impeachment inquiry into 
President Donald Trump. 

“House Speaker Nancy 
Pelosi has caved to those on 
the far-left of her party who 
are demanding an official 
impeachment inquiry,” he 
said in a statement released 
last Wednesday afternoon.  

“She knows there is 
not enough support in the 
full House to pass a formal 
resolution of impeachment, 
so she has thrown her sup-
port behind the embarrass-
ing spectacle of hearings 
that have been going on 
for months in the Judiciary 
Committee. 

“As a member of the 
Judiciary Committee,” he 
continued, “I have watched 
as the Democrats have 
failed repeatedly to build 
a case for impeaching the 
president, from hearings 
about nonexistent Trump-
Russian collusion to the 
flop that was the Mueller 
Report.  

“While the speaker and 
her party are now focused 
on new rumors, phone 
transcripts, and third-party 
allegations involving the 
president, I remain focused 
on doing the job that I was 
elected to do by the citizens 
of the Sixth District.  It is 
my hope that we can put 
aside these political games 
and work toward address-
ing the important issues 
facing the American peo-
ple.”

U.S. Sen. Tim Kaine 
also released a statement 
last Wednesday on the 
launch of the formal im-
peachment inquiry:

“The House had no 
choice but to initiate a for-
mal impeachment inquiry. 
When a member of Presi-
dent Trump’s own national 
security team takes the 
unprecedented step of fil-
ing an urgent and credible 
whistleblower complaint 
over the president’s im-
proper behavior, it should 
set off alarm bells for every 
American. And when his 
administration tries to vio-
late the law requiring that 

the whistleblower report be 
provided to Congress, those 
alarm bells grow louder. 
The time for stonewalling 
is over, and the public de-
serves to see the president 
held accountable for his ac-
tions.”

State Included
In Hemp Crop
Insurance Effort

Members of the Vir-
ginia congressional delega-
tion, including Sens. Mark 
Warner and Tim Kaine and 
Rep. Ben Cline, last week 
secured Virginia’s inclu-
sion in a pilot program by 
AgriLogic Consulting, a 
private company develop-
ing a federal yield-based 
industrial hemp crop insur-
ance program on behalf of 
the U.S. Department of Ag-
riculture.

Last year, Congress 
approved the Agriculture 
Improvement Act of 2018, 
commonly known as the 
“Farm Bill,” which legal-
ized and clearly defined 
hemp as an agricultural 
commodity, removing it 
from the federal list of 
controlled substances and 
making it eligible for crop 
insurance. According to re-
cent VDACS data, there are 
now over 1,000 registered 
industrial hemp growers 
across the commonwealth.

Crop insurance is often 
critical for farmers to guard 
against unforeseen disas-
ters. AgriLogic has been 
working with hemp grow-
ers and processors across 
the country to gather data 
as it develops an industrial 
hemp crop insurance pro-
gram on behalf of USDA. 
Drafts of this pilot program 
initially did not include 
Virginia, potentially giving 
growers in other states an 
unfair advantage in the new 
market. 

Last week, the state 
Congressional members 
sent a letter to AgriLogic, 
urging it to include Vir-
ginia in the hemp crop in-
surance program, which 
could begin as early as 
the 2020 growing season, 
if approved later this year 
by the Federal Crop Insur-
ance Corporation board of 
directors. AgriLogic then 
announced that it will in-
clude Virginia in the plans 
it will submit to the USDA 
this week.

continued from page 1
waivers from annual ac-
creditation authorized by the 
General Assembly are rated 
as accredited. 

Seven area schools were 
accredited with granted 
waivers: Rockbridge County 
High, Parry McCluer Mid-
dle, Lylburn Downing Mid-
dle, Waddell and Mountain 
View, 2019 through 2021, 
and Central and Fairfield, 
2018 through 2020.

‘The Ultimate 
Championship’

Perhaps the greatest suc-
cess in local schools’ steps 
toward achievement oc-
curred in Buena Vista, where 
Parry McCluer High School 
rose from accredited with 
conditions to full accredita-
tion this year, rounding out 
their division’s accredited 
rating.

“It’s hard to put into 
words,” Buena Vista City 
Superintendent John Keeler 
told the News-Gazette in Au-
gust, not long after the divi-
sion was informed to expect 
full accreditation. “This is 
the ultimate championship.”

According to Keeler, 
Buena Vista faculty and staff 
were elated to hear the news 
of full accreditation after 
falling short one year prior 
in high school math scores. 
“It hasn’t been a quick fix,” 
Keeler said, explaining the 
division has passionately 
worked toward upping its 
academic achievements in all 
areas for a number of years. 

“We developed a com-
mon literacy plan in the 
division that has served us 
well. The implementation of 
Writer’s Workshop has paid 
dividends at Kling in English 
and we plan to expand the 
program to Enderly in the 
future.”

Keeler also said the di-
vision “believes in transi-
tion points,” where teachers 
honed in on the needs of 
students in their crossover 
from second grade at Kling 
to third grade at Enderly, ris-
ing into middle school and 
ultimately transitioning into 
the high school curriculum.

“We were able to loop 
math and reading at the 
middle school level, which 
showed the highest scores 
we’ve had in six years. We 
also created ‘teaching teams’ 
in our schools where our tal-
ented teachers paired up in 
the classroom,” said Keeler.

Along with improve-
ments within Buena Vista 
curriculums, the division 
worked to reward and excite 

its students to boost atten-
dance. Improvements to the 
high school gymnasium, the 
Ramsey Center student art 
gallery, “beefed-up” tech-
nology course offerings, 
opportunities for career ex-
ploration and “good news” 
social media coverage are 
a few of the moves Buena 
Vista has made to encour-
age its students to succeed, 
according to Keeler. “We 
have happier people now,” 
he said.

“Full accreditation gives 
us the confidence to try other 
things in the division. We 
want to work to keep it and 
branch out in our schools,” 
Keeler said. “Now we can 
look back and see what 
we have accomplished to-
gether.”

Parry McCluer High 
School scored straight Level 
1 for academic achievement 
in English, math and sci-
ence. In achievement gaps, 
PMHS posted at Level 2 in 
both English and math, ris-
ing from Level 3 in math in 
2017-2018. Parry McCluer 
High School’s chronic ab-
senteeism was posted at 
Level 1, with 9.45 percent 
chronically absent in the 
2018-19 school year, drop-
ping from 13.25 percent for 
the previous year.

Parry McCluer Middle 
School posted all Level 1s 
in academic achievement, 
academic gaps and chronic 
absenteeism. Where 21 per-
cent of PMMS students were 
chronically absent in the 
2017-2018 school year, the 
middle school experienced 
an excellent 3.64 percent 
chronic absentee rate last 
year. 

Kling and Enderly 
Heights elementary schools 
posted all Level 1s in aca-
demic achievement. In 
achievement gaps, both el-
ementary schools posted 
Level 1s in math and Level 
2s in English. Chronic ab-
senteeism at both schools 
scored Level 1s, with 12.5 
percent of students chroni-
cally absent at Kling and 
7.82 percent at Enderly.

Attendance Matters
In Rockbridge

“We are very pleased 
that all Rockbridge County 
schools have earned the op-
portunity to celebrate full ac-
creditation again this year,” 
Rockbridge County Super-
intendent Phillip Thompson 
said of the division’s overall 
rating. Along with strides in 
academic performance, the 

Rockbridge division experi-
enced a significant decrease 
in chronic absenteeism last 
year.

Rockbridge County High 
School previously earned 
a Level 3 score for chronic 
absenteeism at 30.56 percent 
in the 2017-18 school year. 
Similarly, Maury River Mid-
dle School struggled with at-
tendance in 2017-2018 with 
nearly 23 percent of students 
being chronically absent. In 
2018-2019, MRMS saw a 
drop in chronic absenteeism 
to 14.63 percent and only 
9.16 percent of RCHS stu-
dents were chronically ab-
sent. 

“I must attribute our im-
provement in our absentee-
ism rates to our Attendance 
Matters campaign we started 
last year,” Thompson said. 
“By collaborating with par-
ents and students and educat-
ing them on the importance 
of consistent school atten-
dance we were able to real-
ize some wonderful gains 
last year.”

Thompson also sees the 
pay-off of project-based 
learning being implemented 
in Rockbridge County 
Schools. 

“So many students of 
all backgrounds and ability 
levels achieve more when 
instruction occurs in a stu-
dent-centered environment 
allowing for the enhance-
ment of skills that revolve 
around communication, 
collaboration, critical think-
ing, and creative thinking,” 
he explained. “I believe our 
students are responding well 
to these techniques in both 
the academic and career and 
technical environments and 
as a result, we have seen im-
provements among all ability 
levels.”

Rockbridge County High 
School, along with three di-
vision elementary schools, 
Central, Mountain View 
and Natural Bridge Elemen-
tary, swept all school qual-
ity indicators with Level 1 
scores. The rate of chronic 
absenteeism at Central was 
10.63 percent, 3.48 percent 
at Mountain View and 5.81 
percent at Natural Bridge. 

MRMS scored all Level 
1s in academic achieve-
ment, as well as Level 1 in 
achievement gaps in math, 
which rose from Level 3 in 
the 2017-2018 school year. 
MRMS posted Level 2 in 
achievement gaps in English.

Fairfield Elementary 
scored Level 1s in all areas, 
except for a Level 2 score in 
achievement gaps in English. 

Chronic absenteeism at Fair-
field was 12.45 percent last 
year.

Lexington Always
Focused On Improving
“Our students, teachers, 

and division staff are to be 
commended for their hard 
work and focus on student 
growth and achievement,” 
Lexington City Schools 
Rebecca Walters told The 
News-Gazette of the divi-
sion’s ratings, of which both 
Waddell Elementary and 
Lylburn Downing Middle 
were accredited. “We saw 
some very good gains this 
year.”

Waddell posted all 
Level 1 scores for academic 
achievement and achieve-
ment gaps, rising from a 
single Level 2 score in the 
achievement gap for math in 
the 2017-2018 school year. 
Waddell’s chronic absentee-
ism came in at 6.55 percent 
with a Level 1 score.

Lylburn Downing Middle 
School, though accredited 
with a waiver, saw a Level 
3 score in the achievement 
gap for English. Specifically, 
black students and students 
with disabilities at LDMS 
scored under state standard 
last year. The achievement 
gap for math rose to a Level 
1 from the Level 2 rating 
in the previous year. Aca-
demic achievement came in 
at Level 1s across the board 
along with chronic absentee-
ism at 8.42 percent.

“With our ever-constant 
focus on improvement, we 
are analyzing the data to di-
rect our approach,” Walters 
said of the division’s steps to 
address the achievement gap 
among student groups.

“Our administrators and 
teachers work hard each day 
to make sure all of our stu-
dents have the best possible 
chance to be successful in 
school. This includes iden-
tifying those students who 
are struggling and making 
sure we provide them with 
the supports and resources 
needed to grow as learners,” 
she said. “Our intervention 
programs place an empha-
sis on ‘unfinished learning’ 
and offer individualized in-
structional support. We will 
continue to work tirelessly 
to increase student achieve-
ment across the board.”

Award-Winning Performance
The Rockbridge County High School Marching Band competes Saturday, Sept. 29, at the Celtic Classic at Glenvar 
High School in Salem. The band placed first overall in the single A class and was the recipient of the people’s choice 
award. Other honors included first place in marching, first place in music, second place in drum major and third place 
in color guard. The band director is Miranda Fitzgerald. (Mary Price photo)
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