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'The solution to the problem': COVID-19 vaccination events provide valuable hands-on training for
area nursing students

Parker Cotton

Jan 30, 2021

Parker Cotton

n addition to their regular classes and normal clinical hour rotations, nursing students at
Averett University and Danville Community College are even busier these days.

Among the hundreds of volunteers who have helped facilitate large-scale COVID-19 vaccination
events in the last week, there is a small army of aspiring medical professionals lending their
hands and their time to support the cause.

At the same time, they are receiving hands-on experience that has been harder to come by since
the onset of the pandemic in March 2020. Though the students still have a required number of
clinical hours to fulfill, hospitals and long-term care facilities have imposed limits on how many
students can be in their buildings at any one time.

So, on Jan. 23, dozens of them spent the day at Averett University, where 1,000 people from
Danville and Pittsylvania County received their first dose of the Moderna vaccine. The students
described it as a way to help the community fight the spread of the coronavirus — which has
infected more than half a million Virginians to this point — and receive the in-person
experience in their field they are desperately missing.

Chris Garrett, the local emergency health coordinator for the Pittsylvania-Danville Health District, speaks to a group of volunteers at a COVID-19 vaccination
event on Jan. 23 at Averett University's North Campus. 
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Suspect, previously facing weapon charge, indicted on first-degree murder count in
Danville shooting

COVID-19 numbers are soaring in the Dan River Region but likely undercount the
true picture

Miyares fires 30 in AG's office

Work begins to remove finishing building at Schoolfield, making way for Danville's
new casino

“We’re really anxious, all of the nursing
students, to get with real patients,” said
Sarah Reaves, 43, a second-year nursing
student at DCC. “It’s been really hard
because with COVID we haven’t been able to
go as many places as we usually do. So the
chance to see people for real, and all of us
want to help people, it was a great
opportunity.”

The students rotated through different
stations throughout the day: some helped
people check in for their appointment, others
administered the vaccine and a different
group observed the vaccine recipients
afterward for any signs of allergic reactions
and helped them sign up for a second
appointment. (No allergic reactions were
reported at the event.)

Kaytlynn Walton, 20, a junior at Averett,
works as a part-time certified nursing
assistant in the COVID-19 intensive care unit
at Person Memorial Hospital in Roxboro,
North Carolina. She said she felt compelled
to volunteer because she’s seen the effects the virus has on a person’s body.

She had never given an injection before, but she quickly got the hang of it. Walton said she
ultimately administered 47 vaccines in a five-hour span.

“We’ve done it in the skills lab, but never on a live person,” Walton said of the injection process.
“My professor was right over the top of me, making sure I did everything. After the third or
fourth one, I was golden.”

Outside the classroom
Zechariah Bennett, 19, who is in his second semester at DCC, was similarly thankful to start
putting all he had learned to good use.

People are also reading…

Sarah Reaves, 43, stands outside Foundation Hall at Danville
Community College, where she is in her second year as a nursing
student. A former math teacher in Halifax County, Reaves said the
need for nurses during the pandemic has reaffirmed her decision to
switch careers. 
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“It’s one thing to go to class and learn about
what you want to do. It’s one thing to do the
book learning. It’s another thing completely
to do it in the field,” he said. “I would say it
definitely felt like I was getting some
experience, and the learning is starting to
pay off and I can start to use this now.”

All nursing students who spoke with the
Register & Bee either received their first
vaccination that same day as well, or they
received it beforehand as part of their jobs at
area hospitals.

They said receiving the vaccine themselves,
coupled with helping others get their shots,
made them feel like they were part of a
broader effort to ease the grip the virus has
had on the country for the better part of a
year.

“It felt really good knowing you were actively
participating in hopefully getting rid of
COVID and moving on,” said Alyssa McNeil,
20, a junior at Averett.

Added Bennett: “I think it did feel like being
part of something bigger, helping vaccinate
the country.”

Walton fondly remembers one elderly couple in particular arriving at her vaccination station
during the event. The husband, who she estimated to be in his 90s, said he was happy to be
there to do his part, a moment that Walton said sticks with her.

“If this 90-year-old man can come out here in the cold around all these people, then everybody
should do their responsibility to keep the community safe,” she said.

Walton added that she’s already participated in another vaccination event at Sovah Health-
Danville last week, though she did not administer any vaccines that day. She said she hopes to
volunteer as much as she can going forward.

Smiling face
“I plan on continuing to be a part of this situation, the solution to the problem,” she said. “It’s
definitely solidated that I want to be in the health care field, for sure.”

Aside from helping distribute the vaccines, the nursing students widely believed their role in a
hospital setting has expanded during the pandemic. A rapport with patients is now so much
more important because of heavy restrictions on outside visitors.

Zechariah Bennett, 19, stands on the second floor of Foundation Hall
at Danville Community College, where he is in his second semester as
a nursing student. He said he volunteered at recent vaccination events
to receive more hands-on experience. 

Parker Cotton/Register & Bee



“So you’re the only smiling face they might
see behind a mask or positive attitude, just
somebody to talk to,” McNeil said. “I just
love being there for people and being able to
help people in any way.”

Reaves, a former math teacher in Halifax
County who now works as a professional
nursing assistant at Sovah Health-Danville,
said the pandemic has reaffirmed her
decision to switch careers and enter the
medical field.

“Nurses have such an important role with
them right now because their families can’t
be with them, so we’re doing lots of
emotional support for patients,” she said.
“One of my main reasons [for switching] is
compassion for people, and people are really
in the need for compassion right now.”

By Parker Cotton

(434) 791-7985

Alyssa McNeil, 20, stands in a simulation room at the Riverview
Campus at Averett University, where she is a junior nursing student. “I
just love being there for people and being able to help people in any
way," she said. 
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New Danville Superintendent Angela Hairston prioritizing 'student experience' on road to
improving schools

Parker Cotton

Jan 16, 2021

Parker Cotton

t’s been more than two decades since Angela Hairston last worked in Danville Public
Schools, but she can still recognize plenty of familiar faces.

“Some of the parents were my students,” she said, adding a laugh as a slightly uneasy
acknowledgement of how much time has passed.

Hairston, a 1981 Dan River High School graduate, took over as superintendent on Dec. 1, about
22 years after she left her post as principal of Westwood Middle School. In her time away, she
advanced her education career — most prominently with superintendent positions in Georgia
and North Carolina — and she returned to a new version of Danville Public Schools.

Angela Hairston took over as superintendent of Danville Public Schools on Dec. 1, 2020.
Parker Cotton/Register & Bee
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She has found a school division molded and changed by time, technology, personnel and new
national education standards. Upon assuming her position, she quickly learned what the
district is doing well but admitted Danville Public Schools is not currently at the quality it could
be or should be.

“We’re in a place now where we’re not really seen or viewed as being at the top of our game,”
Hairston said. “I feel like the thing that hasn’t changed is a community expectation that we be
one of the best school systems in this region. That has not changed.”

Another record: In one day, 372 new infections added for Pittsylvania-Danville
Health District

Suspect, previously facing weapon charge, indicted on first-degree murder count in
Danville shooting

Danville police release suspect vehicle details in burglary at Riverside Pawn Shop

COVID-19 numbers are soaring in the Dan River Region but likely undercount the
true picture

Returning the school district to that standing is her primary challenge — one that is
accomplished by navigating the COVID-19 pandemic and focusing on what she calls the
“student experience.”

Hairston — who received a bachelor’s degree from Averett University and graduate degrees
from Hampton University and Virginia Tech — said she has visited with nearly every in-person
and virtual classroom, and ridden on several bus routes, since taking over as superintendent.

She made similar drop-ins during her previous stops as superintendent because she said they
help her become more acquainted with how students and teachers operate every day.

“Oftentimes you’re distracted by other things outside of what’s happening in the classroom,”
she said. “It’s important for me as a superintendent and district office leader, and also a
principal for a long time, to stay focused on that classroom and the teacher and the student.”

Long-term goals
Hairston inherits a school division where just two of 11 schools received full accreditation status
in the last round of assessment.

Danville Public Schools students have also struggled with Standards of Learning exams in
recent years, with barely over half of the district’s students passing English reading and English
writing tests in 2018-19 — the most recent year of available data.

Additionally, the school division ranked near the bottom in percentage of on-time high school
graduates in Virginia’s 2020 class with a mark of 81.2%.

Accreditation evaluations and SOL exams have both been waived by the Virginia Department of
Education for this school year because of the pandemic. But Hairston said the district will soon
be implementing measures to address each of the above areas.

People are also reading…
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“While my focus will be, yes, accreditation,
I’m going to really pay attention to the
components of accreditation that make a
difference for children,” she said.

Part of that strategy includes a partnership
with the University of Virginia on creating a
literacy plan so that every student reads at
grade level by the third grade. Creating a
more robust mentoring program will also be
a priority.

“We’ll work with our principals and our
teachers to ensure that every child has a
caring adult in that building that can connect
with them as individuals,” Hairston said.
“Children need to know that there’s a person
in the building they can go to for support,
help, to be an advocate for them inside the
schoolhouse.”

An important aspect of her entire outlook is a desire to make learning engaging for students.
Schools can find ways to help students catch up on credits — through summer school, for
example — but she said students also have to be interested and believe they are working toward
something meaningful. An increased mentor presence, coupled with a variety of career-
preparedness courses, can help make the learning process exciting while also bumping up
graduation rates.

“We have to help children understand that there’s something beyond high school for them
that’s going to be significant and have them career-ready,” Hairston said. “So we’ll look at our
[career and technical education] program to see if we can engage children and allow them to
take more courses at an earlier time in high school.”

It is Hairston’s hope as students become more involved in their education, SOL scores improve,
graduation rates go up and accreditation comes back to the city’s schools. She’s quick to say,
though, that accreditation is not the end goal. Rather, helping students learn and succeed
remains the objective; accreditation will come as a result of that.

“Accreditation shouldn’t be a moment in time,” she said. “It should be the way you do business.
Those standards will become the way we do business.”

Impact of COVID-19

Danville Public Schools, like all school systems, is attempting to ensure a quality education
regardless of if a student is learning virtually or in person with safety precautions in place.

In doing so, the district must assess whether keeping the in-person group in that environment
is the safest or wisest choice as COVID-19 cases continue to mount.

Hairston



The city has seen a significant spike in cases since the first of the year, and Danville has logged a
test percent positivity rate of 17% over the last two weeks. The school district itself has seen 49
total cases — 34 among faculty, 15 among students — since in-person learning began on Nov. 9.

Once Hairston took over as superintendent, she recommended that all students learn virtually
for all of December and be phased back into classrooms in three separate weeks of January. The
last phase of students, sixth-12th graders, will return to schools on Jan. 25.

So far, Hairston has given no indication she will deviate from that plan or implement fully
virtual learning for an extended period of time. Part of that reasoning is the district’s contact
tracing methods have not revealed any sort of spread within the school buildings.

“As we learn more about contact tracing, if we see that COVID is spread in the schoolhouse,
certainly that’s going to be a factor that we use to make some different choices,” she said.

Danville’s winter high school sports have been cleared to begin play, but progressing through
the season has been slow as neighboring school districts postpone events.

Hairston understands the risks of sports proceeding, but she also sees the benefits of athletic
participation during this time.

“I think certainly the classroom experience is our focus, but if sports can keep our children
engaged, and we can do it in a safe way, we’re willing to do that,” she said.

Sports aside, Hairston said she believes Danville Public Schools is well equipped to navigate the
pandemic because the school system has a history of being “fiscally responsible” and has
already made a sizable investment in technology that has made this virtual learning period
easier.

Further, she is impressed with the abundance of talented teachers.

“With meeting with teachers across the district, we’ve done a good job of hiring teachers,” she
said. “They are very, very good teachers. They work hard. They want to do what’s best for the
children.”

'Moving forward'
Much of the district’s future success relies on its teachers being active mentors and effective
educators.

It is for that reason that both Mayor Alonzo Jones and Danville Education Association
President Kim Roberson believe teacher retention should be another one of Hairston’s
priorities.

Roberson said the school system is dealing with a fair amount of turnover in many teaching
positions. Offering worthwhile salaries and agreeable working conditions will go a long way
toward keeping more teachers in Danville’s classrooms.

“The key thing is to have people who want to make Danville a career,” she said. “That’s
important. Folks who will stick around, who want to make Danville their home and stay in the
school system and work.”



Examining teachers’ workload, which has only gotten worse since the start of the pandemic,
Roberson said, will be critical in convincing teachers to stay.

Jones said the City Council has recently agreed to make improving the city’s schools its top
priority.

“We need to figure out a way to work with our superintendent and the school system to get
accreditation up and get the numbers for our school system up,” he said.

Jones said the schools cannot continue letting talented teachers leave the district. They must be
incentivized to stay and also believe they are valued in their roles. Jones said City Council will
re-examine how it prioritizes money to the school system and how that money can be directed
toward retaining teachers.

He has described his initial meetings with Hairston as quite promising.

“I was very impressed as mayor to see what her plans were,” Jones said.

All told, Hairston recognizes the challenges ahead of her, but she’s also grateful for the
opportunity to overcome them. This is a school system she cares deeply for, and she wants to
see it succeed.

“I’ve never walked away from a challenge,” she said. “A challenge I find keeps you alive, keeps
you moving forward. If I didn’t feel I had the skill set to lead us to higher levels of performance,
I never would have accepted the job or even applied for the job.”

All the while, she hopes to never lose sight of the student experience and how it could be
improved.

One on of her morning bus rides with students last week, she took note of the jubilance they
displayed — despite this pandemic-altered reality — as they neared their destination.

“Wouldn’t it be nice if every student felt that way when they came to school?” Hairston asked
rhetorically. “Excited and wanting to learn?”

By Parker Cotton

(434) 791-7985
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Pittsylvania County teachers plead with school board to consider virtual learning

Parker Cotton

Jan 12, 2021

Parker Cotton

HATHAM — With stories of daily cries and concern for safety, an impassioned group of
teachers addressed the Pittsylvania County School Board during Tuesday evening’s

meeting, making an emotional case for implementing virtual learning.

Teachers in the county have long advocated for a remote learning environment until the spread
of COVID-19 is more under control. To this point, their pleas have been for naught, as
Superintendent Mark Jones and the school board have pressed forward with in-person learning
remaining an option for families requesting it.

Board member Calvin Doss made a motion in December to return to virtual learning,
anticipating a surge of COVID-19 cases following the holidays. The motion failed 4-3, with
members George Henderson and Raymond Ramsey joining Doss in favor. Voting against were

Ashley Stanley, a gifted resource teacher in Pittsylvania County, addresses the school board on Tuesday evening. 
Parker Cotton/Register & Bee
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Cassandra Crump, Don Moon, Kevin Mills and chair Samuel Burton. Henderson and Mills were
absent from Tuesday’s meeting.

At the time of that December vote, the COVID-19 test positivity rate in the county was 16.9%
over the previous two weeks.

Get ready to scoot around Danville; company set to bring electric stand-up devices

Lawsuit accuses Pittsylvania County concert promoter of contract breach, seeks
$170K

Authorities ID victims found in burning Pittsylvania County home as two men from
Mexico

Danville police arrest suspect in pawn shop burglary

On Tuesday, citing record-high cases and a two-week positivity rate of 21.4%, the teachers
made their most vocal and public argument yet for a pivot to virtual learning.

They shared the uneasiness they feel as they report to work full of sadness and fear, only to be
buoyed throughout the day by their students’ smiles and filled with anxiousness once again
when they leave.

They felt, collectively, these were stories the board needed to hear.

Jennifer Watson, a social sciences teacher at Tunstall High School, stepped to the podium first
and told the board members that sometimes she doesn’t sleep, sometimes she forgets to eat.
She feels “defeated.” But she loves her students, and she loves her job, so she puts on a brave
face every day.

“We’re almost giving the kids a false sense of security by doing that,” Watson told the Register
& Bee afterward. “And I hate that. I do think that’s part of my job as a teacher, to make them
feel comfortable in the situation they’re in right now. But I don’t think that’s fair to them any
longer, and I don’t think it’s fair to me or my colleagues.”

She described for the board her process of suppressing her own feelings so that her students
don’t know.

“Working it out on the way to school, trying to get ready to go in, trying to have that positive
face when I get there, I don’t want them to know how bad I’m struggling,” she said afterward.
“Because I know they’re struggling enough, and I know their parents are as well.”

Ashley Stanley, a gifted resource teacher who works at multiple sites around the county, told
the board that problems with teacher retention could be exacerbated if teacher concerns are not
properly acknowledged.

“People remember how they are treated or, worse, ignored,” she said. “In a year or two this
already dire retention problem could be relentless. Your resolve is to retain complacent
employees and dilute the drive of those that seek to do their job and do it well.”

People are also reading…
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Eva Cassada, an English teacher at Dan River High School, suggested to the board that it find
benchmarks of community COVID-19 metrics that dictate whether schools are opened or
closed.

So far, those thresholds haven’t been established. Jones has said many times as long as
mitigation strategies are in place in the county’s schools, they can continue to operate with the
local health department’s blessing.

Still, Cassada pleaded with the board to not be so above the premise of remote learning.

“Please don’t think that going online for a few weeks or a few months represents a failure, an
embarrassment or a nosedive in student learning,” she said at the podium. “It doesn’t
necessarily.”

Adrian Nester, an English and journalism teacher at Tunstall High School, said she was
“ashamed” she hadn’t yet come to speak with the school board before Tuesday.

“I really trusted the board members and our leadership to make the right decision,” she told the
Register & Bee after the meeting.

But after two emails to school board members with updates about her family’s struggle with
COVID-19 during winter break went unanswered, Nester said she needed to show up.

Adrian Nester, a Tunstall High School English and journalism teacher, displays the sign she brought with her to Tuesday's school board
meeting. 
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“If this board chooses to return to a fully remote status for six weeks or until all teachers are
vaccinated, you will not find me celebrating,” Nester said at the podium. “My job as a teacher
and a parent will get even harder. But in this case, the right thing to do is not necessarily the
easy thing.”

She thinks the relationship between teachers and the school board is becoming more and more
frayed the longer that teacher concerns go unrecognized.

“With the exception of representative Doss, who I think is truly pro-teacher, I feel like many of
the representatives look at teachers as the enemy, and that’s the wrong dynamic,” Nester said.
“It seems like teachers are the enemy when there is no support for what we’ve been asking for.”

After the teachers all spoke, Doss asked his fellow board members if anything had changed in
their minds since December and the last vote.

His peers remained silent.

By Parker Cotton
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