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EMOTIONAL NIGHT

AT LOCAL TRACK
Relay For Life Event

Returns To Rockbridge
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LENFEST READIES

HIGH-ENERGY YEAR
Step Africa, Illusionist

Among Season Highlights

By Anneliese Schneider

The children make their 
way through the halls of 
Kling Elementary, which 
is once again buzzing with 
noise — children talking, 
teachers calling, the echo of 
the first bell — at the begin-
ning a new school year. 

Last Wednesday was the 
first day of the 2023-2024 
school year for Buena Vista 

City Schools, and the first 
day altogether for some of 
its students. 

For Terri Flint’s kinder-
garten class, the first day is 
met with some mixed emo-
tions. 

As they filter into this 
classroom, they slip out of 
their backpacks - some se-
quined, at least one Mine-
craft themed - put their 
lunches on the low counter 

at the back of the room, and 
set out to find their assigned 
seats, with a little help from 
Mrs. Flint. 

“Let’s see if we can find 
your name — do you know 
what M looks like? There 
we go — Maverick. Looks 
like you’re at the red table,” 
she says to one boy.

Maverick sits in the small 
red chair in front of his 
See Kindergartners, page 2

VMI Actions Regarding
Cadet Paper Questioned
By Ed Smith

The foundation that funds the latest iteration of The Cadet 
newspaper is seeking an investigation of what it is charac-
terizing as a campaign of disparagement of the newspaper 
by Virginia Military Institute’s administration.

In response to a petition that’s calling for such an in-
vestigation, Tom Watjen, the president of VMI’s board of 
visitors, initially, on Aug. 7, asked for the state assistant 
attorney general to look into whether VMI’s administra-
tion or board initiated negative media attention The Cadet 
received in the wake of its winning several Virginia Press 
Association awards this spring, including the association’s 

See VMI, page 4

Homes Needed
For Furry
Friends

Shelter Filled
To Capacity

By Joann Ware
Loyal viewers of the game show 

“Price Is Right” will remember 
that former host Bob Barker always 
signed off with a plea to help con-
trol the pet population by having 
pets spayed or neutered. His suc-
cessor, Drew Carey, has continued 
this tradition. 

When such an appeal falls on deaf 
ears, there are far-reaching conse-
quences with innocent dogs and 
cats becoming the victims of their 
own biology.

Right now the Rockbridge SPCA 
is filled to capacity with dogs and 
cats. There  are  so  many  animals 

See Cats, page 5

Halasz
Retiring
As City
Manager
He Calls Years
Here ‘Best Job’
Of Career
By Joseph Haney

At the conclusion of a City 
Council work session Mon-
day night, Lexington City 
Manager Jim Halasz submit-
ted his letter of resignation to 
the Lexington City Council. 

Halasz, who has served 
as the city manager since 
November of 2019, did not 
set a specific date for his 
retirement, but said in the 
letter that “my target retire-
ment date is the first half of 
January,” noting that he will 
celebrate his 67th birthday 
shortly after the first of the 
year.

“My health is good, [and] 
I absolutely enjoy the chal-
lenges, successes, relation-
ships and meaningfulness 
associated with working for 
the city of Lexington,” he 
wrote. “However [my wife] 
Deb and I have decided that 

See Halaz, page 3

Clark
Exiting
Tourism
Longtime Director
Oversaw Growth
Of Department
By Anneliese Schneider

At the end of this month, 
the Rockbridge area’s tour-
ism director, Jean Clark, 
will retire after more than 40 
years with the department. 

She began working for the 
department in 1980, first 
under Peter Goss, and then 
under long-time tourism di-
rector Martha Doss. Clark 
became the director in 1996.

In her tenure, Clark has 
overseen significant changes 
in area tourism, including the 
expansion of the department 
beyond Lexington, as well 
the challenges and restric-
tions of the pandemic. 

In 1999, what had been 
Lexington’s tourism depart-
ment grew to include both the 
city of Buena Vista and Rock-
bridge County, which Clark 
feels was to the benefit of all. 

“Everybody brought some-
thing to the table, and it gave 
us an opportunity to work 
with three governments as 
opposed to one, to have a lot 

See Clark, page 2

First Day Jitters
Kindergartners Start Their School Careers

Draining
Of Lake
Raises
Concerns
By Joseph Haney

For the past few weeks, the 
water in the Maury River has 
looked a bit murkier than 
usual, due to the annual drain-
ing of Lake Merriweather 
to allow dam operator Mike 
Jolly to clean out debris that 
has gotten into the lake over 
the past few years.

The lake is drained every 
year for this kind of cleanup, 
but it usually occurs after 
Labor Day. 

The early cleanup led to 
two critical letters to the edi-
tor appearing in this week’s 
paper and concerns by other 
residents.

Jolly told The News-Gazette 
that it’s being done in August 
this year to take advantage 
of the drier weather (the lake 
bed needs to be dry in order 
to clear the debris) and due to 
the fact that, for the past two 
years, rainy weather in the 
fall has prevented debris from 
being completely cleaned up. 
Jolly said he’s cleaned a num-
ber of different things out of 

See Lake, page 4

BONKERS IS one of dozens of kittens available at the Rockbridge SPCA. The shelter is filled to capacity with both 
cats and dogs. 

A STUDENT in Terri Flint’s kindergarten class at Kling Elementary counts on her fingers 
as the students work through the months of the year. (Anneliese Schneider photo)

Honored By NAACP
Long-time teacher Roberta Lyle says a few words as she 
was being honored during the Rockbridge NAACP Free-
dom Fun’d Raiser on Saturday at the James E. Thomp-
son Sr. Community Center in Glasgow. With her is Mar-
quita Dunn, MC and Rockbridge NAACP vice president.
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more partners, and to learn a 
lot more about who we are as 
a community,” she said. 

“I’m not going to say that 
was without challenges, but 
if you’re a community with 
a population the size of Lex-
ington, Buena Vista and 
Rockbridge County, why 
would you want to break that 
up into small bites? To me, 
a regional partnership just 
makes sense.”

Another change has been 
the shift to feature outdoor 
tourism, which began in ear-
nest about a decade ago. 

“Around 2010 the Blue 
Ridge Parkway had cel-
ebrated a significant anni-
versary. We had created a 
geo-cache trail that was at 
the base of the mountain to 
pull folks down into our com-
munities, and we also worked 
to have Buena Vista and 
Glasgow designated as Appa-
lachian Trail communities.”

Clark and the department 
worked to take advantage of 
this momentum. 

“We had a core group of 
folks who started talking 
about the outdoor recreation, 
and that has just grown ex-
ponentially in terms of who’s 
involved, whether it’s organi-
zations, agencies, whether it’s 
outfitters or folks who own 
businesses.”

Its natural resources are, 
Clark feels, an important part 
of what makes this area spe-
cial. 

“I know there are fabulous 
things all around the world,” 
she said, “But we have the 
Natural Bridge, we have 
Devils Marble Yard, we have 
Goshen Pass.”

Clark, whose “roots run 
deep in Rockbridge County,” 
is a graduate of Lexington 
High School and James Mad-
ison University, and she was 
drawn back to Rockbridge by 
family ties.

The sale of Natural Bridge 
to Virginia and its subsequent 
dedication as a state park was 
important both to tourism ef-
forts and to Clark personally. 

“That was an emotional day 
for me because I’ve lived here 
forever. You have this fabu-
lous resource that brought 
folks in from around the 
world, and then there was the 
possibility that it was going 
to be sold and we didn’t know 
where it was going to end up,” 
she said. 

The land was purchased 
by Virginia’s Department of 
Conservation and Recreation 
in 2016. 

It was dedicated as the 37th 
state park on Sept. 24, 2016, 
a day Clark remembers with 
emotion. 

“We’d been down there the 
night before getting ready for 
the ceremony, and they had 
the signs along the road, and 
they had them covered up.”

“And the next day I’m com-
ing down Route 11 at about 
7:30 in the morning, and they 
had the cover off the signs, 
and I just burst into tears,” 
she recalled. “This is what 
we’re here to do — to create 
these opportunities for our 
residents and for our visitors.”

Outdoor tourism became 
even more important with the 
onset of the Covid pandemic. 

“We didn’t have our visitor’s 
center open, but the staff con-
tinued to work, and created 
a program to help say, ‘Hey, 
we still have some businesses 
that are open,’ ” said Clark. 

This program, “Small 
Towns; Big Backyards,” was 
successful in bringing people 
to those attractions they were 
safely able to visit. 

“Lots of folks came for the 
big backyards. People flocked 
to the safari park, because 
they were in their own ve-
hicles, they could buy their 

tickets online; the state park, 
traffic at some of the hik-
ing spots, their numbers ex-
ploded,” she said. 

“It wasn’t like everything 
died. We were able to take 
that small pivot, and folks 
kept coming to the area.”

Even as health restrictions 
recede, Clark expects some of 
the changes from those years 
to continue. 

“Once you’ve built on 
[Small Towns, Big Back-
yards], then it’s easy to keep 
using that as a jumping off 
point.” 

“The landscape’s changed 
a little bit. During that time, 
some of the attractions made 
changes to either their stories 
or their hours of operation,” 
she said. “But whether it’s 
back to normal or not, it’s 
thriving.”

-   -   -
A new tourism director will 

be chosen by the regional 
tourism board, which in-
cludes representatives from 
Lexington, Buena Vista, and 
Rockbridge County, as well 
as local business owners. 

The position is currently 
being advertised, and the 
board will begin reviewing 
applications on Sept. 15. 

According to Nicholas 
Betts, Lexington City Coun-
cil’s representative on the 
board, no interim director 
will be appointed. 

“The tourism staff will con-
tinue with their current re-
sponsibilities. Any questions 
that the current tourism staff 
are unable to answer can be 
directed to the chair of the 
tourism board, Shana Lay-
man, until a director of tour-
ism is hired,” Betts told The 
News- Gazette.

“She’s done a wonderful 
job keeping tourism strong 
in this area, including Lex-
ington, Rockbridge County 
and Buena Vista,” he said at 
the August Lexington City 
Council meeting. 

At the August meeting of 
Buena Vista City Council, 
Mayor Bill Fitzgerald said of 
Clark, “She’s a remarkable 
person. Spending time with 
her has been a pleasure.”

-   -   -
As for the future of the de-

partment, Clark believes that 
it will be in good hands. 

“They’ll look at all those ap-
plicants, they’ll have conver-
sations, and see who’s a good 
fit. They’re smart people and 
they’ll make a great deci-
sion.”

She wants to leave her suc-
cessor a clean slate. 

“I’ve been spending the past 
three weeks clearing out some 
lists of future projects, be-
cause those were my dreams, 
and what I thought,” she said. 
“I don’t want anybody who 
follows in my footsteps to 
think this is what we need to 
be doing. I want whoever that 
is to dream their dream.”

Personally, Clark’s plans for 
retirement include spending 
more time in her family and 
in her community. 

As she looks back over 
more than four decades with 
the tourism department, what 
Clark remembers most is the 
positivity of her experience.

“I know there’ve been chal-
lenges, but actually in the 
rearview mirror, it’s hard to 
pinpoint something that was 
the biggest challenge,” she 
said. 

“It’s a joy of the job. Almost 
every morning, I would prac-
tically skip across the street 
from the parking garage. 
There have been some harder 
points in those 40 years, 
maybe an issue that wakes 
you up in the middle of the 
night, but for the most part, 
it’s just been a joy.”

Clark
continued from page 1

name and joins his class-
mates in what they will 
soon learn to call “maker 
time.” Today they are work-
ing with blocks, stacking 
them into towers until they 
become too high to support 
themselves and fall, scat-
tering blocks across the 
table. Then they start again. 

The teacher moves to 
greet another of her new 
students, who are standing 
nervously at the edge of the 
rug. “

“Are you nervous?” 
He nods, seeming on the 

verge of tears. 
“Now,” says Mrs. Flint, 

turning to address the 
class, “who was nervous 
about coming to school this 
morning?”

About half of the class 
raises a hand; one girl with 
gold threads in her hair 
raises both of her hands as 
high as they can go. 

“See? We’re all a little ner-
vous, but we’re going to have 
so much fun together.”

He nods again, still looking 
at the ground, but leans for-
ward into her hug. 

As the last of the kinder-
garteners find their way into 
the classroom, some first-
graders slip in too, excited 
to say hi to their old teacher. 

For the first time, the first-
graders are the oldest stu-
dents at Kling this year, 
second grade having been 
moved to Enderly Heights 

Elementary to ease crowd-
ing. 

This shift, according to 
Kling Principal Dr. Brenda 
Walton, has been a success-
ful one. 

“The shift of second grade 
students to Enderly helped 
tremendously with the over-
crowding of students and 
staff at Kling,” she told the 
News-Gazette. 

“It allows space for our 
reading specialist, speech 
language pathologist and 
other related support ser-
vice providers to ensure 
our students are receiving 
a well-rounded educational 
program.”

For now, the kindergarten-
ers are still working on the 
basics: six legs on the floor 
(four for the desk and two 
of your own), raising your 
hand, and how many months 
are in a year (guesses range 
from six to 100). 

This is something they 
will learn with the help of 
the calendar hanging on the 
whiteboard, and through a 
song, which they are only 
now beginning to learn. 

For assistance, Mrs. Flint 
puts on a video on the 
screen at the front of the 
room, which is only part 
of the technology that will 
be assisting these students 
throughout the year. 

As Walton explained, “Stu-
dents use technology in the 
classroom, typically an iPad. 
Additionally, each student is 
provided a Chromebook to 
take home.”

While the first day was 
certainly an exciting one for 
this class, the beginning of 
the new school year has been 
enjoyable for staff as well. 

“Our first week of school 
has been very successful. 
Students arrive each day and 
are taught procedures and 
routines,” said Walton. “It 
has been exciting to see the 
support from families and 
the community as a whole.”  

TERRI FLINT and one of her kindergarten students mark the calendar for the first day of 
school. (Anneliese Schneider photo)

Kindergartners

By Anneliese Schneider

Last week marked the be-
ginning of the 2023-2024 
school year for all three area 
school districts, with Lex-
ington and Rockbridge stu-
dents returning on Aug. 15 
and Buena Vista students on 
Aug. 16. 

In Lexington, the return to 
school was smooth, accord-
ing to Superintendent Re-
becca Walters. 

“Our schools have had an 
excellent first week,” she 
told The News-Gazette. 
“Students and families seem 
excited to be back, and our 
faculty and staff have gotten 
things kicked off with great 
energy and enthusiasm for a 
new school year.”

Waddell Elementary had 
327 students enrolled for 
its first day, similar to its 
reported 324 enrollment in 
2022. 

At Lylburn Downing Mid-
dle School, this year’s enroll-
ment, 178, is slightly higher 
than last year’s, 162. 

The division also brought 
in 12 new teachers and staff 
between the two schools. 

“We have welcomed many 
new families and staff mem-
bers to our school com-
munity this year, and our 
returning students and staff 
have been most welcoming 
and helpful with transitions,” 
said Walters. 

“We are thankful to all of 
our families for their pa-
tience and cooperation as we 
establish routines and proce-
dures this week. It’s been a 
great start!”

-   -   -
In Rockbridge County, 

school start also went ac-
cording to plan, said Su-
perintendent Dr. Phillip 
Thompson. 

“We had a very smooth 
opening all across Rock-
bridge County Public 
Schools when students re-
turned on Tuesday,” he said. 

At Rockbridge County 
High School, work is un-
derway on the Rockbridge 
Innovation Center (formerly 
known as the Floyd S. Kay 

Vocational Center), which is 
expected to be completed in 
December of 2024. 

Returning students had to 
make adjustments for ongo-
ing construction.  

“The most significant chal-
lenge was parents, students, 
and faculty members at 
RCHS learning to navigate 
the new traffic pattern due 
to the renovation project 
that is currently underway,” 
Thompson said of the first 
days back. 

“My understanding is that 
over the course of the first 
four days since the return of 
students, traffic flow has im-
proved greatly as everyone 
learns the new routine.”

Classes that had been 
housed in the technical cen-
ter have been temporarily re-
distributed around the high 
school, and a few will now 
take place Mountain Gate-
way Community College’s 
campus. 

“Dr. Craft and his team 
have come up with a plan 
that will allow most of our 
classes to primarily be lo-
cated on the RCHS campus   
throughout  the  duration  of  
the  renovation,”  said 

Thompson.  “We will have 
teachers working in every 
available space throughout 
the portion of RCHS that 
is not being renovated and 
we have several large tents 
behind the school for some 
of our CTE programs that 
require more space such as 
Auto Tech, Auto Body, and 
Building Trades.”

“We are fortunate to be 
able to partner with Moun-
tain Gateway Community 
College to allow our Culi-
nary Arts students to use 
their culinary facilities at the 
MGCC Rockbridge Center 
on a daily basis.”

Enrollment was down 
slightly at the county’s el-
ementary schools on the first 
day, with Mountain View El-
ementary reporting 139 (145 
last year), Natural Bridge 215 
(221 last year), Fairfield El-
ementary 234 (235 last year), 
and Central Elementary re-
porting 422 (452 last year). 

Maury River Middle School 
welcomed 494 students on its first 
day back (as compared to 504 for 
2022-2023) and the Rockbridge 
County High School welcomed 
974 (993 for 2022-2023).

-   -   -
Last Wednesday, Buena 

Vista Schools also restarted 
without issue. 

“The opening of school 
has been very smooth and 
the staff has done an excel-
lent job of preparing for this 
event,” said Superintendent 
Dr. Tony Francis. 

At Kling Elementary, first-
day enrollment was reported 

at 184. This is significantly 
lower than last year’s en-
rollment (248), as second 
grade was shifted to Enderly 
Heights Elementary to help 
with crowding. 

At Enderly, second through 
fifth grade enrollment to-
taled 249, while last year’s 
third through fifth grade en-
rollment was 192. 

Parry McCluer Middle wel-
comed 128 students for its 
first day, as compared to last 
year’s 119; and Parry Mc-
Cluer High welcomed 328, 
as compared to 330 last year. 

Opening Week ‘Smooth’ At Three Local Districts

An Assisted Living Facility
Beautiful, private, rural setting, 5 minutes from Lexington

24 hour licensed supervised care in a comfortable 
homelike environment. We provide furnished rooms 

with private bath, personalized care, medication 
management and a host of other services. 

Call about availability
50 Havenwood Drive, Lexington, VA

540-463-2205

e e
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‘IT’S GREAT
TO BE BACK’

RC Coach, Players
Inducted Into Hall

Paxton Left Mark On Community
Longtime Editor Helped Create HLF, Kendal

MATTHEW W. 
PAXTON JR.

Matthew W. Paxton Jr., 96, retired 
editor and publisher of The News-
Gazette, died peacefully on Saturday, 
Sept. 23, 2023, after a short illness at 
Kendal of Lexington.

He was born Feb. 26, 1927, in Lex-
ington. His parents were the late 
Matthew W. Paxton and Nell Owen 
Paxton. He attended local elementary 
schools and graduated from the Dar-
lington School, Rome, Ga. After grad-

uation, he served in the US Navy at 
the end of World War II. He graduated 
from Washington and Lee University 
in 1949, was valedictorian of his class 
and a member of Phi Beta Kappa. 

Following graduation, he taught at 
the McCallie School in Chattanooga, 
Tenn., for a year. In 1951, he received 
an master’s degree in journalism from 
Columbia University, and then went 
to work for the Lynchburg News in 

Lynchburg. In 1952, he returned to 
Lexington to become editor of the 
Rockbridge County News, which had 
been owned by his father and grandfa-
ther. In 1953, he married Mary Raine 
Winfree, of Lynchburg. 

In 1962, Paxton and Houston Har-
low, the owner and publisher of the 
Lexington Gazette, agreed to a merger 
of the two newspapers, creating The 
News-Gazette. He was publisher and 

editor of the paper until his retirement 
in 1994. 

Paxton was instrumental in the cre-
ation of a number of local institutions. 
Along with a group of local people 
concerned with the preservation of 
historic buildings in Lexington, he 
helped form the Historic Lexington 
Foundation in the late 1960s, and 
served as president and on the board 

See Paxton, page 4

By Ryan Raicht
The New Market battlefield 

may soon become the home to 
a Confederate monument cur-
rently located in the Arlington 
National Cemetery.

The Virginia Military In-
stitute board of visitors voted 
Sept. 13 to accept, pending 
approval by the Department 
of the Army, the Confederate 
Memorial in Arlington Na-
tional Cemetery.

The monument would be 
placed in the New Market 
Battlefield State Historical 
Park, which is owned and op-
erated by VMI.

Following a recommenda-
tion of the Army Naming 
Commission late last year, the 
cemetery is being required to 
remove the memorial, and it 
concluded a public comment 
period on Sept. 2 on the “care-
ful removal and relocation of 
the memorial.”

The monument was erected 
in 1914 and designed by 
Moses Ezekiel, a 1867 VMI 
graduate and the first Jewish 
cadet to attend VMI. Dur-
ing his tenure at VMI, Eze-
kiel fought in the Battle of 
New Market in 1864. Ezekiel 
was buried at the base of the 

monument in 1921, along with 
three Confederate officers.

The monument is located in 
Section 16 of the Arlington 
National Cemetery, a special 
section designated by Con-
gress in 1900 for Confeder-
ate remains. Prior to 1900, 
no Confederate remains had 
been allowed in the national 
cemetery, but that changed 
after the Spanish-American 
War as part of the post-Civil 
War “reconciliation effort.” 
Eventually over 400 Confed-
erate remains would be placed 

See New Market, page 2

‘A Symbol Of Resilience’
Gold Star Memorial Dedicated At Jordans Point Park

Pulled
Library
Book
Stirs
Debate
By Anneliese Schneider

The Lexington School 
Board is facing controversy 
over a book recently pulled 
from Lylburn Downing Mid-
dle School’s library. 

The issue was raised earlier 
this month when Elizabeth 
Braman, a mother with five 
students in the Lexington 
school system and a teacher 
at Waddell Elementary, wrote 
an open letter to the School 
Board, asking for its removal. 

The book in question is 
“Kiss Number 8,” written 
by Colleen Venable and il-
lustrated by Ellen Crenshaw. 
According to the publisher’s 
summary, “The novel follows 
the protagonist’s experiences 
through a series of horrible 
kisses and humorously ex-
plores her sexuality, family, 
and faith.”

In 2019, the book was long 

See Book, page 2

THE GOLD STAR Memorial is unveiled at Jordans Point Park Sunday afternoon. At far left is Washington and Lee University senior Jaden Keuh-
ner, who spearheaded the effort to bring a Gold Star Memorial to Lexington. (Anneliese Schneider photo)

By Anneliese Schneider
Lexington’s own Gold Star Memo-

rial, located in Jordans Point Park, 
was officially unveiled Sunday, 
which was, appropriately, Gold Star 
Family Day. 

The monument commemorates 
those who have lost a loved one in 
military service. 

For the Rockbridge area, this in-
cludes the families of Capt. Andrew 
“Drew” Ross and Lt. Stephen Chase 
Prasnicki, Rockbridge County High 
School graduates who were killed in 
military service in Afghanistan. 

Sarah Ross-Geisen spoke at the 
dedication, thanking the community 
for its support. 

“I stand before you today as the 
Gold Star sister of Capt. Andrew 
Ross, affectionately known as Drew. 
Drew was a son, a brother, a hus-
band, a friend, and a shining exam-
ple of selflessness and bravery,” she 
said. 

“He was a product of this commu-
nity, born and raised here in Lex-
ington. He loved this town and its 
people so very much. His heart was 
deeply rooted in the soil of this com-
munity and he carried the values of 
Lexington with him throughout his 
service.”

She also remembered Prasnicki, 
and his influence on both her brother 
and Lexington. 

“We also remember another hero 
from our community, Lt. Steven 
Chase Prasnicki,” she said. “Chase 
was a great friend to my brother. 
Chase and Drew were cut from the 
same cloth, two honorable men who 
dedicated their lives to duty, honor, 
and country. The memory of their 
sacrifice lives on in the fabric of this 
community.”

Ross-Geisen hopes that the me-
morial will stand as a reminder, not 
only of loss, but of the strength of 
community and an opportunity for 
gratitude. 

“As we unveil this Gold Star Me-
morial today, let us remember that 
it stands not only as a symbol of 

sacrifice, but also as a symbol of re-
silience and unity. It is a testament 
to the enduring sprit of our service 
members, and the unbreakable bond 
of our Gold Star families,” she told 
those gathered. 

“Let us carry the memory of Drew, 
Chase, and all those we have lost in 
our hearts, knowing that their sacri-
fices will never be in vain,” she con-
tinued. “Let us pledge to honor the 
legacy of those we’re lost by uplift-
ing and supporting one another. The 
spirit of service and sacrifice lives 
on in our hearts and in the hearts of 
generations to come.”

See Memorial, page 8 

Arlington Confederate Memorial 
May Be Moved To New Market

Lifestyle/page B1
LATINO FESTIVAL

DRAWS BIG CROWD
Check Out Scenes

From Sunday’s Event

THE CONFEDERATE MEMORIAL in Arlington National Cemetery would be moved to the 
New Market Battlefield State Historical Park if the Department of the Army approves the 
relocation and funding is made available. (photo courtesy of Arlington National Cemetery)
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there, according to the cemetery’s website. 
The cemetery’s website also points out that while Confederate 

graves were allowed in the national cemetery, the remains of 
Black soldiers who fought for the Union during the Civil War 
were not permitted in the main cemetery. They were placed 
in the “Lower Cemetery” alongside former slaves and poor 
whites. Arlington National Cemetery would remain segregated 
until 1948.

The Confederate Memorial features a 32-foot-tall pedestal 
holding the bronze figure sporting a crown with olive leaves. 
The monument also holds 14 shields for the 11 Confederate 
states as well as the border states of Maryland, Kentucky and 
Missouri. There are also numerous human figures, including an 
enslaved man and woman. The woman, depicting a “Mammy,” 
is holding a white Confederate soldier’s child.

“The elaborately designed monument offers a nostalgic, 
mythologized vision of the Confederacy, including highly 
sanitized depictions of slavery,” according to the cemetery’s 
website.

In 2017, 22 members of Moses Ezekiel’s family wrote to The 
Washington Post in hopes of getting the monument removed 
from the national cemetery and relocated to a museum that 
would show its “oppressive history.”

Gov. Glenn Youngkin had originally asked Secretary of De-
fense Lloyd J. Austin III to keep the monument in its current 
location. However, after Youngkin learned of Austin’s intent 
to follow through on the Naming Commission’s recommenda-
tion, he “expressed his hope that the Department of the Army 
would work with his office to move this monument to the New 
Market Battlefield State Historical Park,” according to a memo-
randum from VMI Superintendent Maj. Gen. Cedric T. Wins to 
the VMI board of visitors.

In a statement given last Wednesday, Macaulay Porter, a 
spokesperson for Youngkin’s office, said, “The governor be-
lieves that the New Market battlefield will provide a fitting 
backdrop to Ezekiel’s legacy even though he disagrees with 
the Biden administration that the statue should have been slated 
for removal.”

In his memorandum to the board of visitors, Wins said, “In 
response to the governor’s intent and direction pending receipt 
of approval from the Department of the Army and all the neces-
sary funding from available federal or state resources for the 
project, I recommend that the memorial be accepted by VMI 
for placement at the New Market Battlefield State Historical 
Park.” 

His recommended motion was approved unanimously.

continued from page 1
listed for a National Book Award for 
Young People’s Literature and was 
included on the New York Public Li-
brary’s list of best books for teens. 

Braman took issue with the novel’s de-
pictions of Catholic symbols, and with 
what she feels is an age-inappropriate 
discussion of sexuality. 

The book was brought to her attention 
by another parent. 

“The pages of this book were shown 
to me by another parent. It had been 
checked out of the library,” she told The 
News-Gazette this week. 

After reaching out to other parents, 
she chose to address the School Board 
directly. 

“I contacted the school initially - I 
wanted to know if this book’s presence 
in the library was a mistake or somehow 
an oversight. It was not,” she said. 

“Believing that parents had a right to 
know, I reached out to friends with my 
letter.  It was then posted and shared by 
others. I directed another letter, which 
was essentially the same, to the School 
Board itself.”

In her letter to the School Board, Bra-
man amended her original request to 
have the book removed to read, “Now 
that Kiss Number 8 has been removed 
from the library, would you please en-
sure that this decision does not get re-
versed?”

She goes on to make six other requests, 
including that the School Board, “orga-
nize and facilitate regular library open 
houses, such that parents may come in 
and see for themselves the books that 
are actually available to their children.”

Braman’s desire for more parental 
oversight comes after what she con-
sidered an unsatisfactory response by 
school staff. 

“School management did not seem 
fully aware of the contents, or type of 
contents, of books in its library,” she 
told The News-Gazette. “Some parents, 
even ones who were aware of rumbling 

controversies regarding library books in 
general, were shocked when I showed 
them these specific pages.”

This controversy is something that 
school administrators are aware of, hav-
ing had similar complaints in 2022. The 
school system is actively working to ad-
dress these concerns, according to Su-
perintendent Rebecca Walters Tuesday. 

“In 2022 one of the things we did was 
add a young adult label, a sticker on all 
of these books to communicate that they 
were for more mature readers, and we 
communicated with families and kids 
about what that means,” she said. 

“Parents can also opt-out of the young 
adult literature, so if they feel that their 
student is maybe not mature enough 
they can opt to not have them check out 
anything young adult from the library. 
And if teachers want to use any of those 
things in their classes, they will com-
municate it, and give enough informa-
tion beforehand that families can opt 
their student out, can ask for a different 
assignment or different reading mate-
rial.”

This categorization of books accord-
ing to age range is largely the reason 
the book was removed from the middle 
school, according to Walters.

“Upon review, we found that [Kiss 
Number Eight] was more appropriative 
for older students, ages 14-plus, which 
would be grades 9 through 12,” she said. 
“Looking at age and grade, we decided 
it wasn’t best suited for our middle 
school aged kids.”

Issues of appropriateness are par-
ticularly relevant to the middle school, 
which sees a broad range in terms of 
student age and maturity. 

“The middle school library is a bit of 
a puzzle. You have students who have 
just come out of elementary school, you 
have those who are truly in the middle, 
and then you have students getting 
ready to transition into high school,” 
Walters explained. 

“We are a library that serves minors. 
We’re not a public library, and not a 
bookstore. We’re looking at the Ameri-
can Library association’s guidelines, 
looking at what’s appropriate for certain 
ages, and at what is going to support our 
students. We want to be confident in the 
collection that we have, and feel good 
about the opportunities that provides for 
our students,” she said. 

Others have opposed the school’s deci-
sion to remove the book, including 50 
Ways Rockbridge, which has started its 
own petition, which reads, in part, “We 
object in the strongest terms to any at-
tempt by individuals to dictate changes 
to the collection based on personal or 
religious preferences.”

“Please continue to abide by the Vir-
ginia Educational Association’s stan-
dards of inclusivity and intellectual 
freedom in school library operations.”

The petition is collecting signatures 
online, while 50 Ways encourages cit-
izens to go to the next meeting of the 
Lexington School Board on Oct. 3. 

Braman, too, hopes that people will 
make their opinions known at the meet-
ing. 

“Whatever our beliefs may be, I want 
everyone to be able to make informed 
decisions,” she told The News-Gazette. 
“I hope that any publicity surrounding 
this issue or the upcoming school board 
meeting will shed light, for everyone, 
such that all parties, in whatever their 
relevant capacity, may function more 
intelligently and effectively.”

While the district continues to work 
on its materials and guidelines, Walters 
said administrators are taking commu-
nity feedback into account. 

“We’re listening to feedback. We’ve 
been working around the clock to come 
up with more clear guidelines and poli-
cies. We’re talking to families,” she said. 

“We want to make sure we’re doing 
our best by the students we serve, and 
by the families that entrust them to us.”

Book

By Claire Hamlet

In the quiet Diamond Hill neighbor-
hood, the charred remains of the once-
charming Sheridan House have stood as 
a persistent eyesore since a fire gutted 
the building in February of 2016.

The Lexington Architectural Review 
Board approved an application for ap-
propriateness of demolition in August. 
The decision came after years of debate 
and concerns about the deteriorating 
condition of the property located at 201 
N. Randolph St. and its impact on the 
neighborhood.

But the Sheridan House remains un-
changed since the approval last month.

Beatrice Johnson, who lives a couple 
blocks down from the Sheridan House, 

urged City Council members during 
their meeting last week to address the 
issue.

“We want to live to see that happen,” 
said Johnson. “We consider ourselves a 
good neighborhood too and we want the 
same respect.”

Chy Clark, the current owner of the 
Sheridan House, submitted the applica-
tion for a certificate of appropriateness 
to demolish the building. Clark is now 
seeking a permit to demolish the build-
ing.

“Prior to getting that permit they 
wanted to make sure their prices are 
firm, and they had a contractor under 
contract who could do the job,” said 
City Manager Jim Halasz. He said the 

application for their permit is due Oct. 
9 and should be processed by the city 
shortly after.  

Halasz said the city would write the 
Clarks a new violation if nothing was 
done by the second week of October.

During the same meeting, Council 
members discussed the possibility of 
creating an ordinance specifically for 
“blight remediation” to encourage the 
removal of dangerous structures that 
negatively impact neighboring proper-
ties. 

City Attorney Jeremy Carroll noted 
the creation of a local ordinance may 
overcomplicate processes in the future. 
He said it “adds extra layers of work.”

Action Again Urged On Sheridan House

Developers
Give Update
To Council
By Claire Hamlet

During Lexington City 
Council’s meeting last week 
Randy Cosby, representing 
the collaboration between 
Echelon and Urban Core, 
presented their vision for the 
former Virginia Department 
of Transportation property. 

He also gave an overview 
of how the Spotswood site 
and the VDOT site would be 
coordinated for construction 
and units coming to market.

Cosby noted the plans are 
in a preliminary stage and 
subject to change.

The concept created by 
the two development com-
panies for the VDOT prop-
erty, located at 626 Waddell 
St, will have up to 200 units 
and include a gym, public 

green space and a commu-
nity market. Residents of the 
Spotswood project, a prop-
erty located on Spotswood 
Drive, will maintain the 
same plan presented last year 
– a 62-unit complex. 

The companies plan to fin-
ish developing both prop-
erties at the same time by 
intentionally slowing down 
the Spotswood project. 
Cosby said this would help 
them “catch the falling inter-
est rates.”

The development on the 
VDOT property will reserve 
20% of the units for tenants 
earning up to 80% of the 
local median income in an 
effort to support affordable 
housing.

At a Council meeting last 
December, some residents 
advocated for prioritizing 
affordable housing on the 
Spotswood site, but Council 
member Leslie Straughan 
emphasized the importance 

of both market-rate and af-
fordable housing options 
to meet the city’s growing 
housing needs.

Cosby said the target mar-
ket for these two properties 
includes “working profes-
sionals, regional retires and 
hopefully some young fami-
lies.”

He added the VDOT prop-
erty is projected to generate 
up to $500,000 in tax rev-
enue to the city annually. 

The city will add a small 
parcel to the VDOT prop-
erty, which is about 5.5 acres 
currently, with no change in 
the sale price.

When Council voted 
unanimously to accept the 
deed of conveyance for the 
VDOT property during a 
City Council meeting in 
March, what seemed like a 
straightforward acquisition 
took an unexpected turn. 
VDOT had inserted a profit-
sharing clause in the deed. 

The clause stipulated that if 
the city sold the property to a 
third party within two years, 
the profit from the sale would 
be split between the city and 
VDOT.

Despite this unexpected 
addition raising concerns 
among city officials in 
March, Council went for-
ward with purchasing the 
VDOT site. 

City Manager Jim Halasz 
recommended that the city 
accept the clause and pro-
ceed with the purchase. He 
reasoned that if the city sold 
the property for a higher 
price, both parties would 
benefit.

Halasz recommended a 
public hearing be scheduled 
for Oct. 5. This hearing will 
provide an opportunity for 
community members to ad-
dress City Council directly, 
ensuring that their voices are 
heard in shaping the future 
of the property.

VDOT Site Proposal Goes To Hearing

THE CONFEDERATE MEMORIAL at Arlington would not 
be the first Confederate statue relocated to the New Mar-
ket Battlefield State Historical Park. The Stonewall Jackson 
statue that had long stood on the VMI parade ground, also 
created by Moses Ezekiel, was moved to the park in the 
winter of 2021-22. (photo courtesy of VMI)
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Literacy
Act Prep
Starting
In Area
Schools
State Program Takes 
Effect Next Year
By Anneliese Schneider

With the 2023-2024 school 
year now well underway, area 
school divisions are looking 
ahead to the start of next year, 
when the Virginia Literacy 
Act will go into effect. 

Passed by the General As-
sembly in 2022 and updated 
in 2023, the Virginia Literacy 
Act is a state-level program 
aimed at improving student 
reading outcomes. 

According to the Virginia 
Department of Education, 
“The VLA requires that each 
local school board shall pro-
vide a program of literacy 
instruction that is aligned 
with science-based read-
ing research and provides 
evidenced-based literacy 
instruction to students in 
kindergarten through grade 
eight.”

The topic has come up at 
several local school board 
meetings recently as school 
officials plan for the act’s im-
plementation.

In Lexington
For Lexington schools, im-

proving reading instruction 
was a priority before this act. 

“Even before the VLA was 
announced, our school district 
was working to make sure all

See Schools, page B12

Health 
Centers
In Works
For Schools
By Anneliese Schneider

Rockbridge County schools 
are looking forward to the 
arrival of school-based 
health centers in Rock-
bridge County High and 
Maury River Middle schools 
through the Rockbridge Area 
Health Center. 

Suzanne Sheridan, CEO of 
RAHC, presented the plans 
to the School Board at its 
September meeting. 

Though plans are still in the 
early stages, they will build 
on a relationship between 
RAHC and Rockbridge 
schools that has been in place 
since 2014. 

See Center, page 8

BV 
Seeks
USDA 
Funds
Move Would Allow
Wastewater Plant 
Improvements
By Ryan Raicht

Buena Vista Public Service 
Authority is seeking fund-
ing from the United States 
Department of Agriculture’s 
Rural Development agency 
that, it is hoped, will improve 
the city’s financial situation 
so it can afford to undertake 
a major upgrade to the city’s 
wastewater treatment plant. 

The funding, if it’s ap-
proved, would allow the PSA 
to purchase the city’s water 
systems, which will help al-
leviate current debt that the 
city has.

Brian Kearney, Buena Vis-
ta’s city attorney, provided 
information Sept. 21 on the 
details of this application for 
USDA financing to the PSA, 
whose members also serve on 
City Council.

“We’ve got an opportunity 
to refinance key debts that we 
currently have with the water 
system – the Dickinson well 
financing, and we have some 
USDA financing from 2004,” 
said Kearney.

Buena Vista has a current 
debt of $5.33 million and will 
be filing an application with 
the USDA for around $5.45 
million to allow for some 
“wiggle room.”

“They may be able to slip us 
in before the end of this fis-
cal year, which would lower 
the interest rate and the pay-
ment schedule for both debts 
dramatically, which gives us 
room to then look at financ-
ing for the [WWTP] plant,” 
Kearney said. “We don’t 
know yet how much the 
[WWTP] is going to cost and 
how much to finance, but this 

See BV, page B8

‘To Help People Know Their Worth’

WILL HARRIS talks with some of the invited guests on a trial run of the fall train excursions on Friday. A trial run 
from Goshen to Staunton and back, without passengers, had taken place Thursday. (Mary Woodson photo)

Will Harris’ Day
VMT President Honored Before Excursions Start

Abuse Survivor
Comes Home
To Spread Message
By Anneliese Schneider

The Rockbridge Regional Library 
last month hosted author and activist 
Laveeta Branche, a Glasgow native, for 
a reading of her new book on surviving 
domestic abuse. 

Branche’s book, “Metamorphosis In-
terrupted: A Journey of Loving Yourself 

from Beauty to Battered to Beloved,” 
speaks of her childhood in Glasgow, her 
time as Miss Rockbridge as a teenager, 
and her survival of an abusive marriage. 

“No matter where I go or how far 
or how long, there’s still no place like 
home,” Branche told those gathered for 
her reading.

“There are so many fond memories, 
and I am so honored that I had the 
opportunity to represent Rockbridge 
County in the Miss Virginia Pageant,” 
she said. “It was the things I learned 
here that made me the woman that I 
am.”

Through her book, Branche works to 
raise awareness about domestic vio-
lence, choosing to share her own expe-
riences after years of keeping quiet. 

“There was a part of my journey that 
was painful, and it was embarrassing, 
so I didn’t talk about it. I kept it to my-
self. I thought if I didn’t talk about it, 
it didn’t happen, and I wouldn’t want 
anybody to know that it happened,” she 
said.

“But now I know that that part of my 
journey is what I am supposed to share 
to help somebody else. I am a survivor 

See Survivor, page 8

By Joseph Haney
The first round of pay-

ing customers will get to 
experience the train ride 
from Goshen to Staunton 
this weekend, but the 611 
engine has already made 
a pair of test runs between 
Victoria Station outside 
of Goshen and Staunton, 
including one with a com-
pliment of passengers 
including local media, gov-
ernment officials and mem-
bers of the Virginia Scenic 
Railway and the Virginia 
Museum of Transportation 
and those who helped put 
together the project over 
recent weeks.

“The engine performed 
beautifully, the weather 
was certainly perfect and 
the   crowd  seemed  to  be 

See Harris, page 2

LAVEETA BRANCHE re-
turned to her native Rock-
bridge County last month 
for a reading and discussion 
of her book “Metamorpho-
sis Interrupted.” (Anneliese 
Schneider photo)

GOSHEN MAYOR Tom McCraw gives the key to the town to Will Harris in a ceremony 
before Friday morning’s trial-run excursion as his wife, Janie Harris, and Goshen Vice 
Steve Bickley (in background) look on. (Mary Woodson photo)
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CUSTOM REAL ESTATE SERVICES

1 New Cameron Drive - Contemporary home located near Country 
Club, featuring 3 bedrooms, 2.5 baths, great room, stone fireplace, and 
primary suite with new walk-in shower. The lower level offers a family 
room, 2 bedrooms, hall bath and work room. Recent upgrades, new roof, 
furnace, invisible fence, garage door and operating system. Mature land-
scaping, deck, screened porch, retaining wall and fresh paint. $379,000

3955 Maury River Road Custom built home with 4.6 acres located 
on the Maury River!!  This riverfront home offers four bedrooms, and 
3 ½ baths.  The main level includes first floor primary bedroom with 
bath, and an open floor concept kitchen/great room with fireplace 
overlooking the river!   Additional bedrooms and baths in upper floor 
and fully finished basement.  The outdoor living area with screened-in 
porch and stone fireplace invite you to relax! $895,000

540-464-1776
6 East Washington Street

www.jfbrownrealestate.com

1002 Fitzlee Street Brick two story home with 4 bedrooms, 1.5 
baths, unfinished basement, and pretty Blue Ridge Mountain 
views. Hardwood floors, replacement windows, wood burning 
fireplace. Elevated lots in a quiet neighborhood.  $169,000

711 Stono Lane - This handsome Historic Chapel has been thoroughly restored to its 
original Gothic Revival aesthetic. The interior has been reinterpreted as a single family 
home which features a large central gathering room with an open kitchen, bedroom 
with outside patio, two sleeping lofts, full bath, laundry & screened back porch. This is 
an energy efficient, technologically advanced & finely detailed building. Historic pres-
ervation was a guiding goal. Located within walking distance to Lexington, Virginia 
Military Institute, Washington & Lee University & the Maury River. $750,000

206 Overhill Drive Elegant brick home located within walking distance to down-
town and Woods Creek Trail. This 3,779 SF home offers an open floor plan;  liv-
ing room, dining room, a well-designed kitchen with attached laundry and walk-in 
pantry, family room with cabinets and fireplace. The office has floor to ceiling 
bookshelves and powder room. The upper level offers primary suite with spacious 
bath and cedar lined closet, & 2 additional bedrooms and bath. The light and bright 
lower level offers a kitchenette, full bath, bedroom, office and sunroom. $709,000

206 Paxton Street Custom built home on large lot located on 5th fairway of the golf 
course.  Grand marble entrance foyer leads to formal living room that continues to sun-
room.  Continue into the large country kitchen with butler’s pantry that connects to large 
formal dining room.  The primary bedroom with double bathroom leads to massive dress-
ing room. An additional bedroom is also located on the main level that shares a hall bath.  
The lower level offers the additional 4 bedrooms, 2 baths, family room and access to patio.  
Let’s not forget the elevator located in the den for easy access to lower level.  $1,100,000

Representing 
both buyers
and sellers.

Birdfield – 2.8 acres Looking for an unequaled location in 
Lexington to build your dream home? This 2.8 acres is minutes from 
downtown, paved road access, level elevation, one of a kind. Zoning 
currently allows 2 homesites within the 2.8 acres. Public water hook-
up available. With sewer hook-ups (there is a moratorium on new 
sewer hookups prohibiting additional flow to the system presently) 
property is allowed duplexes containing up to 10 units. $195,000

110 N. Randolph Street Downtown location within walking 
distance to all events. Seller removed and replaced plaster walls 
with drywall up and down. A/C downstairs insulated walls, new 
appliances, granite counters, cabinets in kitchen, refurbished 
wood floors main level, moisture barrier, gravel in basement and 
new lighting fixtures throughout. Zoned R-LC $286,000

LAND LISTINGS
George William Lane – Lot 23 Welcome to an idyllic setting in 
The Ponds Community. Just outside of the city of Lexington The 
Ponds offers quiet streets, great views, a wonderful clubhouse 
with indoor and outdoor pools, exercise center, Community 
room and oh yes, Ponds. Lot 23 sits near the end of a Cul De Sac 
and above one on the pristine ponds. Enjoy the House Mountain 
and sunset views to the West and the Pond and Blue Ridge 
Mountains to the East. $47,500
N. Lee Hwy - Excellent wooded building site located conve-
niently between Lexington and Staunton. This 3.99 acre site 
located in Fairfield Estates with frontage on North Lee Highway 
has public water available and has been previously perked for a 
3-bedroom home. $55,000
Lot 77 Lilly Bell Drive Build the home of your dreams and 
enjoy beautiful sunsets looking out over House and Hogback 
Mountains. Take advantage of the great community clubhouse 
with indoor and outdoor pools, exercise room, banquet room and 
deep water lake. This community offers many benefits and Lot 
77 offers some of the best views in The Ponds. $62,700
Honey Hollow – 10.91 acres of land located near Lake 
Robertson and the George Washington National Forest on a 
gravel road in Rockbridge County. The land has matured trees 
with a small stream running through it. Excellent place for hunt-
ing, recreation, or to build a cabin. This land is located 10 miles 
from Historic Lexington. $79,000

Robindale Court – 2.3 acres Excellent building site in Buena 
Vista with mountain and valley views. The 2.37-acre lot is 
located in Forest Park subdivision and is adjacent to the National 
Forest. A new driveway has been installed and has access to 
public utilities.

 $98,000

Dutch Hollow Road Excellent recreational 12.37 acres located 
West of the Village of Brownsburg in Northern Rockbridge 
County. The land has large trees with areas that have been 
cleared. There is a wet weather spring on the property that keeps 
the deer and turkey close by. Choose your homesite with views 
of the Blue Ridge Mountains and surrounding countryside. 
BARC electric and fiber optics available. $120,000

Ridgeline Way – Lot 10 A well-placed wooded corner lot. This 
10.24 acre parcel has a well and road in place plus a cleared 
building site. The wooded parcel boasts mature mixed hard-
woods and winter views of the Blue Ridge. Just minutes from 
downtown Lexington. $132,000

Schools
continued from page 1

of our K-2 teachers were for-
mally trained in evidence-
based literacy programs,” 
Superintendent Rebecca Wal-
ters told The News-Gazette. 

“During the past two years, 
we have had all K-3 teachers, 
special education teachers, 
intervention teachers, and 
reading specialists trained in 
Orton-Gillingham instruc-
tional programming.” 

Orton-Gillingham is an ap-
proach to teaching reading 
developed in the mid-1900s, 
alongside research on teach-
ing students with dyslexia. 

According to its “core 
principles,” this approach 
emphasizes instruction that 
is “diagnostic in that the in-
structor continuously moni-
tors the verbal, nonverbal, 
and written responses of the 
learner,” and “individualized 
to meet the differing needs of 
learners who may be similar, 
but not exactly alike.”

The district’s reading spe-
cialists will be participating 
in statewide training this year 
ahead of the VLA’s imple-
mentation. 

The schools are also prepar-
ing interventions for at-risk 
students, to keep them from 
falling behind. 

“As we look to full imple-
mentation of VLA next school 
year, we are following state 
guidance on the development 
of individual student reading 
plans for any of our students 
performing below level,” said 
Walters. 

“We will also plan to review 
the state-approved core cur-
riculum programs with plans 
to adopt a new textbook series 
and core curriculum for 2024-
2025.”

In Rockbridge
Rockbridge County Public 

Schools is also updating its 
curriculum in anticipation of 
the new standards. 

At its most recent meet-
ing, the Rockbridge County 
School Board heard a pre-
sentation on the University 
of Florida Literacy Institute, 
whose curriculum will soon 
be taught in county elemen-
tary schools. 

“When we started our work 
with UFLI, we were thinking 
about our students’ needs, we 
were thinking about how we 
would respond to the Virginia 
Literacy Act, and we were 
thinking about how we could 
promote reading and literacy 
since it’s so important to suc-
cess, both in school and in 
life,” Lauren Fauber, princi-
pal at Fairfield Elementary, 
told the Board. 

For Rockbridge, this pro-
gram will be important for 
the VLA’s requirements of 
research and evidence-based 
reading curriculum. 

“UFLI is very helpful in 
meeting the criteria of being 
research based,” said Fauber. 
“It does align with the science 
of reading, which takes into 
account psychology, linguis-
tics, neuroscience, and edu-
cation, and it also is evidence 
based.”

The program provides les-
son plans for teachers, which 
follow an eight-step learning 
routine, including phonemic 

awareness, visual and audi-
tory drills, and connections 
with other words. 

“This is very helpful is 
meeting the criteria for the 
Virginia Literacy Act, but 
above that and beyond that, 
it’s explicit and systematic,” 
said Fauber, noting that the 
pre-made lesson plans will 
be helpful for teachers, espe-
cially new teachers. 

“The scope and sequence is 
very helpful because it looks 
from more simple skills to 
more complex skills, and it 
gives that opportunity for 
growth,” she said.

This new program will be 
challenging at first, Tim Mar-
tino, assistant superintendent 
of instruction and administra-
tion, acknowledged. 

“This is a heavy lift. This 
is probably one of the biggest 
instructional lifts, at least in 
the seven years that I’ve been 
here,” he told the Board. “This 
is complicated. The challenge 
of reading is that you have to 
have all of the prerequisites. 
You have to have everything 
in that rope to move forward 
to the next step.”

However, he believes that 
the long-term benefit to stu-
dents will be worth the up-
front challenge to schools. 

“We have a team dedicated 
to this. It’s a good group, they 
don’t sleep very much. It’s 
like everything, as we roll it 
out right now, it’s a little bit 
messy, but as long as we’re 
falling forward, we’re doing 
better by our kids,” he said at 
the meeting. 

“We have to reprogram our-
selves a little bit. For any of 
us who have been at this for 
about 20 years, weren’t taught 
anything like this. We’re 
growing into this. But it’ll be 
a fun journey,” he said.

In Buena Vista
Buena Vista Public Schools 

officials are looking ahead 
to some changes, but are, for 
the moment, waiting on more 
concrete direction for the 
state. 

The Department of Educa-
tion is still reviewing materi-
als, and has not yet put out a 
complete list off all the curric-
ulums which will be accepted 
under the new law.

“Right now we’re holding 
until the list comes out for 
full K-8,” Dr. Gennifer Miller, 
assistant superintendent of 
Buena Vista schools, ex-
plained to The News-Gazette. 

“We want a curriculum that 
will span all through those 
grade levels, so we’re holding 
until the spring when the final 
list comes out,” she said.

When the time does come 
for new materials, money has 
already been set aside through 
a state grant. 

While the VLA will bring 
changes in curriculum and in 
student evaluations, most of 
the teaching in Buena Vista 
will stay the same, according 
to Miller. 

“Most of our teachers here 
in Buena Vista are already 
using the science of reading in 
their classrooms, so it won’t 
be too big a shift,” she said. 

“We’ll have new curriculum 
and new materials, but a lot of 
the teaching is already there,” 
she said. 


