
Climb On!

HEAD’S MESSAGE
Dear Commonwealth Family and Friends,

 It is already December! Activities at Commonwealth continue to run at an 
incredible pace as we live our strategic plan and this year’s theme of “Climb 
On!” Our curriculum and technology continue to improve. The newly updated 
computer labs are in constant use. SMART Boards have become standard 
equipment in almost all of our classrooms. Field trips are a common occurrence, 
providing numerous experiential learning opportunities. Service Learning has 
expanded this year into a formalized program. Cross-curricular teaching in the 
middle school has been extremely successful as evidenced by the recent Native 
American unit. More about these topics is included in this newsletter; we will 
report on the “Power of the Paperless Classroom” in our next edition. 

 Our theme, “Climb On!” calls for growth and initiative. Our foundation 
is set; we are growing. Growth includes physical size as well as measured 
growth in enrollment. We currently have 82 students and expect to add several 
more before the end of the school year. In October, we held a successful Open 
House for prospective parents and students. Many thanks to Stacey Nadeau 
(Megan ‘09) and Jolene Irwin (Lindsey ‘09) for their role as parent ambassadors.

 We have been actively reaching out to the local community and beyond 
to introduce and share Commonwealth Academy’s program and benefi ts. In 
October, I represented Commonwealth as the luncheon speaker at the Alexandria 
Rotary Club, joined by Board Member Marilyn Burroughs and Director of 
Development Peg DiGiammarino. As a result of this and other efforts, the 
Alexandria City business community has promised endorsement and support. 
As part of our outreach to educational professionals and admission directors, 
we hosted a successful Open House in November and have scheduled several 
private tours. We were also represented at a regional forum about learning dis-
abilities and ADHD in November. 

 I am gratifi ed by the success of our program this year, both inside the 
classrooms and beyond our school doors. As important as our new initiatives 
are, your active support and continued endorsements remain our best resource 
for growth. 

 Thank you for playing such an important role in the vital Commonwealth 
Academy community. As always, your input is welcome.

     Warm regards for this holiday season,

     Susan J. Johnson, PhD
     Head of School
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capable students who better benefi t 
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ceed in a college preparatory cur-
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academic and socially supportive 
environment.
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Next Stop: College
 The College Counseling Department is off to a great start 
this year. We’ve had ten colleges and universities come visit 
Commonwealth Academy. In September we hosted Curry 
College, Marymount University, and St. Joseph’s University; 
St. Mary’s College of Maryland, James Madison Univer-
sity, Lynchburg University, Manhattanville College, and 
Randolph-Macon College visited in October; November 
brought us Virginia Commonwealth University and Wash-
ington College. A few more schools have expressed inter-
est in visiting with us in the spring. The juniors and seniors 
were actively engaged with questions for each admissions 
representative, and enjoyed receiving valid information 
about the college application process and college life.

 We held a Parent Information session in October, 
geared toward their students’ futures after High School. 
The parents of seniors participated in an open discussion 
about what their child’s future will look like after gradua-
tion. Conversation about the college application process, 
which colleges had good Student services, as well as how to 
meet the needs to best suit each student was helpful to all. 
Many great questions were answered, as parents discussed 
schools, future plans, and concerns. 

 Students have been busy preparing for the SAT; the first 
test dates were Dec 3rd and 4th. The following SAT test 
dates re Jan 28th and 29th. At this point, the focus for the 
College Counseling Department is helping each student 
complete applications for deadlines. 

 It is an exciting, albeit stressful, time for the seniors 
and their families. We encourage everyone to look for the 
future, and life after high school. Maintain a steady focus as 
we cruise through this year! Keep your eye on the College 
Success program, filled with activities to prepare the juniors 
and seniors for college life, success and beyond.

Newton’s Laws on Ice
 A few days before Thanksgiving the Physics, Conceptual 
Physics, and Physical Science classes teamed up for a group 
field trip to the Mount Vernon Recenter Ice Rink to do phys-
ics experiments on ice. Our task was to observe Newton’s 
three laws of motion in a low friction environment, with the 
goal of developing better intuition as to how these laws ap-
ply to the world generally.

Newton’s three laws of motion are:

1.  An object at rest will stay at rest until acted on by a net 
force. Likewise, an object that is moving will continue to 
move in a straight line at a constant speed until acted on 
by a net force.

2.  A net force acting on an object causes the object to 
accelerate in the direction of the force. The size of the 
acceleration is directly proportional to the force and 
inversely proportional to the mass of the object.

3.  Whenever one object exerts a force on a second object, 
the second exerts a force back on the first that is equal in 
size and opposite in direction.

 In order to observe these laws first hand, students put 
on skates and played games of tug-of-war in pairs on the 
ice. Students tried the game three ways, first with someone 
who was about the same size as them, then with someone 
bigger, and finally with someone smaller. By performing the 
activity each of these three ways, students could directly ex-
perience the roll that mass plays when an equal force is ap-
plied to objects of different size. When the game is played 
by two people of about the same size, both people move 
toward each other the same amount. When two people of 
different size play, the smaller person moves more.

 Students also pushed on the wall to observe how the 
wall pushes back, and pushed each other to see that, even 
if only one person pushes, both people move. After much 
slipping and sliding and more than a little falling down (no 
injuries, thankfully) students had the opportunity to medi-
tate on their learning by spending the rest of the morning 
skating in graceful ovals around the rink.

¨
¨

2005-2006 SGA 
OFFICERS

Charles Cressey ‘06, President
Ian Howell ‘07, Vice President 

Izac Ross ‘06, Treasurer
Cameron Reynolds ‘06, Secretary

GRADE REPRESENTATIVES
Mary Panzenbeck ‘06, Melissa Mitchell ‘07,

Barry Nelson ‘08, John Salmons ‘09,
Kathleen Mattoon ‘10, Ryan Travis ‘11



 CA has stained glass windows! 
Sculpture! Indian and Egyptian Art! 
Dragons?! Puppets! The school has a 
museum-quality atmosphere with the 
talents of Commonwealth students 
adorning the walls.

 The talent is reflective of the teacher 
that made it happen. Oksana Litvak 
(prefers Ksenya) comes to us from 
Odessa, Ukraine. She can recall from 
the age of three that she knew her 
lifetime profession would be Art. Her 
father, sister and husband are all 
professional artists. “All the others are 
MD’s or Economists, I wished only to 
do Art.”

 In Russia, professions are taught 
at a very young age. In addition to 
attending regular school, at the age 
of ten, Ksenya spent 12 hours a week 
in art school, with piano and ballet 

studies to round out her schedule. She 
spent four years of study in Multi-me-
dia art, four more years in Theatrical 
studies.

 Ksenya knew that in Russia, for her 
to study what she wished, she needed 
to maintain her A plus average. She 
did her undergraduate studies at the 
Odessa College of Theatrical Arts. Her 
doctoral studies were completed in St. 
Petersburg with 5 years of Theatrical 
and Puppetry studies. She spent two 
more years in Post-Graduate studies in 
Psychology of Childhood Education.

 Ksenya met her husband Misha 
(Michael) in post graduate school. 

He “pulled me (the city girl) out of 
the mud” literally… she was stuck in 
mud up to her thighs while working in 
Communist Community Service proj-
ect in the fields of a Russian farm. They 
were married six months later.

 Their children, Marika, now 11, 
and Rebecca, 3, are enjoying living in 
DC. Marika was born in Russia before 
the family emigrated to the U.S. as 
Jewish refugees. Rebecca was born 
soon after they moved to the U.S. 
Mom and Marika have been proud 
citizens of the U.S. since October 11th 
of this year. Husband Misha is a Pro-
fessor at St. Mary’s College, teaching 
set design.

 Ksenya is the Co-Director of the 
Puppet Theater of Classika Theatre in 
Shirlington. The theatre is currently 
running “Wondrous White Winter” 

through Christmas, every weekend. 
Ksenya and Mary Chamberlain co-
directed the Middle School play “The 
Cannibal Monster” which was staged 
on December 13th.

 What does Ksenya think of CA? 
“The kids are really cool. They are 
creative and inventive which I find 
to be unusual for American children. 
I am amazed at the work this school 
does, so much is achieved here at 
CA, combining discipline and learn-
ing with honesty and humor. I really 
appreciate the opportunity given to me 
by Dr. Johnson and Commonwealth, it 
is a wonderful place to be.”

3

COMMONWEALTH ACADEMY  WINTER UPDATE • DECEMBER, 2005

NEW FACES: FROM RUSSIA WITH LOVE

“I am amazed at the work this 
school does, so much is achieved here 
at CA, combining discipline and 
learning with honesty and humor.”

(Below) Oksana Litvak (Ksenya) helps display 
a middle school puppet in preparation for 
the performance of “The Cannibal Monster,” 
a Native American tale that integrates the art, 
drama and Native American history which 
they are studying this semester. See page 8 for 
story.

In search of ideas for costumes and scenery 
for their play, the Middle School Art/Drama 
class visited the National Museum of the 
American Indian. After sampling foods native 
to the Americas in the café, students explored 
the museum.  One of the highlights of the day 
was watching a movie about Native American 
life today in a circular theatre where images 
were projected onto a screen as well as the 
ceiling and floors.
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Development Update 
 This has been a wonderful Fall in the Development Office. It has been very 
busy—so many new initiatives—and also very rewarding. Everything is running 
smoothly and falling into place as we had hoped.

 The first full-school event of the Fall was Oktoberfest, chaired by CAPA Presi-
dent, Stacey Nadeau (Megan ’09) and hosted so ably by many CAPA volunteers. 
The weather that evening was absolutely miserable with driving rain and wind, 
but over 100 hearty souls came out and were justly rewarded with a great meal, 
great company and music by the Melonheads. Although primarily a “friendrais-
ing” event, Oktoberfest raised $6,000 to benefit Commonwealth Academy’s 
Scholarship Fund. This fund is a very important piece of our outreach and our 
strong collective desire, (as demonstrated in the Board survey of last Spring), to 
share our educational program with many more deserving students in the Alex-
andria, and greater Washington, DC area. 

 In November we launched our first, formalized Annual Fund, chaired by 
Board Member Greg Vogt and wife Kathy Dewey (Daniel ’05). The Annual Fund 
is a tool that every private school uses to supplement its operating income so that 
programs can be enhanced while tuition remains competitive with peer schools. 
We already have 100% commitment from our Board, several gifts from parents, 
faculty, and staff, and are 40% of the way toward our dollar goal of $35,000. 
This campaign will run until June 30, 2006. If you have not already done so, 
please help us reach our goals and send in your pledge or check. Every donation 
counts.

 We look forward to another big event in the Spring—the Annual CARE 
Awards Dinner—an elegant evening to gather with parents, congressional 
representatives and friends of Commonwealth to honor and celebrate some of 
the many teachers who have made significant contributions to excellence in 
education in the areas of LD, ADD, ADHD and non-specific learning differences. 
The planning and preparations for this event have already begun. CA parents 
Becky and Steve O’Brien (Nick ’06) have very graciously helped us to secure the 
Gallup Headquarters on 9th and F Streets, downtown. Former CA parent Rich  
Carroll (Jeff ’05) and wife Suzanne are Co-Chairing the event. We are very happy 
to have their expertise and energy on this project. Watch for a save-the-date post 
card in your mailbox in January and make plans to join us in the Spring! 

COMMONWEALTH ACADEMY  WINTER UPDATE • DECEMBER, 2005

 

Oktoberfest Photos from top: Head of School 
Susan Johnson with Donna Campbell 
(Bryce ‘10); Lelee Hazard (Jack ‘07) with 
Philip Nelson & Anne Parten (Thomas ‘10); 
Cheryl Baird (Matt ‘08) and Shirley Edelman 
(Andrew ‘09); Chelsea Lusby; Board Member 
Marilyn Burroughs with husband John.

OKTOBERFEST 
MEMORIES
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“THE CANNIBAL MONSTER”
Have you ever wondered where all those nasty mosquitoes 
come from in the summer? Any middle schooler can tell 
you—as can the parents, faculty and staff who attended the 
December 13th production of “The Cannibal Monster.” The 
culmination of a cross-curricular unit on Native Americans, 
“The Cannibal Monster” showcased middle-schoolers’ 
artistic talent, stage presence, imagination, and knowledge 
about Native Americans. Puppeteers presented a folktale 
about the demise of the Cannibal Monster, who had been 
eating the villagers. All went according to plan and the Can-
nibal Monster was successfully killed. But, failing to heed 
the warnings of Wise Raven and Sleepy Raven, Brown Bear 
and company chose to burn the Cannibal Monster’s body–to 
make certain he would never come back. Out of the smoke 
came–you guessed it–mosquitoes...and they will continue 
to eat us for eternity.

 Many thanks go to each puppeteer for their lively perfor-
mances, the fabulous puppet-makers and set designers, and 
of course, to Director Mary Chamberlain and Artist Ksenya 
Litvak for their vision, inspiration and hard work.

 Visit the photo gallery on our website for more pic-
tures of the puppet show. CommonwealthAcademy.org. 

Cast, Set Designers, Puppet Makers
Canibal Monster ...............................................Harry Canon

Brown Bear ......................................................Patrick Lewis

Wise Raven ......................................... Margaret McCracken

Sleepy Raven ................................................Michael Carlini

Raging Buffalo .......................................... Kathleen Mattoon

Pink Giraffe ....................................................Kelly McBride

Depressed Whale .........John Salmons (for Michael Laufman)

Pink Llama ........................................................... Ian Harris

Lazy Bear .................................................... Daniel Frescura

Sitting Bull .....................................................Bryce Campell

Brave Hawk ......................................................... Sam Curtis
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 The 2005-06 school year marks the initiation of the first 
full-fledged Service Learning program at Commonwealth, 
coordinated by Kat Frazier. Service Learning is a form 
of experiential learning where students apply academic 
knowledge and critical thinking skills to address genuine 
community needs. “Separate from Community Service, 
Service Learning is the blending of both service and learn-
ing goals in such a way that both occur and are enriched by 
each other,” says Ms. Frazier. These projects emphasize both 
service and learning—and are designed accordingly. Ser-
vice learning can be applied across all subjects and grade 
levels; it can involve a single student or group of students, a 
classroom or an entire school. Students build character and 
become active participants as they work with others in their 
school and community to create service projects in areas 
like education, public safety, and the environment. 

 Last year, Ms. Frazier’s writing classes partnered with 
Paul Spring Retirement Community and visited there twice a 
month for several months. The generation gap was bridged 
as both students and residents shared stories and experi-
ences. The project culminated in students writing historical- 
fiction stories based on their partner-residents’ lives and 
presenting hand-bound books to their partners during a 
luncheon at Paul Spring. Sarah Sherrill and her writing 

classes are continuing that project this year. 

 Also this year, Ms Frazier’s Universal Themes class ex-
plored the impact of verbal and physical abuse on children 
as discussed in a play the class read. A volunteer from 
SCAN (Stop Child Abuse Now) came to Commonwealth 
and held a seminar for students on this topic. The Universal 
Themes class then sponsored a school wide contest on behalf 
of SCAN, to create and distribute Blue Ribbon Bookmarks, 
providing information and help to those in need. By Decem-
ber, over 3000 bookmarks were created. Josh Gwilliam is 
currently working on a recycling program in his Environ-
mental Science class with local partnering agencies, while 
Rob Hennenberg prepares a spring project for his history 
class partnering with local Veterans organizations. We’ve 
launched the Giving Tree Project to benefit the children of 
the Carpenter’s Shelter, and are assisting the Salvation Army 
with student groups that will be wrapping gift packages.

 Service learning enhances what is taught in school by 
extending learning beyond the classroom and provides 
young people with opportunities to use newly acquired 
knowledge and academic skills in real life situations and 
in their own communities. Commonwealth Academy is 
excited and enthusiastic to empower our students in such a 
new and meaningful way.

 What’s cooking at Commonwealth? 
Everything! We got off to a quick start 
this year in the first week with the 
MAPP assessment to assess learning 
styles in the high school. Then, all in 
one day, the ninth and tenth grades 
went to Hemlock overlook for team-
building, 11th and 12th graders took 
a practice SAT, and middle schoolers 
visited Great Falls. Middle schoolers 
also took a trip to the moon by way 
of the Challenger Space Program in 
Alexandria. 

 Other noteworthy news:

STUDENT GOVERNMENT
Holding the elections for SGA presi-
dent and vice-president helped SGA 
activities to get off to a quick start. 
The SGA retreat including all candi-
dates was held at Fireflies. With Chris 

Comer ‘07 as our resident DJ, the SGA 
organized a very successful Halloween 
party and is finishing preparations for 
the December 16th winter event. They 
are also starting a recycling campaign 
for printer cartridges and old cell 
phones as a way of raising money 
for other events this year. This year’s 
SGA is fired up and looking to make 
a difference. Elections for next year’s 
president and vice-president will again 
be held in May.

CLUBS
Clubs are ever popular with some 
new editions. The newspaper club is 
learning how to put a school newspa-
per together. Dave Mattoon ‘06 is the 
editor and Nick O’Brien ‘06 and John 
Salmons ‘09 are handling layout.  
Lindsey Irwin ‘09 is photographer and  

Nathanial Mollen ‘10 is handling the 
middle school news. All members are 
responsible for contributing articles. 
Dara Friel, of “USA Today,” came to 
school to discuss layout with the club. 
Another new club this year is David 
Grimes’ Music club, which is generat-
ing some heavy metal from the multi-
purpose room every Wednesday.

FIELD TRIPS
There has been an abundance of field 
trips this year with students and classes 
going in many directions in pursuit of 
knowledge. In addition to Great Falls, 
and Hemlock, students have made pil-
grimages to the Edgar Allen Poe House, 
The National Zoo, The Smithsonian, 
and The Native American Museum. 

(CONTINUED NEXT PAGE)

COMMONWEALTH NEWS IN BRIEF...

SERVICE LEARNING FORMALIZED
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Ben Lamm’s class went to the Fairfax 
Skating Rink to study Physics on ice 
and Giti Mazhari took her Geometry 
class to the Alexandria Seaport Center 
to see how geometry applies to boat 
building. 

CAPA
CAPA’s active, enthusiastic volunteers 
have been very busy this fall. Activities 
have included sorting and distributing 
textbooks, driving for school trips, set-
ting up a new communication system 
with our own e-mail (caparentassocia
tion@yahoo.com), providing delicious 
food for school events, quarterly hot 
dog lunches and a teacher apprecia-
tion lunch. In addition, CAPA volun-
teers organized the very successful 
Octoberfest Celebration and Fund 
Raiser and the Parent Socials held in 
September. CAPA’s efforts benefit the 
students, the teachers and the parents 
by providing support, fellowship and 
hopefully some fun! Thank you to all 
the parents who have so generously 
donated their time and talents. 

NATIONAL SUBSTANCE 
ABUSE PREVENTION WEEK
We observed National Substance 
Abuse Prevention week with work-
shops presented by the National 
Counseling Group for 9th & 10th grad-
ers and 11th and 12th graders as well 
as a presentation for parents. All three 
presentations were well received by 
students and parents.

Math to Live By
 ”Why do I have to learn something 
I’ll never use in real life?”  This is a 
common question that students ask. 
Giti Mazhari’s geometry class has the 
answer—at least as it applies to boat 
building. 

 On November 30th, the Geometry 
class went on a field trip to the 
Alexandria Seaport Center where they 
learned the importance of math in 
daily life and how boat builders work 
with complex angles with little formal 
education. “It’s called boat builders 
math” according to Joe Youcha, 
Director of the Alexandria Seaport 
Foundation. Wooden boats require 
very complicated cuts in order to fit 
together without leaking or wasting 
valuable pieces of lumber. The students 
learned how boat builders have found 
ways of making these complicated cuts 
without formal math but also how 

NEWS IN BRIEF,  
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 5

Giti Mazhari’s geometry class learns the importance of everyday math through boat 
building at the Alexandria Seaport Foundation.

almost all building requires mastering 
some basic math concepts. The seaport 
center is based in a floating two-story 
houseboat on the Alexandria water-
front. The center itself was hand built 
and the angles used were readily 
available for teaching aids. Mr. Youcha 
stressed the importance of making 
accurate measurements “measure 
twice and cut once” is the boat 
builder’s credo. The students learned 
the stages of boat building and how to 
bend wood with a steamer box. 

 Mr. Youcha will make two visits 
to Commonwealth to further explain 
math short cuts and why the are really 
important to know.
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MIDDLE SCHOOL NOTES
Middle school teambuilding started 
a recycling campaign which will run 
through the holidays. They staged 
“Cannibal Monster” on December 
13th. After the break, they will start 
building an 18-foot Kayak. We hope 
to keep you posted on the progress on 
the website. 

UPCOMING EVENTS
• The High School play is scheduled 
for January 25th. They will present two 
plays, “Alls Well That Ends Wrong” and 
“A Danish Soap.”

• Mary Chamberlain will take several 
students to Mexico during spring break.

• The New York/Philadelphia trip is 
scheduled for March 29th-31st. There 
are still openings for this trip for Com-
monwealth students and families. 

• Other events in the planning stages 
include a Spring fashion show, a silent 
movie after school project, and a 
school mentoring program. We’ll keep 
you posted as things develop.

Kat Frazier and Chelsea Lusby accompanied the  American Lit, Universal Themes, 
and World Literature classes to the Edgar Allen Poe House. Afterwards, they lunched 
at Lexington Market.

Many thanks to our 
contributing writers 
and photographers.

Rod Baber
Colleen Buchanan
Peg DiGiammarino

Shirley Edelman
Mari Foret
Kat Frazier

Susan Johnson
Ben Lamm

Chelsea Lusby
Stacey Nadeau

The “Commonwealth Academy  
Update” is published three times 
each year by the Communications 
office. If you have any news of in-
terest to share with the community, 
please email your stories, ideas or 
photographs to:

Mari_Foret@ 
    CommonwealthAcademy.org 
or to

Shirley_Edelman@ 
    Commonwealth Academy.org

Zoo Happenings
 On Thursday October 20th, our 
three biology classes went on a morn-
ing field trip to the National Zoo. It 
was an ideal day; partly sunny, ensur-
ing students who forgot their sunscreen 
would not sunburn, and a bit nippy to 
make the hiking brisk. Students explored 
the zoological gardens in groups 
headed by Natalie Privette, Colleen 
Buchanan, and Mary Chamberlin.  
Students saw the male adult Giant 
Panda, Ailuropoda melanoleuca, 
lounging after his breakfast and later 
partaking of a late morning repast of 
his usual, Bambusa textilis. Students 
snapped photos and practiced taking 
field notes of observed behaviors and 
characteristics of several species of 
mammals, birds, and reptiles. 

 One of the more interesting 
observations was of the male Lion, 
Panthera leo, ousting a drowsy female 
from the den just to take her place 
for a languorous morning rest. His 
bellows and her protestations could 

be heard throughout the park. None 
of the groups were able to take in 
all the exhibits they wanted and all 
barely made it back to the bus on time. 
The next day students organized the 
species observed into a phylogenetic 
tree, which was good practice for their 
species collection report. Nonetheless 
it is the fun and photos of the day that 
are best remembered now. 


