Veritas School opened in 2000 in Crestwood Presbyterian Church on Jahnke Road and now has approximately 600 students at its North Side campus.

‘We hope that [the facilities] will
be enjoyed by not only Veritas,
but the neighborhood as well.’
– K E I T H N I X , V E R I TA S H E A D O F S C H O O L

19-acre plot owned by the seminary that they “would
be delighted to have,” as well as Paisley Hall and two
other adjacent properties.
The school’s future plans include tennis courts
and athletic fields to accommodate their extensive
track and field program. The master plan, developed in collaboration with architecture firm Glave
& Holmes, would require relocating the four-building
Laburnum House, a move that has raised eyebrows
among neighbors at the Ginter Place Condominiums,

which sit in the middle of the properties in question.
In summer 2019, the school invited its neighbors,
including residents of the nearby condominiums, to
a presentation about the changes. Phil Nichols, the
liaison between the condos and Veritas, says that
the school and administrators have been “very good
neighbors,” while acknowledging that he had not seen
the final version of the master plan. While some other
condo owners say that the relationship between the
school and residents has been generally good, some
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Pandemic Challenges

The impact of COVID-19 created new considerations for Veritas. The school, which
Nix describes as not being “super techheavy,” had to pivot to a distance-learning
Head of School Keith Nix with students of Veritas School

The school’s master plan for the expanded campus includes playing fields, a performing arts center, a gymnasium,
additional classrooms and a student life building.

model and complete the academic year
virtually. Nix says the transition in the
spring “was as good as could be expected.
We chose not to follow a model where
students were in front of screens all day,
every day. Instead, we tried to strike a
balance so we could be more helpful for
families who didn’t have multiple computers ready at home.”
While the school plans to resume
in-person classes in late August, Nix says
they’re working to “make sure that any
students or families who don’t feel safe
coming back to school can participate
virtually.” These efforts include expanding bandwidth for streaming, increasing
teacher training on virtual platforms and

addressing the needs of families without
computers for students.

Looking to the Future

In the wake of George Floyd’s killing
and the racial justice movement that it
sparked, Nix explains that the school is
taking a look at “how to be good at having
a conversation about race in our society
and community, as a classical school, and
[making] sure that we are having that dialogue and helping students and parents to
have that dialogue,” in light of the current
climate. With a student population that is
82% white, there is some work to be done,
and the school has enlisted assistance.
Arrabon, an organization led by consultant David Bailey, bills itself as “a ministry that equips churches in effective
cross-cultural engagement in their specific contexts,” plans to work with faculty,
staff, students and families to increase
the Veritas community’s awareness of
racial issues. Nix adds that a committee
tasked with increasing diversity among
faculty and students was also formed
recently. He notes that the school has
made improvements in that regard but
wasn’t able to provide exact numbers.
Nix says he feels good about how Veritas is adjusting to changing times and
suggests that the school’s fiscal conservatism has prepared it for any uncertainty
that may lie ahead.
“We’ve tightened our belt significantly,” he says, “so that we can address new
changes as they come along.”

FROM TOP: COURTESY GLAVE & HOLMES ARCHITECTURE; COURTESY VERITAS SCHOOL

misgivings remain. Some concerns stem
from fears that the school could continue
to grow as the seminary contracts. Asked
about neighbors’ concerns surrounding
the school’s growth, Nix says, “we hope
that [the facilities] will be enjoyed by
not only Veritas, but the neighborhood
as well.”
Some Ginter Park and Bellevue residents have also expressed a fear of the
neighborhood’s character changing.
According to Nix, several families with
students at the school moved from the
suburbs into the neighborhood. Some
Ginter Park residents who asked not to
be identified say they were approached
by Realtors representing Veritas families
even though their houses were not on the
market nor had they explored selling previously. Nix acknowledges that there are
families who want to move closer to the
school, but he emphasized that he would
“want to know if [residents] were offended,” and that there was no school policy
regarding contacting neighborhood residents about selling their homes.
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This summer,

as their public school counterparts have
grappled with logistics and safety concerns, Richmond-area private school leaders are preparing to open for the 2020-21
school year. In July, private school leaders
shared plans for on-site learning, adhering to the Commonwealth of Virginia’s
school opening guidelines, and developing their COVID-19 mitigation plans as
required by the state.
The firm plans stood in contrast to
area public school systems that were still
deciding how learning would take place
in the coming school year. Chesterfield
County Schools held a series of virtual
community meetings regarding potential
options for reopening schools. Henrico
County Public Schools were soliciting
input from their families and employees for a survey in early July with hopes
to reopen in the fall. Richmond Public
Schools were also surveying families and
staff to weigh in on a number of opening
plans, before deciding to operate virtually
for the fall semester.

In contrast, Collegiate, Trinity Episcopal, St. Christopher’s, Richmond Waldorf
School, Orchard House and Seven Hills
indicated on their websites that they
would open for in-person classes with
contingency plans in place to respond to
the unpredictable pandemic. Benedictine
College Preparatory students are starting
the new school term a bit later this year.
Their September opening is set to accommodate the St. Gertrude girls who are
moving to the Catholic all-boys’ school’s
Goochland campus. The Cadets will make
room for the Gators in the monks’ Benedictine Abbey building.
Four leaders of private institutions
spoke about their schools’ swivel to
remote learning during the spring and
their preparations for the coming year.
PIVOTING
Sabot at Stony Point, St. Michael’s Episcopal School, Cristo Rey Richmond High
School, St. Catherine’s School and The
Steward School changed to distance
learning this past March after Gov. Ralph
Northam declared schools closed through

the end of the year because of the coronavirus pandemic.
“The length, size and scale of the pandemic caught everyone off guard,” says
Tom Bendel, Sabot at Stony Point head
of school.
Bendel praised his staff, whom he says
rose to the challenges of remote teaching,
armed with a unique approach. “We’re
more focused on inquiry,” he says. “It’s a
simpler, smaller community. We focused a
lot on social and emotional development.”
In late January, St. Catherine’s staff
discussed the possibility of the coronavirus coming to the United States. The
week before spring break, Terrie Hale
Scheckelhoff, head of the all-girls pre-K-12
school, called faculty and staff together to
encourage them to begin thinking about
how they would teach if they needed to
use distance learning for a few weeks
upon their return from break.
“Over a period of several days, we
developed a distance learning program
that I initially thought we would only
need a couple of weeks,” says Scheckelhoff, commending St. Catherine’s teach-
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ers for a quick transition and creative
strategies. Scheckelhoff is part of another
transition at the school, as Cindy L. Trask,
former science department chair at St.
Catherine’s, will take over as the head of
school on Aug. 1.
Steward School head Dan Frank says
the transition to remote learning wasn’t
difficult.
“It was hardest on parents who had
to help their kids and who had to learn
platforms,” says Frank, who surveyed
families about their experiences along the
way. “We held lessons that mimicked the
school day. But we recognized kids can’t
be on screens all day. To address the social
and emotional needs, we moved into scenarios that backed off screen time, where
students could work independently.”
Armed with a laptop, students at
St. Michael’s already had access to an
online program teachers used for remote
instruction.
“But we found families wanted addi-

tional time for emotional connections
that were missing,” says St. Michael’s
Head of School Bob Gregg. “We involved
the extended-day staff for more opportunities to hang out.”
Ninth grade students at the newly
formed Cristo Rey Richmond High
School were compelled to learn online
and were prepared with Chromebooks
provided by the school, which primarily
caters to low-income Black and Hispanic
students who work one day a week, in a
job placement that pays for a portion of
their tuition.
“The students were comfortable with
that and able to work the devices,” says
Gabe Obregon, chief of staff and assistant
to the president. “Anybody with a Wi-Fi
problem, we were able to provide a mobile
hotspot. So there was little difficulty.”
PREPARING FOR 2020-21
St. Catherine’s formed a school opening
task force in April to consider possible

scenarios and to develop detailed plans in
alignment with the governor’s guidance
and Centers for Disease Control recommendations to return to campus.
“We intend to open the school in
August, with all girls age 3 through grade
12 on campus for in-person teaching and
learning five days a week,” Scheckelhoff
says. “Our team is dedicated to preparing
the campus and educational program to
support our students while social distancing. We are planning for anything in order
to be ready for everything.”
Steward is also planning to open with
classes every day for all students, but with
a streaming option for students and faculty. Sabot will also offer an online program.
In July, Obregon said Cristo Rey
administrators were working through
their plans for the coming school year,
which he said would involve some in-person instruction, while listening to guidelines and advice from health officials and
the governor.

“THE
LENGTH,
SIZE AND
SCALE
OF THE
PANDEMIC
CAUGHT
EVERYONE
OFF GUARD.”
-Tom Bendel, Sabot at Stony
Point head of school
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