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One thing that has always struck me 
about birders (and that I’ve enjoyed) is 
that we are an independent lot. There 
is a wide range of personalities in the 
birding world and I’ve learned from each 
birder I’ve met. I’m certain that this 
independent streak extends to politics, 
but one thing I take for granted is that we 
all want to support good, scientifically-
based conservation policies. Well, this 
November 6th, we get a chance to support 
conservation in a tangible way during 
Virginia’s elections.
An important step is to make your voice 
heard as a voter. If you like a candidate’s 
policies in general, but not their stance on 
conservation, write to them. Tell them that 
you would be a much more enthusiastic 
supporter if they had a solid conservation 
platform and followed through on it. Ask 
for details about their beliefs and what 
they will do to promote conservation while 
in office. Many politicians get elected 
by motivating their supporters through 
one or two big issues. Unfortunately, 
those issues typically do not include 
conservation, so politicians can think they 
have wide latitude there. The more that 
conservationists, in general, and birders, 
in particular, can make a visible impact in 
elections, the more their concerns will be 
taken seriously.
Beyond voting, I hope you will actively 
help those with good conservation 
principles get elected. An obvious way to 
do that is volunteer for a campaign or an 
organization promoting campaign issues. 
Fortunately, there are ways to get involved 

for both extrovert and introverts: knock 
on doors, phone bank, send texts/mail to 
remind people to vote, help staff events 
for candidates or organizations that are 
working on elections, put up signs, and 
more.  Don’t forget to look for allies:  we 
can’t do it all, obviously, so look for issue-
focused groups in your area that you can 
help who will help promote conservation 
in return.
There is a intense focus of conservation 
groups on decisions that occur at the 
national level, but many environmental 
protection and conservation decisions 
are delegated to the state level, along 
with budgetary resources. That means 
every office and every election matters, 
so making all of this a sustained habit will 
deliver consistently good conservation 
policies.
A couple of organizations I’ve run across 
that may be good resources for you 
are the League of Conservation voters, 
which gives politicians and candidates an 
environmental scorecard (scorecard.lcv.
org). Unfortunately, the scorecard is only 
for national politicians, but can be a useful 
tool for evaluating your choices. Also, 
the Environmental Voter Project (www.
environmentalvoter.org) can help you get 
your friends to pledge to vote and you can 
volunteer to encourage environmental 
voters to the polls. The EVP isn’t directly 
working on Virginia elections yet, but, 
as they build their capacity, they plan to 
expand to other states.
So, that’s my pep talk. I hope you are 
inspired to use the tools you have as a 
citizen. See you at the polls on November 
6th!
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The 2018 Annual Meeting in Harrisonburg was a smaller gathering than usual. Some 
people cancelled at the last minute as the weather forecast looked like rain all weekend. 
As it turned out, the rain didn’t affect any field trips on Friday or Sunday and only the 
trips to the western slope of the mountains saw significant rain on Saturday.
You never would have known that the Hotel Madison and Shenandoah Conference 
Center had been open for less than three weeks as the service, food, rooms, and staff 
were impeccable. 
Three new board members: Patti Reum, Phil Kenny and Cheryl Jacobson were elected 
Friday night at the Business Meeting to serve a three-year term. The current Board of 
Directors: Lenny Bankester, President; Jeff Trollinger, Past President; Daniel Bieker, Vice 
President; Christine Stinson, Secretary; Terri Cuthriell, Treasurer; Mike Stinson, Raven 
Editor, Lucinda Baker, Newsletter Editor; and Shirley Devan, Membership Secretary were 
all re-elected to serve another term. Following the business meeting, Diane Lepkowski 
and Greg Moyers entertained us with a great presentation that covered each of the 

An Intimate Annual Meeting in Harrisonburg
By Rexanne VSO Annual Meeting Committee Chair

weekend’s planned field trips including which atlas block would be involved, the planned 
route (although some local flooding might impact this), and expected or target birds.
Nathan Pieplow’s presentation, ‘Listen to Her Sing,’ at the banquet on Saturday evening 
was outstanding. Everyone was fascinated to learn about the varied ways many female 
birds sing; especially the ones that we commonly hear but didn’t actually realize that we 
are hearing the female duet with their mate. Several lucky attendees learned even more 
about bird song as they bought winning raffle tickets and won spots on a field trip with 
Nathan on Sunday morning. 
Thanks to the dedicated work of Ashley Peele, Jeff Trollinger and Diane Lepkowski 
and the army of field trip leaders they recruited, the field trips were terrific. Breeding 

Nathan Pieplow, the keynote speaker for 
the VSO Banquet, holds the Peterson guide 
he recently authored about about female 
birdsong, as he leads a Sunday morning 
field trip.  
Photo by Shirley Devan.
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was confirmed for a number of species, including: Cooper’s Hawk–occupied nest, Barn 
Owl- fledged young, Eastern Wood Pewee-carrying nest material, Eastern Phoebe-
nest with young, Tufted Titmouse–carrying food, Worm-eating Warbler–carrying nest 
material, Louisiana Waterthrush–nest with young, Black-and-white Warbler–carrying 
nest material, American Redstart-carrying nesting material, Dark-eyed Junco–nest with 
eggs, Scarlet Tanager–carrying food, and Indigo Bunting–occupied nest.
Everyone is always interested in the warblers that were found on annual meeting field 
trips. At least 21 were found including: Ovenbird, Worm-eating Warbler, Louisiana 
Waterthrush, Black-and-white Warbler, Kentucky Warbler, Common Yellowthroat, 
Hooded Warbler, American Redstart, Cape May Warbler, Cerulean Warbler, Northern 
Parula, Magnolia Warbler, Blackburnian Warbler, Chestnut-sided Warbler, Blackpoll 
Warbler, Black-throated Blue Warbler, Pine Warbler, Yellow-rumped Warbler (Myrtle), 
Prairie Warbler, Black-throated Green Warbler, Canada Warbler, and possible 
Tennessee and Nashville Warblers.
Other birds of note observed on weekend field trips were: Yellow-billed Cuckoo, 
Black-capped Chickadee, Red-breasted Nuthatch, Veery, Swainson’s Thrush, Yellow-
breasted Chat (first time I’ve listed it but not with warblers), Scarlet Tanager, Rose-
breasted Grosbeak, Dickcissel, and Red Crossbill. 

VSO members thoroughly 
enjoyed the Sunday morn-
ing field trip led by Nathan 
Pieplow. 

Nick Flander’s Paper session. 
Photo by rexanne bruno

From top to bottom: Two male Blackburnian 
Warblers, a female Blackburniam Warbler and 
Canada Warbler. 
Photos by Nancy Barnhart, VSO Member.
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Every fall holds surprises at Chincoteague National Wildlife Refuge, so join us to discover what awaits us on this year’s annual fall 
VSO trip, September 14-16. Last year we tallied 120 species, including a terrific combination of waterfowl, shorebirds and migrating 
songbirds.

TRIP REGISTRATION
To help us plan for the weekend, please register in advance. Provide the names of participants in your party with your mobile 
number and email address so we can contact you if needed. Register with Meredith Bell, trip coordinator, at merandlee@gmail.com 
or 804-824-4958. If you’re also registering for one of the bus trips to Wash Flats (see below), be sure to state your preferred day.

HEADQUARTERS 
The Refuge Inn on Beach Road in Chincoteague will be the host hotel (800-544-8469 or 757-336-5511).  Room rates for Friday 
and Saturday nights are $114.75 (plus tax) per night for a single or a double room, minimum two night stay. For those arriving a day 
early or staying an extra day, the rate for Thursday and Sunday nights will be $102.00. The Refuge Inn is non-smoking and no pets 
are allowed. To assure the VSO rate, make reservations by August 14 and state you are with the VSO when you call.    

MEALS
Meals are on your own. The Refuge Inn offers a complimentary continental breakfast for guests and will open early for us for 
breakfast at 7:00am. Chincoteague is known for its fine dining and you will be able to choose from any number of excellent 
restaurants.   

CHECK-IN
Check-in time is 4:00pm. After you check in at the hotel on Friday, be sure to pick up a schedule of events for the week-end at the 
VSO headquarters, located in the Conference room at the far end of the Refuge Inn. The Conference room will be open Friday from 
4:30-5:30pm and re-open at 7:15pm. 

FRIDAY EVENING
An evening orientation and slide program will be presented in the Conference room by trip leaders Jerry Via and Bill Akers. Due the 
size of the room, we will have two sessions, at 7:30pm and 8:45pm. Jerry and Bill will also give a preview of birds in the area and a 
synopsis of the field trips for the week-end. 

SATURDAY FIELD TRIPS
You can select from a variety of field trip experiences: “Morning Warbler Walk” on the Woodland Trail to look for migrating 
songbirds; “Motorcade to Assateague Beach,” with frequent stops to look at shorebirds; and “Birding and Biking” (Sat only) to 
explore the wildlife loop. (No cars are allowed until 3:00pm, so it’s a safe, easy ride. If you don’t have a bike, you can rent one at the 
shop next to the Refuge Inn.) We’ll also offer two bus trips (Sat and Sun) and a Birding Boat trip (Sat only).

VSO Fall Field Trip, Chincoteague, VA, September 14-16, 2018

Bill Akers brushes a mosquito from Tony 
Crisp’s shirt while Marilyn Adair looks on.  
Photo by MereDith bell 

Green Tree Frog. Photo by ben JeSSuP Immature Black Skimmer. Photo by Seth honig
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WASH FLATS BUS TRIP – ADVANCE REGISTRATION REQUIRED

We have arranged for two bus trips to the Wash Flats: at 8:30am on Saturday and 8:30am on Sunday. This is a restricted 
area in the refuge and can only be entered with special permission. The shorebirds and raptors are often abundant in this area. 
The bus has a capacity for 25 people. The cost per person is $13. If you want to go on this trip, you must make a reservation 
and specify your preferred day with Meredith Bell, at merandlee@gmail.com or 804-824-4958. Payment will be made at 
the registration area when you arrive on Friday (exact change is appreciated). If you are unable to attend after making your 
reservation, please contact Meredith so that she can open up your space for someone else. This is a popular trip and fills up 
quickly, so we recommend that you register early.

BOAT TRIP SATURDAY, 16th – ADVANCE REGISTRATION REQUIRED

There will be a special birding by boat trip Saturday at 3:00pm (2 hours) with a local boat captain and his crew. You have a 
chance to check out the marshes and tidal flats up-close during the outgoing tide for interesting water birds and raptors. You 
must pay in advance and get a ticket. Between 8:30am-5:30 pm, go to Daisey’s Island Cruises, 3335 Main Street (blue boat 
house, with white fence in front) and pay $33 (cash or check) or $35 (credit card) per person. Bring cash for tip (to crew) on 
the boat. Departure is from the Curtis Merritt Marina at the Sound end of Chincoteague Island, 2246 Curtis Merritt Lane. Be 
there 15 minutes before departure. (Note: The boat can hold up to 100 people!). Contact Meredith Bell at  
merandlee@gmail.com or 804-824-4958 to register.

SATURDAY EVENING
We will have a tally of the day’s species at 6:30pm in the Conference room.  
SUNDAY MORNING
We will repeat many of the field trips from Saturday, so you will have a chance to sample different areas. Check out time from most 
of the motels is 11:00AM. 
OTHER LODGING IN THE AREA 
If you are unable to get a room at the Refuge Motor Inn, you may want to try these motels close by: Best Western (757-336-6557), 
Days Inn by Wyndham (757-336-1900) and Comfort Suites (757-336-3700).
For additional information about lodging and restaurant options, check out the Chincoteague town website:  
www.chincoteaguechamber.com 

Lark Sparrow. Photo by Seth honig. Royal Tern. Photo by Seth honig. Looking for birds on the Nature Trail on Chin-
coteaque Island. Photo by MereDith bell.

NEW VSO MEMBERS 
 MARCH – MAY 2018
Christina Blottner, Richmond, VA
Melanie Bussard, Blacksburg, VA
Inge Curtis, Williamsburg, VA
Donna Dobbs, Penn Laird, VA
Melissa Gross, Montross, VA

Elaine Hanger, Chesterfield, VA
Cynthia Hansen, VA Beach, VA
Laurie Jones, Melfa, VA
Jane Litke, Stafford, VA
William Lotz, Atlanta, GA
Stacy Novy, Alexandria, VA
Dominique Pickett, Arlington, VA

Dori Rhodes, Leesburg, VA
Lynda Richardson, Richmond, VA
Ann Simpson, Stephens City, VA
Virginia Smith, Onancock, VA
Robert Thompson, Keswick, VA
M. Lad Topolsky, Hamilton, VA
Scott and Charlene Uhl, Madison, VA
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Virginia Bluebird Society trail grants 
and funding from the Virginia Society 
of Ornithology have helped Boxerwood 
Nature Center in Rockbridge County 
provide a gateway to the life sciences for 
elementary school students in three local 
school divisions
2014: YEAR ONE

Hatching Birds for Thirds

In late Fall 2013, the Lexington City 
Arborist put out a call to community 
environmental groups requesting a 
partner to help steward the bluebird trail 
along Woods Creek. The Rockbridge Bird 
Club and local chapter of Virginia Master 
Naturalists responded by launching the 
Bluebird Conservation Project, a joint 
effort to train volunteers to maintain and 
monitor nest boxes along Woods Creek 
and other nature paths in Rockbridge 
County. 
It wasn’t long before Boxerwood 
Nature Center came on board with a 
newly hatched pilot program—Birds 
for Thirds—to involve kids in a nearby 
school as well. In Spring 2014, all 62 
third graders at Waddell Elementary 
(Lexington City Schools) took turns 
accompanying Peter Hamel, Ridge 
District Interpreter for the Blue Ridge 
Parkway and a local Master Naturalist, as 
he monitored nest boxes on a section of 
the Woods Creek Trail adjacent to their 

Birds for Thirds—Getting Kids Envolved in Citizen Science

schoolyard. Each class was responsible 
for collecting data for two boxes, which 
Ranger Pete compiled and entered into 
the NestWatch database.
From April through mid-June, the children 
took turns accompanying Pete and 
other volunteer naturalists on the trail to 
monitor nest attempts and share their 
observations with classmates.
2015: YEAR TWO

Expanding the Birds for Thirds Pilot Program

In Spring 2015, Boxerwood received new 
trail grants from the Virginia Bluebird 
Society to bring the program to two 
more elementary schools: Central 
(Rockbridge County Public Schools) and 
Enderly Heights (Buena Vista City Public 
Schools). The VBS grant also provided 
funds to set up a new trail at Lylburn 
Downing Middle School, where Waddell 
students were temporarily located while 
their school was being rebuilt, ensuring 
that the current class of Waddell third 
graders would not miss out on their 
opportunity to be citizen scientists.
The nature center was also awarded 
a grant from the Virginia Society of 
Ornithology to help nurture Birds for 
Thirds into a full-fledged grade-level 
initiative. Setting up the new school 
trails was a community effort: Bluebird 
Conservation Project volunteers 
constructed Carl Little-style boxes and 

predator guards; cadets from Virginia 
Military Institute installed the poles, 
boxes and guards on the new trails at 
Central Elementary and Lylburn Downing 
Middle in late March; and local Master 
Naturalists and Bird Club members 
signed on to monitor with students 
(referred to hereafter as BFT volunteers).
Installation of the third trail at Enderly 
Heights Elementary was rescheduled 
for November, after students in a newly-
established Nature Club—an afterschool 
program led by Boxwood educators 
at Enderly Heights—had a chance to 
complete habitat mapping to determine 
where best to place boxes for monitoring 
in the spring.
In early April, Central third graders began 
accompanying BFT volunteers as they 
monitored nests on the school grounds, 
and Waddell third graders hit their new 
trail at the middle school with Ranger 
Pete. Blog entries about their observation 
and experiences over eight weeks are 
archived on the website birdspies.weebly.
com. 
The VBS also awarded Boxerwood nest 
cams for the three local middle schools. 
The plan was to give Grade 7 life science 
students at each school responsibility 
for monitoring these boxes, posting data, 
and contributing to a weekly blog update 
on a section of the Bird Spies website. 

Young citizen scientists at work
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Live feed from the nest cams was to be 
available through a YouTube link on the 
Bird Spies website so third-grade classes 
participating in Birds for Thirds would 
have ready access to the video stream as 
well. 
The web cam at Parry McCluer Middle 
School in Buena Vista was up and running 
for the 2015 breeding season, although 
no nest attempts were recorded. 
2015-16: YEAR THREE

Testing New Program Components

Boxerwood received a second grant from 
the Virginia Society of Ornithology to 
pilot new program components for Birds 
for Thirds over the course of the 2015-16 
school year:
Nature Club participants mapped the 
schoolyard and chose appropriate 
locations for nest boxes, then monitored 
them through the spring. They used the 
school’s public address system to report 
news of eggs and hatchlings. Habitat 
assessment and mapping are now start-
up activities for new Birds for Thirds 
programs.
The VSO grant also enabled Boxerwood 
to bring Birds for Thirds to a fourth 
elementary school, Natural Bridge 
Elementary (Rockbridge County Public 
Schools). After mapping locations for 
their boxes, third-graders accompanied 
their enthusiastic science teacher, who 
monitored the nest boxes with the 
students herself. She guided their efforts 
in creating and delivering a PowerPoint 
presentation for the principal. 
2017: YEAR FOUR

Issues of Program Continuity

In Year Four, staff changes and other 
issues at the school level presented 
several challenges for managing the Birds 
for Thirds program to the new STEM 
resource teacher who had launched 
it so successfully at Natural Bridge 
Elementary the year before. Enthusiasm 
for the program picked up considerably. 
Students attending a summer YMCA 
program at Central continued to monitor 
throughout the season with help from a 
BFT volunteer. 

wDuring Year Four, two more new 
components were successfully field-
tested and integrated into the program. 
Fourth-grade Waddell students who 
had monitored nests the previous spring 
“analyzed” data they had collected along 
with data Peter Hamel continued to 
collect over the summer. Teachers used 
the data for simple graphing activities in 
their math classes. Students in Nature 
Club at Enderly Heights researched nest 
maintenance and cleaned out their boxes 
before resuming monitoring in the spring. 
On the Bird Spies webpage, they provided 
a “recipe” for a cleaning solution. Box 
maintenance has become an optional 
activity for small-group programs.
The middle schools remained inactive; 
none of the three nests cam set-ups were 
operational. 
2018: YEAR FIVE

Fine-Tuning Birds for Thirds

We are in the midst of Year Five, a 
milestone, and have made several 
mid-course corrections in an effort 
to consolidate Birds for Thirds in five 
elementary schools.
We relocated the abandoned Lylburn 
Downing Middle School trail boxes to a 
fifth elementary school – Mountain View 
(Rockbridge County Public Schools) – 
where a group of children in a STEM 
enrichment program are responsible for 
monitoring the boxes with their resource 
teacher.
Boxerwood replaced the damaged 
camera at Parry McCluer Middle School 
with a wireless model and relocated it to 
Central, where live feed is streaming into 
the STEM classroom and will soon be 
accessible to all participating schools.
Natural Bridge has resumed monitoring 
its boxes with a pilot group of second-
grade boys. The program may move back 
into third grade once a recently hired 
science teacher has had a chance to 
adjust to her new job.
The Buena Vista school district was not 
able to fund a spring 2018 afterschool 
program as planned, leading to a hiatus 
of the Nature Club and its monitoring 

work. If the district is not able to receive 
renewal afterschool funding next year, 
Boxerwood will integrate the program 
into the third grade program at Enderly 
Heights.
WHAT WE HAVE LEARNED

Five years into the Birds for Thirds program, 
Boxerwood has implemented the program with 
varying success at five elementary schools in 
the three school divisions it serves. The goal 
continues to be expansion of BFT to all six 
elementary schools to supplement a variety 
of other formal and informal life science 
programs.

Children love the Birds for Thirds program! 

Teachers report anecdotally that their 
students enthusiastically recount their 
monitoring experiences in the classroom, 
and share other bird behaviors they are 
observing away from school.
Build it and they will come. 

Bluebirds and other cavity dwellers will 
indeed take up residence, thus advancing 
bird conservation and stewardship.
Grade-level implementation requires a team 
effort—and volunteers. 

Birds for Thirds can be implemented 
as a grade-level supplemental program 
if teachers embrace it as a team. At 
Waddell, the program is now built into 
the third-grade curriculum. 
Not just third graders. 

Birds for Thirds is flexible. Monitoring 
activities can be adapted for other grade 
levels or multi-level programs, both formal 
(curricular) and informal (afterschool or 
in-school enrichment). 

Third-grade teachers at Wad-
dell
 Elementary plan together to 
integrate BFT into the curric-
ulum with Boxerwood facilita-
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2018 VSO Membership Renewal 
Name and Address___________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
Email Address_______________________________________________________________
_____Please check here if you wish to receive your publications by email via Constant 
Contact.
You may opt out of these Constant Contanct email notices at any time.
__Contributing Membership $60
__Sustaining Membership $35
__Family Membership $25
__Active Membership $20
__Student Membership $10
__Life Membership $500
If you have been an “Active” or “Family” member in the past, please consider renewing 
at the “Sustaining” level or the “Contributing” level or becoming a Life Member. 
I would like to make an additional donation to:
$__VSO Conservation Fund
$__American Kestrel Nest Box Project
$__Breeding Bird Atlas 2 Project
$__VSO General Fund
$__Endowment Fund
$__Murray Award Fund

VSO Sale Items

___Virginia’s Birdlife:  
An Annotated Checklist $20

___VSO Arm Patch $4
___VSO Cloisonne Pin $5

PLEASE RETURN THIS FORM WITH 
YOUR CHECK, PAYABLE TO THE VSO:
VSO
PO BOX 5994 

WILLIAMSBURG, VA 23188-5994

You may also join, renew and 
purchase items online at www.
virginiabirds.org
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