
Mother, teacher and firefighter
By Judy Hogan

I was privileged to be invited by
Wendi McMillan, English as a Second
Language (ESL) teacher,
to serve as poet-in-resi-
dence for the third
graders at Chatham’s new
Virginia Cross Elementary
School in Siler City this past January.
Wendi got the idea from a notice in
the paper about the ChathamArts
residency program. A grant she sub-
mitted to the Chatham Education
Foundation was successful.

Wendi worked well with me to pre-
pare for the week, involve the teach-
ers, and plan the lessons. She was
enthusiastic and reassuring no matter
what concerns I had. At the end of
the week I had learned so much. The

children
were
responsive,
hard-work-
ing, fun to
teach.

Their English writing skills were way
beyond what I expected, since 75 per-
cent of the school’s children are
Hispanic. Most ESL students were
born in Chatham and are highly moti-
vated to excel in English.

Wendi is one of two ESL teachers
for the third grade. I was amazed by
the skills level of both classroom and
ESL teachers. Wendi is always think-
ing about new things to do, new ways
to teach. “My mind is never at rest,”
she says. She was aware that bringing
an outside person into the classroom
is helpful, and she wanted to encour-
age the children to play with lan-
guage.

Wendi was born in Ashtabula,
Ohio, near Cleveland. She joined the
Army Reserve out of high school, fin-
ished her B.A. in Linguistics at the

University of Toledo,
and then served three
years on active duty, first
in El Paso, Texas, later in
Saudi Arabia with the

Army’s Air Defense Artillery, as a
Tactical Control Officer operating a
Patriot Missile System.

Next she taught English as a
Foreign Language for several years in
the Czech Republic, in both private
and public schools, all grades. She
loves languages and enjoys this kind
of teaching because the students learn
quickly and she can more easily see
them change and grow.

In 1999, after teaching in Dallas
for a year, she wanted to live else-
where. When she received three job
offers from North Carolina, she
picked Siler City Elementary School
because it was in the middle of our
state. Her husband is from Siler City,
and they have a two-year-old son.

Her leisure time? “Running is my
thinking time.” She’s preparing for a
half-Marathon (13 miles) and runs an
hour before leaving for school about
7:15 a.m. Her school day usually ends
at 4:30 p.m. Wendi also serves as a
volunteer fireman, and she still finds
time to read and write letters.

She enjoys living in Siler City. “If I
lived in a big city, I’d spend more
money. Here it’s easier to focus on
what’s important.” She also likes
Chatham’s rural character.

The biggest challenge of her teach-
ing work is that she feels there is always
more she can do. When children arrive

in a Chatham school with no English,
they have only 24 months before they
have to take the end of grade tests. To
leave the ESL program they must
achieve a “Superior” score on reading,
writing, speaking, and listening tests.

I asked if she had any discipline
problems with the students. “Nothing
out of the ordinary.” She enjoys the
fact that she never knows what to
expect with the children, who often
bring her great ideas to help her teach
them. She works with them both in

and outside of the classroom during
the time set aside for a literacy block.
The current ESL focus is on maintain-
ing the English content in the class-
room, so these teachers work on
vocabulary similar to words being used
in their regular lessons. As the children
wrote poems, they often sought out
Ms. Wendi to ask questions, get ideas,
or show her what they’d written, like
flowers raising their faces to the sun.

Her county issue of concern? 
“I hear too much closedminded-

ness.” She wishes more people actu-
ally visited the Siler City schools to
see what they’re like. She worries for
the children because of the prejudice
their parents encounter. “Of course,
schools can always do more. When
children have difficult lives, the more
adult intervention of teachers and
community volunteers, the better.”

Her advice to others? “Don’t pre-
judge people. If all the adults in the
community take the responsibility to
show respect for others, however dif-
ferent they are, it helps the children,
who learn from everyone, in stores,
on playgrounds, everywhere.”

Wendi wouldn’t trade her job. “I
love what I do. I feel blessed. Life is
good.”

Judy Hogan, a poet and freelance
writer living in Moncure, is a regular
contributor to Chatham County Line.
She can be reached at
judyhogan@mindspring.com

With three jobs, what does Wendy
McMillan do for leisure time? She runs.
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Protect Yourself
Bill Carraway
Certified Idenity Theft

Risk Management

Specialist

919.605.4895

Identity Theft is 
the fastest growing
crime in the world

Come by  for a tour
or contact

Elliott
Armstrong,

Director of
Marketing

Direct line to
Admissions

919.302.7862

72 Chatham
Business Park Dr.,

Pittsboro, NC
27312

919.542.6677

Creating a legacy
by exceeding the needs

and expectations of those we serve, 

while embracing the Laurel Way

We are a team of professionals dedicated

to promoting the highest level of independence

and quality of life for our guest creating a

comfortable living environment and providing

comprehensive healthcare services. 

www.laurelsofchatham.com

TO ACCOMPLISH THIS, WE PROVIDE:
• Climate controlled 

private rooms

• TV, phone, cable, and
in-room internet access

• Private bathroom

• Barber and Beauty shop

• Restorative and fine 
dining programs

• Weekly physician services

• Skilled nursing care 24
hours a day

• Admissions 24 hours a
day, 7 days a week

• Daily recreational services

• Physical, occupational
and speech provided by
our in-house therapy
staff.

• Specialized Care 
Programs:

1.  IV Therapy

2.  Wound care

3.  Tracheotomy care

4.  Tube feeding

• Outpatient therapy

WeaverStreetRealty.com

HopeCrossing AnimalHospital
15/501, just north of Allen & Son Bar-B-Que
www.hopecrossing.com • (919) 542-1975 

Where the Cool Cats Go

■ Poetry from one 
of Wendi McMillan’s 
ESL students is featured
on page 16.


