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WELCOME

Our students and teachers come from many different backgrounds, 

and each faces a different set of challenges and opportunities 

inside the classroom. In this special issue, we take a focused look 

at what many of our special learners experience and the teachers who guide 

them. In one story, we see how Ocean Springs School District incorporates 

special education inclusion at each grade level (p.16). Special education 

teachers at Ocean Springs stress the importance of celebrating every victory 

with students and this is a sentiment held by teachers in Rankin County’s 

Gathering Grounds and Phase Two programs as well (p.12). These programs, 

currently the only of their kind in Mississippi, are preparing students with 

special needs for employment after high school. 

In this issue, we also hear from gifted teachers who have formed regional 

cohorts to support one another (p.20). The groups these teachers have 

formed could be modeled by any teacher looking for support outside of their 

individual school. We also highlight teacher profiles from each congressional 

district (p.26) and look into the classroom of Lillie Bryant in Natchez as she 

inspires her students through common classroom supplies (p.30). 

As we enter a new school year and reflect on the results of the last year, 

we have included information on who could use the testing data each district 

receives (p.29) and updates on the Campaign for Grade-Level Reading (p.19) 

and the available exemplar lesson plans (p.15). This issue also features 

the Mississippi school counselor of the year's account of her experience in 

Washington, DC, where she met with then-First Lady Michelle Obama as 

part the American School Counselors Association's national meeting (p.6). 

Another special group we check in with in this issue are English-language 

learners (p.8). English-language learners are receiving additional support in 

many ways across the state, and maybe some of these schools’ initiatives will 

inspire others. Additionally, we recognize several award winners, including 

the teacher (p.7) and administrator of the year (p.31), and share how students 

at Overstreet Elementary in Starkville are building friendships and learning 

about the challenges that students with disabilities face in their Circle of 

Friends group (p.25).

I hope after reading this special issue you’ll appreciate the many ways our 

schools, teachers, and students are working together for the success of every 

student and that you’ll consider promoting our schools and sharing this issue.

Kim S. Benton, EdD

Chief Academic Officer

Mississippi Department of Education
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Mississippi’s Graduation Rate 
Continues to Climb
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For the third 
consecutive year, 
Mississippi high 
school graduation 
rates inched closer to 
the national average.
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Michelle Harrison
Counselor at Gulfport School District

I was truly humbled and honored to 

represent Gulfport and Mississippi 

as the American School Counselor 

Association’s (ASCA’s) School Counselor 

of the Year at the award ceremony in 

Washington, DC, on January 4-6, 2017. 

It was incredible to mingle with the 

40 other delegates from around the 

country and discuss our visions for the 

future of school counseling. As I met 

the other delegates, I always introduced 

myself as "Michelle from Mississippi" to 

show my pride in where I am from. I 

am so proud to have represented the 

Gulfport School District and all of the 

innovations we have introduced to 

ensure that all children will become 

problem solvers, lifelong learners, and 

productive members of society.

We were invited to a breakfast to 

introduce the delegates and discuss 

the agenda for the festivities. We 

had breakfast at the Westin Hotel in 

Georgetown, where we were introduced 

to the ASCA director and the five 

finalists. Later, we traveled by charter 

bus to the White House. 

After going through four different 

security checks, we arrived at the 

White House and were greeted by Mrs. 

Obama in the East Wing. Mrs. Obama 

was very gracious as she spoke about 

the importance of our vocation, and we 

were all moved to tears by her eloquent 

speech. The event, which the First Lady 

initiated two years ago, was primarily 

meant to pay tribute to many of the 

good people working in the education 

field around the country. In her 

remarks, Mrs. Obama emphasized the 

need to celebrate the achievements of 

not only top athletes, movie stars, and 

recording artists, but also those who 

educate America’s youth. Education 

was one of the pillars of the First Lady’s 

agenda over her eight years in the 

White House. Mrs. Obama addressed 

young people directly, becoming 

emotional near the end of her speech. 

“I want our young people to know 

that they matter, that they belong,” 

Mrs. Obama said. “So don’t be afraid. 

You hear me, young people? Don’t 

be afraid. Be focused. Be determined. 

Be hopeful. Be empowered. Empower 

yourself with a good education. Then 

A Reflection on Time in DC as School 
Counselor of the Year Delegate

AN EXPERIENCE 
OF A Lifetime

f feature

Harrison was presented her award by Richard Wong, executive director of ASCA, 
and Julie Baurmgart, chair of the ASCA board of directors.
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get out there and use that education 

to build a country worthy of your 

boundless promise. Lead by example 

with hope. Never fear.”

Following the press conference, we 

were invited to the Banquet Room 

for an elegant reception with hors 

d'oeuvres and a small jazz band. Mrs. 

Obama invited several of her celebrity 

friends to the press conference to 

help relay the importance of school 

counselors, and many of her guests 

stayed for the reception. I was 

fortunate to have my picture taken 

with several celebrities including 

Usher, Connie Britton, Carla Hall from 

the Chew, and Kal Penn. Usher was so 

kind as I told him that I have been in 

the field of education for 25 years and 

was not good at taking “selfies.” He 

smiled, took my phone, and replied, 

"Here, I'll do it for you." 

We were presented our awards at 

a Formal Gala at Union Station by the 

Executive Director of ASCA, Richard 

Wong, where we were served a four-

course meal and treated as royalty. It 

was truly a magical experience! 

feature f

Above: Harrison (top right corner) 
stands with First Lady Michelle Obama 
and other ASCA delegates.
Photo credit: Getty Images

Right: Harrison met several celebrities 
during the trip, including Usher, 
pictured here. 

2017 TEACHER OF THE YEAR
Luke Daniels, a sixth-grade mathematics teacher at Petal Upper Elementary School, has 

been selected as the 2017 Mississippi Teacher of the Year. The program recognizes exemplary 

teachers in the state, and the award recipient receives a $5,000 stipend and will share 

expertise through various presentations and activities. Daniels will represent Mississippi in 

the National Teacher of the Year competition, and as part of the competition, he will travel 

to Washington, DC, to meet the President and First Lady and participate in a Rose Garden 

recognition ceremony at the White House.

Daniels, who teaches in the Petal School District, aims to go beyond teaching numbers, 

procedures, and facts to students. He wants his students to explore the wonders of math 

in real-world scenarios and to gain a basic understanding of math principles to boost their 

confidence. Daniels has used his influence to grow the students in his class and in his 

colleagues’ classes.

"I want our young people to know that they matter... Empower yourself with 
a good education. Then get out there and use that education to build a country 
worthy of your boundless promise." - Michelle Obama
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Alexis Nordin

Nationwide, 9.4% of public 

school students—4.6 

million—are learning 

English, and Mississippi is among 

three states that experienced more 

than a 50% growth in English learner 

(EL) enrollment in the early 2000s. 

Currently, over 12,100 students in 

Mississippi are ELs. 

"Educators across Mississippi 

recognize that the state's EL population 

is growing and are dedicated to 

ensuring that the needs of students are 

met," said Monique Henderson, special 

populations director at the Mississippi 

Department of Education.

T h r e e  d i s t r i c t s — C l i n t o n , 

Pascagoula-Gautier, and Tupelo—

are implementing new strategies to 

support burgeoning EL enrollments.   

“Excellence is the only option.”

In the Clinton Public School District, 

volunteers reinforce the efforts of the 

district’s educators.

Clinton Park Elementary School has 

86 EL students, representing about 

10% of the district’s total kindergarten 

and first-grade population, according 

to principal Kelli Pope. Many of the 

EL students’ parents are enrolled in 

Mississippi College’s (MC’s) intensive 

English program. 

“Our EL population almost doubled 

last year, so we needed some help,” said 

Pope. 

The school reached out to MC’s 

Teachers of English to Speakers of 

Other Languages (TESOL) certification 

program. MC students working toward 

their TESOL certification now volunteer 

at Clinton Park, where they are each 

assigned up to four ELs for weekly 

30-minute tutoring sessions during 

the students’ enrichment period. “It 

helps our students, and it gives [the 

MC students] experience in their 

field working with English-language 

learners,” noted Pope. 

“In Clinton, our motto is, ‘Excellence 

is the only option,’” explained Pope. 

“We just do whatever it takes to make 

sure that everybody gets what they 

f feature

Volunteer Jimmy Barrentine helps a student at Northside Elementary School 
in Clinton.

MAKING A WORLD 
OF Difference

School Districts Get Creative to Support  
Growing English-Learner Populations
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need. I think you have to reach out to 

your community.”

Or, in some cases, the community 

comes knocking.

At Clinton’s Northside Elementary 

School, which serves the district’s 

approximately 900 second- and third-

grade students, retired missionaries 

Jimmy and Joan Barrentine can be 

found in a classroom three days a 

week, sitting down one-on-one or in 

small groups with the school’s 35 EL 

students. 

The Barrentines began volunteering 

at the school six years ago at the 

urging of their daughter, the school 

receptionist. They had been trained 

in teaching English and had lived 

overseas for seven years. 

“They believe in getting involved 

with their community and giving back, 

and this is a perfect fit for them,” said 

school counselor Beth Shepherd.

The Barrentines do not view 

their volunteer work at Northside 

Elementary as an opportunity for 

ministry; rather, they are committed 

to helping students learn English 

to be more comfortable in their 

surroundings. 

“With the children, we respect their 

families, their cultures, their faiths,” 

said Jimmy Barrentine. 

“It’s a joy to watch the love that 

the students have for Mr. and Mrs. 

Barrentine,” stated Mandy Ambrose, 

Northside Elementary’s principal. “You 

can tell how much they’ve impacted 

[the students’] transition here—just 

that constant face and somebody who 

understands going from one culture to 

the next and how hard it can be.” 

The Barrentines are quick to credit 

Clinton’s public school employees 

with improving EL student outcomes, 

saying the educators they support are 

responsible for 95% of the EL students’ 

progress. 

“Joan and I are privileged to give 

maybe 5%, but I would not want you 

to think that we are the key,” said 

Jimmy Barrentine. “We believe in public 

education. We’re grateful for what our 

public educators do, so we want to do 

what we can to help them, especially 

our interventionists.”

feature f

Above: Pascagoula-Gautier School District second-grade teacher Christopher Lyons 
displays a timer while discussing a math lesson about measurements with Michael 
Hammett, Krystal Trejo, Kevin Marshall, Treasure Cola, and Mackenzie Ryan.
Right: Pascagoula-Gautier School District students Raul Garza and Dominique Smith 
work together to complete a lesson.
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“The end goal is to have 
productive and contributing 
members of society.”

Like Clinton, the Pascagoula-Gautier 

School District is taking strides in 

supporting its growing EL population. 

Melissa DeAngelo became the 

district’s director of English language 

education in 2016. She coordinates 

resources and advocates for the 

district’s EL students, teachers, and 

families. 

The district currently has 854 EL 

students, comprising 12% of the total 

student body. Eighty-five percent of the 

district’s current EL students were born 

in the US or Puerto Rico. Almost half of 

the students enrolled have beginner or 

intermediate English-language skills.

DeAngelo reports that her district 

has seen substantial growth in its EL 

enrollment within the past 10 years. 

Along with DeAngelo and EL parent 

liaison Josie Pecson, the district 

provides certified EL teachers, after-

school and Saturday tutoring sessions, 

and intense remediation during school 

hours to EL students. 

At the elementary level, EL students 

are immersed in content-specific 

classes but receive pull-out and in-

class assistance as needed. Middle 

school students receive a block of 

English instruction with a TESOL-

certified teacher, and EL assistants 

are placed in core classes, such as 

science and math. Colmer Middle 

School provides additional 30-minute 

remediation sessions three times 

a week for students needing extra 

support.

“At the high school level, we are 

changing how we focus on newcomers 

so that they receive content-specific 

language instruction needed to 

meet graduation requirements,” said 

DeAngelo. 

At the high school level, the district 

employs certified EL teachers endorsed 

in other core areas and is introducing 

beginner English classes that focus 

on content specific to the required 

subject-area tests students must pass 

to graduate.  For example, students 

taking an introductory biology course 

will also be scheduled in a beginner 

English class with biology-specific 

content. The district is exploring 

offering tutoring through the summer, 

DeAngelo noted.

The district hopes its additional 

support measures will boost the 

students’ chances of passing the four 

required subject-area tests and leaving 

high school with a diploma in hand. 

“Though our district is at the 

national average for EL student 

graduation, we are not satisfied with 

67%,” said DeAngelo. 

Pascagoula-Gautier also provides 

family support, including free English 

classes for parents and a “mama tea 

Upper left: Miller and Miles Young of Tupelo are among Mississippi’s EL students.
Above: Tupelo students Daniela Mendoza, Naomi Alatorre, Ander Galo Garcia, 
and Armando Carrillo work on art projects using grasses and leaves.
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time” with free childcare to support 

local EL mothers.  

School district representatives meet 

with city officials to educate them on 

additional community needs. “In the 

end, the [EL] students’ success depends 

on a collaborative effort between the 

school district, families, students, and 

community,” explained DeAngelo.

“They’re pretty awesome around 
here, as a parent speaking.”

In Tupelo, no one understands the 

school-family connection better than 

Tami Young. She and her husband 

brought home their two adopted 

sons—Miles, 11, and Miller, 8—from 

Taiwan only 10 weeks ago.

Her sons spoke and understood 

“pretty much zero English” when 

they arrived, said Young. She and her 

husband relied on Google Translate 

heavily at first.

“My husband and I met with all of 

the teachers for both of our children 

early on and just kind of made sure 

that we were all on the same page. 

They’ve been really good about 

communicating with me and helping 

our boys feel comfortable,” said Young.

Tupelo educators participate in 

Sheltered Instruction Observation 

Protocol (SIOP) training annually, led 

by the district’s English as a second 

language (ESL) coordinator, Lea Ann 

Dunklee, and ESL liaison, Ruth Baker. 

Both traveled to the Center for Applied 

Linguistics in Washington, D.C., to be 

trained on the model so they could 

bring it back to their district. The model 

includes eight components, ranging 

from lesson planning to assessment 

strategies.

Each of the 314 EL students in the 

district is placed in a classroom with a 

SIOP-trained teacher, said Baker. 

Tupelo also emphasizes specially 

designed academic instruction in 

English strategies, where teachers 

instruct students in academic content 

but are simultaneously helping 

students improve their English skills by 

intentionally avoiding idioms, checking 

for facial expressions, and so forth. The 

belief is that students acquire language 

best when they learn the content the 

teacher is trying to convey, rather 

than individual vocabulary words or 

grammatical rules.

Young says her sons’ schools have 

worked closely with the family to 

make sure Miles and Miller are not 

overwhelmed. Both boys are enrolled 

in general academic classes and 

have one-on-one time daily with 

interventionists who review subject 

content and language skills. Young says 

she is “amazed” at how much English 

the boys have learned in a few months. 

Baker advises all districts to bring 

the SIOP model to their classroom 

teachers. “No matter how many 

specialists you have, pulling children 

out is not the answer. You need a little 

bit of that, but really what happens day 

to day is what is most important. We 

believe the SIOP model has helped,” 

said Baker. 

“What is good for the EL students 

is also good for other students,” added 

Dunklee. “We have many children 

who have language deficiencies. When 

teachers learn to use strategies to 

help their English language learners, 

they are also using strategies that are 

beneficial to other children in their 

classrooms.”

“All students absolutely have 
a right to a quality public 
education.”

Henderson hopes other districts will 

borrow ideas from Clinton, Pascagoula-

Gautier, and Tupelo. 

“Districts are continuing to 

work hard to learn and apply new 

instructional strategies to reach 

English learners,” Henderson stated. 

“We know that it's education that helps 

students access the American dream. 

I'm really proud of the work being done 

to make this dream possible for all of 

our students, including ELs." 

For more information on the Mississippi Department of Education’s 
Division of Special Populations, contact Monique Henderson at 
mohenderson@mdek12.org.

“When it comes to the reward of being a volunteer, there is 
nothing like working with children and young people.”

— Jimmy Barrentine, volunteer, Clinton Public School District
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Rankin County Special Education Programs  
Offer Training for High School Students

Emile Creel

What does a cup of 

coffee mean to you? 

Maybe it’s how you 

always start your day or an afternoon 

pick-me-up. For some Rankin County 

students with special needs, a cup of 

coffee is helping them prepare for life 

after high school through a student-run 

coffee shop. Gathering Grounds, the 

coffee shop, and its partner program, 

Phase Two, train students with special 

needs for future employment and an 

independent life by allowing them to 

run a store and make the goods sold in 

that store. Special education students 

from across the county come to these 

programs housed next to their central 

office to operate the coffee shop, mold 

pottery, and much more.

“Life and employment skills are 

some of the most important things 

Pottery created by Phase Two students is sold in the Gathering Grounds store.

ANBrewing
IMPACT
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that we teach,” said Tricia Ingram, lead 

teacher of Gathering Grounds. “We are 

encouraging these students to live 

independent lives.”

Gathering Grounds

Gathering Grounds, the only 

one of its kind in Mississippi, is a 

fully operational coffee shop run 

by students with special needs. The 

students, along with their teachers, 

come from five of the district’s high 

schools to serve coffee and snacks to 

customers. They are responsible for 

each step of the process in preparing a 

customer’s order. When the students 

arrive, they change into their Gathering 

Grounds shirt and clock in. Then 

students look to a white board Ingram 

has prepared with the day’s work 

assignments. Students rotate so that 

each has experience in preparing food 

and drinks, cleaning, and interacting 

with customers. Each month, a student 

manager is selected, and that student 

takes charge of tasks for the month.

“We see a huge difference over 

the year. These students go from shy, 

timid individuals to confident workers,” 

explained Ingram. “They take their jobs 

very seriously. At the beginning of the 

year, they have to be told to begin work 

and how to complete tasks. As we go 

through the year, they come in and 

start work like they would at any job.”

During their time at Gathering 

Grounds, the teachers share skills that 

will benefit the students after high 

school. Through these lessons, students 

become more independent and 

confident in preparing meals, following 

directions, and taking initiative, said 

Ingram. The shop normally makes 

$10-$15 in sales each day from snacks 

and coffee through sales at the store 

and the mobile cart students take to 

central office next door. In addition to 

the food preparation and interacting 

with customers, students also help 

with buying the ingredients and 

supplies. These outings, noted Ingram, 

teach students valuable lessons in 

shopping on their own, selecting items, 

and managing a budget. 

“Several of our students have gone 

on to hold jobs in restaurants and 

stores,” said Katie Nelson, lead teacher 

for Phase Two. “There are so many 

benefits to hiring someone with special 

needs when a business looks into it.”

Gathering Grounds is in its fourth 

year and in 2016 received a grant for 

expansion. Program leaders have 

also written a manual for others 

considering this type of program on 

their campuses. 

Phase Two 

As staff considered expansion 

ideas, they decided on Phase Two, a 

Top: Austin Tidwell, Ingram Daniel Tyson, 
Brittney Killebrew, and Kelsi Carter
Above, left: Ingram stands with students 
Michelle Summers (left) and Lindsey Horner 
(right).
Above, right: Students Madison Sutton and 
Blaine McRaney stand together at Gathering 
Grounds.
Right: Nelson and student Michael Buckey
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program for young adults, ages 18 to 

21, who have graduated from high 

school but aren’t quite ready for 

full-time employment. Phase Two is 

structured to focus on both life skills 

and employability skills for individuals 

with special needs.

Phase Two participants make 

pottery that is sold at Gathering 

Grounds most days, but they also take 

trips to stores and businesses in the 

area. The group meets each weekday, 

and their schedule varies to allow 

them to learn a variety of skills. Phase 

Two participants form, paint, and fire 

the pottery that is sold in the shop, and 

learn how to embroider fabric. When 

they are not working on projects, they 

take trips to stores to purchase items 

to cook breakfast or lunch for the class. 

The students learn how to manage a 

budget and read and follow recipes 

through these tasks. They also practice 

safely crossing streets and social skills 

for public spaces. The goal with each 

of the activities is to enable students 

with special needs to live the most 

independent lives they can.

“A small thing to most people that 

we practice is ordering a meal on 

their own,” said Nelson. “Many of my 

students have never had to order for 

themselves, count out the money, and 

pay for their order. We go out to eat so 

that they learn, and of course, we have 

fun as well.”

Six students make up this year’s 

Phase Two group. Leaders hope to 

grow the program while maintaining 

teachers’ ability to give individualized 

attention to the students. In addition 

to growing the number of students, 

the staff is also looking for ways to 

expand the skills they are teaching 

and increase involvement of the 

community.

“We don’t want to wait for the 

community to come to us,” said 

Nelson. “We go out to them. We need 

people to know who we are and what 

our students are offering.”

Gathering Grounds hosts open 

houses several times each year to 

display Phase Two’s pottery and 

welcome customers. Each of these 

events raises $3,000-$5,000, funding 

that is helpful in supplementing grant 

funds with expenditure limitations. 

Gathering Grounds also holds social 

events for several of the local high 

schools. Staff say the program would 

not be possible without support of 

community members, who stop in for 

refreshments, purchase pottery, and 

attend special events. 

“We celebrate all victories, and a 

lot of what we do is about finding the 

small victories for these students,” said 

Nelson. 

For more information about Gathering Grounds or Phase Two, visit 
www.rcsd.ms/Page/40091.

Above: Gathering Grounds students 
Ashely Bryant, Danetter Rogers, Velvet 
Nyugen and Michelle Summers, with 
Ingram.
Right: Students Tatun Wetzt (left) and 
Michael Buckley (right) stand with their 
teachers Ingram and Nelson.

f feature

“These students go from shy, timid individuals to 
confident workers."- Tricia Ingram

14 Summer 2017School Focus

http://www.rcsd.ms/Page/40091


TWO MISSISSIPPI STUDENTS AMONG 
NATION’S TOP YOUTH VOLUNTEERS

Luke Kelly and Davian Powell were selected as Mississippi’s top youth volunteers in the 22nd annual Prudential 

Spirit of Community Awards. As state honorees, each received a $1,000 award, an engraved silver medallion, and a 

trip to Washington, DC, for the program’s national recognition events in May

As a junior at Oxford High School, Kelly led an effort to improve a scenic hiking trail in his town. The project 

stemmed from a partnership between the University of Mississippi Museum and his Boy Scout troop to clean up a 

forest trail that runs from the museum to the historic home of William Faulkner. 

Over the course of a year, Kelly and his fellow scouts trimmed branches along the trail, improved signage, dug post 

holes, and built a bench. He designed a scavenger hunt to increase interest in the path as well. Since the completion 

of the project, thousands of community members, college students, and visitors have enjoyed the trail.

As an eighth-grader at Williams-Sullivan Elementary School, Powell traveled across the state to teach other young 

people to raise and show farm animals, an interest that developed from assisting his grandfather in feeding cows and 

watching his older cousin show goats at 4-H events. 

An active 4-H member himself, Powell makes presentations at schools and 4-H meetings and teaches children 

how to feed cattle, keep them healthy, and prepare them for shows. He also has begun helping youth start their 

own animal-raising programs. In addition, Powell volunteers at an annual Horses for the Handicapped event and Ag 

Awareness Days in his community. 

“Mississippi’s Prudential Spirit awardees have each found ways to turn their passions into meaningful projects 

that benefit others,” said Carey Wright, state superintendent of education. “I am extremely proud of these students 

for working so hard to serve their communities.”

EXEMPLAR LESSON PLANS  
AVAILABLE THROUGH W. K. KELLOGG 

FOUNDATION GRANT
The Mississippi Department of Education’s (MDE's) Office of 

Academic Education has released exemplar lesson-plan units in 

English language arts (ELA) and mathematics for all grades. Each of 

the available units consists of four to 11 individual lesson plans and 

accompanying materials needed for implementation. The plans are part of training and resources created through funding 

from the W. K. Kellogg Foundation. To develop the exemplar lessons, the MDE worked with teachers throughout the state, 

and the units are designed to further assist teachers in understanding how to teach the ELA and mathematics standards in 

the Mississippi College- and Career-Readiness Standards. Each unit has been vetted by a nationally recognized vendor for 

curriculum standards and instructional resource audits and includes an explanation of the standard it is designed to meet. 

The lesson plans are available on the MDE’s website, www.mdek12.org, under MDE Quick Links. Individual introductory 

videos are available with each lesson on the same webpage. The videos explain the importance of the exemplar lessons 

and how to use them effectively.
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Opportunities

Emile Creel

A sk teachers throughout 

the Ocean Springs 

S c h o o l  D i s t r i c t 

what it takes to succeed with 

special education programs, and 

community involvement, teacher and 

administrator support, and celebrating 

at every step are the top replies. These 

are some of the reasons the district 

was named the top special education-

inclusion school district by the 

Mississippi Department of Education 

Ocean Springs varsity and Sparkle cheer teams cheer on the 
high school football team during the first quarter of games.

Ocean Springs School District Succeeds at  
Special Education Inclusion

GRASPED
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for 2016-2017. At each grade level, the 

district is implementing programs that 

lead to success for students.  

“We’re different, but we help 
each other.”

At the elementary level, students 

are joining together in unified sports 

teams in partnership with Special 

Olympics. Pecan Park Elementary 

began brainstorming a couple of years 

ago on how they could participate in 

Special Olympics programs. William St. 

Ledger, a special education teacher at 

the elementary school, said although 

they wanted to jump in with multiple 

sports, officials for Special Olympics 

suggested beginning with one sport.

“We started with kickball, and 

we’re in the second year of that with 

66 students playing. Next school year, 

we are looking to begin another sport,” 

said St. Ledger. “Taking it one sport at 

a time has helped us grow interest for 

the programs, and flexibility across the 

district has been key to growth.”

The teams, formed at the beginning 

of each school year, include a mix of 

students with and without special 

needs. Pecan Park Elementary has two 

teams right now that play against each 

other and Magnolia Park Elementary’s 

two teams. The third elementary 

school in the district, Oak Park, has 

nine students that join in practices and 

games until they have large enough 

numbers for their own team.

“We had over 100 general education 

students apply to be on the unified 

teams, and we had to narrow that 

down so that we had a good ratio for 

the 36 special education students who 

signed up to play,” said St. Ledger.

The teams practice one day a week 

after school, and the community has 

been active in supporting the teams 

and attending games.

“The kids gain an understanding 

from these teams that we all have 

differences, but it’s about helping each 

other succeed,” said St. Ledger.

In addition to kickball at the 

elementary level, high schoolers are 

playing on unified basketball and 

cheerleading teams. The programs pair 

special needs students with members 

of the varsity teams of each activity. 

The unified basketball group formed 

multiple teams from Ocean Springs 

High School, and they regularly play 

each other during the spring semester. 

They also play against a team from 

Pascagoula and Gautier High Schools, 

and interest is growing in other local 

districts. 

“The gym was packed for each of the 

unified basketball teams’ games. High 

school students and the community 

came out for each game as much as 

they do for varsity games,” said St. 

Ledger. “One exciting moment this 

year was presenting special education 

students who have been on the team 

for at least two years with letterman 

jackets like the varsity players.”

The Sparkle cheer team is the 

first of its kind in Mississippi, but 

the movement is growing across the 

nation thanks to The Sparkle Effect, an 

initiative that promotes engagement 

of students with special needs in 

cheer squads. Ocean Springs varsity 

cheerleaders practice with special 

education students each week, and the 

Hounds Sparkle team cheers during 

the first quarter of each home football 

game and at pep rallies. 

“The varsity cheerleaders serve as 

mentors on the Hounds Sparkle team, 

and the girls with special needs love 

that they get the same cheerleader 

uniform and jacket as the varsity 

squad,” said Julia Drake, the student 

services site coordinator.

“We see the students growing 
and learning.”

The teachers say the success in 

sports would not be possible without 

the partner clubs that they have at 

each grade level. These groups start 

the interactions between general 

education students and special 

education students. Another club at 

the high school level, the Youth Action 

Committee, has been instrumental in 

promoting antibullying and awareness 

messages across the school. 

“We see students growing and 

learning through the inclusion 

programs,” said Drake. “One varsity 

“The kids gain an understanding from these teams that we all 
have differences, but it’s about helping each other succeed.” 

- William St. Ledger, special education teacher, Pecan Park Elementary School
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cheerleader, who is in Youth Action 

Committee, is beginning another club 

for promoting interaction with special 

education students outside of school. 

She wants to call it Buddies for Life, 

and have student ‘buddy pairs’ go out 

to dinner, school sporting events, or 

other activities together.”

In addition to these activities, 

Misty McMahon’s special education 

students are building employability 

and life skills by working with career 

and technical education students. 

Construction technology students 

built elevated garden beds for the 

special education students to care for 

with the help of aquaculture students. 

The special education students see 

the project from seed to plate by 

planting and watering vegetables in 

the beds that they later harvest and 

cook in their classroom kitchen. They 

also prepare popcorn that they take 

to the high school’s on-site preschool, 

work in the school store, and clean the 

cafeteria after breakfast. 

“Everything we do gives them 

practice for what they might 

experience in a job. All of the [career 

and technical education] programs 

are welcoming and open to ideas for 

inclusion,” said McMahon, the high 

school special education teacher. “I 

have one student who loves weather. 

He can tell you the forecast at any 

time, so the broadcasting program 

now lets him share a weekend weather 

report on the school station.”

To prepare further for life after 

graduation, the high school works 

with local businesses to have special 

education students shadow employees. 

These students spend a few hours a 

week with someone at the local store 

learning the skills of that profession 

and rotate to different businesses 

throughout the year. Currently, 

students observe at ACE Hardware, 

Goodwill, and with officials at the local 

city hall. 

“When my students look for jobs, 

they may put in applications at many 

places but never go back to check in. 

We always talk about following up with 

an employer,” said McMahon. “I worked 

with a student last year to continue 

following up on applications. He began 

calling the local McDonald’s over and 

over to check, and he’s working there 

now because of staying at it.”

The district continues to innovate 

and add new programs for inclusion 

of students with special needs, and 

McMahon says the key is looking for 

opportunities for students to gain 

skills, learn, and enjoy themselves. 

Ocean Springs is operating together at 

every level to prepare special education 

students for their futures while also 

creating an environment of acceptance 

and understanding in their schools. 

“I would tell someone looking to 

begin a new program to make sure 

you have enthusiasm and excitement 

for the project and to have everyone 

on board before beginning,” said Drake. 

“Those attitudes go a long way to 

helping you succeed.” 

MISSISSIPPI STUDENTS RECEIVE AWARDS 
FROM NATIONAL CENTER FOR WOMEN AND 

INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY
Twenty-eight Mississippi students received awards from the National Center for Women and Information Technology 

(NCWIT) for excellence in computing and technology. The NCWIT Award for Aspirations in Computing honors high 

school women who are active and interested in computing and technology. Of the 28 winners, two received both national 

honorable mentions and Mississippi regional awards; eight additional young women received Mississippi regional awards; 

and the remaining nine winners received Mississippi regional honorable mentions. Award recipients are chosen for their 

demonstrated interest and achievements in computing, proven leadership ability, academic performance, and plans for 

postsecondary education. The students were recognized at a ceremony at Mississippi State University. 

For more information and a list of winners, visit bagley.msstate.edu/news/release-msu-and-ncwit-recognize-
28-high-school-women-for-computing-aspirations.
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MISSISSIPPI CAMPAIGN FOR GRADE-LEVEL 
READING COMMUNITIES EXCEL

Both Mississippi Grade-Level Reading Campaign (GLR Campaign) communities have been named among the 27 

finalists for the 2017 All-America City Award (AAC). The award is a recognition created 67 years ago by the National 

Civic League. This year, the league is working with the GLR Campaign to recognize communities that have made 

measurable progress for low-income children on the three key drivers of early reading success.

The Mississippi GLR Campaign addresses major barriers to third-grade reading proficiency and focuses on 

promoting work in local communities to enhance reading performance in partnership with schools. Successful 

partnerships combine local civic leaders, parents, philanthropists, school officials, policymakers, researchers, 

healthcare providers, business leaders, and community organizations, and the group aims to create 10 around the 

state.

The GLR Campaign focuses on three key areas—school readiness, chronic absence, and summer learning loss—

which are intertwined in preparing students for success. Nationally, 64% of students with good attendance in 

kindergarten and first grade are reading at grade level after third grade, compared to only 17% of chronically absent 

children. A decrease in absenteeism can mean dramatic gains in readiness and summer learning retention.

Kim Benton, chief academic officer at the Mississippi Department of Education, said the campaign promotes 

community conversations and actions that benefit students.

“This is an effort to get grassroots community support for literacy. Helping students read on grade level is not just 

a school responsibility. It takes everyone working together to ensure student success,” she said.
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FOR SUCCESS
Collaborating

Union Elementary students (left to right) Matthew Hemphill, Chloe Cooper, Mary Clara Sessums, Hob Carleton, Hailey McKinney, 
Landrey Hanna, and Vaiden Bouder hold up their rendition of Van Gogh’s Sunflowers.

Gifted-Teacher Cohorts Provide Support 
and Student Opportunities
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Leanne Long

Group work is a common 

practice in classrooms. 

Teachers pair students 

off in hopes they will combine their 

knowledge to produce a better final 

product and learn from each other. 

But where are teachers to turn to gain 

expertise and learn from others? Gifted 

teachers across the state are forming 

cohorts to support one another 

because often times there is only one 

gifted teacher in an individual school 

or even in a district. In the state of 

Mississippi, there are 28,000 gifted 

education students and 650 gifted 

education teachers, an average of 43 

students per teacher. Cohorts currently 

exist in three regions in the state, and 

the groups offer support, expertise, 

and more through meetings and 

competitions. 

 “In Mississippi, our gifted programs 

are designed to meet the specific 

developmental and learning needs of 

gifted children. The MDE’s adoption 

of and statewide training on the 2017 

Gifted Outcomes exemplifies the state's 

dedication to assisting gifted teachers 

and children,” said Jen Cornett, gifted 

education specialist at the Mississippi 

Department of Education (MDE). “In 

addition, the establishment of regional 

gifted-support groups for program 

leaders and teachers further solidifies 

the MDE’s commitment to our gifted 

learners.”

East Central Competitions and 
Teacher Support

Teachers in the East Central region 

of Mississippi first saw a need for 

gifted-education student competitions 

in the 1980s. A group of teachers 

collaborated with the goal to “create a 

safe environment for gifted students 

to meet one another and compete 

together in their geographic area,” said 

Terry Gossett, president of the East 

Central Talented and Gifted (ECTAG) 

cohort. 

The group began with student 

competitions such as chess, quiz 

bowl, and Pictionary. Currently, the 

ECTAG cohort has 21 teachers who 

participate among the East Central 

Community College district counties 

of Newton, Neshoba, Scott, and Leake, 

and students meet at the college on 

a monthly basis. Competitions are 

aligned with state-mandated gifted 

standards and provide opportunities 

for students to develop collaboration, 

cooperation, and leadership skills. 

Current student competitions in 

ECTAG include Scrabble, K’nex egg 

Top: Tristan Mitchell from Leake County Elementary and Nic Henry from Union 
Elementary compete in a chess tournament.
Left: ECTAG hosts competitions for gifted students from each of their represented 
schools.
Right: Students look over artwork during ECTAG’s competitions. 
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drop, talent, senior scholarship, quiz 

bowl, chess, art show, and creative 

writing.

The ECTAG group’s current 

president typically hosts and facilitates 

the group’s twice-a-year development 

meetings. All meetings include time 

to share ideas and best practices 

and to collaborate on projects across 

the region. The ECTAG group also 

maintains a social media presence on 

Facebook for communication among 

students, parents, and teachers.

The ECTAG cohort participates 

at the Day at the Capital by being 

an advocate for gifted education in 

Mississippi. They also support the 

Mississippi Association for Gifted 

Children’s (MAGC) annual conference 

by attending and providing student 

artifacts for centerpieces and even 

having students participate at the 

conference.   

Gulf Coast Promotes 
Professional Development

In the 1970s, a group of gifted-

education teachers on the Mississippi 

Coast began collaborating by 

sharing materials and lessons. These 

relationships continued to grow 

through the 1980s, with informal 

dinners making collaboration fun and 

meaningful. In the spring of 1989, Mary 

Bailey of the Gulfport School District 

collaborated with other coastal schools 

to create what is now known as the 

Gulf Coast Association for Teachers of 

the Gifted (GCATG). 

This association encompasses 16 

school districts, including Pearl River 

County, Picayune, Poplarville, Hancock 

County, Bay St. Louis-Waveland, 

Harrison County, Pass Christian, 

Long Beach, Gulfport, Biloxi, Jackson 

County, Ocean Springs, Pascagoula-

Gautier, Moss Point, George County, 

Greene County, and Stone County. The 

members range from novice teachers 

to those with 37 years of experience 

teaching gifted students. 

“The goal of our association is to 

provide support to gifted-education 

teachers, especially for those teachers 

who are the sole teacher in their school 

or district, and build a network of 

support for everyone,” said Carol Paola, 

spokesperson for the group.

The GCATG has four meetings per 

year and rotates the meeting location 

among the 16 school districts, as 

well as local schools within those 

districts. Members complete a needs 

assessment to guide professional 

development for the school year and 

make a concentrated effort to include 

all stakeholders, including counselors 

and librarians, in their training. The 

group is proud of its strong network 

of gifted-education teachers, parents, 

students, and advocates for gifted 

education to the state legislature. 

"Mississippi is one of the few states 

in the nation that has a mandate and 

funding to serve gifted children,” said 

Paola. “We want our legislators to know 

that their recognition of the needs of 

gifted children and continued support 

are appreciated."  

Pine Belt Gifted Teachers’ 
Association Sharing Ideas to 
Grow Together 

The Pine Belt Gifted Teachers’ 

Association (PBGTA) was formed by 

a group of teachers from Hattiesburg 

and Laurel who decided to create a 

support group to collaborate, share 

ideas, and pursue creative avenues 

to enhance gifted education in their 

Above: Amy Hunt, West Jones 
Elementary (back turned); Missy Bufkin, 
gifted coordinator for Jones County 
Schools (far left); Melissa Kissinger 
(holding sign), North Jones Elementary; 
Cindy Stevenphal, Oak Grove Elementary 
in Lamar County (far back); and Jennifer 
Allday from South Jones Elementary 
participate in a cohort meeting.
Right: The PBGTA meets to share ideas.
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region. This group, organized in 2005, 

comprises Jones, Laurel, Forrest 

County, Hattiesburg, Marion County, 

Petal, Lamar County, and Smith County 

school districts. Teacher experience 

within the PBGTA, like the other 

groups, ranges from beginning teachers 

to veteran teachers with 25 years 

teaching experience. A local professor 

from William Carey University also 

participates in the group, adding 

another layer of expertise. 

“We strive to promote opportunities 

for gifted children and teachers, 

provide teachers with continuing 

education opportunities, and provide a 

network of idea exchange,” said Melody 

Hicks, director of PBGTA.

The PBGTA, like ECTAG, convenes 

twice a year, and the responsibility of 

hosting each meeting rotates among 

partner schools. At each meeting, 

teachers share ideas on new and 

innovative strategies to best serve 

their gifted students. The association 

provides scholarships for students in 

the area and seeks additional funding 

for gifted education by attending Day 

at the Capital each year.

“We would like everyone to know 

how important our gifted children are 

to the future of our country and world,” 

said Hicks. “They are the critical and 

creative thinkers that come up with 

the ideas that might just cure cancer 

or come up with some innovative 

computer program.”

Succeeding Through 
Collaboration

Gifted-education teachers have a 

tremendous task—educating children 

with an exceptionally high degree 

of academic and creative ability 

who seek to be challenged in the 

classroom; therefore, gifted-educator 

collaboration is key. 

But collaborating is not limited only 

to gifted teachers. 

By combining their efforts, these 

teachers share resources, encourage 

each other, lend expertise, and expose 

their students to hands-on learning 

activities and new circumstances. 

These would be valuable components 

for any teacher looking to connect 

with others and connect to colleagues 

in their region. Each of the gifted 

cohorts began from teachers reaching 

out and making connections. If you’re 

interested in developing a professional 

network for your content area, follow 

their lead. Reach out, and you’ll likely 

find someone in another school doing 

the same. 

MOOREVILLE SPECIAL EDUCATION 
STUDENTS MAKE A SPLASH 

Mooreville High School special education students were introduced to a new activity, aqua Zumba, thanks to their 

teacher Audrey Roby. After trying aqua Zumba herself, Roby thought that her students would also benefit from the 

experience, especially because the low-impact exercise seems to enhance the effects of the regular physical therapy that 

many of her students receive. Roby’s class has joined the aqua Zumba class at the Tupelo Aquatic Center every Tuesday 

and Thursday morning for the past two semesters. The students enjoy interacting with the men and women in the class, 

and often, groups stay behind for a few minutes to play water sports with the students. The aqua Zumba workout, as 

well as additional time spent in the pool, seems to help improve students’ strength, balance, and coordination, said Roby. 

Roby’s students pay for the cost of their attendance in the class with funds they make selling biscuits in the mornings 

at the school store they run. 

“[Aqua Zumba] is so good in so many aspects,” Roby said. “We’re thrilled the Aquatic Center has let us come.” 

For more info, please 
contact the following:

Jenn Cornett
Gifted Education Specialist,  

Mississippi Department of Education
jcornett@mdek12.org

Terry Gressett
East Central Talented and Gifted cohort

gressettt@unioncity.k12.ms.us

Carol Paola
Gulf Coast Gifted Association

cwp1gab@aol.com

Melody Hicks
Pine Belt Gifted Teachers’ Association

mshicks@jones.k12.ms.us
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Student Spotlight

What is your favorite subject?

 Science

Who is your favorite teacher or 
school employee?

 That’s hard to decide, but Mrs. 

Houston [the special education 

teacher]. She’s nice, and she puts so 

much work into teaching kids with 

disabilities.

What other activities to you 
enjoy?

 I like softball and tennis. I take 

piano lessons. It’s really fun! 

What jobs or careers interest 
you the most?

 I would like to be a scientist—a 

chemist. When I was little, I would go 

in the kitchen and mix liquids together, 

so I think being a chemist would be like 

that.

What have you liked best 
about participating in Circle of 
Friends?

 It’s fun to help the kids in our 

school’s special needs class. I enjoy 

helping them with work, pushing their 

swings at recess, and pushing their 

wheelchairs.

What is something you have 
learned from your time in Circle 
of Friends?

  Everybody’s the same. Students 

with special needs are not as different 

as I thought they were. Last year, I 

would see them in the hall, and I would 

step aside. I didn’t know what to do, 

but now I know that they’re different 

and the same at the same time! Now 

when I see them, I say, “Oh, there’s, my 

friend,” just like any other friend! I’m 

always happy to see them!

Is there anything that you do 
differently because of what 
you have learned in Circle of 
Friends?

 I know to be more respectful around 

the students with disabilities—around 

anyone with disabilities.  I know  how 

to help them more. I know how to be 

their friend. At my church, there is a 

girl with autism, and I didn’t realize 

this before. I didn’t sit next to her, 

and she didn’t participate. Now that I 

understand, I sit close to her and try 

to get her to be more involved in what 

we are doing.

s spotlight

Agatha 
Taquino

Fifth grader at 
Overstreet Elementary 

School

Starkville-Oktibbeha 
Consolidated School 

District

Taquino with other fifth graders who are also members of Circle of Friends. Find out 
more about Circle of Friends on the next page.
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STUDENT ORGANIZATION BUILDS 
MEANINGFUL FRIENDSHIPS 

Fifth-grade students at Overstreet Elementary in Starkville have 

a new motto: “Different not less.” The saying stemmed from the 

Circle of Friends group that has formed at the school. The group 

connects general education students and students with special 

needs for educational and socializing opportunities. 

At the beginning of the school year, special education teacher 

Jan Houston visits each fifth-grade classroom to share the 

challenges and obstacles students with disabilities face. After 

this visit, teachers select a group of students to become part of 

Circle of Friends. The group then meets once a month to discuss 

different types of disabilities, how students with disabilities learn, 

devices that improve their quality of life, and many other topics. 

In addition to a monthly educational meeting, the students 

also interact and build strong friendships. Houston sees the 

students grow closer over the year from timid interactions early 

on to her classroom bustling with noise and laughter at the end 

of the school year. She says that the special education students’ 

confidence grows throughout the school year as they become 

part of friendships and have students to play or sit with and that 

general education students learn patience and understanding. 

Ask any of the general education students and they will tell you 

some of their favorite times are spent with Circle of Friends, said 

Houston. 

“The students want to be with our students with special needs 

and often spend lunch, recess, and before school time with their 

new friends,” explained Houston. “We see the students build 

meaningful relationships that change how they view special 

education students inside and outside of the classroom.”

The students have taken on several campaigns to educate their entire school this year, including 

autism awareness and Spread the Word to End the Word. Each of these campaigns required 

students to create presentations, design bulletin boards, or decorate classrooms. Houston says 

the entire school has a greater awareness of special needs because of these campaigns. 

Houston also sees her students’ age as an important aspect of this program. With the fifth 

graders looking to soon enter middle school and later high school, she hopes they are learning 

kindness that they will carry with them through graduation and beyond.

“We know we are not only investing in students who will become special education teachers 

or therapists,” said Houston, “but also community leaders and workers in all fields who we hope 

will continue to pursue lasting and impactful relationships with people with special needs.”
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SPOTLIGHTS
Teacher

Stephanye Moton
Special education inclusion teacher at Clarksdale High School

Why did you become a teacher?

Before teaching I worked as a case 

manager in a diversionary program for 

students whose behaviors indicated 

they were high risk for becoming 

adjudicated. My responsibilities 

required me to monitor students at 

home, in the community, and at school. 

While doing so, I noticed profound 

disconnects from one environment to 

the next. I sincerely believed my efforts 

to help change the course of children’s 

lives would be more effective from the 

vantage point of the classroom. As a 

result, I became a teacher, which gives 

me the greatest opportunity to touch 

and positively impact young lives on a 

consistent basis.

How do you motivate your 
students?

I celebrate their successes, big and 

small.

What advice would you give first-
year teachers?

I would strongly encourage first-year 

teachers to be coachable and teachable 

and, by all means, laugh...have a sense 

of humor.

What’s been your greatest success 
as a teacher?

My greatest success is watching 

students progress beyond the 

boundaries that once limited them 

academically, socially, and behaviorally. 

I am humbled and honored to have 

served students who moved from 

modified curricula to graduating from 

high school with standard diplomas. 

I am equally as proud of the ones 

who experienced sharp decreases 

in disciplinary infractions, as well 

as those who were loners, but have 

expanded their circles to include other 

people.

Do you have something you can’t 
go through the day or start the 
day without?

Positively impacting the lives of 

young people is a huge task, which 

I do not take lightly; therefore, it 

is a must that I start my day with 

prayer. Professionally, I have agendas 

and plans each day, but it is equally 

important for educators to show up 

refreshed and ready for what a new day 

with students will bring. Additionally, 

I keep a song in my heart. Doing so 

keeps me from being overwhelmed, 

even when challenges arise. 
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Donnita Ginn
Algebra 1 and Geometry teacher at Kossuth High School

Why did you become a teacher? 

When I got out of high school, I 

was burnt out with school and got a 

job working at a factory. After working 

at the factory for a few years, I knew 

I wanted to pursue other avenues 

for my future.  I have always loved 

math. My best friend, who is a teacher, 

encouraged me to go back and get my 

degree as a math teacher.  

How do you motivate your 
students?

This is a tough question. I teach 

Algebra, which is state tested, so 

just the fear of not graduating is a 

huge motivator. Also, I will give my 

after-school time to help students in 

math, and my students recognize and 

appreciate this.

What advice would you give first-
year teachers? 

Establish a routine that works 

quickly and stick to it. Also, find a 

mentor teacher at your school and 

become their shadow, asking them for 

help and advice.

What’s been your greatest success 
as a teacher?

Having students who have 

graduated tell me how much they 

appreciated my “tough love” teaching 

while they were in my classroom.  

What can’t you go through the 
day or start the day without? 

I must have a good-bye kiss from 

my husband every morning before he 

leaves. You never know if that might 

be your last contact from the one you 

love.

LeAnn Vick
English teacher at Northeast Lauderdale High School

Why did you become a teacher?

I would love to say that I became a 

teacher to make a difference; however, 

I became a teacher because it felt 

natural. I have always loved school. 

I love the learning, the environment, 

and the routine. With that said, I stayed 

in teaching because of the difference I 

am making. 

How do you motivate your 
students?

I don’t have a foolproof method, 

but for the most part, when students 

know you care about them, they will be 

willing to do what you ask them to do.  

What advice would you give first-
year teachers?

My advice would be to not make 

things personal. When a student has 

an outburst towards you, remember 

that it’s not about you. It is about 

whatever is going on with them right 

then. Handling the situation calmly 

is more likely to stop the issue than 

responding in the same manner.  

What’s been your greatest success 
as a teacher?

I think my success is measured by 

the success of my students. When 

they leave my class knowing they are 

capable of making a difference in this 

world, then I count that as success.  

What can’t you go through or 
start the day without?

Expo bullet-tip marker—could not 

make it through a day without them. 

My students laugh at me because 

when one starts to get a little faded, I 

just drop it on the floor by the board, 

grab another one and keep teaching. 

There’s no time to stop and walk it to 

the garbage can during my bell-to-bell 

teaching.

spotlight s
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CENTER HILL TEACHER RECOGNIZED FOR 
AGRICULTURE INITIATIVES 

Angela Pilcher of Center Hill High School in DeSoto County has been named the Farm Bureau 

Teacher of the Year. Pilcher, who teaches nutrition and wellness at the high school, also supervises 

a school garden. The garden, run by students in the Family, Career and Community Leaders of 

America club, includes herbs, vegetables, a strawberry patch, and even a chicken coop. Students 

are responsible for planting and caring for the garden and cook the produce in Pilcher’s classroom 

kitchen after harvesting. Pilcher was invited to the National Agriculture in the Classroom Conference 

in Kansas City and will be featured in the Mississippi Farm Bureau’s quarterly magazine.  

“Mrs. Pilcher is very hard working,” said Doug Payne, Center Hill High School principal. “She is 

a team player and a big part of this school.” 

Sarah Pinson
Special education teacher at Oak Grove Middle School

Why did you become a teacher? 

Ever since I can remember, I have 

always wanted to become a special 

education teacher. There is not one 

exact moment that I can pinpoint. I 

do have a cousin, Landry, with Rhett 

Syndrome, and she has always been an 

inspiration to me.

How do you motivate your 
students?

Working with students with 

significant cognitive disabilities can be 

quite challenging some days, so I am 

always looking for ways to motivate 

my kids. We do a lot of positive 

reinforcement throughout every 

school day. I typically take an interest 

inventory of my students when they 

first enter my class, and I like to use 

items that they enjoy like free time in 

our sensory room, snacks, iPad time, 

bubbles, and various other items as 

motivators and rewards. Some of my 

kids have to have an item or reward 

they're working for to get them through 

different assignments, while others 

work really well with something as 

simple as a high five or hug. 

What advice would you give first-
year teachers?

Don't be afraid to ask for help. 

My first year of teaching was quite 

challenging, but I survived with the 

help of some amazing teachers at my 

school. 

What's been your greatest 
success as a teacher?

My second year of teaching, I 

had a student with Autism who was 

nonverbal except for a few sounds and 

words. She had gone her whole life 

without having a way to communicate, 

but she had recently gotten an app 

called LAMP-Words for Life on her 

school iPad. We worked together that 

year, along with the school speech-

language pathologist, and were able 

to get this student to where she could 

communicate her basic wants and 

needs using this app. It was the most 

amazing thing I had ever seen! Her 

negative behaviors began to decrease 

because she had finally been given a 

voice. I will never forget it as long as I 

live. It reassured me that I was in the 

profession I was meant to be in.

What can't you go through or 
start the day without? 

Well, of course, coffee! But seriously, 

my assistant teachers. I have three 

amazing assistants right now, and they 

are the reason I am able to function 

and run my classroom the way I do. 

s spotlight
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The Mississippi Assessment Program (MAP) measures student proficiency 

and growth. Proficiency and growth are used along with other 

components such as participation, and graduation rates to calculate 

district and school accountability ratings. By working together to analyze data 

from MAP, educators can provide help to individual students, teachers, and the 

school as a whole.

District Administrators 

The district as a whole can monitor data to see the changes in schools, grades, and 

subject areas to address needs in curriculum and professional development at the 

district level. The accountability rating for the district begins with looking at each 

school and the students within that school, so teacher and administrator collaboration 

is crucial. MAP directly aligns to the Mississippi College- and Career-Readiness 

Standards, so if large percentages of students are underperforming in a subject, the 

district might consider reviewing the curriculum to see if improvements are needed.

School Administrators 

School administrators can identify growth objectives and school-level goals based 

on subject-area and school-wide results. These objectives can guide lessons for the 

next year to increase achievement. Administrators can also use data to identify 

teachers with large percentages of students underperforming in certain content areas 

to pinpoint professional development that would most benefit the faculty and help 

improve instructional practices.

School Administrators and Teachers

School administrators can identify students scoring in the lowest 25% and how 

their performance ranks over multiple years. These students, in particular, will need 

remediation to improve their performance. The number of students in the lowest 25% 

performance count greater in the school’s overall accountability rating, so moving 

them up can mean the difference in letter ratings for schools.

Current Teacher 

This teacher can see how their teaching impacted the students. By using aggregate 

data, the teacher can identify standards that the entire class struggled with and use 

that to modify lessons for the upcoming year. The teacher can also identify needs of 

specific students by looking at individual performance measures.

Upcoming Teacher

The teacher for the upcoming school year can analyze data to determine the 

standards and content that individual students struggled with and then modify lessons 

and offer individualized remediation. The future teacher can also plan lessons to boost 

learning on topics in which a large number of students previously struggled.

WHO SHOULD USE TESTING DATA?

District
Administrators

Current
Teacher

School
Administrators

Upcoming
Teacher
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i inside the classroom

Emile Creel

“What you grow up in doesn’t 

have to grow up in you,” noted 

Lillie Bryant, mathematics 

teacher at Natchez High School.

Bryant entered teaching from 

humble beginnings with the goal of 

impacting the lives of her students, 

and that hasn’t changed over her 

tenure as a teacher, especially for the 

students who are struggling. Inside her 

classroom, the students are the most 

important aspect. Look around the 

room, and you will see posters that 

say things like, “There is no elevator 

to success. You’ll have to climb the 

stairs.” Bryant adds the posters and 

charts each year as a visual reminder 

to students to keep reaching for their 

dreams. 

“I can relate to what many of these 

students go through. I grew up in a 

rural area and was the first person in 

my family to earn a college degree. I 

now have three degrees. I want my 

students to come to me, and I try 

to identify those students that are 

struggling and share my personal story 

with them,” said Bryant.

The emotion in Bryant’s voice is 

evident when she speaks of former 

students who have successful careers 

now. Over the years, she has taught 

Algebra I-III, trigonometry, and 

precalculus among other classes, 

and she says that receiving letters, 

emails, or visits from former students 

encourages her and warms her heart. 

“The success of my students is 

the greatest success for me as a 

teacher,” said Bryant. “Giving me a 

million dollars, as nice as that would 

be, wouldn’t mean as much as my 

students coming back to tell me about 

their careers and furthering their 

education."

Bryant’s classroom is also filled 

with other common objects that some 

might not recognize as significant. 

Extra pencils, paper, and notebooks are 

always available in the room. Students 

have no reason to not be prepared for 

her class because the materials to 

follow along and complete lessons are 

there for them when needed. She says 

that she wants students to feel secure 

in her classroom and in coming to 

school each day no matter what else 

they may be going through outside 

the classroom. Students even come to 

her before other classes for pencils or 

paper for the day. 

Lillie Bryant

Inside The Classroom
Math Teacher Uses Everyday Items and Her  

Personal Journey to Encourage Students
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“I love working with these 

young people, and the supplies 

motivate them to keep going 

each day,” said Bryant. “Over the 

years I’ve bought lots of items 

for students, but if it makes a 

difference in them doing well in 

class, it’s always worth it.”

Bryant says it’s always 

important to have a plan and 

be prepared before entering 

the classroom. Even having 

multiple plans is necessary 

some days, which is another 

reason she keeps classroom 

supplies on hand so that 

students have no excuse to not 

complete a lesson.

“Once I realized teaching 

was my divine calling, I knew 

I had to fulfill it,” explained 

Bryant. 

Bryant shares math lessons her students at Natchez High School.

2017 ADMINISTRATOR OF THE YEAR
Jessica Broome, principal of Pearl Junior High School in the Pearl Public School District, 

was selected as the 2017 Mississippi Administrator of the Year. Broome was chosen from 

nominees across the state after an intensive selection process, and she will share her 

expertise with other Mississippi educators during the upcoming year through presentations 

and professional development. Broome has acted as principal of Pearl Junior High School 

since 2011 and has served students at the elementary, middle, and high school levels as a 

teacher, administrator, and state-level leader in both Mississippi and Georgia. She believes 

all children need and deserve a safe, nurturing learning environment. 

Broome has been instrumental in helping the graduation rate in her district improve 

to a historic high of 87.1% in 2016. She is proud of the academic gains during her tenure, 

recently increasing the number of students meeting or exceeding learning goals from 47.1% 

in 2015 to 50% in 2016.

“Giving me a million dollars, as nice as that would be, wouldn’t 
mean as much as my students coming back to tell me about their 
careers and furthering their education." - Lillie Bryant
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