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ngineering and robotics 
students at The Carmel 
School helped keep their 
classmates and teachers 
safe from COVID-19 and 

allergens by making the air filters used 
in buildings on campus. 

The three Wildcat Air Filters,  built by 
the students in February have been used 
in the lower, middle and upper schools 
and the athletic center at the K-12 Chris-
tian school located in Ruther Glen. The 
students worked on manufacturing work-
stations for two weeks to assemble the 
filters. Engineering and robotics teacher 
Kember Forcke says the units filter 60,000 
cubic feet per hour and will last approx-
imately six months.  

A�er building the filters, the students 
presented their product to the head of 
school, as well as the heads of the lower, 
middle and upper schools. At the presen-
tation, they explained how the filters 
would be part of the school’s plan to pro-
tect students, faculty, and staff from 
COVID-19 and how they were assembled. 

Filtering 
Knowledge
Students build air filters at  
The Carmel School
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The latest on the private education front

SCHOOL NEWS

Engineering and robotics students at The Carmel School constructed air filters for  buildings on the school’s campus.

TECHNOLOGY

E
“We prepare students to solve the problems of the 

future, and what be�er way to do that than by 
addressing the needs of the day.”

The Carmel School has offered in-per-
son classes since the beginning of the 
school year. Head of School Carolyn Wil-
liamson credits social distancing, masks, 
hand-washing and, now, the air filters built 
by students as essential in helping the 
school stay open during the pandemic. 

“We prepare students to solve the 

problems of the future, and what be�er 
way to do that than by addressing the 
needs of the day,” Williamson says. “As our 
country shut down due to COVID-19, our 
students developed creative solutions 
that helped keep us on campus and learn-
ing in person.  That’s who we are. That’s 
what we do.” —Jackie Llanos
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Supplying 
a School  
Year With 
Hope and 
Caution

BY DINA WEINSTEIN
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Administrators await 
state guidance for safe 

instruction

chool leaders spoke about their plans for the 
2021-22 school year with precariousness, as 
well as ambiguity because of the uncertainty 
of COVID-19 and changing health guidelines. 

When students at St. Michael’s Episcopal 
School return to the classroom in September, 

it may feel quite different from last year. Wearing masks is a 
possibility, but there will be no more desk shields. Speaking in 
mid-June, St. Michael’s head of school says they fully intend 
to return to normal classroom density. 

“For next year, our plan right now is to resume normal opera-
tions for this school, with normal-size groups, in their regularly 
scheduled classrooms, moving around campus in a normal fash-
ion,” says Bob Gregg, director of St. Michael’s Episcopal School. 

Almost 400 students in pre-K through eighth grade a�end St. 
Michael’s, located in Bon Air on a 70-acre campus that includes 
a lake.  

During the 2020-2021 academic year, St. Michael’s staff and 
students went through a variety of setups, including learning 

virtually. When on campus, students and staff wore masks, used 
Plexiglas dividers in certain situations, and ate outside in tents to 
comply with COVID-19 physical distancing requirements. Those 
moves came in response to guidelines from the Centers for Dis-
ease Control (CDC), the Virginia Department of Health (VDOH) 
and the Virginia Department of Education (VDOE).

As the school year ended, St. Michael’s put out an informative 
document for its families, addressing plans for the following 
year, but with coronavirus case numbers dropping and private 
school leaders anticipating new guidelines to come in late July, 
not all rules were finalized. 

“One of the things we’ve learned is how much we enjoy being 
together for meals, chapel or performances, and how much we 
have missed that over the course of this year,” Gregg says. “We’ve 
missed having parents on campus on a regular basis for any 
number of functions. So we’re eager to get back to hosting those 
events as well.” 

What set private schools around the Richmond area apart 
from their public-school counterparts last year was consistent 

S
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As the 2021 school year came to an 
end, Frank imagined that the summer 
would include a large amount of plan-
ning to understand guidelines and needs 
for the upcoming academic year. 

“We’ll be thinking about what does 
it mean if we have to social distance at 
3 feet?” Frank says. “What does it mean 
if we have no social distancing? What 
does it mean if ages 4 through 11 are still 
required to wear masks and the others 
are not?”

Frank and his team will consider how 
they are going to space furniture as they 
also evaluate whether or not they will 
once again use cafeterias, their theater 
and social gathering spaces as classrooms 
or for their original purposes. Frank is 
also deliberately considering how the 
Steward School will communicate plans 
to current and prospective families.  

“So all that [planning] will continue as 
it did last summer, but our muscles are 
be�er fit,” Frank says. 

One change St. Michael’s instituted 
is an outdoor education class for every 
grade. 

“Our faculty have bent over backwards 

to support the children and the families 
here at St. Michael’s,” Gregg says. “And it’s 
truly remarkable what they have done 
day in and day out to meet the in-person 
and virtual needs of these families. Fac-
ulty were really writing the playbook in 

terms of how to do remote and in-person 
teaching, and sometimes simultaneously, 
because there was not a model.”

Private schools such as Collegiate and 
Steward are strongly encouraging vacci-
nation of faculty, staff and students 12 
and older. 

“We are not yet requiring vaccines,” 
Frank says, speaking in June. “We are 
encouraging them, and we are asking 
families to self-report whether or not 
they have had their children vaccinat-
ed. As the state establishes its pa�erns 
and its guidelines, we will follow those.” 

Steward will continue to offer an asyn-
chronous learning option next year for 
students who have medical needs. Colle-
giate’s Oliver says the school is “offering 
continuity of learning for those who are 
absent related to COVID-19. Each situa-
tion will be handled individually.” 

McCourt and Gregg say that Cristo 
Rey and St. Michael’s will not continue an 
online or virtual learning option in 2021. 

“We will continue to use Zoom as a 
way to address absences if students are 
out of school for an extended period of 
time due to illness,” McCourt says. “We’ll 

Eighth graders at St. Michael’s Episcopal School conducted  
water testing experiments on campus.
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here is a child standing 
alone on the playground 
looking uncertain as 
others play around her; 
this is the first time she 

has been around other kids in months. A 
teacher looks shell-shocked a�er teaching 
behind a mask to masked students, while 
simultaneously including a group of kids 
online, with no break during the day. Par-
ents who have never been allowed to set 
foot on campus wave from the carpool line, 
representing the best that they have to give.

This is what our campus looked like 
in August 2020 as we reopened school, and 
it illustrates the imperative under which 
we operated. As a school community, we 
believe that students — children — need 
to be surrounded by teachers, coaches, 
mentors and peers who will love, guide, 
push and connect with them. Our abiding 
goal was deceptively simple: to open 
school in person, safely.

The Steward School is a coed, indepen-
dent JK-12 secular college-prep school of 
about 700 students in Richmond’s West 
End. Like many of our peers, we complete-
ly re-imagined school in 2020. Many of our 
changes were directly related to the 
health of our community, and they includ-
ed distancing, sanitization, masking and 
ventilation.

These operational changes led to many 
other program constraints, and we are 
proud of our responses: We worked hard 
to keep up community spirit through pep 
parades and outdoor events; held athlet-
ic practices for every sport when we 
couldn’t compete and then developed 
protocols so that we could compete; sang 

and played instruments outside, held 
small live theater events; created virtual 
arts productions, assemblies, and social 
events; prioritized mindfulness as well as 
diversity, equity and inclusion work; and 
kept academics rigorous but also respon-
sive to the stressful conditions.

As we prepare for this next school year, 
we — and I believe our colleagues through-
out Virginia — are affirmed in our belief 
that brick-and-mortar school communities, 
with countless opportunities for learning 
and connection, are more important than 
ever. Thus, our abiding goal for this coming 
year is to build and rebuild community.

Because of the pandemic, our schools 
have many students who have not expe-
rienced the full breadth of our communi-
ties. At Steward, we define community as 
culture with intent, and it includes: what 
we know about ourselves, what we believe 
about ourselves and the world, what we 

teach and do, and an ethic — a means of 
knowing what is right and how to make 
those decisions. Any group of people will 
form a culture; a community is a culture 
with expressed values and beliefs.

Students new to our communities will 
need help in building identities as they 
emerge from isolation, resuming pro-so-
cial agency as they interact in the wider 
community, building faith in their learn-
ing competency instead of focusing on 
their gaps from the prior 18 months, and 
importantly, marking connections. At The 
Steward School, examples of how we will 
accomplish this include hiring a new 
school counselor, creating The Center for 
Engagement (which combines our work 
in health and wellness; diversity, equity 
and inclusion; community service; and 
socio-emotional learning), and embracing 
a schoolwide theme of play, led by the 
Bryan Innovation Lab.

We are who we are only because we 
live in community; community is not only 
our purpose, it is our definition. We are 
reliant on others in our understanding 
both of the world and our place in that 
world. This is perhaps the most important 
lesson of the pandemic. 

Dan Frank is the Head of School at The 
Steward School.
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LAST LOOK

LESSONS ON  
THE PANDEMIC 
School leader considers importance of community building 
By Dan Frank
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