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CUTTING EDGE
an online forum, and submit a revised version. Haiku keeps 
track of it all and “eliminates the paper chase.”

“Students read typed comments more easily and willingly 
than they ever read my handwriting,” says Ted, who also 
uses an electronic process for editing papers. “When I came 
to Woodberry,” he adds, “the boys were required to turn in 
one typed paper per trimester. They would pay a secretary 
to do the typing.” Agreeing with E. B. White, who said, “The 
best writing is rewriting,” Tom Parker likes the way word 
processing makes it easier to revise. “Gone are the days 
when revising meant starting over from the top.”

As much time as they spend marking student papers, 
Woodberry’s teachers also believe in peer editing as an 
excellent technique for learning more about the craft. 
Ben Hale sometimes projects a student paper onto his 
SMART Board and passes around a wireless keyboard so 
that students can suggest revisions. “We do intensive in-
class editing,” says Ben, “where we strip a piece down to 
the bones.” And Tom Parker frequently places a student 
paper under his document camera so that a class can ana-
lyze its strengths and weaknesses or talk about grammar 
rules in context.

Many of Woodberry’s Eng-
lish faculty members are 
published writers who know 
firsthand the value of finding 
an audience — and who want 
to give the same experience 
to their students. The seniors 
in Karen Broaddus’s film 
course research specialized 
topics online and produce a 
PowerPoint with film clips to 
present as a final project. Pete 
Cashwell, who advises the Or-
acle student newspaper, helps 
his editors learn to lay out text 
and images with InDesign, 

the same software used in the publishing world. And both 
Ben and Ted have developed online literary magazines to 
showcase their students’ writing. Sensing that it is time to 
find something more novel — “The life cycle of a new idea for 
publishing student work is short,” he says — Ben is setting 
up a Twitter group so his students can compose and share 
concise 140-character “literary Tweets.”

Though the inventory of advanced technological devices 
residing in Anderson Hall may be long, Woodberry’s English 
teachers don’t tend to see themselves as techies. They have 
integrated these useful systems seamlessly into their arse-
nal of pedagogical techniques to the point that they barely 
notice them. Their SMART Boards and document cameras 
are like the chalk and pens and paper that have always been 
there — tools of the trade. 

The product of their labor is unchanged, too. Woodberry 
boys leave school with the ability to express themselves in 
writing, and they take that skill with them as they go to col-
lege and into their careers. They also take tech skills they 
learned through daily use — along with a little voice in the 
back of their heads, constantly correcting their grammar.

The Many Facets of Science and Technology at the Forest
by linda larson hogan
Among Woodberry’s many traditions, one of the most important is continual innovation. New developments in science and 
technology are always being introduced. Programs and systems change — today it’s Camtasia®, Snagit®, Moodle — but 
the result remains the same: Learning is enriched both in and outside the classroom. As much as the boys love the high-
def televisions in every commons room, they also reap the benefits of the high-definition microscopes found throughout 
the Manning Family Science Building. Advanced software makes magic in the music studio, coaches break down athletes’ 
performance on their iPads, admissions visitors explore the campus with a FireSign™ touchscreen — and the 112th playing of 
The Game was streamed online. Throughout the Forest, whether in the arts or sciences, an education based on long-proven 
principles takes full advantage of the latest groundbreaking tools.

above: Perry Hammond ’14 mans the wireless keyboard as he and classmates suggest edits to an essay projected in Ben Hale’s English 500 
Honors class; opposite: Using Haiku’s learning management system, John Amos can provide comments on student assignments.
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putting the tech  
into technique:  
teaching writing at 
woodberry forest

“I
still fear John Reimers is 
going to correct my gram-
mar every time I write 

something,” jokes Charles Up-
church ’91. Now an endocrinolo-
gist at the University of Virginia 
School of Medicine who conducts 
research in basic science, Charles 
says he uses the writing skills he 
learned at Woodberry every time 
he drafts a grant proposal, de-
signs an experiment, or publishes 
his findings.

And Charles isn’t the only old boy who credits his Wood-
berry English teachers with teaching him to communicate 
clearly and correctly. Anyone who graduated in recent de-
cades shares the memory of a writing assignment due ev-
ery Monday and frequent one-on-one consultations with 
his teachers. When learning to write, English Department 

Chair Ted Blain says, “Students need lots of practice and 
lots of meaningful feedback.” Both of those ingredients 
are in bountiful supply, especially now that teachers make 
full use of the high-tech tools available in their classrooms. 
Woodberry teachers use technology in every step of the 
writing process, starting with making an assignment and 
ending with, in many cases, publication.

Several English teachers like to offer models when they 
assign a new topic. For his “This I Believe” assignment, 
Marc Hogan uses his classroom Internet connection to 
stream example essays read aloud by their authors from 
National Public Radio’s website. And, when his students 
write poetry, Marc displays poems via an LCD projector to 
illustrate how poets shape language on paper.

Technology also plays a role in the day-to-day manage-
ment of drafts and feedback. Though he calls his tattered 
copy of Strunk and White’s Elements of Style his most trust-
ed resource, John Amos is nevertheless one of Woodberry’s 
most tech-savvy English teachers. He makes and collects as-
signments online via the Haiku learning management sys-
tem. The subscription website lets him easily open a student 
paper and make his edits; then the student can see John’s 
detailed comments, discuss it with him or his classmates via 

I



28 woodberry forest magazine and journal fall 2012 29

cutting edge

automatically raise and lower sets via twenty-one individu-
al motors, is seldom seen in college theaters, let alone high 
school auditoriums. And Raynok not only raised backdrops 
and sets, but it also lifted a few actors into the rafters. Dur-
ing each of the play’s three creation scenes, a gurney hold-
ing both Dr. Frankenstein, played by Alex Korsten ’14, and his 
latest creation flew high above the stage to take advantage of 
the realistic lightning storms Frankenstein used to reanimate 
the dead. During each performance, Alicia stood just off-
stage with one finger on a green button to initiate every scene 
change — and another on a red button, just in case. 

The 2010 renovation of the Bowman Gray Auditorium 
that brought Raynok to the Forest also included acoustical 
upgrades and a large set-storage building. “We were able to 
do more with special effects,” says Alicia, “because we can 
hang on to old sets. We spent less time building basic pieces 
and more time on the extras.” 

The students who helped build and run the Frankenstein 
sets, Ryan Tilgner ’16 and Luke Neeley ’15, were enthusi-
astic about their first experience with the technical side of 
the Woodberry theater program. “My favorite special ef-
fect in the show is the Tesla coil. It ‘shocks’ the audience by 
making it seem like the creations were truly being struck 
by lightning,” says Ryan, who also played one of the corpses 
supplying body parts to the monster. Helping out alongside 
the boys was Denis Houyoux ’94, who returned to set up 
the pyrotechnics and Tesla coil, and stage manager Ray 
Smith, who helped run them during productions.

 But though the audience experienced what appeared 
to be cataclysmic detonations, Alicia says it was all safe. 
The puff and flash pots that create showy fireworks eject 
bits of metal that flash for a mere hundredth of a second: 
“They can’t burn anything,” says Alicia, “especially since 
everything we use, down to the paint on the flats, is treated 
with a flame retardant.” And all the smoke is nothing but 
compressed carbon dioxide and mist produced by an as-
sortment of foggers and hazers. The set got an air of old-
time authenticity with a scattering of Van de Graaff gen-

erators and other antique scientific devices, many of them 
rescued from the Gray Math–Science Building as it was be-
ing cleared out in preparation for the science department’s 
move to the Manning Family Science Building.

As exciting as a stage performance filled with smoke and 
fire was to its boy-heavy audience, Brent’s real motivation 
for writing his own version of Mary Shelley’s novel was to 
present the work’s message about the conscientious use 
of science in a technological age. “The story is profoundly 
important for our boys to hear,” he asserts, “a classic fire-
stealing story of mythical importance.” He explains that 
the play’s plot illuminates the theme of hubris, the excessive 
pride that leads the title character to think he is a god. Dr. 
Frankenstein’s pride makes him minimize the value of life 
and view his creation as subhuman. The director praises the 
performance of Ian Edwards ’13, whose character he intend-
ed as a stand-in for the world’s oppressed. “Ian’s portrayal 
is closer to the novel’s intention,” says Brent. “Unlike Boris 
Karloff’s 1931 monster, the creature in this version develops 
poetic speech and philosophical ponderings.”

 Whether the audience walked away from the Walker Fine 
Arts Center with philosophical ponderings of their own, 
concerns about the power of scientific knowledge, a new 
perspective on a familiar tale, or just a sense of awe at the 
stagecraft they witnessed, one thing is certain: As much as 
they learn about science in laboratories and lecture halls, 
Woodberry’s students also experience science through art. 

opposite: Victor Frankenstein, played by South African exchange 
student Alexander Korsten ’14, harnesses lightning produced on 
stage by a Tesla coil to reanimate his nephew, William, played by 
Brenden Stakem. right: In the play’s final scene, the monster, played 
by Ian Edwards ’13, confronts his creator in the Arctic, with atmosphere 
suggested by the drama department’s fog and haze machines. 
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science on stage: 
frankenstein explores the 
human side of science

T
hough its plot deals with the danger of science with-
out conscience, the many stage and screen adapta-
tions of Mary Shelley’s 1818 novel Frankenstein have 

always pulled out all available technological stops to tell 
the story of the scientist whose creation ends up destroying 
everything he loves. Whether it was Thomas Edison’s early 
eleven-minute movie that mesmerized audiences with its 
reverse-film sequence showing the creation of the monster 
from fire — or the 1981 Broadway flop that briefly existed as 
a special effects vehicle — pyrotechnics, smoke, and explo-

sions have always been considered de rigueur when staging 
the Frankenstein story.

Brent Cirves, writer and director of the version of Fran-
kenstein produced on Woodberry’s Purrington Stage over 
Halloween weekend, 2012, called on the expertise of tech-
nical director Alicia Gerdy to continue the 200-year-old 
tradition of using abundant gadgetry. 

Alicia’s most important tool in producing this technically 
dazzling show was the Walker Fine Arts Center’s two-year-
old computerized rigging system. Determined to take ad-
vantage of its full repertoire, she created over thirty scene 
changes in the course of a 100-minute production. The sys-
tem, run by Raynok, software she programs with cues that 
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development. Curtis, who teaches physics and coaches track 
and field, is fascinated by the basic research that goes into the 
technology behind sports skill enhancement. He also sees 
the field’s potential to motivate boys and teach them research 
skills. So he has developed a new course called Physics Me-
chanics. The science department invested in an array of ad-
vanced measuring devices that gauge the motion of athletes, 
their muscle activation, and their timing. 

As motivating as it is to boys to design experiments in-
vestigating questions about the best method of “increasing 
vertical displacement” — also known as “jumping higher” 
— Curtis’s true aim is to give them a chance to collect and 
process data, research findings, and present their results. 
Rather than using textbooks or pre-packaged curricula and 
labs to achieve these goals, Curtis’s class members employ 
advanced measuring devices like the Noraxon MyoVideo 
and MyoMotion systems. 

A typical morning had David Daniel ’14 attaching reflec-
tive balls to his clothing and jumping up on a force plate, a 
specialized scale that measures force over time. Other boys 
operated a video camera to capture the angle of David’s 
knee. The instruments sent information about the angle and 

timing of the jump to the laptop computer manned by Char-
lie Lucas ’13, who had coded a program to process data from 
the trial. 

Across the room, another group gathered around a lap-
top as their teacher adhered an electromyography sensor 
to a particular leg muscle and then flexed that muscle. In 
this case, the activation of the muscle sent data wirelessly 
to a computer screen, where it became one more clue in the 
effort to determine the best techniques for running fast or 
jumping high. 

Curtis is excited by the surprising — and addicting — re-
sults the boys are getting: “I wish I didn’t have to sleep.” 

Once they’ve collected and analyzed their data, the boys 
draw conclusions about, for example, the best knee angle for 
the start of a jump, or which muscles need to be built up to 
increase speed. 

With neither a set syllabus nor a teacher-created curricu-
lum, Curtis’s course deviates from the typical high school 
class. “This is more like a graduate seminar,” Curtis explains: 
“Everything we learn from our experiments leads us to ask 
more questions, do more research, and design new studies.” 

Or, as David puts it, “There are no limits.” 

opposite: Drawn by PGA teacher Ron Gring, the colored lines, angles, and arcs on this video still illustrate for Billy Mott ’13 the strengths and 
weaknesses of his golf swing.  above: The angles and position of volunteer sprinter Joseph Seo ’14 as he comes off the blocks are measured 
through the MyoVideo system; the data collected from the video are analyzed by Curtis Phillips’s Physics Mechanics students to determine, 
for example, Joseph’s velocity as he clears the blocks.
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science in motion: using  
technology to analyze  
performance

T
hrow out your old notions of how to get better at 
sports. Track coach Curtis Phillips and golf coach 
Marc Hogan have: They’ve adopted a constellation 

of devices that help them understand how the human body 
moves to its best advantage, especially when it comes to 
athletics. And the athletes and students with whom they 
work have benefitted from their high-tech attitudes.

For the past six years, Marc’s winning golf team has 
spent time in a video lab that he, with the help of Mitch 
Hull ’77 and nationally known golf teacher Ron Gring, set 
up in Woodberry’s Squash Pavilion. As Marc says, the tra-
ditional method of learning a powerful golf swing is, “1. 
Hit a lot of golf balls, and eventually, 2. You’ll find the per-
fect swing.” But he now knows this is an ineffective teach-
ing method that wastes time and can lead to injury. 

“No golf teacher can see the flaws in a full-speed golf 
swing,” says Marc, who earned professional teaching certi-
fication from the U.S. Golf Teachers’ Federation. So he uses 
a high-speed video camera to capture, slow down, and ana-

lyze the golfer’s swing and then combines that information 
with data gathered by other high-tech means. 

One instrument is the K-Vest 3-D motion capture sys-
tem, which precisely measures the movements of the pel-
vis, trunk, and hands during the golf swing and compares 
them to those of professionals. When the golfer puts on the 
K-Vest’s sensors, a computer animation of his swing shows 
precisely what changes he needs to make — and gives him a 
biofeedback loop to help him improve. 

The other tool is the Flightscope® launch monitor, a Dop-
pler radar system that tracks the clubhead as it strikes the 
golf ball. “The boys love using the Flightscope,” says Marc. 
“It’s a video game to them!” After the shot, the monitor 
tracks the golf ball in flight. The software then calculates 
the angle of the club path, the club-head speed, the ball’s 
speed and launch angle, and the total distance and dis-
persion of each shot. With this geometry, Marc can teach 
students how to manipulate the ball’s flight. “The secret to 
being a good ball striker,” he notes, “is making the ball go 
where you want it to go.”

The devices Marc uses are designed to teach golf, but 
plenty of science and mathematical expertise went into their 
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