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Reynolds Community College works to re-enroll 
lost students 
Enrollment dropped by 20% since start of pandemic
By Anna Bryson | on September 20, 2021 

Since the start of the pandemic, enrollment at J. Sargeant Reynolds Community College has dropped 
by 20%, but college officials are evaluating creative approaches to stem the decline.

Historically, when the economy goes down, enrollment at community colleges goes up. During the 
Great Recession of 2008, enrollment in U.S. community colleges surged. School officials expected this 
trend to happen when the pandemic hit. 

But enrollment at community colleges nationwide fell by about 10% one year into the pandemic, 
according to a report from the National Student Clearinghouse Research Center. 

“Community colleges get a lot more students whose lives are more complicated,” said Elisabeth 
Barnett, senior research scholar at Columbia University’s Community College Research Center. “You 
have many more students with children, you have more low-income students who are financially 
precarious. When there are a lot of changes going on in people’s lives, they’re less likely to take on a 
commitment like going to school.”

Another factor that is “pretty clearly influential” is that many people either are uncomfortable with 
online education, or just don’t feel like it’s as satisfying, Barnett told the Citizen. 

Financial barriers

The sharpest declines in enrollment at Reynolds Community College have been among Black students 
(27%) and Hispanic students (46%).

Overall, more than 60% of the more than 8,000 students at Reynolds, which has campuses in Henrico, 
Richmond and Goochland, depend upon some sort of financial assistance to make their way through 
college. During the 2020-21 school year, more than 4,200 of those students were from Henrico – the 
most from any locality.

“I think frankly, a lot of people are still having economic hardships, so they don’t necessarily have the 
resources, the ability to step away and go and get that additional education and training that community 
colleges provide,” said Kate Blosveren Kreamer, associate executive director of the National 
Association of State Directors of Career Technical Education Consortium.

“We know that we serve some of the most affluent communities, and some of the most under-resourced 
communities in the Commonwealth of Virginia,” said Reynolds Community College President Paula 
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Pando in an interview. 

During the past year, Reynolds has seen many students who are a couple of classes away from finishing 
their program but are tapped out financially. 

“It’s not that they owe the college any money, it’s that they can’t come up with the money for the last 
class they need,” Pando said. “They may not be eligible for financial aid because they make $1 more 
than what would make them eligible.” 

In an effort to mitigate this common situation, Reynolds’ foundation set up the Finish Line Fund. The 
program identifies those students who are a class or two shy from finishing and who’ve either been 
tapped out of financial aid or don’t have the money to pay for that last class. The Finish Line Fund pays 
the few hundred dollars that students near the end of their program need in order to graduate. 

The model is based upon one at Georgia State University, which is recognized nationally for its work to 
close the equity gap, aiming to ensure that race, gender and economics are not a predictor of how likely 
it is a student will graduate. 

From fall 2019 to fall 2021, 370 Reynolds students have received $245,335 in Finish Line Fund 
assistance. These resources are funded through the college’s foundation and donations from employees 
and community members.

Lost students

The students who dropped out of Reynolds largely are low-income students, according to Pando. 

In terms of gender, the enrollment decline among male students was 15%, while the decline in female 
students was 8%.

“What we’re seeing at Reynolds, the loss of male students, aligns exactly with what we’re seeing in 
higher education across the country, regardless of sector,” Pando said. “We’re seeing more women 
climb and stay and fewer men enroll or stay, and specifically high impact among Black and brown 
males.” 

At the end of the 2020-21 academic year, 59.5% of U.S. college students were women, a historic high, 
and 40.5% were men, according to enrollment data from the National Student Clearinghouse.

The disparity between men and women in colleges has been growing in the U.S. for the past 40 years, 
and the pandemic accelerated the trend. There’s no comprehensive research at this time that pinpoints 
the reason for the loss of men in higher education, but some researchers point to family finances. 

In an effort to bring lost students back to Reynolds, Pando spearheaded “Project Re-engage,” which is 
an all-hands-on-deck effort to re-enroll students who dropped out or stopped showing up. 

These students didn’t fail out, according to Pando, which is a common misconception. 

“The overwhelming majority of people who left have almost a 3.0 GPA,” Pando said. “These are bright 
people who can do the work. Life got in the way.” 



To bring some of those students back, Reynolds has forgiven the debt of about 500 students who 
dropped out midstream due to the pandemic. The college used its Higher Education Emergency Relief 
Fund allocation, which is a federal COVID-19 emergency grant for postsecondary education 
institutions. 

Wraparound supports

Reynolds partnered with Feed More, a nonprofit food drive program based in Richmond. Students now 
have access to free high-quality foods including fresh produce. 

“We know students can’t learn if they’re hungry, they just can’t,” Pando said. “This pandemic certainly 
laid bare how many students were in need, and actually amplified or increased the number of students 
who needed to access those kinds of supports.”

In another effort to mitigate financial burdens, Reynolds offers its students a screening tool called 
Single Stop, which connects students with free social services and financial resources that they’re 
eligible for. 

In order to fund some of the new academic supports, the college reduced administrative overhead and 
cut some of the highest paid positions. The money saved by reducing the cabinet to half of its original 
size was used to double the number of academic advisors and counselors, add more financial aid 
people, and hire bilingual people to work in the admissions office. 

The loss of students isn’t just an enrollment issue, Pando said – it’s about community vitality. 

“I’m not suggesting that higher education or a post secondary credential is the only answer,” Pando 
said. “But it is the common denominator throughout generations, that the more education you have, the 
more likely you are to move up the scale of social and economic mobility, the more likely you are to 
regularly see a doctor, to have health insurance, to be contributing to the tax rolls.”
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Henrico Schools’ policies on transgender 
students differ from state guidance 
Henrico School Board opts not to adopt model state policies but contends its own policies, actions are 
'consistent' with them

By Anna Bryson | on September 01, 2021

The Henrico School Board last week revised several existing policies to include language about 
affirming transgender students in order to comply with a new state law. But the revised policies 
stopped short of the state’s guidance in several areas. 

By law, all Virginia school divisions must adopt policies regarding the treatment of transgender 
students that are in alignment with model policies developed by the Virginia Department of Education. 

Some school divisions have adopted the VDOE policies word for word, while some have rejected 
altogether the implementation of policies that would protect transgender students. 

The Henrico School Board did not adopt the model policies, but rather revised its existing policies to 
include some of the VDOE language. However the revisions didn’t include key parts outlined by the 
state education department. 

One model policy from the VDOE states: “Access to facilities such as restrooms and locker rooms that 
correspond to a student’s gender identity shall be available to all students.” 

Henrico County Public Schools has no policy that addresses access to facilities. School officials said 
that the school division’s practices reflect the VDOE model policy, and all students are able to use 
restrooms that align with their gender identity. 

But an ACLU of Virginia official told the Citizen that’s not enough.

“They have to adopt actual, formal policies,” said Eden Heilman, legal director of the ACLU of 
Virginia. “I think one of the reasons why the policies are so important is because it also helps provide 
guidance to families and to kids. Without that, a kid may not know whether their school would be 
willing to allow them to use facilities in line with their gender identity, and it puts kids in a really 
precarious position.”

School officials implied that a line in a revised policy regarding extracurricular activities which states 
that “schools can work to meet the needs of students on a case-by-case basis,” covers the model policy 
regarding access to facilities. However, that policy does not mention facilities.
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Other discrepancies between state, local policies

HCPS does not have a policy related to another model policy of the state, which reads: “School staff 
shall, at the request of a student or parent, when using a name or pronoun to address the student, use the 
name and pronoun that correspond to their gender identity.”

The state education department’s guidance also states that if a student is not ready or able to safely 
share with their family about their transgender status, this should be respected. There are no state 
regulations requiring school staff to notify a parent or guardian of a student’s request to affirm their 
gender identity, and school staff should work with students to help them share the information with 
their family when they are ready to do so. 

One of Henrico’s new policies states that students may opt to participate in gender-specific curriculum-
based school programs based on their gender identity “with parents’/legal guardians’ written consent.” 

Another Henrico policy states that schools shall change a student’s name and gender designation on 
official records — upon the request of a parent/legal guardian. In contrast, the state’s model policy 
regarding record keeping states “upon request of a student or parent.” 

“We certainly discourage any school district from unnecessarily disclosing confidential information 
about a student to a parent,” Heilman said. “[The Family Education Rights and Privacy Act] is pretty 
explicit about the idea that disclosing a student’s confidential information, including potentially their 
gender identity, would be in violation of those issues or those laws.”

At a school board meeting on Thursday, Vice Chair Marcie Shea said she wanted to “publicly clarify” 
that the policies being voted on were not the state’s model policies, and the revisions to Henrico’s 
policy do not usurp parental authority. 

According to the VDOE guidance, “privacy and confidentiality are critical for transgender students 
who do not have supportive families. Disclosing a student’s gender identity can pose imminent safety 
risks, such as losing family support or housing.”

A clause regarding parental consent is not included in Henrico’s revised policy, which allows students 
to participate in school programs, events or activities (excluding all secondary athletics) that are 
segregated by gender in a manner consistent with their gender identity.

The legislation that was passed during last year’s General Assembly session requires local school 
boards to adopt policies by the first day of school that are “consistent with” or “more comprehensive 
than” the VDOE model policies.

“We decided that there were some things we didn’t feel comfortable with in the VDOE policy,” said 
Henrico School Board member Michelle Ogburn (Three Chopt District), who sits on the policy 
committee. “We felt like we would rather take the policies that we have and incorporate them in with 
what we do.” 

The Henrico School Board voted unanimously at its Aug. 26 meeting to approve revisions. 



HCPS officials: Local policies are ‘consistent’ with state’s 

Like all mandates on local school boards resulting from General Assembly action, it’s up to individual 
school boards and their legal counsel to ensure their policies are in compliance with state law. State 
Superintendent James Lane wrote in a memo that local school boards that choose not to adopt policies 
assume all legal responsibility for noncompliance. Although no state funding is tied to the legislative 
mandate, noncompliance could be costly for local school boards due to civil litigation or other 
associated liabilities, according to Lane. 

VDOE officials don’t publicly address the specifics of any one school division.

“We don’t know this, but there may be other state agencies that could (enforce the law),” Heilman said. 
“For example, the Attorney General’s Office potentially could investigate this and decide to come 
down and put pressure or additional measures against school districts that fail compliance with the law. 
Certainly parents can challenge it a number of ways, both in state court and then also based purely on 
the decision itself.”

Despite the differences between Henrico County Public Schools’ new policies and the state’s guidance, 
Henrico school officials contend that local policies are consistent with the VDOE policies.

HCPS spokesman Andy Jenks said that the school division is meeting the expectation of the law, and 
Ogburn concurred. 

“The law says our policy has to be consistent. . . That word ‘consistent’ is the key word,” Ogburn said. 
“We just felt like at the policy committee, that there were some things that we were comfortable with 
tackling right now and there were some things that we weren’t. So we’ve adapted these six, and leave it 
at that.”
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Record number of Virginia children to attend 
public preschool this fall 
By Anna Bryson | on August 23, 2021 

More children than ever before are expected to attend preschool this upcoming school year, as the 
result of an increase in state funding for Virginia’s two largest public preschool programs.

The $151.6-million authorization for the Virginia Preschool Initiative and the Mixed Delivery program 
is another step by state officials during the past few years signaling an increased priority for early 
childhood education.

“We know that children who have access to early childhood education are much better prepared when 
they get to kindergarten, so we encourage all of our children to do that,” said Gov. Ralph Northam 
during an appearance at Glen Allen High School Wednesday. “We’ve invested a significant amount of 
money to make sure that all of our children in Virginia have access to early childhood education.”

In Henrico, there are 1,032 preschool slots available for programs managed by the school division for 
the 2021-2022 school year and 760 children were enrolled as of Thursday, according to Henrico 
County Public Schools spokesman Andy Jenks. The school division is still actively recruiting, and 
enrollment typically increases in August and September. 

The $151.6 million from state general funds for Virginia Preschool Initiative and Mixed Delivery in 
fiscal year 2022 is a $60.9-million increase from last school year and more than double the funds 
provided in FY2018. 

Virginia ranked in the lower half of the 50 states in terms of state spending on preschool and access for 
4-year-olds in the 2019-2020 school year, according to the National Institute for Early Education 
Research.     

But recent investments by the state offer a glimmer of hope for the industry, early childhood educators 
say. 

In 2018, Northam hired Jenna Conway as Virginia’s first chief school readiness officer. On July 1 this 
year, a new law took effect that moved oversight of early childhood education and child care from the 
Department of Social Services over to the Virginia Department of Education. Local educators believe 
this transition shows that the state is now recognizing early childhood care and education as a sector 
focused on the intentional learning and development of young children.

“(Child care providers) are not workers, they are not babysitters — they are educators,” Conway told 
the Citizen. “It’s really important that Virginia is recognizing that.”

Bridget Taylor, the director of Sowing Seeds Academy, a Henrico childcare center, said that the 
transition to the VDOE has excited the child care industry.
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“We know as child care providers that the first five years are the most important, but we were kind of 
not looked at in that way,” Taylor said. “That is going to help us bridge that gap between school and 
childcare.”

Sowing Seeds Academy, a child care center in Varina, opened up a second location in Eastern Henrico 
in June. (Anna Bryson/Henrico Citizen)

The VDOE is rolling out a quality rating and improvement system system that will assess child care 
providers and provide that information to families. Assessors will visit child care centers to observe 
interactions and instruction. Measures will look at the warmth and responsiveness of educators, how 
they promote learning and how they use language. The initial quality ratings should be published by the 
fall of 2023, according to the law. 

“For many of these educators, this may be the first time they’re receiving feedback on how well they’re 
teaching,” Conway said. “Many of these places. . . have gotten health and safety inspections, but 
nobody’s ever come in and said, ‘here’s where you’re really good at responding to kids when they’re 
upset.’”

This fall, more than 23,600 Virginia children are projected to be served by VPI classrooms, compared 
to the 18,000 or so who were served by VPI pre-pandemic. The program, which is funded in part by 
state lottery revenues, began in 1995 to serve at-risk four-year-olds. Programs are required to operate 
for at least three hours a day, though the vast majority of children attend full-day programs.

In Henrico, there are also 150 slots available for Community VPI, which serves VPI students in private 
child care centers. In Henrico, the Henrico Education Foundation manages the Community VPI 
students who are placed in local childcare centers in partnership with HCPS. The funding for these 
slots comes from the increased state funding for VPI and flows through HCPS to HEF and then the 
community schools. 

This fall, 100 4-year-olds and 50 3-year-olds in Henrico will be served through Community VPI at six 
locations: Bundle of Joy, Blessings for You, Tuckaway, Kindercare, Sowing Seeds and Starling 
International.

Mixed Delivery programs, which are not connected with Henrico County Public Schools, will offer 100 
slots available in Henrico this year. These slots can be utilized by 3 and 4-year-olds. Statewide, nearly 
1,500 preschoolers will be served by the Mixed Delivery Grant Program across 45 localities this fall, 
compared to 239 children in 9 localities last school year. State funds flow through the Virginia Early 
Childhood Foundation to local agencies. In Henrico, funds flow to the HEF and to the local childcare 
providers.

Because of the expansion of both VPI and Mixed Delivery, and the expansion of eligibility for 
childcare subsidy, there are spaces open in Henrico County for VPI and Mixed Delivery. Those 
interested in community preschool programs can contact Robin Rowland, executive director of early 
learning programs at HEF at (804) 652-3869 Ext. 8 or robin@henricogives.org. For information on 
HCPS preschool programs or to apply, visit www.HenricoSchools.us/preschool or 
email preschool@henrico.k12.va.us. 
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