
1/12/2021 Dan River Region private schools lean heavily toward in-person instruction five days a week | Local News | godanriver.com

https://godanriver.com/news/local/dan-river-region-private-schools-lean-heavily-toward-in-person-instruction-five-days-a-week/article_4c0cc4b6-74b6-532d-9c74-21… 1/4

https://godanriver.com/news/local/dan-river-region-private-schools-lean-heavily-toward-in-person-
instruction-five-days-a-week/article_4c0cc4b6-74b6-532d-9c74-212fddef5c88.html

Dan River Region private schools lean heavily toward in-person
instruction five days a week

Parker Cotton
Jul 23, 2020

Parker Cotton

Westover Christian Academy has started transforming previously unused classrooms into new learning
spaces to abide by social distancing guidelines. 
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A s the Dan River Region’s private schools prepare to open for the fall, they are
seemingly in agreement that in-person instruction is the best course of action

even as the country continues to battle the coronavirus pandemic.

According to school administrators, reopening schools five days a week follows the
desires of most, but certainly not all, parents. Further, the decision allows children to
continue to benefit from the learning environment and campus culture afforded by
these selective schools.

“We’re also working real hard to do a thorough job of communications [with parents]
so they know what a typical school day will look like,” said John Cline, administrator at
Westover Christian Academy in Danville. “It’s going to be a lot different, but we believe
having students in school is the best academics that you can get.”

The mindset is similar at Hargrave Military Academy in Chatham, which sent a news
release last week to students’ families detailing the plans of reopening as scheduled.

“We know our cadets will achieve greater academic success with in-person
instruction,” the statement, signed by Hargrave President Michael Brown, read in part.

This decision comes in spite of the growing number of coronavirus cases reported in
Pittsylvania County, which has seen 10 days in July with at least seven new cases.

“Our sense has been that, and part of our message quite frankly has been that, we’re in
a rural, safe environment that’s had minimal impact, and we think that’s a positive
thing for us,” said Wesley McClure, Hargrave’s director of admissions. “A lot of families
are in more challenging areas, so the opportunity to send your kid to a rural, safe,
somewhat isolated environment is actually a good thing. For a lot of our families, they
feel like that’s a positive, and they expect that their child’s safety will be prioritized and
that we’ll apply common sense.”

Hargrave, Westover, Sacred Heart Catholic School in Danville and Chatham Hall, an
all-girls private school in Chatham, all have plans in place for socially distanced
learning environments and common spaces, in addition to mask protocols for students
and teachers.
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Chatham Hall, like Hargrave, houses many students on campus and will be increasing
cleaning and sanitizing efforts throughout the school year in accordance with
guidelines and recommendations from state and national agencies.

“We remain optimistic that we will be able to welcome our students to campus safely,”
Rector/Head of School Rachel Connell wrote in an email.

Coronavirus cases are growing in Danville as well — with seven days this month with
nine or more — but the consensus among parents, at least according to administrators,
seems to be that in-person learning is the preferred method.

Kira Kania, principal at Sacred Heart, said only 10% of families for the roughly 160
students have elected to use the school’s virtual learning option.

The decision to open up for five days a week was made as part of a broader decision by
the Catholic Diocese of Richmond.

Part of Sacred Heart’s plan includes utilizing a large outdoor space as much as possible
and limiting movement among the students through the school.

“Our teachers will rotate to the kids more than the kids rotating to the teachers,” Kania
said.

She added that the school will be able to provide a tablet or Chromebook to each child
this school year regardless of whether they are learning virtually or not. Teachers also
underwent training this summer to learn how to better connect with remote students.

Hargrave Military Academy hopes to test every student for COVID-19 upon arrival
during the last week of August. McClure said those arrangements are still being made.

He added that in the event there is an outbreak at the school, the school is prepared to
offer virtual learning on campus for boarding students. Day students will be able to
learn virtually from home.

“We believe we have a proper protocol in place in the event in-person learning has to
cease that we can still take care of our young men,” McClure said.
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Connell wrote that Chatham Hall has a similar plan to test all students when they
arrive in a phased move-in process between Aug. 23-30. Students will be housed in
single rooms initially until a negative test is produced. Any student needing to
quarantine following a positive test will be able to do so in one of two campus houses
that have been left empty for this year.

Connell was not able to confirm what sort of in-person or virtual learning options
would be available once students arrived on campus.

At Westover Christian Academy, Cline said the administration has not yet made a
virtual learning option available for the upcoming school year, though it does have an
idea of how it would function.

“What we’re trying to do now is talk to parents and find out how big a need that is,” he
said.

As far as the in-person schooling is concerned, Cline said their particular school has
been lucky in that it has been able to open up previously unused classrooms to create
more socially distanced learning space. Two classes per grade will be capped at 15
students, helping keep small groups together and away from other groups.

“There are a lot of disadvantages to being a small school,” Cline said, “but this is one
time when being a small school is an advantage.”

Parker Cotton is a sports reporter at the Martinsville Bulletin and Danville Register & Bee. You can reach

him at (276) 638-8801 ext. 215. Follow @ByParkerCotton. 
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Caroline Wilson meets online with her second grade classmates from a Danville elementary school on
Monday. 
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T he desks sat empty and the halls remained quiet, except for the occasional
teacher sharing technological insight with a colleague next door.

On the other side of the computer screen, backpacks were left draped over kitchen
chairs and without their normal filling of books and binders and pencils.

Students and teachers across Danville Public Schools and Pittsylvania County Schools
logged into virtual classrooms on Monday to officially start the academic year just as
the last one ended: online.

Students took part from their homes or child care locations, and teachers reported to
their individual classrooms — decorated despite there being no telling when students
will be back.

Despite the medium of the instruction, it was school as usual for most on the first day.

“It was like normal classes, just virtual,” said Madison Syvanthong, a sixth grader at
Bonner Middle School.

Not everybody in the house held the same opinion, though.

“It was weird, just seeing everybody on a computer,” said Austin Syvanthong,
Madison’s brother and a fourth grader at Forest Hills Elementary.

Given more time to evaluate his day, Austin was more receptive to the notion of
learning from home.

“I liked it a lot better than actually going to the school,” he said. “It was a lot easier and
there were a lot more breaks.”

The siblings agreed that they missed their friends, but they were less distracted without
them around.

As school divisions mulled over their reopening plans during the summer months, all
sorts of stakeholders had opinions on the feasibility of virtual learning. Monday
provided the first look at the concept in action.
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“I’m not as stressed as I thought I would have been,” said Erica Skiddle, a sixth grade
math teacher at Chatham Middle School.

Skiddle and her colleague, Elizabeth Kueng, an eighth grade language arts teacher at
Chatham Middle School, both praised the school’s principal Julia Boles and other
administrators for creating a seamless transition to the school year.

“I think the way she has set things up has really helped the teachers to not stress about
it,” Skiddle said. “I’ve actually been pretty relaxed about it.”

For the first day in her language arts class, Kueng (pronounced “King”) had students
write a letter to their future selves. She asked them to think about their goals for the
year and how they feel starting the eighth grade online. Students will read their letters
at the end of the school year.

“Even though I wasn’t able to be face-to-face with them, I feel like I still got a really
cool understanding of their personalities and I heard their individual voices through
their responses,” Kueng said. “I’m excited to continue learning virtually and getting to
know them through that format.”

At Chatham Elementary School, first-year teacher Makenna Harris got the parents of
her third grade students set up with the lesson plan for the day and made herself
available to meet or talk if they had any questions.

Harris said she posted extra learning resources like YouTube videos or PowerPoint
activities to her Google Classroom folder or the ClassDojo app to help parents
throughout the process.

“We’re still having a little bit of trouble with parents struggling to be able to teach their
kids,” Harris said. “We completely understand because we’re the ones that should be
doing it right now.”

In Cary Wright’s English classes at Galileo Magnet High School, he introduced the
students to the subject matter while making sure everybody could find their way
around the learning management system.
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“Just trying to get them used to their tools that they have at their disposal that we’re
going to be using on a daily basis while we’re also trying to build our relationships and
learn who each other are,” he said.

Though the technology worked well for him to connect with his students on the first
day, Wright — motivated by his summer reading of “Ready Player One,” a science
fiction novel based in 2045 when all education is online — said he hopes to continue
bringing a human element to the learning environment.

“I’m excited to show that, yes, I can still be relevant in this modern world,” Wright
said.

For some, the value of in-person learning might be hard to replicate.

George Washington High School senior Isaiah Pritchett said he enjoys being in the
classroom and working “hands-on.”

“It’s going to take some time for me to adjust, but I think I can do it,” he said. “I wish
we were in school, but sometimes you can’t control what goes on in the world.”

From the student perspective, one noticeable difference from the virtual ending of the
last school year and the virtual start to this one is the access to teachers.

Pritchett said the first day was “way more interactive” than school was in March, and
Madison Syvanthong echoed a similar sentiment.

“It was different than the end because we only met once,” she said. “They sent us
packets and stuff to work on, but it wasn’t live.”

Though elements of the school year are surely new, one thing teachers and students
can take solace in is that everybody is learning how to navigate it all together. Harris
expressed her gratitude for her fellow teachers as they offer support during her first
year of teaching.

“We’re all working together trying to figure out the best way to reach the kids,” she
said. “We’re all in the same boat right now.”
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Reasonable progress was made on the first day. Now attention turns to being prepared
for the future.

In addition to preparing incrementally more complex lesson plans — this week is
exponents in Skiddle’s class; next week is positive numbers and negative numbers —
teachers hope to continue building bonds with students as best they can without
actually being in the same room.

“Hopefully at some point we’ll get to continue those relationships in person once it’s
safe,” Kueng said.
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Erica Skiddle, a sixth grade math teacher at Chatham Middle School, reported to her classroom on
Monday. 
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Judith Brown, a first grade teacher at Woodberry Hills Elementary School, asked her students to use their
Mic On button to share their feelings about school starting while she kept a tally on board behind her. 

Contributed photo from Danville Public Schools
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Caroline Wilson meets online with her second grade classmates from a Danville elementary school on
Monday. 

Contributed photo from Drew Wilson
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Elizabeth Kueng stands in her eighth grade language arts classroom on Monday at Chatham Middle
School. 

Contributed photo from Elizabeth Kueng

Cary Wright, an English teacher at Galileo Magnet High School, meets with his students virtually on
Monday. 

Contributed photo from Danville Public Schools
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Madison Syvanthong, a sixth grader at Bonner Middle School, works on a computer from home on Monday. 
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Austin Syvanthong prepares for his first day as a fourth grader at Forest Hills Elementary School on
Monday. 
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Contributed photo from Carrie Syvanthong

Makenna Harris, a first-year teacher at Chatham Elementary School, reported to her third grade classroom
on Monday. 
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Superintendent resignation follows poor feedback from Virginia
Department of Education

Parker Cotton
Jun 12, 2020

S tanley Jones announced his resignation as superintendent of Danville Public
Schools on Thursday evening, a move that comes just one week after the Virginia

Department of Education delivered a spotty review of the division’s progress across
four key academic and administrative areas.

In the report, discussed at the June 4 Danville School Board meeting, the department
of education outlined the findings of a December 2019 assessment of the city’s 11
schools that included curriculum and material reviews, interviews with staff and onsite
evaluations.

Jones requested the review in August 2019, just a month before state accreditation
rankings showed that just two of Danville’s schools earned accreditation while the
remaining nine were given a ranking of “accredited with conditions.” The latter status
stemmed from poor marks in academic achievement, achievement gaps and/or student
engagement and outcomes.

Jones did not return messages left Friday seeking comment on his resignation.

In a statement included in the news release regarding his decision, Jones wrote: “It has
been my privilege and pleasure to serve as superintendent. We have excellent staff and
great students. I will miss working with them every day. But the time has come for me
to pursue other challenges, so it is with reluctance but great anticipation that I extend
this resignation.”

https://godanriver.com/users/profile/Parker%20Cotton
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In an email conversation Friday, School Board Chair Terri Hall said she would respond
to questions regarding the state report. The Register & Bee sent questions asking if the
timing of Jones’ resignation had anything to do with the state report from the previous
week; if there had been indications Jones might be leaving soon; or if his resignation
occurred in part because some city schools have struggled to gain accreditation or
achieve high Standards of Learning (SOL) scores.

Hall responded shortly after, referring the Register & Bee to the initial press release,
and wrote: “I have no additional comments concerning Dr. Jones’s resignation.”

Kim Roberson, the president of the Danville Education Association, credited Jones for
being approachable, outgoing and visible in his role as superintendent. She recalled
how often he was in schools to meet with students and teachers, which she said is not a
habit of all superintendents.

But still, she said, “we do have issues that this school division is dealing with.”

Room for improvement
In the area of academics and student success, the VDOE’s research showed that the city
school division “is in the beginning stages of addressing alignment of the written,
taught, and tested curriculum.”

The report acknowledged that the division saw the need for plans and programs to
meet students’ needs, but the school division was lacking in adequately collecting and
analyzing data from the programs and using it to make informed decisions.

Regarding leadership and governance, the state found that school board members and
Jones have been active in attending training exercises and conferences to better
understand their roles and responsibilities toward meeting the stated goals of the
division. The report showed, however, that school board members “do not consistently
receive information in a timely manner,” which has resulted in rejected board agenda
items and a hiring decision made before board approval.
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Further, interviews revealed a lack of community involvement in developing strategic
plans. Other materials in the review made light of “inconsistent efforts” to collect or
include input from students, parents, staff and other stakeholders.

The third area of review, operations and support services, analyzed processes related to
finance and grants management and student safety and security.

Areas for improvement identified in this section included a more pronounced effort to
spend within the approved budget and to ensure that funds are used within designated
timelines. Some methods and materials of financial file-keeping also appeared to be at
different stages of being outdated.

The department of education also recommended “utilizing a plan for safety and
security that includes goals and next steps.”

In the final area of evaluation, human resources leadership, the state examined how
employees are evaluated and retained, along with how the city school division works
“to support employees’ professional growth while simultaneously improving student
achievement.”

In that regard, the school division was able to report an increased “new-to-profession”
teacher retention rate over a five-year period. But that has not yet resulted in the
aforementioned “written, taught, and tested curriculum” becoming any more aligned.
Additionally, there is still a need for a “systemic process for analyzing data and using
the information to change instructional practices.”

Such findings, the state reported, are consistent with the division’s struggle to secure
accreditation for all schools.

Though the process of determining accreditation changed during the 2018-19 academic
year — shifting away from a standard that relied almost exclusively on SOL scores in
favor of the current multidimensional assessment — at least six of the 11 schools in the
division have failed to achieve full accreditation since the 2014-15 school year.
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Nine schools without full accreditation during the 2019-20 school year represented the
highest figure in that same time frame.

Jones became superintendent on July 1, 2015.

Contract details
Jones’ final day with the district will be June 30, bringing an end to five years in the
role.

He served almost a full year longer than the current average tenure for division
superintendents of 4.3 years, according to annual survey data provided by Ben Kiser,
the executive director of the Virginia Association of School Superintendents.

Jones received a contract extension in 2018, a move that bumped his pay from
$150,000 per year to $170,000. He resigned with two years remaining on his contract
that would have paid him $175,000 during the 2020-21 and 2021-22 school years.

The state association’s data showed the 2019-20 average salary across the state is
$161,173.

The terms laid out in Thursday’s news release stated Jones would be paid a full year’s
salary of $175,000 and receive $8,750 in deferred compensation in addition to 12
months of health coverage and a car allowance of $7,200.

However, the contract he signed in 2018 states “all salary and benefits” would cease on
the effective date of any voluntary resignation, which would be the end of this month.

Assistant City Attorney Alan B. Spencer said the discrepancy might have come about
through the mutual separation agreement between Jones and the school board. The
Register & Bee submitted a Freedom of Information Act request for that document but
was unable to verify whether it contained any new stipulations by the end of the day
Friday.

Roberson, of the Danville Education Association, called the annual salary figures and
benefits “fairly typical” for superintendents in her experience.
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“People see that, and of course they’re not popular,” Roberson said, “but they’re not
unusual to see.”

In 2018, school board member Jeff Hubbard voted against Jones’ contract extension
because he disagreed with certain details in the contract, but he would not say at that
time what specifically he opposed.

Hubbard did not respond to a Register & Bee request for comment Friday, and other
members of the school board referred questions to Hall.

Hall provided an emailed statement that read, in part: “It has been both a privilege and
a pleasure working with Dr. Stanley Jones. The School Board thanks him for his service
and dedication during his five year tenure serving the students of Danville Public
Schools. He has always advocated and supported our employees and been a true
champion in doing what is right for every child, every day, in every classroom.”

In her email, Hall said the board will prioritize finding an acting or interim
superintendent. It will also request information from superintendent search firms,
including the Virginia School Board Association, to help with the process.

Roberson, in her time working with Jones, said that he was always available to work
through various issues facing the school district, whether it was a budget item or even
this week’s discussion regarding the “force majeure” clause — “unforeseeable
circumstances that prevent a contract from being fulfilled — in teaching contracts
during the 2020-21 school year.

“He was always willing to meet and talk with us,” she said. “Anytime issues like that
popped up, we had that two-way communication.”
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Cotton reports for the Register & Bee.
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