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Dear Friends,  

Wow! It’s hard to believe that the first half of the 
school year has concluded and that we are already 
looking ahead at 2014, which will bring us all to 
new levels of change and transition.  I hope that 
WRA seniors are getting favorable responses from 
their college choices and that all freshmen are com-
fortably settled.  WRA has a very admirable college  
counseling program and I recommend that you 
access the staff’s experience and insight.   

As I reflect over the past year, I can see that we 
have indeed accomplished a great deal.  Thanks to 
the assistance of the steadfast and keen PWA and 
the cooperation of the Dads Club, together we hosted a remarkable Giant Family 
Party.  It could not have happened without the dedication of a select few and the 
cooperation of many.   

The next Giant Family Party will be held on Feb. 6, 2015.  Keeping this in mind, the 
PWA has to tighten its budget for a couple of reasons.  First, we will have to stretch 
our budget over a longer interval of time.  Second, because the date of the Giant 
Family Party has changed, it is difficult to know the impact of this on attendance.  
Despite budgetary concerns, I know that the PWA can be counted on to do the best 
we can for our kids while keeping economic restraint in mind.  

All committees are up and running and I thank each and every one of you for the 
time and expertise you bring to the PWA.  I look forward to seeing you all Feb. 27 
for the General Board Meeting.  And I wish you and your families a happy and 
productive New Year! 

Best wishes, 

Mary Walker Sprunt 
President, PWA 
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Dear Pioneer Women, 

As we returned from the holiday break, we learned a new term, “polar 
vortex.”  I have lived in Ohio many years but I have never heard of this 
term or experienced a “polar vortex.”  We moved the opening of school 
back a day to allow the students time to travel and avoid walking 
around campus in the extreme cold.  Our students have all finally ar-
rived and the winter term is underway. 

The winter months are very busy at Western Reserve Academy.  On 
Jan. 13, second marking period grades and exam results were posted 
on the Parent Portal.  These results provide an  
opportunity for each student to discuss their academic progress with 
their advisor.  Additionally, they can apply lessons learned from the 
first two marking periods and exams to the rest of the school year.   

There are also many events throughout the winter that the entire community enjoys.  Some of the 
more notable events include:  the winter play, To Kill a Mockingbird; Chinese New Year celebration; the 
Madrigal Feaste; Students for Intercultural Understanding Culture Night; Shakespeare Monologue 
Competition; and Bicknell Bonanza, along with numerous athletic activities.  Before we know it, we 
will be departing for spring break. 

Throughout all of these activities, we remain committed to providing a caring and supportive  
environment for the students—these characteristics become even more important during the winter 
months.  Thank you for all you do to add excitement and activity to the community throughout these 
months as well.   

I look forward to seeing you on campus at school events. 

Sincerely, 

 

 
 
 

Christopher D. Burner ’80 
Head of School 
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A Faculty Profile:  Jeff Warner 

Jeff Warner has been teach-
ing, coaching, and guiding 
WRA students with affection 
and wisdom for almost 30 
years.  He and his wife,  
Barbara live on campus with 
their three daughters, Sara ’09, 
Margot ’13, and Paige ’15.  Jeff 
met with PWA in his  
classroom in the English wing 
of Seymour Hall to talk about 
teaching English, coaching 

girls cross country and life at WRA.    

Where did you grow up?   

I grew up on the Hawken School campus, a high 
school in Cleveland where my dad was a math teach-
er and dean, and my mom a librarian.  It’s a day 
school, but they had some faculty housing.  I’d go off 
and spend six hours playing in the woods or barn.  It 
was a magical experience.  

Where did you go to school? 

I thought I wanted to be a park ranger, and first went 
to school down south for that, but soon switched to 
Alleghany College in Pennsylvania, where I majored 
in English.  Teaching seemed a natural fit, probably 
because my parents were teachers.  I taught for a year 
in Massachusetts and then came back to Ohio.  

How and when did you come to WRA?  

I’m in my 30th year here—I started in 1984-85.  I was 
helping out the Hawken wrestling team, which was 
visiting WRA when [former Headmaster] Skip Flana-
gan showed us the then-brand new athletic  
facility and pool.  I ran into Skip again at a confer-
ence, and he invited me to WRA.  There wasn’t  
officially a job open, but he made one for me, in  
admissions, along with teaching some history and 
English.  

After a few years as an Assistant Director of Admis-
sion, I had to make a career choice, because people 
were recruiting me.  Did I want to go to another 
school as a Director of Admissions, or stay in the 
classroom?  That was a huge decision, one of the  

bigger crossroads of my life.  That’s when I realized 
how much I enjoy teaching, and that I wanted to 
work with the kids.  I left admissions and moved into 
teaching full time. 

You’re known for teaching freshmen.  Is that your 
choice?   

Well, at some point I’ve taught every grade.  Now I 
teach three sections of freshmen English, which is 50 
percent of the freshman class.  And I do dorm duty in 
Wood House, so I know a lot of freshmen.  I like 
them, partly because I can mess with them.  (Laughs) 
What I mean is, I can do things that teenagers might 
think goofy:  I’ll sometimes get right up on top of this 
table—(gestures to the center of the room, where the desks 
are pushed together to make a giant table)—and walk 
around in the center of the room.  That would not fly 
with seniors.  

The freshmen have open eyes and they’re excited 
about being here.  Everything about the experience is 
new.  They want to do well.  But becoming comforta-
ble in the environment is sometimes a more pressing 
emotional need than grades.  They’re  
making friends; boarders are learning to do laundry. 
Lots of their energy goes to learning who they are.  I 
ask parents to have patience, especially with boys, 
who often need to grow up a bit.   

You’re known as a giver of good advice.  

I’ve spent time as the Dean of Residential Life.  So I 
take time out to talk to the students.  Before the 
Sadie’s Dance, I said to the freshmen boys, 
“Gentlemen:  If you are asked, you need to be grate-
ful and thankful—and you will dance.”   

If there has been a disciplinary situation at school, I 
always take time to talk about it, and about the  
decisions kids make.  I want to get through the year 
without anybody in my groups making a bad choice.  
On Friday, we end every class in the same way, and 
now they say it for me:  “Hey, it’s a Friday: don’t be a 
maroon!”  Meaning, don’t be a moron.  I want them 
to make good choices.  For me, teaching is more than 
English.  It’s a kind of parenting. 

 

Continued on Page 4 
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“English” can cover so many different areas and  
texts.  What is the core of the subject at WRA?  

We’re teaching critical reading, writing and think-
ing.  We want them to become thoughtful about all 
they do.  In poetry, you can question every single 
word, see what that word adds, and how taking it 
out might change things.  That translates to students’ 
own writing:  Why did you choose this particular 
word?  

In preparing students for the world, the exchange of 
ideas and feelings is really valuable. How to com-
municate is vital, and English teaches that.  We want 
students to see that there is something here that is a 
universal experience, something that ties into their 
and others’ lives. 

Do you have a favorite book you like to teach? 

I could talk to you for hours about The Odyssey or 
The Rime of the Ancient Mariner.  I look forward to 
teaching those texts every year.  The Rime of the An-
cient Mariner has magnificent pictures in our edition 
and you could read it in 20 minutes.  But I will do 
that poem for four weeks, and still think, “Oh, we’re 
rushing.”  Every year, I learn a little something:  “Mr. 
Warner, did you notice that if you turn The Rime of the 
Ancient Mariner upside down, in this picture the waves 
look like birds of prey?”  Well, I’ve been teaching it for 
15 years and no, I hadn’t noticed that.  (Laughs).  
Leave it to a 9th grade boy to turn the book upside 
down.   

What’s a typical class like today? 

We talk about literature.  Right now we’re doing 
Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night.  We talk about reading 
and writing, do a little vocabulary, teach them how 
to annotate.  We work on developing good habits 
that hopefully they will carry on.  Then there’s  
grammar.  But the mathematical kids enjoy that.  So 
there’s a different piece of English for everyone.  

Do you teach other courses besides freshman  
English?  

I usually teach an environmental ethics and Ameri-
can nature writing course for seniors.  We try to go 
on a camping trip for a couple days in that course—
and we use marvelous backpacks that the PWA 
bought for us years ago.  If that class is working 
well, I’m just another person in the room—I don’t 
have to lead the discussion.  I may switch sides two 
or three times a class, just to get students to recog-
nize multiple points of view.  

You have a pretty big advisory group.  Why do so 
many kids choose you?  

I’m not sure, because I don’t bake cakes!  And I’ll get 
in their face if needed—I’m not afraid to say that 
they’re being a knucklehead.  I push ‘em, I prod ‘em, 
and I pat them on the back.  I like them.  We have 
really nice kids here—they’re the best thing about 
WRA.  That’s what hasn’t changed in 30 years.   

I’m an advocate for the kids.  I worry that they don’t 
have enough time.  I want us not to squeeze their 
time anymore than we have to.  

Is coaching important to you?  

Oh, yes. I started the cross country girls team—or, 
rather, the girls came to me and asked me to start it. 
They prepared me for raising three daughters.  The 
girls taught me patience, and how to talk to girls as a 
coach.  Some years we have lots of talent.  Other 
years we have lots of interest, and the goal isn’t to 
win every invitational but to improve your times.  

I feel athletics is part of their education.  There’s val-
ue in being on teams, in learning to lose and learning 
to win.  And there’s value in spending time with 
each other—it’s so much better than being on a com-
puter.  I like to see all the kids in a sport.  It’s fun for 
me to get notes from girls who have graduated who 
tell me they’re still running. 

How is it to raise a family at WRA?  

Working at a boarding school is a lifestyle and fami-
ly commitment as much as a professional commit-
ment.  I’ve been very fortunate that my wife Barb, 
who works as an accountant but not at the school, 
has not only tolerated but embraced the lifestyle.  
She complains that she can never get into her  
pajamas before 10 p.m. because she never knows 
when I’ll bring kids home, but she enjoys it.  My kids 
can’t imagine growing up any other way—it defines 
who they are.  

Did you ever think about going to a day school? 

No, I never really did.  I appreciate the community 
here.  I’ve watched the faculty kids being treated like 
little pebbles of gold.  The students from all around 
the world look after them and play with them.  
When Margot was born, I’d bring her to the dining 
hall and the dishwasher, Elroy, would meet us, and 
take Margot back to the kitchen where she was 
passed around the ladies and admired.  You don’t 
get that in a day school.    

Continued on Page 5 
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WRA's wonderful faculty and staff work 
to help our children every day.  One way 
we say thank you is by treating them to a 
delicious breakfast!  Mark your calendars 
for the 2nd annual Faculty & Staff Appre-
ciation Breakfast on Feb. 6 from 7:30 a.m. 
to 10:30 a.m.  As many of you know, the 
faculty and staff believed that this was a  
tremendous success last year, and it 
wouldn't be possible without your contri-
butions and volunteering of your valuable 
time.  

We need your help!  Please sign up to vol-
unteer to help set up Feb. 5 at 5:30 p.m. in 
the MAC.  Or you can help serve on the 
morning of Feb. 6 from 7 a.m. to 10:30 a.m.  
Sign up is easy—just go to the PWA tab on 
the Parent Portal and click on the Staff Ap-
preciation Link.  Please sign up to volun-
teer and/or bring your favorite food item.  
Thank you! 

HELP say “THANK YOU” to WRA Faculty & Staff 

Staff & Faculty Appreciation Breakfast Committee 
Co-Chairs 

Shelley Sutton (Brandon ‘13 & Brock ‘15)   
Carrie Wagstaff (Dan ‘15)   

Elizabeth Culotta (Peter ‘15)   

Anything you want to say to parents?  

I’m really grateful for all the support our parents give the school.  The work people put in is impressive, because 
everyone has very full lives.  Take the Faculty & Staff Appreciation Breakfast—that’s spectacular.  One of the  
saddest things is when you say goodbye to a family you’ve worked with for years, perhaps through a couple of 
children.  You’ll probably see the kids at a reunion, but you may never see the parents again.  Saying goodbye to 
them is really hard.  

What is most rewarding about your job?   

I know that WRA has changed the lives of so many kids.  They learn something about themselves and about the 
world, and then they go off.  And for the most part they are so successful and happy.  This has meant everything 
to me.  

Faculty Profile continued 

By Elizabeth Culotta (Peter ‘15) 
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Our October meeting was hosted by Hathaway Brown School and featured Lou Salza, Head of  
School at the Lawrence School.  The topic was Helping Kids Become the CEO of Their Lives.  As parents 
we are only as happy as our least happy child.  We worry about our children, but we must make every 
effort to not put our worries on the child.  Carl Jung said, “The most devastating tragedy for the child 
is the unlived lives of their parents.”  We are very fortunate that our children attend independent 
schools because these schools celebrate the spirits, minds and souls of our children.  Students’ opinions 
are respected and they become part of the high school community.  It is important that students feel 
emotionally connected to their schools.  A CEO student is Confident, Engaged and Optimistic in 
school and hence in their lives.  Participation in sports, theater, activities and leadership opportunities 
are the strongest precursors to success in life.  As Mark Twain said, “Never let school interfere with 
your child’s education.”  Parents can help their children succeed.  Do not let grades hurt the parent/
child relationship.  Help them find their niche.  We must find the right environment where our chil-
dren can thrive.  A sea turtle is clumsy on the sand, but when he enters the deep water he is graceful 
and amazing. 

Parents take the long view of our kids’ lives and keep our perspective!  

Is This Normal?  When to Worry or Not to Worry about your Child’s Behavior was the topic of the CCIS No-
vember meeting.  The speaker was Ethan Schafer, Ph.D.  He is the psychologist for Lawrence School 
and for University School’s lower school.  Dr. Schafer also has a private practice.  When parents assess 
their child’s behavior, it is best to use the following rubric to determine whether the behavior may 
warrant seeking professional evaluation and/or intervention.  

FIND could be used for evaluation of behavior.  F—frequency, I—intensity, N—number, D—duration. 
An example:  children who play video games may not be a problem unless they play the games for an 
excessive amount of time and are intense about the involvement in the game.  (F.I.D.) Psychologists 
use the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) to assess what is normal.   
Normal, however, is only the starting line.  DSM should not be over-used, it should be more of a  
dictionary for diagnostic terms.  The lines are not clear cut in mental health.  There is a lot of subjectivi-
ty.  Diagnosis is only one small part of the clinical process.  Child psychology needs anthropology.  It 
is important that gender differences be taken into consideration as well.  Because everyone acts differ-
ently in different situations, teachers, parents and sports coaches should be consulted when a teen/
child is being assessed.  The psychologist should consider where the problem is present, or not pre-
sent, and what that information tells us. 

Finally, parents are extremely influential in their children’s development.  It should be noted that 
“normal” doesn’t mean easy.  Keep in mind that our kids need our love the most when they deserve it 
the least. 

 

CCIS Update 
Cleveland Council of Independent Schools 

By Margaret Haller (Kurt ’15) 
Terri Cremer (Kathryn ‘10 & Emily ‘16) 
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Nearly 20 current and alumni 
Pioneer Women gathered in 
early December at Lager & 
Vine for a holiday night out to 
catch up with old friends and 
connect with new ones.  The 
evening included delicious 
food, conversation and  
laughter, and was capped off 

with an impromptu rendition 
of Happy Birthday by all for one 
of our current moms.  Details of our next mid-winter event will be 
forthcoming.  Keep your eyes out for an announcement on the Parent 
Portal.  We hope to see many of our current and alumni moms at our 
next event! 

MOMS gather for FUN and FELLOWSHIP 

By Suzanne Lund (Nate ‘14 & Tim ‘16)   
Barb Cassell (Ian ‘10 & Pat ‘15)   

Elizabeth Culotta (Peter ‘15)   

Past PWA President Karin Stifler &  
Suzanne Lund 

From L to R:  Barb Rauckhorst,  
Carol Morgan & Nancy Forhan From L to R:  Laura Lehner-Ennis &  

Barbara Van Blarcum 

Ties to Tradition 
Look for the return 

of this feature in the  
Spring newsletter! 

 

PWA has much to share with parents near and far, and this newsletter is one way to keep in 
touch with WRA’s active parent community.  If you read about an activity you would like to 
be involved with, just contact the associated PWA representative.  And if you are  
curious about an aspect of WRA, or have an idea for an article, please let us know!   

Best wishes for a safe and happy winter season!  
 

By Elizabeth Culotta (Peter ‘15), Anu Ramakrishnan ( Neel ’16 ) & Polly Wise (Adam ‘09 & Maggie ’14)  

From the Editors 
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Student Activities Committee 
Helps Make Memories 

Students had a fantastic time at the  
January Sadie's Dance, enjoying a great 
DJ, delicious refreshments and a  
sparkling Winter Castle.  Thanks to all the 
parent volunteers for taking time out of 
their Saturday morning to help set up the 
MAC Lobby, and their evening to volun-
teer and clean up.  Students really  
enjoyed the night, and the committee got 
a lot of compliments on the Castle.  Also a 
big thank you to the WRA staff and  
facilities personnel who went above and 
beyond with set up, helping at the event, 
and clean up/tear down of decorations.   

Our final event is the Bicknell Bonanza on 
March 7 - and it will be BIG!  Watch for 
more details on this evening of fun and 
games on the Parent Portal. 

We've had a great year working with the 
students, faculty and administration to 
plan and execute Back to School, Home-
coming and Sadie's.  Feedback is  
welcome and we thank you for your help 
and support. 

By Liz King (Grace '16)  
Kristan Kaszei (Kristina '16)  

Megan Valentine (Marin '16)  

SUPPORTING STUDENTS 
Exam Week Survival 

The Celebration Cakes/Exam Survival Kit 
Committee busily filled 30 orders for De-
cember Exam Survival kits. We filled gift 
bags with special items, healthy snacks and 
goodies to help students get through those 
long study hours. Thanks to all the parents 
who placed orders--the kids really appreci-
ated the gesture!  If you missed out in De-
cember, you'll have another opportunity to 
order a kit for exams in May. And you can 
send a delicious cake for a birthday, test 
day, or any occasion--just see our forms on 
the PWA section of the WRA website.  

By Patricia King (Alana ‘16) 
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