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Board appoints 
Garton interim 
administrator

Board hopes to hire 
David’s replacement in 

next 3 to 6 months
By JEFF POOlE

Editor

Brenda Garton launched her ca-
reer in local government manage-
ment in 1993 as the Orange County 
Administrator. 

Last week, Garton, who has since 
retired after a nearly 25-year career, 
returned to Orange as its interim 
county administrator. 

She signed a six-month contract 
and started last Wednesday. 

“I am pleased to be coming home 
to work in Orange 
County for the up-
coming months and 
look forward to as-
sisting the board of 
supervisors as they 
conduct the search 
for a permanent 
county administra-
tor,” she said. 

Garton, an 
Orange County High School gradu-
ate and former OCHS math teacher, 
was Orange County Administrator 
from 1993 to 2002. She later served 
as county administrator in Prince 
George, Gloucester and Frederick 
counties. She retired from local gov-
ernment in 2017, but since then held 
interim posts in Rappahannock and 
Greene counties and was interim city 
manager in Lexington. 

Garton has assumed day-to-day 
operations of the county while the 
board seeks a permanent replace-
ment for Bryan David, whom the 
board terminated last month after six 
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Orange County High School student Hannah Howard talks with OCHS marketing 
teacher Whitney Milbourne. Howard’s Blue Ridge Virtual Governor’s School legacy 
project entails training classmates on the administration of Narcan in the event of 
an overdose. 

Lasting legacy
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OCHS team members (left to right, in white shirts) luke Clemmer, Rory Gudka and Alyson Kinkopf 
scrutinize robots moving blocks from one side of the competition area to the other during a qualify-
ing tournament at Prospect Heights Middle School. The OCHS team made it to the semifinal round 
and qualified for the FIRST Tech Challenge Virginia Championship, which will be held in February.

Engineering ideas
Locust 
Grove man 
gets 12 
years for 
child porn 

Prison time could 
increase with May 

sentencing on 
additional charges

By HIlARy HOllAdAy
Staff Writer

A Locust Grove man 
found guilty of sexually 
assaulting a 14-year-old 
relative has been sen-
tenced to 12 years of ac-
tive prison time and like-
ly faces a longer period 
of incarceration after he 
is sentenced in May for 
additional offenses. 

As part of a plea agree-
ment, Mark Murray 
Simons, 43, pleaded 
guilty to three felonies: 
filming a nude minor 
without her consent and 
two charges of storing 
pornographic images of 
the girl on his cellphone. 
Judge Dale Durrer sen-
tenced Simons to 12 
years, with seven years 
suspended, for the first 
charge, and a total of 17 
years, with 10 suspend-
ed, for the other two. The 
sentence includes five 
years of supervised pro-
bation.

During the two-day 
bench trial concluding 
last Tuesday, Simons 

Garton

By HIlARy HOllAdAy
Staff Writer

On Saturday, the 
gym at Prospect 
Heights Middle 

School pulsed with 
music as hundreds of 
students in lab jackets, 
Harry Potter-themed 
wizard costumes and 
a variety of unusual 
hats pitted their robots 
against those of other 
teams. 

Sponsored by a non-
profit called FIRST 
Chesapeake, the event 

was completely different 
from an old-fashioned 
science fair. The rules of 
the robotics tournament 
allowed participants to 
continue working on their 
entries between rounds 
and confer with their 
coaches. The result was 
an energy level equal to 
that of an exciting basket-
ball game. Perched on the 
bleachers, a sizable audi-
ence of family members 
watched the kids strut 
their STEM stuff. 

According to Jessica 

Sarver, coordinator of 
the STEM (Science, 
Technology, Engineering 
and Mathematics) pro-
gram for Orange County 
Public Schools, there 
were 50 teams, mostly 
from Virginia but with 
one team from Maryland 
and another from 
Pennsylvania, competing 
in the day-long, qualify-
ing tournament. She 
explained that the goal 
was to qualify for the state 

By HIlARy HOllAdAy
Staff Writer

When Hannah Howard awoke on 
May 8, 2019, it felt like an ordinary 
day. At home in Gordonsville with her 
father and older brother, the Orange 
County High School junior was going 
to get ready for school.

Then she heard her father yell out 
sharply. She had no idea what had 
happened; she thought maybe he 
had stubbed his toe or suffered some 
other minor inconvenience. 

“And then I heard the ambulance 
and I knew,” she said during a recent 
interview at the high school. “I looked 
out my window, and my dad was out-
side pacing. I ran downstairs, and 
[my brother] was laying in our laun-
dry room and the EMS guy looked at 

me and was like, ‘I’m so sorry.’ The 
only thing I could think at that mo-
ment was, ‘Oh my God.’”

Devon Howard, 27, was dead of a 
drug overdose. The way Hannah tells 
it, what her brother surely thought 
was heroin was actually fentanyl, an 
extremely potent painkiller and a le-
thal ingredient in the national opioid 
epidemic. 

In the weeks that followed, Hannah 
mourned the loss of her brother while 
enduring a barrage of “rumors and 
speculations” about him. Although 
she and her mother posted a brief 
notice online to ward off unkind and 
thoughtless remarks, she still heard 
about what people were saying on 
social media. And it hurt.

Governor’s school senior works to educate others 
after brother’s overdose death

See lEGACy, page A9

See SENTENCE, page A2See COUNTy, page A10

STEM students collaborate, 
compete in robotics qualifier

See ROBOTICS, page A9
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tournament in February—
and, by the end of the day, the 
Orange County High School 
(OCHS) robotics team made 
it to the semifinal round and 
thus earned an appearance in 
the state event. 

With judges hovering and 
announcers enthusiastically 
narrating the face-offs be-
tween teams, shiny, energetic 
robots moved cubes from 
one place to another. The 
race required the machines 
to duck under a bar as they 
zipped back and forth across 
their competition area. The 
students operating them 
by remote control were the 
“drivers,” but all the team 
members took part in pro-
gramming and building the 
contraptions. Throughout 
the day, team members con-
sulted with each other and 
their coaches as they tweaked 
their entries.

Qualifying for the state 
tournament may have been 
the goal, but having fun and 
cheerfully learning from their 
missteps were happy byprod-
ucts of the occasion for all of 
the approximately 500 stu-
dents involved.

Members of the OCHS 
Hornets robotics team wore 
blue and orange anten-
nae attached to their safety 
goggles, and the wondrously 
named Mustachio Peanuts 
of Prospect Heights Middle 
School sported neon-yellow 
shirts emblazoned with 
their school mascot, the 
yellow jacket. Meanwhile, 
the Neon Drones of Locust 
Grove Middle School buzzed 
around in their bright orange 
shirts and caps. 

For OCHS seniors Daniel 
Lauber and Joanie Zummo, 
the beauty of robotics lies in 
the collaborative nature of 
the design and building pro-
cess—and even in the com-
petition itself.

“Everyone is going to help 
you,” said Lauber of all the 
students and teachers who 
share his enthusiasm for 
building hard-working, effi-
cient robots. 

If not for his involvement 
in team robotics, he said, 
“I would probably still be 
playing computer games at 

home.” 
A three-year member of the 

OCHS robotics team, Zummo 
said she enjoys watching the 
performance of robots built 
by other teams as much as 
those she has helped create. 

Being on the team “has 
advanced my knowledge of 
engineering and program-
ming,” she said, and piqued 
her interest in a career in 
digital forensics.  

Both Zummo and Lauber 
commended teacher Laurie 
Jamerson, who leads the 
OCHS robotics team. 

“She gives us free rein for 
our ideas, but she’ll also let 
us fail,” Zummo said, noting 
that she and her teammates 
inevitably learn from their 
mistakes. 

“She’s super-encouraging,” 
Lauber added. “She’s pushing 
you to constantly get better.”

Leighann Scott Boland, 
executive director and di-
rector of development for 
FIRST Chesapeake, said the 
nonprofit uses the robotic 
competitions as a means of 
promoting STEM education 
across Virginia, Maryland and 
Washington and teaching 
“life skills” such as creativity, 
teamwork, leadership and 
communication. 

She pointed out that partic-
ipants include children who 
are homeschooled and some 
who are on community-
based teams, as well as those 
representing their schools. 

Faces in the crowd in-
cluded Orange County 
Superintendent of Schools 
Dr. Cecil Snead. Wearing a tie 
emblazoned with multiple 
images of Albert Einstein’s 
face, Snead expressed his 
satisfaction with the event, 
which he said provided “a safe 
place for students to think 
creatively and critically.”

Snead, who taught math 
early in his career, said he 
considers Einstein a STEM 
hero and a “key innovator of 
our time.”

Looking around the room 
full of happy, revved-up 
young coders and robot-
builders, he added, “We’re 
going to have the next gen-
eration of innovators coming 
from this crowd.”

She describes her brother as the 
“life of every party” with a contagious 
smile and deep love for his family and 
friends: “My brother wasn’t just a drug 
addict. He was Devon.”

“We always joke that to know 
Devon was to love Devon,” she said, 
her somber expression momentarily 
giving way to delight. 

Although the two were 10 years apart 
in age, they were close. According to 
family lore that Hannah repeats with 
tears sparkling in her eyes, he hadn’t 
wanted a baby sister, but after she was 
born, “he just loved me.”

A series of losses proved devas-
tating. A beloved aunt died in 2000. 
Devon and Hannah’s half-sister was 
murdered in 2006. Their grandpar-
ents died; their parents divorced. 

“It was just one traumatic thing af-
ter another,” Hannah said, “and he 
started with prescription pills.”

A way to cope and help others
Hannah, 18, has one surviving sib-

ling, a 41-year-old half-brother who 
lives in Richmond. Her mother works 
for Region 10 in Charlottesville at a 
residential treatment center for wom-
en recovering from drug addiction.  

As an OCHS student enrolled in 
the Blue Ridge Virtual Governor’s 
School, Hannah plans to attend a 
four-year college, possibly Virginia 
Commonwealth University, and ma-
jor in psychology with a concentra-
tion in mental health and substance 
abuse. 

For now, as a way to cope with 
Devon’s death, she has thrown her-
self into her governor’s school se-
nior legacy project, a graduation 
requirement designed to benefit fu-
ture generations. The first part of the 
project involved an internship with 
Addiction Allies, a rehab facility in 
Charlottesville. She learned about 
the recovery process and talked with 
people trying to recover from drug 
addiction. 

“I feel like the main thing that peo-
ple feel when their loved one is an 
addict is shame. And it was through 
talking to them that I realized that it’s 
not something to be ashamed of. It’s a 
disease and they need help.” 

“If they can put themselves 
through that …”

Although some might think pa-
tients in rehab are fundamentally 
weak, Howard came away with the 
opposite impression. She met people 
at Addiction Allies who had suffered 
so much it was as if they’d been “to 
hell and back.” Each with a different 
story to tell, they all faced an uphill 
battle as they weathered withdrawal 
symptoms and the persistent de-
sire for their drug of choice. Yet they 
fought on, trying as best they could to 
conquer their addictions.

“If they can put themselves through 
that,” she said, “I should be able to 
run miles!” 

In addition to the internship, she 
wrote a research paper on how to 

save lives by administering nalaxone, 
an antidote commonly known by the 
brand name Narcan. She has been 
trained to administer the remedy, 
which can halt an overdose and save 
the victim’s life. 

As part of her training in a course 
offered by Region 10, she learned 
how to teach others the same tech-
nique. That knowledge provides the 
groundwork for the community ser-
vice component of her project. She 
led a 90-minute instruction session 
for the Orange County Youth Council 
and plans to lead another at the high 
school.

To raise awareness of the session, 
she and her governor’s school class-
mates have gotten the word out on-
line, and with the encouragement 
and support of her teachers, she has 
given talks about the upcoming train-
ing session in various classes. So far, 
more than 200 students have told her 
they want to become certified to ad-
minister Narcan. 

Many of those students revealed 
they had family members with addic-
tion problems; some said they’d lost 
people to overdoses. 

“You’d be surprised,” she said, by 
how many local students have family 
members struggling with addiction.

In the training session, students 
learn the signs of an overdose, how 
to tell the difference between some-
one who has overdosed and someone 
who is high on drugs, and the differ-
ent types of opioid drugs and their 

street names. They also learn how to 
administer Narcan, available as a na-
sal spray and an injection. Howard 
said it’s the “exact same” remedy that 
EMTs use when they treat someone 
who has overdosed. 

Self-motivated and a 
big help to the team

When she’s not in class or working 
on her project, Howard often is busy 
as a team manager. She manages the 
boys’ basketball and baseball teams, 
an activity she said she greatly enjoys. 

Adam Utz, who coaches both 
teams, speaks highly of the young 
woman who has assisted him since 
her first year of high school. He de-
scribes her as self-motivated, driven 
and a big help to him and the players. 
With his current team in the midst of 
a highly successful season, he said, 
“My basketball program wouldn’t be 
anywhere near what it is now without 
Hannah.”

Her extracurricular activities and 
career plans make it obvious Howard 
likes to help people and see them suc-
ceed. Through her governor’s school 
legacy project, she is working to edu-
cate her peers so they can save a life 
if they ever encounter someone who 
has overdosed. 

“I just would hate for it to happen to 
somebody else,” she said of the hor-
ror of losing her brother. “I just don’t 
want to see anybody else ever go 
through that pain.”

  

Robotics continued from page A1

Legacy continued from page A1
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Pictured, clockwise from top: Members of the Prospect Heights Middle School robotics team, the Mustachio Peanuts, 
take a quick break from their computations. Back row (left to right), Charlie Pitera, Tabius Floyd, STEM coordinator 
Jessica Sarver, Nevaeh Semedo and Superintendent of Schools Dr. Cecil Snead. Front row, Nico Angotti, Vince Anderson, 
Eric Floyd and Aidan Pennell. The Tutu Turtles illustrate the combination of lighthearted fun and serious devotion to STEM 
learning evident throughout the day at the robotics competition. Future engineers and their teacher-coaches use the caf-
eteria at Prospect Heights Middle School as a staging area for the robotics competition that lasted all day on Saturday. 
OCHS teacher and robotics coach Laurie Jamerson confers with team member Rory Gudka.  
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School starts Monday!

By Jeff Poole
Editor

When the Orange County 
Planning Commission met 
Thursday, Aug. 6, it had two special 
use permits on its agenda. 

One was a controversial applica-
tion from the Mid-Atlantic Fireworks 
Guild to test and display fireworks 
for club members and guests on a 
127-acre tract in the south-central 
part of the county. 

The other was less well-known—a 
proposed recreational vehicle park 
on 83 acres on the shores of Lake 
Anna. 

When it first submitted its spe-
cial use permit (SUP) application, 
Orange County Resorts, LLC, sought 
to create a 250-unit recreational ve-
hicle (RV) park on nearly 83 acres of 
agriculturally zoned land. Camps, 
campgrounds and recreational vehi-
cle parks are eligible uses on agricul-
tural land with a special use permit. 
Meanwhile, the property, owned by 
Jeffrey and Donna Hayden, strad-
dles the Orange and Spotsylvania 
County line and would require an 
SUP in both jurisdictions. 

In their initial SUP application, the 
Haydens said the resort would be an 
exclusive development with owner-

from sTAff rePorTs

The Town of Orange has earmarked 
most of its Coronavirus Relief Funds 
through the CARES Act to support local 
business. 

Last week, the town announced it 
would allocate $850,000 of its $880,000 
in funding to help local businesses and 
nonprofit organizations in town recover 
from the impact of the COVID-19 public 
health crisis. 

Town manager Greg Woods said the 

balance of the funds will be spent on 
unbudgeted town costs to mitigate the 
impact of the virus (mostly through per-
sonal protective equipment and addi-
tional sanitization measures).

The town reconstituted its dormant 
Industrial Development Authority to 
receive and administer grants for local 
businesses in amounts up to $15,000. 

To qualify for funding, businesses 

Planners 
push RV 
park SUP 
to this week
Applicants’ proposal 

for Lake Anna 
project changes 

substantially from 
initial submission

orange County High school 
faculty and staff were busy 
monday afternoon getting 
things ready for students 

to return to school Aug. 
24. With orange County 

schools offering a hybrid 
instructional model this 
fall, currently 535 oCHs 

students have signed 
up for virtual learning, 

while 931 students plan 
to attend in person one 
day per week. Pictured 
above, biology teacher 

renee filep prepares her 
classroom for the students’ 

return. At left, Custodian 
Jamie Verling is new on 

the job at orange County 
High school. He is among 

those responsible for keep-
ing the building clean as 

the school prepares for 
the first day of school on 

monday. 

PhOtOs by hiLAry hOLLAdAy

Teachers, staff 
prepare for 
year unlike 
any other

By HilAry HollAdAy
staff Writer

On Monday afternoon at 
Orange County High School, 
teachers were in their class-
rooms preparing for the first 
day of school. In some ways, it 
was business as usual as they 
wrote up lesson plans and ar-
ranged tables and chairs for 
their students. In other ways, it 
had all the markings of the pan-
demic in progress.

Biology teacher Renee Filep 
put on her mask for an inter-
view and explained that she’s 
trying to figure out how best to 
interact with her students when 
a handful will be spread out in a 
large classroom and the rest will 
be gazing at her from a comput-
er screen. 

For Filep, the tricky part will 
be determining whether those 
“little faces on the screen” are 
truly engaged. “I want to make 
sure they’re into what I’m teach-
ing, not just giving me answers,” 
she said.

The Orange County Public 
Schools currently are offering 
Virtual OC, which allows stu-
dents to do all their work online, 
and a blended model, which 

Town of Orange commits bulk of 
CARES  funding to local businesses
Orange IDA will award $850,000 in local support

 > see BUsiNesses, page A6

 > see rV PArK, page A8

 > see sCHool, page A7

from sTAff rePorTs

Orange County tourism in partner-
ship with the Orange Volunteer Fire 
Company and the Gordonsville Volunteer 
Fire Company will host “Movies Under 
the stars” in the towns of Orange and 
Gordonsville over the next two months.

According to Orange County tourism 
Manager Lori Landes-Carter, the new ini-
tiative will offer six, free, family- friendly 
drive-in movie events at the respective 
fire company fairgrounds throughout late 

summer into fall. 
“the community has experienced so 

much over these last 
five months, bring-
ing some free local 
family fun to Orange 
County is a perfect 
way to give the com-
munity a boost of 
“movie magic” to lift 
everyone’s spirits,” 
Landes-Carter said.

Gates to the 
fairgrounds will open at 7 p.m. and 

•Mary Poppins 
returns
Aug. 29

•The Greatest 
showman

sept. 5
•The Lion King, 

live-Action
sept. 12

movies under the stars
O.C. Tourism presents 

free summer film series

 > see moVies, page A6

CLASSES
10,000 Super Pro Farm • 8500 Hot Street Diesel
7800 Light Pro Stock • 6400 Pro Stock 4x4
6250 Modified Street 4x4 • 12,000 Altered Farm
8050 RWB Street Diesel 4x4 • 15,000 Farm

Bring your lawn chairs!
No bottles!

For more info, call 540-717-5239
Rain Date: August 23,
starting at 2pm

Tickets: $15 • Kids 6-12: $5 • Kids 5 and under: FREE!

ORangE COunTy FaiRgROunds

14501 Old gordonsville Rd.

saturday, august 22 at 6 pm
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ed in seeing her thrown under the bus 
on this,” Johnson countered. 

“I did not intend to,” the county ad-
ministrator responded. 

“That’s exactly what you did. That’s 
precisely what you did,” Johnson shot 
back. 

At that point, board chair Jim 
Crozier opened the public hearing 
and asked if any written public com-
ments had been submitted.

None had and Crozier closed the 
hearing. 

Meanwhile, board members had 
questions.

District 2 Supervisor Jim White 
asked what was the nature of the offer? 

“I have a dollar figure. Is there any 
more information? Would it be a cash 
offer?”

Crozier said Makely had contacted 
him and he directed him to county 
staff and presumed it was a cash offer, 
which Voorhees confirmed.

District 5 Supervisor Lee Frame 

asked how the public had been no-
tified of the potential sale of county 
property.

Voorhees said there was the normal 
advertising for a board meeting. 

A legal notice announcing the hear-
ing appeared in the Aug. 6 issue of the 
Review. 

Initially, Frame made a motion for 
the board to hold the hearing open for 
two weeks from last Tuesday’s meet-
ing—as it has done customarily since 
it began meeting virtually. District 3 
Supervisor Teel Goodwin seconded 
the motion. 

“We need to go back and look at what 
was offered in the last two years on 
this—I believe it was around $45,000,” 
Johnson said. “I don’t recall who offered 
that to us, but it would be very strange if 
this board accepts a $33,000 offer when 
it turned down an offer of $45,000.”

He also noted the county owns a 
variety of property scattered through-
out the county.

“Unless this is the first step of the 
county divesting itself of property, I 
can’t imagine why we would want to 
sell a piece of property that we paid 
$70,000 for. Why we would want to 
sell it for $33,000?” he asked.

Johnson said when the most re-
cent offer came before the board, 
it discussed it in closed session and 
the board rejected the offer out of 
hand. 

“I don’t believe every time someone 
makes an offer for county property, 
we’re required to hold a public hear-
ing,” he said. “We are only required to 
hold a public hearing if we, in fact, are 
going to consider selling.”

Johnson said he would vote against 
the motion because he felt the offer 
should be rejected out of hand and 
was not interested in continuing the 
public hearing. 

“The board hasn’t had its eyes on 
this and I’m going to vote against 
it because I don’t even think we 

should move forward in the process,” 
Johnson said.

White agreed. 
“I’d like to make sure we know what 

the value of the property is. It seems 
to me it should be disposed of not by 
a declaration of surplus but if it has 
a certain market value and some-
one offering that value, it should be 
that kind of transaction as opposed 
to treating it as surplus property,” he 
said. 

Frame asked if anyone else knew 
the property potentially was for sale. 

Crozier said the county was ap-
proached and asked if the property 
might be available. 

“This sounds like something we 
should take no action on, including 
extending a public hearing,” White 
offered. “I’m not sure that has any real 
value in this setting.”

With that, Frame rescinded his mo-
tion and the board unanimously vot-
ed to take no action. 

> supervisors continued from page A3

lets students attend school 
in person one or two days 
per week, depending on their 
grade level, and work remote-
ly the rest of the time. 

At OCHS, there are current-
ly 535 students signed up for 
Virtual OC and 931 students 
planning to attend in person 
one day per week, according 
to Principal Wendell Green. 

Based on her current class 
enrollments, Filep expects to 
see five students in person 
during her first class of the 
day on Monday, four in her 
second class and then, after 
her third-period planning 
block, she will greet two stu-
dents in person during fourth 
block. The rest of her students 
will attend online. 

“I can juggle 20 people in 
here,” she said, gesturing to-
ward her classroom, where 
a handful of students will be 
spaced six feet apart from 
each other. “It’s the split as-
pect I’m worried about. To do 
some online, some offline—
it’s going to be really, really 
challenging.”

Filep said students in her 
anatomy and physiology 
classes who attend in per-
son will be able to hold the 
bones of a skeleton and get 
her hands-on help with lab 
experiments. Online students 
will miss out on that. 

Given the unpredictability 
of COVID-19 and the abrupt 
retrenchment to online learn-
ing elsewhere in the country, 
Filep added that she is un-
certain whether the county’s 
blended, or hybrid, model 
will last long. In her view, it’s 
not just the virus that could 
shut down in-person atten-
dance. She said students who 
attend in person will be dis-
appointed by the tiny class-
es that keep socializing to a 
minimum. Students also will 
be required to eat lunch at 
their desks rather than min-
gling freely with their friends. 

“More and more, they’re 
going to switch to totally on-
line,” she predicted.

Elsewhere in the build-
ing, Nicole Lohr was deep 
into planning how she would 
teach cooking and sewing to 
online students. It’s one thing 
when you can hand some-
one an electric mixer in the 
kitchen or hover nearby while 
students work at sewing ma-
chines. It’s quite another to 
demonstrate cooking and 
sewing via video demonstra-
tion. 

Lohr said that in pre-covid 
days, her students spent most 
of their time in class doing 
hands-on activities and only 
about 30% of the time on 

computers. 
This fall she’s scheduled 

to teach three sections of in-
dependent living and one 
of child development. (Lohr 
took on an extra class to meet 
the needs of incoming fresh-
men.) On Mondays, she ex-
pects to meet one student in 
person and 25 online for her 
first-block class. The number 
attending in person rises to 
five or six on different days 
and for different sections. 

Lohr admitted that her 
hopes for the blended pro-
gram have been in flux.

She said her spirits dropped 
the day she learned that only 
one student will be allowed to 
use a restroom at a time and 
a custodian must go in and 
clean the facilities after each 
student. On that day, she 
thought, “I don’t see it work-
ing.”

But by Monday, she was 
willing to put her level of op-
timism at six on a scale of one 
to 10. On the one hand, she 
said, “I know our students 
and they’re not going to like 
[the blended approach] and 
why would you, when you 
can stay home?”

But on the other hand, “A 
lot of students need to come 
to school to get that confi-
dence that says, ‘Yes, you’re 
doing this just fine,’ because 
they don’t get it at home.”

“Not a regular 
instructional day”

Teresa Muse, who teaches 
world history and psychol-
ogy, pointed out that even 
when students are attending 
in person, they will mostly 
be working online. No mat-
ter what class it is, the human 
contact will supplement the 
instructional content on the 
laptops that the schools are 
providing free of charge to 
students. 

“Kids will be in class on a 
computer. It’s not going to be 
a regular instructional day in 
my classroom,” Muse said. 

With 15 years at OCHS, she 
said she loves teaching but 
is worried about the unusual 
new school year, set to begin 
Monday. She said she’s feel-
ing “a lot of frustration, con-
cern and anxiety” related to 
the deadly virus and the un-
certainties surrounding the 
school division’s reopening 
plans. 

Driving home that mes-
sage, special education 
teacher and president of the 
Orange County Education 
Association John Lyon sent 
an open letter to the school 
board in late July. Cosigned 
by more than 70 teachers, 

the letter states, in part, “We 
believe that learning is es-
sential and that we have the 
dedication to plan relevant 
and rigorous virtual learning 
opportunities for all students. 
To make this model work, 
we need time, planning and 
training in research-based 
practices. Your leadership 
can make this happen. With 
that in mind, we call on you 
to pivot to a virtual reopening 
in the fall and partner directly 
with teachers and families so 
that we can prepare and de-
sign rigorous, equitable virtu-
al instruction for all students.

“Public schools and their 
teachers are tasked with miti-
gating the damage of ineffec-
tive social systems across our 
nation. We are the providers 
of first responses to illnesses 
of the body and soul, not to 
mention a source of nutri-
tional and social stability for 
our most vulnerable commu-
nity members. A plan for vir-
tual learning is safest for our 
entire community.”

Lyon said he heard back 
from two of the board mem-
bers: chair and District 2 rep-
resentative Sherrie Page and 
District 5 representative Jim 

Hopkins. 
There currently are no 

plans to retreat to the all-
online model used last spring 
when Gov. Ralph Northam 
shuttered schools across 
the state in response to the 
pandemic. Orange County 
Superintendent of Schools 
Dr. Cecil Snead said on 
Tuesday that he will be ad-
dressing faculty this week as 
opening day fast approaches. 

“I will be at each of the 
nine schools this week to of-
fer encouragement and re-
assurances about being the 
light for each student who 
walks into the classroom or 
who participates virtually. If 
we as adults are concerned, 
imagine being a child with-
out the benefit of experience. 
Part of their learning and de-
velopment is observing their 
environment around them. 
It’s our modeling of behav-
ior that can shape our youth. 
Whether virtually, or face-to-
face in a modified classroom, 
we need the students and the 
students need us.”

OCHS attendance secretary 
Lynn Hall said the hardest 
part of the current situation 
is “just not knowing” how the 

virus will affect school opera-
tions, as well as life in general. 

“We’ve never done this be-
fore,” she said from behind a 
plastic window in her office.   

Hall will be responsible 
for tracking the attendance 
of online students as well as 
those who opt to attend in 
person one day a week. It will 
make for lots of extra screen 
time, but Hall is doing the 
best she can to prepare for 
a year of “trial and errors” in 
which everyone will proceed 
“day by day—that’s all we can 
do.”

“A new learning curve”
In a classroom around the 

corner and down the hall 
from the OCHS lobby, teacher 
Mary Freeman was upbeat.

“It’s a new learning curve. 
I think everybody is working 
well together to get [the plan-
ning] done. A lot of teachers 
are helping each other,” said 
the economics and personal 
finance teacher.

As she spoke, a colleague 
poked her head in the door 
and said, “It’s what we do!” 
Freeman echoed those words 
and added, “Teamwork!”

But she is realistic about 
the new demands placed on 
her and her colleagues. 

“I can teach my course in 
the dark,” figuratively speak-
ing. “But putting it online and 
keeping students engaged 
in this virtual classroom is a 
challenge that we’ve all got to 
overcome,” Freeman said.

Like other OCHS teachers, 
she can’t stop thinking about 
the potential risks the virus 
poses to everyone who shows 
up in person. 

“It’s uncharted territory. I 
think our kids should be in 
school learning, but I’m wor-
ried about health concerns.” 

Asked if there is anything 
hopeful or fun about the new 
style of teaching and learn-
ing, Freeman had a ready re-
sponse.

“The fun part will be stu-
dents will have a new learn-
ing tool that they can take 
with them on to higher edu-
cation,” she said. 

Knowing how to take class-
es online and expertly oper-
ate a laptop computer will 
serve them well: “It’s a good 
thing for them to learn,” 
Freeman continued.

As for the whole experi-
ment that will begin on 
Monday, she showed the 
mettle that comes with her 
longtime dedication to teach-
ing and a deep love for her 
students: “We’ve got to make 
it a positive experience. We 
don’t have a choice.” 

> school continued from page A1

PhOtO by JEFF POOLE

Gordon-Barbour Elementary School Principal Nick Sodano pre-
pares health and safety materials for students and staff. He said 
that as of Monday afternoon, 78 students at the Gordonsville 
school were signed up for all-virtual learning, while about 200 
were planning to attend in-person two days per week.



By Hilary Holladay
Staff Writer

Orange County’s historic courthouse—
the one that faces Main Street in Orange—
has sat empty since the early 2000s. But 
that may change, if the Virginia Supreme 
Court approves Orange County Circuit 
Court Judge David Franzen’s pandemic 
plan for jury trials. 

The state has required every circuit court 
to submit a plan accommodating physical 
distancing and other safety measures dur-
ing the pandemic. In Orange County, the 

plan would involve holding jury trials in 
the old courthouse while spectators watch 
via video from the circuit courtroom in the 
“new” courthouse, which opened in 2005. 

In response to a request from the 
Orange County Circuit Court and 
Commonwealth’s Attorney’s office, the 
Orange County Board of Supervisors al-
located $65,000 for the purchase of video 
and recording equipment to be used in the 
historic courthouse at its Sept. 8 meeting. 

By Hilary Holladay
Staff Writer

In a school division 
that prides itself on be-
ing a family, Monday’s 
school board meeting 
revealed a family in 
crisis. Five teachers ex-
pressed extreme frus-
tration with a balloon-
ing workload they feel 
they can never escape, 
and Curtis Harris of 
Locust Grove, a father 
of four, told members 
of the school board 
they need to take re-
sponsibility and help 
teachers and students 
deal with the huge 
challenges of virtual 
learning during the 
pandemic. 

Later in the meet-
ing, Director of 
Secondary Instruction 
Renee Honaker and 
Director of Elementary 

Education Judy 
Anderson introduced 
a group of teachers 
from Gordon-Barbour 
Elementary School 
and Orange County 
High School who dem-
onstrated how Canvas, 
the online platform 
newly introduced this 
year, enables teachers 
to run virtual class-
rooms. Their presen-

tation—not without a 
few computer glitch-
es—provided a sharp 
contrast to the remarks 
during public com-
ment when teachers 
pleaded for help, their 
voices occasionally be-
traying their anguish.  

“Crushed by workload’
John Lyon, president 

of the Orange County 

Education Association 
and a special educa-
tion teacher at Orange 
County High School, 
spoke first during the 
public comment por-
tion of the meeting. 

Lyon said members 
of the local chapter of 
the teachers’ organiza-
tion told him during a 
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Drawing 
the line

By JeFF Poole
Editor

 
For approximately 18 miles along its southeast-

ern edge, Orange County shares a straight line 
border with neighboring Spotsylvania. 

That line won’t look so straight in the future if 
the two counties adopt a proposed boundary line 
agreement.

Orange County staff has been working with its 
peers in Spotsylvania to more clearly define the 
boundary the localities share, since that line bi-
sects dozens of properties.

In the proposed agreement, the new boundary 
line would follow parcel boundaries as established 
by Geographic Information System (GIS).

PhOtO by JEff POOlE

orange and Spotsylvania are working to redefine the 
boundary between the two counties. 

Counties turn to GIS 
to fix border issues

PhOtO by hilAry hOllAdAy

The county is moving forward with a proposal to adapt the historic orange 
County Courthouse courtroom to accommodate jury trials amid the CoVid-
19 public health crisis. 

Reordering the court
Historic courthouse proposed as temporary 

site for jury trials

 > See BoUNdary, page a8

Return concern

PhOtO by hilAry hOllAdAy

Parent Curtis Harris addresses the orange County School Board at its meeting 
Monday afternoon. Harris, the father of four, said that teachers don’t deserve 
to bear the brunt of parents’ frustration. “you guys should be getting yelled at,” 
he told the board members. “Please, listen to the teachers in your district. We 
have to do better. Please, do better.”

Teachers 
speak of

frustration, 
exhaustion at  
school board

meeting

 > See SCHool, page a7

 > See CoUrT, page a2
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Schools offer 
free meals to 
all children

beginning last friday, Orange 
County Public Schools has been serv-
ing meals at no charge to all children 
18 and under. 

the U.S. department of Agriculture 
(USdA) has approved waivers for lo-
cal school divisions and other federal 
meal program sponsors to implement 
the Summer food Service Program 
to provide meals to children in the 
community free of charge through 
december. the waivers support 
access to nutritious meals while 
minimizing exposure to COVid-19, 
according to a press release issued 
last week by linda blair, Orange 
County Schools Supervisor of School 
Nutrition.

the new school year requires a new 
meal application. Although school 
meals will be provided free to all chil-
dren, school funding depends on com-
pleted meal applications. A new meal 
application must be completed for 
those who have not already been noti-
fied that they qualify for free meals. 
blair said it is important to submit a 
completed meal application as soon 
as possible and noted only one meal 
application is needed for each house-
hold. Applications are available online 
at www.lunchapplication.com. 

Meals are available to all children 
including those learning in-person or 
virtually. 

drive up grab-and-go meals will be 
provided, on a first-come, first-served 
basis every friday from 11:30 a.m. 
to 12:30 p.m. through dec. 18 at 
Orange County high School, Gordon-
barbour Elementary School, locust 
Grove Middle School and Unionville 
Elementary School. 

Lunch and breakfast for five days 
will be provided at one time. Parents 
or guardians may visit any of these 
four locations to receive meals for 
children. there will be no curbside 
distribution on friday, Nov. 27.

the current Monday through 
thursday curbside school meal distri-
bution has been discontinued. 

for information regarding meal dis-
tribution, visit www.ocss-va.org.

recent meeting that they “feel like they 
are being crushed by their workload,” 
which is requiring far more time than 
their contractually obligated eight 
hours per day. 

“Frankly, there are a lot of people that 
are incredibly frustrated. I’ve had at 
least four people tell me that they have 
letters of resignation ready to go, ready 
to hand in at a moment’s notice when 
they reach that breaking point. That’s 
not good,” Lyon said, adding that some 
teachers have said they’re afraid to ex-
press their opinions publicly for fear of 
retribution.

He also said teachers are upset that 
they didn’t get the raises they had an-
ticipated this year, and though no one 
faults the board for the pandemic-
related drop in state revenue that took 
away those raises, he said low pay is “a 
big sore spot” for many. Further, teach-
ers have told him they are disturbed 
that the board meets at 4 p.m., when 
many of them are still at work and un-
able to attend the meetings. 

OCHS drama teacher Robert Kristel 
spoke next. He began and ended his 
remarks by expressing his love for the 
school district where he is in his sev-
enth year of teaching but said he and 
his colleagues are barely hanging on. 

“Right now I’m feeling concerned for 
my colleagues and myself as to what’s 
sustainable. I’m used to working long 
hours, but I’m coming in at 6:45 in the 
morning. I’m staying at school until 
six at night and going home, taking an 
hour break to have dinner with my wife, 
jumping back on the computer, starting 
to work until 11 o’clock at night. This is 
every day for the last three weeks.”

Kristel said he spent 12 hours on 
Sunday uploading videos on Canvas. 

Addressing the somber-faced board 
members, he said, “I feel like I need to 
tell you guys that we’re at the breaking 
point, and we’re only three weeks into 
the year, and who knows what’s going 

to happen in October and November, 
and February?”

Kristel said he thinks of teachers as 
public servants and believes Orange 
County teachers are doing a good job 
for the public. “But please remember 
we are people as well and we do have 
families. I have a son that’s going to be 
born any day now; I start my parental 
leave today. I’m exhausted. I’m getting 
stress headaches; I can’t sleep.”

He said he’s stayed in Orange County 
because he doesn’t “want to be a num-
ber” in some other district. “I love the 
family atmosphere here. I want to be 
a part of that family. Right now I’m not 
feeling the love back from the family.”

The other teachers who spoke dur-
ing public comment were Heather 
Schmidt, Norm Schmidt and Caroline 
Carter-McClure, all of OCHS. 

“Mentally and emotionally exhausting”
Career tech teacher Heather Schmidt 

said she and other teachers have been 
getting calls from angry parents, “actu-
ally screaming at us” out of frustration 
with the online learning setup. She said 
she realizes the parents are “having a 
really bad day,” but for teachers, at-
tempting to do their work and address 
parents’ concerns, “It’s just exhausting, 
mentally and emotionally exhausting.” 

She said the Orange County Schools 
have not clarified the attendance policy 
since May and that there are students 
who have not logged on to Canvas 
since August. She noted that OCHS stu-
dents are searching for information on 
“the middle school page” because they 
can’t find the answers they need on the 
OCHS Canvas site. 

English teacher Norm Schmidt read 
a letter from Patrice Day-Owens, a ca-
reer tech teacher at the high school 
who was unable to attend the meeting. 
In her letter, Day-Owens said teachers 
‘are not feeling part of the process” as 
the schools attempt to offer a complete 
education online.  

Given the demands of their online 
teaching duties, which don’t easily ac-
commodate time off, Day-Owens wrote 
that teachers feel they “can’t take sick 
time unless we are dying—literally.” 

Speaking of his own frustrations, 
Norm Schmidt said parents and stu-
dents didn’t receive adequate training 
in the use of Canvas, which replaces 
Google Classroom, the online platform 
the school division used in the spring 
during the early weeks of the pandem-
ic.  

Carter-McClure, a special educa-
tion teacher, is a familiar face to school 
board members. The step-daughter of 
the late Judy Carter, a longtime board 
member, Carter-McClure told the 
board, “I feel like I’m under toxic stress.” 

She said she is not “an alarmist” by 
nature, but the pressures of the pan-
demic combined with the increased 
workload have been overwhelming. 

“you guys should be getting yelled at”
Curtis Harris offered a parent’s view-

point. Speaking calmly, Harris never-
theless made his anger and exaspera-
tion very clear. He said he and his wife 
pulled their sixth-grader out of the lo-
cal schools after the boy dissolved into 
tears of frustration when he couldn’t get 
Canvas to work properly. 

Harris said that teachers don’t de-
serve to bear the brunt of parents’ frus-
tration. “You guys should be getting 
yelled at,” he told the board members. 
“Please, listen to the teachers in your 
district. We have to do better. Please, do 
better.”

During the Canvas demonstration, 
several teachers voiced no complaints 
as they walked the board members 
through the technology teachers and 
students use every day. 

Mustering smiles, OCHS teach-
ers Laura Beth Chambers and Shelley 
Dean described how they work online 
with special needs children. 

“We’re pretty much Zooming all day 
long with our students because they 
need the socialization,” Chambers said. 
She projected an image on the board-
room screen showing children in a 
virtual Zoom class. She added that she 
and her colleagues continue the Zoom 
meetings during the children’s lunch-
time. 

Although Chambers and Dean and 
the teachers from Gordon-Barbour ap-
peared on top of their Canvas game, 
it was obvious they, too, are pushing 
themselves beyond normal expecta-

tions—and that they had to become 
full-time techies, whether they wanted 
to or not. 

“lean on each other for some support”
After the Canvas presentation, dur-

ing the Q&A session with board mem-
bers, Honaker told the board she un-
derstands the impact the pandemic 
has had on public education in Orange 
County: “I know this is hard on teach-
ers and on families,” she said, her voice 
breaking. “We’ll get better.” 

She acknowledged that Canvas “does 
have its quirks.” Speaking to the larger 
issue, Honaker added, “This is an un-
precedented time, but we do support 
[teachers] and we want them to know 
this.”

Board chair and District 2 represen-
tative Sherrie Page said she felt “empa-
thy for everyone sitting in this room. … 
My heart breaks for everyone in here. 
I beg of you to lean on each other for 
some support.” 

Page said that teachers need to real-
ize that completing every lesson is not 
as important as “reaching that kid and 
making that connection.” 

Superintendent of Schools Dr. Cecil 
Snead said he is aware that all the peo-
ple involved in the school division’s 
pandemic learning experiment are “in 
different development stages.” 

He said, “This is a very disciplined, 
strong-willed process that has no 
shortcuts,” he said of the school year in 
progress. “Along the way, it is painful.”

Given that the schools have “hit a sit-
uation that we can’t fix”—the logistical 
nightmare created by the pandemic—
“we have to grow into it.”

One thing is clear: the Orange County 
School administration is trying might-
ily to cobble together a meaningful 
educational experience for the 4,740 
students Snead said are enrolled this 
year, while frantic teachers, students 
and parents are losing sleep over every 
dropped Wi-Fi connection and every 
assignment that mysteriously vanishes 
into the ether. 

Positive case at oCHS 
A positive virus case is not helping 

matters in the least. Last week, Snead 
announced that a staff member had 
tested positive for COVID-19. A let-
ter sent to OCHS staff and families 
revealed that the person in question 
worked at the high school: “Students 
who were in the same classroom as 
this individual or who are considered 
close contacts have been notified sepa-
rately, as they may be at a higher risk.” 
The letter went on to note that school 
personnel were working closely with 
the Rappahannock-Rapidan Health 
District “to identify the steps that need 
to be taken to keep our students, staff 
and families safe and healthy.” There 
were no plans to put in-person classes 
on hold due to the positive case.

On Tuesday morning, Snead said 
via email, “The learning curve for ev-
eryone is quite extensive. Our solution 
addresses needs for those children who 
attend face-to-face and for those who 
select a 100% virtual solution. We all 
have had concerns about the sustain-
ability of our work pace at some point 
in time throughout; however, what we 
have learned and witnessed at different 
stages in the process is that the intensi-
ty over a period of time becomes more 
manageable. 

“For example, you witnessed a dem-
onstration by teachers who created an 
exemplar in teaching at the high school 
level and elementary level. They dem-
onstrated the Canvas platform and 
engagement activities. As I’ve visited 
elementary, middle and high school 
classrooms across the division, this ex-
pert level of use seems to be more of the 
norm.”

He noted that teachers and other 
staff members are eligible for emotion-
al support from the school division’s in-
surance company and OC Cares, a new 
program making use of activities and a 
book called “Onward,” by Elena Aguilar. 

“This, as with all other measures, 
continues to be developed as time pro-
gresses,” Snead said. 
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