
1 | P a g e  
 

WbtR Member Spotlight: Cathy Hailey 

 

Becoming a Poet: It Takes a Village 
 

Cindy Brookshire first conceived the idea of an organization for writers in Prince William 

County along with Katherine 

Mercurio Gotthardt, Sheila 

Lamb, and Pete Pazmino. 

They began Write by the 

Rails and expanded its 

membership through their 

leadership and 

encouragement of members 

at regular meetings. Pete 

and I worked together in the 

Northern Virginia Writing 

Project (NVWP), particularly 

with youth programs: the 

Student Summer Institute 

(SSI) and Young Writers 

Workshops. He knew I lived 

in Prince William County 

(PWC) and advocated for 

PWC at NVWP Board 

meetings. Cindy and 

Katherine had been 

attending meetings of the 

PWC Arts Council as 

nonmembers but planned to 

attend a meeting in August 

2012 to ask them to 

recognize local writers as 

artists and to gain their 

support in raising the 

literary profile of PWC, Manassas, and Manassas Park. Pete invited me to attend that 

meeting while we were working with SSI at George Mason University in July. I had 

previously advocated for writers by adding a writing concentration to the plans for the 

Center for the Fine and Performing Arts (CFPA) specialty program at Woodbridge High 

School and felt strongly about the effort to recognize writers as artists, so I agreed to 

participate. We attended the meeting, and Cindy’s initiative succeeded. In January of 
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2013, Write by the Rails became a group member of the PWC Arts Council. I became a 

member of the Write by the Rails group, which at first was loosely connected through 

Facebook.  

 

Since I was teaching full time, I was not attending regular meetings, but I welcomed 

involvement with special projects–especially those initiated by June Forte, and I joined 

Spilled Ink to share my poetry at Grounds Central Station, Jirani Coffee House, and at 

special events such as Arts Alive. In November of 2012, June, president of The Virginia 

Writers Club, 2011-2012, encouraged the group to affiliate with the state organization 

and led Write by the Rails through that process. June and I connected when she 

encouraged me to have my students submit to the Virginia Writers Club’s Teen Golden 
Nib Contest. When my students placed in many categories, she arranged for The 

Washington Post reporter/photographer Jim Barnes to interview me and photograph 

some of my students: https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/woodbridge-high-writing-

program-sweeps-top-awards-at-teen-golden-nib-contest/2014/10/24/fe05f960-5ac0-

11e4-b812-38518ae74c67_story.html. 

 

As a high school writing teacher and NVWP Codirector focusing on youth programs, I 

became most involved with the activities for young writers. I joined June and Linda 

Johnston in planning the Rising Writers Workshops, which encouraged not just student 

participation but also student leadership. CFPA student writers and alumni, writers from 

other creative writing programs across the county joined to make Rising Writers 

Workshops a success in 2014, 2015, 2016 at Trinity Episcopal Church in Manassas and 

in 2017 and 2018 at Clearbrook Center for the Arts in Tacketts Mill and Colgan High 

School. Poets Laureate Robert Scott, Zan Hailey, and Kathy Smaltz all participated in 

the Rising Writers Workshops by conducting workshops, presenting on panels, 

reading/performing poetry, and participating in student-led activities. Garret Carlson 

joined the leadership of the Rising Writers when he began teaching creative writing at 

Stonewall Jackson High School (now Unity Reed) and eventually with the CFPA when it 

moved to Colgan. John Dutton brought a middle-school focus to the program and is 

planning an even bigger event for students in the summer or fall of 2022.  

 

In September of 2013, June took her proposal for a Poet Laureate program for PWC, 

Manassas, and Manassas Park to a meeting with Sheina Burt, then PWC Arts Council 

President, and they were joined by Cindy, who was serving on the Arts Council as the 

WbtR representative. Once she gained approval,  I joined the committee to help plan 

the program, even encouraging my current and former creative writing students to 

apply–at the time there was no age minimum. Two of the five students to apply were my 

own children, Alexandra (Zan) and Neil. I also nominated a student writer to serve on 

the selection panel. In June 2014, Zan and Robert Scott were crowned as inaugural 
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Poets Laureate of PWC. All nominated poet laureate candidates and those poets in the 

planning and selection committees were inducted into the PWC Poet Laureate Circle. 

The Circle, which grows each time a new laureate is crowned, is also a group member 

of the PWC Arts Council. 

 

In 2015, June proposed In the Company of Laureates, a gathering of local, regional, 

and state poets laureate from the Mid-Atlantic region. I joined the charge, and when 

June retired from teaching at Northern Virginia Community College and began to focus 

on other genres of writing, Alice Mergler and I took on the leadership of In the 

Company of Laureates with the continued support of The Poetry Society of Virginia, 

Nancy Kyme and the Clearbrook Foundation, the PWC Arts Council, and the PWC Poet 

Laureate Circle. 

 

I have been a writer since elementary school. I loved writing–even school assignments–
and I had supportive parents. My mom brought me up reading and checking out books 

at the public library; in the early years, she read piles of books to me each night. My dad 

taught me revision and editing by reading my drafts and always making suggestions for 

improvement. At that time, when I wrote poems, they usually rhymed; later I turned 

almost exclusively to freeverse though now I also experiment with closed forms. In 

college, I focused on nonfiction writing, earning my Bachelor’s in English at Duke 
University and my Master’s in English, with a concentration in Professional Writing and 

Editing at GMU. My professor and thesis director, the late Alan Cheuse (internationally 

known for his book reviews on National Public Radio’s All Things Considered) 
encouraged me to focus on what later became known as creative nonfiction, and that’s 
how my Greek heritage became the focus of my thesis titled Aikaterini (Catherine in 

Greek).  

 

I began working with the Northern Virginia Writing Project through a class during the 

1980-81 school year, my second year of teaching, and became a fellow in the Summer 

Institute in 1981. During that summer I wrote poetry, nonfiction, and fiction. I wrote 

regularly in the summer and sporadically during the school year over the next decade. 

When Alexandra was born in 1992, I had to write in short bursts, so I focused more on 

writing poetry.  

 

During my teaching career, I advised a literary/art magazine staff for 38 of 40 years of 

teaching at Graham Park Middle School and Woodbridge Senior High School. Working 

with students in magazine production enhanced my own writing, as did designing 

courses and curricula for a four-year (five or six credit) creative writing concentration. 

Reading and writing with and for my students was an education that propelled my 

writing forward. Making metacognition a foundation of the writing program enhanced my 
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students' learning and mine. We all became aware of each other's processes and 

learned to respect each other’s and our own, recognizing that we all have to take 
ownership of our writing and find the process or processes that work best for us 

individually. For all of us, this learning helped us to develop confidence and pride. 

 

In 2010, I won the Mark Farrington Personal Writing Award, an opportunity to focus on 

my own writing. In my proposal for the award, I requested funding to attend the 

Geraldine Dodge Poetry Festival during the first year it moved to the city of Newark, 

New Jersey. The experience was life changing, and I published an article about it in The 

Journal of the Virginia Writing Project. Kathy Smaltz and I have spent a few October 

days at Dodge every even year since 2010.  

 

In the summer of 2018, Mark Farrington asked me to co-teach a graduate course, 

Teaching Creative Writing, with him for Johns Hopkins University’s Advanced Academic 

Programs in the online MA in Teaching Writing Program. He is a fiction expert and 

looked to me for my poetry expertise. His request gave me confidence in my poetry 

writing and teaching. Since 2019, I have become the sole teacher of that course each 

fall. My work with The Poetry Society of Virginia, which I also owe to June Forte’s 
invitation, has also boosted my poetry confidence. Carolyn Kreiter-Foronda encouraged 

me to work with Poetry in the Schools, I’ve added chairing the Annual Student Contest, 

and now I am Northern Region Vice President. Not only has it increased my ability to 

network with other poets, but we have collaborated with Write by the Rails, the PWC 

Poet Laureate Circle, and the PWC Arts Council, continuing to raise the literary profile 

of Northern Virginia writers. 

 

I retired from full-time teaching in 2019 after a forty-year career with PWC and only 

months after we lost Alexandra in a car accident while she was on an extended 

business trip in Paducah, Kentucky. Poetry has helped me process my grief. With more 

focus on my own writing since retirement, I’ve been able to send work out for possible 
publication and have found more success. Recently, my poetry chapbook, I’d Rather Be 
a Hyacinth, and a chapbook Alexandra completed, Intrastate Lines, were both accepted 

for publication by Finishing Line Press. The press estimates that my pre-publication 

sales period will take place between September and November, 2022, and the 

chapbook will be out around January of 2023. I don’t have dates for Alexandra’s yet.  
 

Thanks, Write by the Rails! It takes a village to grow a poet! 

 


