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ON THE COVER

There are a lot of great things happening in Mississippi’s career and 
technical education centers, and we’re excited to share stories about 
the wonderful teachers, challenging programs, and exceptional stu-

dents that comprise our school districts.

Our cover story focuses on the Oak Grove High School (Lamar County 
School District) culinary team, the Smokin’ Hot, and how its members de-
veloped an award-winning recipe that was featured in a national competition 
and could find itself on local school district cafeteria menus in the future (p. 
16).

Keeping with the culinary theme, another story spotlights the Stone County 
High School’s (Stone County School District) Border Brew Café (p. 22). The 
student-run business opened after the school’s culinary arts teacher expanded 
its classes to include practical lessons in entrepreneurship and real-world 
examples of what students were learning in the classroom.

In Meridian, Ross Collins Career and Technical Center (Meridian Public 
School District) students transformed an old, beat-up GMC into a replica of 
the iconic van from the hit ’80s television show The A-Team (p. 4); Tupelo 
Career-Technical Center (Tupelo Public School District) students continued 
a tradition of giving back to their community by refurbishing old bicycles 
and donating them to needy families in time for Christmas (p. 9); and Biloxi 
Career Technology Center (Biloxi Public School District) students learned 
about anatomy by fracturing and mending bones (p. 20).

We also spotlight first-year teachers Wes and Laura Anglin (South Panola 
School District), who are integrating their backgrounds in agriculture into 
the classroom (p. 10). Our other profiles include stories on retiring Forrest 
County Agricultural High School (Forrest County School District) teacher 
Mike Dale (p. 24) and Union High School (Union Public School District) 
junior Meagan Graham (p. 25)

In an effort to promote CTE, we ask that you share this magazine with 
friends, colleagues, local economic developers, and elected officials in your 
community. Also, follow Connections on social media—ConnectionsMS on 
Facebook and @ConnectionsMS on Twitter. Bookmark our website (www.
rcu.msstate.edu/connections) and visit to read and share stories.

We love featuring the innovative work of students, teachers, and administra-
tors from across the state and hope to tell your story soon.

Tom Wallace 
Director, Office of Career and Technical Education 
Mississippi Department of Education

WANT YOUR SCHOOL FEATURED IN CONNECTIONS?
We want to hear about your success stories, awards, and program accomplishments. 

Please submit your story ideas at www.rcu.msstate.edu/connections/shareyourstoryideas.
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Oak Grove High School seniors Donovan Reid 
and Bethanie Pheal prepare a creole-seasoned 

smoked chicken wrap. To learn more, read 
Where There’s Smoke on p. 16.  
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Meridian Students Create a 
Replica of the Iconic A-Team Van

Jason Hauser

An ’80s television show might 
seem like an unlikely source 
of motivation, but Rob Smith, 

director of the Ross Collins Career and 
Technical Center in Meridian, recog-
nizes the importance of encouraging 
student investment in nontraditional 
ways. 

Two years ago, he tasked his auto-
motive students with constructing a 
life-size Tonka truck using a school 
bus slated for demolition; and this past 
fall, he had the center’s students turn a 
run-down GMC G-Series van into the 
famed A-Team automobile from the hit 
show. And the students pulled it off. 

The project had inauspicious be-
ginnings. Last summer, Smith helped 
members of his church move a bro-
ken-down vehicle off a congregant’s 
property.

“The van was sitting on blocks,” he 
recalled, “with no wheels on it, and half 
of the engine was in the backseat.” 

After getting the van to his prop-
erty, he pieced together the engine. To 
his surprise, it cranked right up. Smith 
purchased the van for use on his farm, 
but then he noticed the model. After 
realizing it was the same van from the 
long-running show, he decided to have 
his students spend the fall semester 
turning it into Mr. T’s iconic vehicle.

Before building the van, though, 
Smith and Mart Murphree, the colli-
sion repair teacher at Ross Collins, had 
the enviable task of introducing the 
students to the show itself. 

“Of course, students didn’t know 
what the A-Team was, so we had to 
teach a class on the A-Team,” Smith 
said. “We watched an episode, and I 
briefed them on who Murdoch was.

“But,” he added, “they already knew 
Mr. T.” 

Capitalizing on that recognition, 
Smith seized on an opportunity to fur-
ther motivate the students: He prom-
ised to cut his hair into a Mohawk, don 
gold chains, and play the part of Mr. T 
for a day if the van looked enough like 
the original.

“I have learned...to watch what 
comes out of my mouth,” Smith joked, 
explaining the students made him keep 
his promise after making the van into 
a near-perfect copy of the original. “If 
I say something, they’re going to make 

featurefeature

Left: The finished A-Team replica van sits outside Meridian Public School District’s 
Ross Collins Career and Technical Center.

Right: The old GMC van Ross Collins Career and Technical Center students would 
transform into a replica of the A-Team van is pictured before students began 
updating the vehicle.
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me back it up. I’ve got to be more care-
ful about what I promise.” 

Student Involvement
Smith claims the playfulness of the 

project belies the deeper educational 
theory that makes it effective.

“We found...if we bring in themes 
and build something according to a 
theme, it really excites the students a 
whole lot more,” he explained.  

“We do a lot of what we call ‘live 
work’—when people from the com-
munity bring in a vehicle for paint 
and repair,” Murphree added. “But this 
was different. This was something that 
students could say, ‘I’m part of this. I 
painted the A-Team van!’” 

That excitement encourages stu-
dents to invest in their work.

“In these projects, I get a lot more 
involvement from my students, and 
they take a lot more pride in their 
work,” Murphree said. “And that’s what 
we want: students to take ownership of 
their work. That’s something that’s hard 
to teach.” 

Ownership and engagement begin 
much earlier than people think, Smith 
explained.

“What you might not understand 
is the behind-the-scenes research that 
took place,” he said. “It’s one thing 
to get a van and say, ‘Paint it like the 
A-Team.’ When you search for A-Team 
van images, you’ll find nearly a dozen 
different paint schemes. That means 
the students had to come to a consen-
sus as a class about which direction 
we were going to go and which design 
looked best.” 

According to Smith, that kind of 
research and teamwork teaches the 
skills employers look for in potential 
employees.

“The project created a lot of oppor-
tunities to increase critical thinking 
and problem-solving skills,” he said. 

“And that’s what industry is telling us 
they want in employees: critical think-
ers and problem solvers. 

“Teaching soft skills is difficult,” 
Smith added. “You have to get students 
excited and make them want to take 
pride in their work. Those characteris-
tics exemplify themselves throughout 
this project.”

Quintarius Dean, a first-year col-
lision repair student who was one of 
the team leaders, agreed that these 
themed projects are effective motiva-
tors, though he admitted the van itself 
wasn’t the only thing that encouraged 
him to work hard.

“I wanted to finish the project be-
cause I wanted to see Mr. Smith get his 
head shaved,” he said.  

Dean explained that his favorite 
part of the project was the preparatory 
work—the sanding and pre-painting 
phases that most students take for 
granted.

“I like working with my hands,” he 
said. “And I take pride in my work be-
cause I can see myself working in the 
industry, doing good work for myself, 
and maybe even starting my own busi-
ness. It’s a job where I can do my best.” 

feature

Left to right: Ross Collins collision repair students Auzhuric Bailey and Cezanne 
Anderson sand the van’s exterior before painting it.
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Smith said Dean’s attitude demon-
strates why this teaching method is 
effective.

“Most come to [collision repair 
courses] thinking that it’s a paint class, 
but students don’t realize how much 
work goes into getting it ready for 
painting,” Smith said. “Painting is just 
the icing on the cake. The sanding, the 
prepping—it takes a whole lot of work. 
So, to say that sanding is his favorite 
part shows us that [Dean] is getting 
what collision repair is really about.” 

Smith said Dean’s attitude will serve 
him well in the industry.

“He’s going to make a good employ-
ee for somebody someday. He’s dedi-
cated, he’s a hard worker, and he does 

what’s asked of him. That’s what a great 
employee does,” Smith said.

Starting a Conversation
Altogether, about 40 students 

worked on the van’s various projects, 
with collision repair, welding, and au-
tomotive students all pitching in to 
help. The result of that involvement is a 
van that is truly striking in appearance. 

“Coming down the highway, it looks 
like a million bucks” Murphree said. 
“That slick paint job—it looks like it 
came straight out the movies, like the 
real A-Team van. You see it coming and 
you start looking around for Mr. T!”  

Smith uses the van to promote his 
program and correct misconceptions 

about career and technical education 
(CTE).

“People will stop me when I’m driv-
ing it and say, ‘Oh man, that van is so 
cool.’ And that’s an opportunity to talk 
with the community about what CTE is 
and its value. It’s basically a huge bill-
board,” he said. “I get to talk about the 
wonderful stuff CTE students are do-
ing, and people are blown away when 
they see what these kids are capable of. 
It really has opened up a conversation 
that cuts against CTE stigmas.”  

And that’s not the only positive, 
Smith said.

“When I come out of a store, it never 
takes me long to find my car,” he joked. 

Left: Ross Collins collision repair instructor Rob Smith 
(center) poses alongside the GMC van with his sons (left 
to right) Tyler and Braden.

Above: Pictured are pieces of memorabilia from the hit 
’80s television show The A-Team.

featurefeature

news & notes

Students at the Thomas C. Randle Career 
and Technical Center in Humphreys County 
received CPR, first aid, and automated exter-
nal defibrillator certifications in November. 
First-year teacher Najhawan Billingsley is the 
school’s Health Sciences instructor, and Seth 
Loman, of CPR Stars Mississippi, facilitated the 
emergency-response training.

Humphreys County 
Students Receive Health 
Sciences Certifications

Seth Loman (back row) of CPR Stars Mississippi poses with 
Humphreys County School District Health Science II students 
(left to right) Shundria Tate, Takayla Haymon, Diamond Stanley, 
Ly’Dymond Perkins, and Lakenya Murphy
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feature HelpingHANDS
Starkville-Oktibbeha Teacher Academy Students 

Provide Child Care During Development Days

Above: Sudduth Elementary first grader 
Tyler Young whispers into sophomore 
Teacher Academy student Jaliyah Akins’ ear 
as older students guide children in a game 
of Simon Says during a Starkville-Oktibbeha 
Consolidated School District professional 
development day in February.

Right: Sophomore Teacher Academy student 
Eliot McGrew reaches to tag Sudduth 
Elementary kindergartner Sage Scarpulla 
during a game of Duck, Duck, Goose during 
a Starkville-Oktibbeha Consolidated School 
District professional development day in 
February.

Submitted Story
Photos by Carl Smith

Students in Patty Newsom’s 
teacher academy class 
at Starkville-Oktibbeha 

Consolidated School District provided 
child care services to almost 100 chil-
dren in Grades K-8 during district 
staff development days this academic 
year. 

The Helping Hands program began 
when SOCSD Superintendent Eddie 
Peasant approached Millsaps Career 
and Technology Center Director 
Lenora Hogan about utilizing teacher 
academy students during delayed-
start days that feature professional de-
velopment for teachers from 7-10:30 
a.m.

Although delayed starts provided a 
window for educators to sharpen their 
skills, it proved problematic because 
many teachers did not have a place 
outside of school for their children to 
go those mornings.

The 21 teacher academy students 
filled that void and provided care and 
learning activities for approximately 
40 children on the first delayed-start 
day in September. Teacher academy 
students planned age-appropriate 
learning activities, utilized board 
games, created educational work-
sheets for remediation, and provided 
child care in five schools throughout 
the district.

Enrollment grew to approximately 
90 children during delayed-start days 
in October and November.

Peasant said it is important for edu-
cators to step beyond their comfort 
zones and explore new methods of 
operation, and Newsom said Helping 
Hands provided invaluable teaching 
experience to her students.

“They came back to my classroom 
with all sorts of stories and questions 
about the younger students. My stu-
dents are making real-world connec-
tions about human growth and de-
velopment as well as understanding 
classroom management skills needed 
when working with young children,” 
Newsom said. “It is a great service 
learning project and a win-win for all 
involved.” 
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Tupelo Collision Repair Students Learn How to Give Back

A SPIRIT OF Giving
feature

Brice Fortinberry

Tupelo Career-Technical 
Center (TCTC) collision re-
pair students give back to 

their community by refurbishing old 
bicycles and donating them to families 
for Christmas. 

Two years ago, TCTC collision re-
pair teacher Derek Bradley started 
Sharing at Christmas, a project that 
gives students an opportunity to 
learn invaluable skills through hands-
on experience while bettering their 
community.

The initiative begins each October 
with a call to the community for sec-
ondhand bicycles. TCTC teachers and 
staff reach out to various community 
groups and members to secure the ap-
proximately 50 bikes repaired and do-
nated each year. 

Even though money can be do-
nated to help repair the bikes, Bradley 
said he wants his students to under-
stand the value of volunteering their 
own time and effort to help their 
community. 

“It’s not always about money,” he 
said. “You can still change someone’s 
life by donating your talents, time, or 
a skill set.” 

After the bikes are collected, 
Bradley assembles a team of students 
to participate in restoration efforts. In 
the next two months, bikes that are 
brought in go through various resto-
rations—some bikes need new pedals, 
some need air in the tires, and some 
only need a little oil on the chain. 

“We are sure to let everyone know 
that the bike can be in any condition. 
We will take it,” Bradley said, “because 
if we can’t fix that bike, we might have 
parts we could take off that bike and 
use to fix another bike.”

After they’re restored, the bikes are 
ready to be given away to families in 
need. TCTC student services coordi-
nator and Sharing at Christmas volun-
teer Aprillee Cardenas  saw firsthand 
how much of an impact a bike could 
make on a family at Christmas.

“The families that picked up bi-
cycles this past year were very happy 
and even relieved,” she said. “They 
expressed how excited their children 
were going to be when they saw the 
bikes for the first time. They were so 
appreciative of what they received. 

You could tell by the huge smiles on 
their faces.”

Sharing at Christmas is not only 
used to support the community, but 
it is also a way to teach employability 
skills that prepare students to enter 
the workforce. Bradley says skills like 
communication, résumé building, and 
problem solving learned through the 
collision repair class and the bike res-
toration program are applicable to any 
occupation. 

“I tell my students all the time I still 
want them to be able to go to any job 
and be successful even if they never 
pick up a sander or spray gun again,” 
he said. “The soft skills that I am try-
ing to teach them will help them in 
any career, whether they want to be a 
welder, doctor, or veterinarian.” 

Tupelo Career-Technical Center students Jacob Ashby (left) and Nina Fears pose 
with refurbished bicycles. 
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Love of Agriculture and FFA Guides 
First-Year Teachers in Panola County

WHERE THEHeart
IS

First-year South Panola School District science teacher Laura Anglin explains DNA to students at Pope School.
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Will Graves

Veteran teachers often try to 
help first-year educators as 
they learn to navigate class-

room management, but newlyweds 
Wes and Laura Anglin have an addi-
tional element of support: each other.

Getting a degree in education pro-
vides a great foundation for becoming 
a teacher, but few things in life prepare 
teachers for their first time in front of 
a room full of students. Wes and Laura 
experienced this firsthand in the 2018-
2019 academic year. Even though there 
was a learning curve, they said they 
enjoyed the experience of being with 
their students. Each day was an oppor-
tunity to help them succeed, they said.

The couple leaned on each other for 
support and encouragement. They said  
they loved seeing their students’ faces 
light up when they understood some-
thing new for the first time, and it ex-
cited them for their future as teachers. 

“They are the driving force behind 
what I do,” Wes said. “I love the rela-
tionship I have with my students. They 
motivate me to get up and go to work 
because everything I do is for them. 
That’s why I chose to become a teacher.”

Wes and Laura married in 2017 af-
ter dating while they were enrolled at 
Mississippi State University. One year 
later, they were hired by the South 
Panola School District. Wes teaches 
concepts of agriscience, animal science 
and agricultural mechanics to Grades 
9-12 at South Panola High School in 
Batesville, while Laura is the seventh 
and eighth grade science teacher at 
Pope School in Pope.

With a degree and experience in 
agricultural education, Laura said one 
of the hardest obstacles she had to 
overcome was learning and teaching 
the new curriculum for her science 
courses.

“It was pretty hard to change from ag 
education to science,” Laura said. “I’m 
having to learn the curriculum from 
front to back to ensure they’re learn-
ing properly. I am the only seventh 
and eighth grade science teacher in my 
school, so it is hard; however, some of 
the objectives overlap in certain areas, 

and that makes it a little easier. I’m def-
initely learning a lot.”

Outside of actual instruction, first-
year teachers experience challenges 
many veterans do not. For example, 
Wes had to quickly learn how to take 
control of a classroom and establish 
teacher-student relationships built on 
respect.

“One of my big challenges was be-
ing more of a teacher instead of my 
students’ friend,” he said. “I’m closer 
to their age and I can understand them 

better, so I had to make sure there was 
a level of respect between us to remind 
them that I am the teacher.”

Living to Serve
The Anglins’ backgrounds in ag-

riculture and the National FFA 
Organization helped shape them as 
professionals. Both served multiple 
years as chapter officers, and Laura 
served as the state treasurer of the 
Mississippi FFA Association while she 
was a senior in high school.

They have lived up to the FFA motto 
of living to serve. Although Laura does 
not teach agriculture, she takes every 
opportunity she can to include ag-
based activities in her class.

Because of her love for FFA, Laura 
had a dream of founding a Mississippi 
Junior FFA Association chapter at her 

school. She approached Pope School 
Principal Jay Cossey, who also partici-
pated in FFA during high school, with 
the idea. Cossey said the organization 
would help junior high students transi-
tion to high school.

“Knowing the impact FFA has on so 
many students at the high school lev-
el, I thought it was brilliant to extend 
that opportunity to our students in the 
junior high,” Cossey said. “This also 
gives them a natural connection when 
they move to the high school. These 

feature

“I love the relationship I have with my 
students� They motivate me to get up and 
go to work because everything I do is for 
them�”

- Wes Anglin, South Panola High School teacher



connection points are important as our 
students merge with another school at 
that level because students can often 
feel overwhelmed or like they don’t fit 
in. FFA can help them with this tran-
sition and help them to develop as 
leaders.”

FFA activities have taught Laura’s 
students responsibility and encour-
aged them to become leaders in their 
school. One of the time-honored tradi-
tions of FFA membership is receiving 
an FFA jacket—the historic blue cordu-
roy symbol of the organization. When 
Laura’s students learned their jackets 
had arrived, she said they could not 
wait to wear them.

“I told them the jackets were here, 
and they had to see them,” Laura said. 

“We got a classroom set of jackets, and 
they wanted to take them home so they 
could show up to school the next day 
wearing them. I told them they had to 
leave the jackets at school, but they got 
to keep their FFA neckties and scarves. 
They made sure I had the jackets in the 
gym the next morning so they could 
show all their friends.”

Being on the farm and teaching in 
the classroom allow the Anglins to 
share their passion for agriculture and 
their experiences as teachers together. 
They have different perspectives of 
what it’s like to be a first-year teacher, 
but they get the same rewards from 
their hard work: They see their stu-
dents learn and they have fun teaching.

Laura says the most important idea 
she wants her students to take away 
from her class is the fact she cares 
about them.

“I just want my students to know 
that I love them, and I think they know 
that,” she said. “I really value the rela-
tionships I have with all of them. Being 
in a small school lets me get to know 
every kid. I learn their strengths and 
weaknesses, and I enjoy getting to see 
their personality shine. Especially at 
this age, every child just wants to know 
that someone cares about them. I share 
my life with them and try my best to 
relate to them. There are days when it 
is hard to get up and come to work, but 
the kids make it so much better once I 
get there.” 

Wes Anglin demonstrates proper welding techniques to his students at South Panola High School. 

feature
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news & notes

Vicksburg-Warren School District engineering 
students made their ideas a reality by crafting and 
printing designs they first developed in computer-
aided design programs.

First-year engineering students from River City 
Early College High School, Vicksburg High School, 
and Warren Central High School designed and 
modeled a hand-crank automaton project similar 
to a jack-in-the-box. Students took to the wood-
working lab to create their boxes, and many stu-

dents dabbled in 3-D printing or worked with a laser engraver to make their 
figurines.

Second-year students also created proof-of-concept prototypes for their 
school safety projects in the engineering lab. They were tasked with targeting 
a school safety challenge their community faces and designing an engineering 
solution to address it. Many students worked on designs to reinforce doors and 
cover windows or skylights in the event of an active shooter situation.

Vicksburg-Warren Students Take Projects From Concept to Creation

Clockwise from upper left: 

• Warren Central High School student Kaliah O’Neal drills pilot holes for the mechanical components of her box.
• River City Early College High School Students Neil Sanipara (left) and Edward Jones use a miter saw to cut out the sides of 

an automaton box as teacher Beth Krapac gives instructions.
• Left to right: Warren Central High School students Michael DeJesus, Landon Kramer, and Dennis Walker use a table saw to 

strip wood for the automaton box.

featurefeaturefeature

SAVE THE DATE!
JULY 24-26, 2019

Jackson, Mississippi

“Empowering Teachers to Empower All Students”

The Innovative Event for CTE Professionals
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Will Graves

What began as a way to im-
plement a new and chal-
lenging curriculum for 

gifted students in a Madison County 
school is now a fully-fledged engineer-
ing and robotics program teachers say 
will prepare students for future careers 
in STEM-focused industries.

With the help of high school engi-
neering student-mentors, gifted stu-
dents at Mannsdale Upper Elementary 
(MUE) are learning important robot-
ics-related skills such as design, pro-
gramming, and operation. Through 
training and competitions, students 
are challenged to expand their creativ-
ity and problem-solving skills through 
hands-on instruction that encompasses 
all aspects of STEM education.

Fourth and fifth grade Pathways 
teachers Sarah Noble and Kim Landry 
were instrumental in securing fund-
ing for VEX IQ robotics kits to estab-
lish the robotics-based curricula. The 
teachers received a $5,000 grant from 
Nissan of Mississippi in the fall of 2016 
and two Girl-Powered Vex IQ Team 
Grants during the 2017-2018 school 
year that provided each teacher with 
one additional kit for their classrooms.

Landry said in December 2016, after 
they received the first kits purchased 
with the funds from the Nissan grant, 
she and Noble took a crash course in 
robotics with their students in prepara-
tion for their first competition, which 
was only three weeks away at the time.

“It was a whirlwind,” Landry ex-
claimed. “We had just received and un-
packed our new kits, giving us roughly 
three weeks to build, program, and 
learn to drive our robots before going 
to compete.”

In 2017 and 2018, MUE students 
took part in a number of competi-
tive events including local week-
end competitions, Madison County 
Schools VEX IQ district competi-
tions, the Mississippi VEX IQ State 
Championship, and the CREATE 
U.S. Open Robotics Championship 

Elementary Division that is held an-
nually in Council Bluffs, Iowa. Despite 
their recent entry into the robotics are-
na, these students have progressed re-
markably, and their experiences helped 
them qualify for nationals for the past 
two years. This year, Landry and Noble 
took three teams to April’s national 
competition in Iowa.

Madison County Elementary  
Educators Teach STEM Through Robotics

Early ADAPTERS

Above: Mannsdale Upper Elementary 
fifth graders Kinsey Poole and Ethan 
Knight participate in a robotics 
competition.

Right: Mannsdale Upper Elementary 
students Scarlett Rolph and Grace 
Tucker work on their driving skills while 
Kade Reich, a senior at Germantown 
High School, serves as the referee.

feature
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Each competition is designed to 
encourage students to think critically 
and creatively—both crucial elements 
of the engineering process. The VEX 
IQ curriculum is structured so robot 
design and building processes are the 
most difficult aspects when working 
with new robots. VEX IQ lays the foun-
dation for students to understand how 
they can build and modify their robots 
to maximize scoring potential. 

Landry says the greatest les-
son taught in robotics education is 
resiliency.

“Students learn to continuously fail, 
rethink, redesign, rebuild, and repro-
gram their robots. They learn from 
their own and other teams’ victories 
and defeats,” she said. “They learn to 
build each other up and to take confi-
dence in their own ideas and abilities. 
They learn that there is more to life 
than winning or losing and that the 
most important lessons in life cannot 
be assigned a grade.”

Some of the best advice these young 
students receive comes from their 
student-mentors, the members of the 
Ridgeland High School robotics team. 
This unlikely bond formed after MUE 
fifth graders won the Excellence Award 
at a local competition where they had 
an interview with the RHS robot-
ics team. The high schoolers invited 
the younger students to join them in 
a work session to hone their design, 
driving, and programming skills. The 
relationship between the two groups 
helped the younger students become 
more confident in the classroom and 
during competitions.

Jennifer Richardson, career pathway 
experience coordinator at the Madison 
Career and Technical Center, said the 
positive encouragement these high 
school mentors provide to younger stu-
dents not only sparks their interest in 

STEM but also teaches many lessons 
that will carry them through life.

“The high school students’ previous 
success is motivating the elementary 
and middle school students to do their 
best,” she said. “While their success is 
telling of the students’ passion for ro-
botics, the skills they are learning, such 
as strategy planning, interpersonal, and 
writing skills, will help them in school, 
work, and life.”

While students are celebrating their 
own successes, they are also excited to 
see one of their teachers recognized for 
her hard work. At last year’s national 
competition in Iowa, Landry received 
an unexpected honor: She was named 
2018 National Robotics Teacher of the 
Year.

“Receiving this award was very 
surprising because it was my second 
full year of teaching robotics and only 
my second time to attend nation-
als,” Landry said. “The only way that 
something like this is attainable is with 
the support of the colleagues and stu-
dents who nominated me, supportive 

administrators and district personnel, 
and the hard-working students and 
parents who chose to get involved.”

The number of robotics programs 
and competitive teams is increasing 
across the Madison County School 
District, and administrators know of-
fering STEM-related courses will help 
their students reach their full poten-
tial. MUE Principal Debra Houghton 
said she is amazed by how much her 
students have developed academically 
and as young leaders since starting the 
robotics course.

“We have seen them learn to work 
together and learn how to communi-
cate better. It has also helped my stu-
dents get to know other students in the 
district through the competitions and 
working with the other schools,” she 
said. “Having this available to my stu-
dents has been so valuable for them in 
so many ways. It is teaching skills they 
can use for the rest of their life, skills 
that will get them into great colleges, 
skills that will help them navigate the 
workplace, and skills that help them 
find joy in the little things in life.” 

feature

Mannsdale Upper Elementary Pathways teacher Kim Landry (back row, second from 
right) and students and teachers from Madison Crossing Elementary, Germantown 
Middle School, and MUE pose at the CREATE US Open National Championship 
in Council Bluffs, Iowa. Landry was named 2018 National Robotics Teacher of the 
Year at the event.
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A little smoke goes a long way 
for Oak Grove High School’s 
culinary team.

A creole-seasoned smoked chicken 
wrap with a side of sweet potato fries 
created by the four-student team—aptly 
named Smokin’ Hot—won best dish in 
a Mississippi Department of Education-
sponsored competition in January and 

could wind up on cafeteria menus in the 
future.

Juniors Aleiyah McGee and Vikayla 
Oatis and seniors Bethanie Pheal and 
Donovan Reid will travel to Kentucky in 
May to compete in the national USDA 
Jr. Chef Competition after winning the 
Savor the Flavor of Mississippi Jr. Chef 
event.

Mississippi’s event tasked teams to 
use locally sourced ingredients, and 
the Smokin’ Hot crew developed dif-
ferent components for the wrap—a 
creole spice blend for the chicken, a 
sauce featuring blueberries and pep-
pers, and a Brussels sprouts and kale 
salad—that could be procured from 
area suppliers. Sanderson Farms, one of 
the nation’s biggest poultry providers, is 

Lamar County Culinary Team Captures  
State Title With Dish Featuring Mississippi Ingredients

feature

SmokeWHERE 
THERE’S

From left to right: Oak Grove High School culinary arts instructor Debbie Miller and Smokin’ Hot members Aleiyah McGee, 
Bethanie Pheal, Vikayla Oatis, and Donovan Reid pose with their medals and trophy after winning the Savor the Flavor of 
Mississippi Jr. Chef competition sponsored by the Mississippi Department of Education’s Office of Healthy Schools.
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headquartered in nearby Laurel; Sandy 
Run Farm, located 6 miles away from 
the school in Purvis, grows a wide va-
riety of fruits and vegetables; and even 
honey for the sauce is available at Dixie 
Bee Honey Bee Farm near Hattiesburg.

The spinach wrap itself was the only 
non-locally sourced ingredient.

Team members were confident they 
had created a winning recipe heading 
into the competition, but it was their 
use of a secret weapon—a handheld 
smoke infuser—that really made their 
dish stand out from the competition.

“Every time we go into a competi-
tion, we look at all angles. We ask our-
selves, ‘What are people going to re-
member us for?’ and ‘What can we do 
to make others look at what we’re do-
ing?’” said OGHS culinary instructor 
Debbie Miller. “When you compete, 
you have to play to your strengths and 
use what’s going to set you apart.

“These students also set us apart,” 
she added.

90 Minutes to Win
From start to finish, Smokin’ Hot’s 

performance in the kitchen is an intri-
cate and finely tuned act. The team only 
has 90 minutes to transform raw ingre-
dients into a plated entrée for  judges. 

Each student knows his or her role, 
and each step of their choreographed 
culinary ballet is timed.

They spring into action the moment 
the clock starts ticking by sanitizing 
their workspace, opening bags and 
containers of ingredients, washing pro-
duce, and preheating ovens. 

Pheal slices the chicken while Reid 
chops the vegetables; Oatis blends 
spices into a seasoning as McGee turns 
a mixture of blueberries, honey, and 
other ingredients into a sauce on the 
stove top. 

feature

SMOKIN’  
HOT RECIPES

Editor’s note: To protect the work of OGHS Smokin’ Hot team members, we have 
published their recipes’ ingredient lists without detailing the portions used.

CREOLE SEASONING
Ingredients

• Mississippi creole spice blend

• Paprika

• Garlic powder

• Onion powder

• Dried thyme

• Dried oregano

• Fresh ground black pepper

• Cumin

Directions:
1. Combine all ingredients, set 

aside for sauce and chicken 
seasoning

BRUSSELS SALAD 
Ingredients:

• Fresh Brussels sprouts

• Fresh kale

• Shallots

• Sweet peppers

• Honey

• Olive oil

• Vinegar

Directions:
1. Wash Brussels sprouts and kale, trim

2. Finely chop sprouts and kale, small dice shallots and peppers

3. Combine olive oil, vinegar, and honey

4. Dress salad, cover, set aside
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SMOKIN’ HOT RECIPES

SAUCE
Ingredients:

• Creole seasoning

• Blueberries

• Shallots

• Sweet peppers

• Jalapeno pepper

• White wine vinegar 

• Extra-virgin olive oil

• Honey

• Minced garlic

• Low-sodium chicken stock

Directions:
1. Small dice shallots, sweet pep-

pers, and jalapeño

2. Mince garlic

3. Place olive oil in a sauce pot 
and heat, add cut vegetables 
and blueberries, allow them to 
sweat 

4. Mash blueberries

5. Add white wine vinegar, 
chicken stock, and seasoning, 
allow to reduce

6. Strain sauce and set aside

CREOLE-SEASONED SMOKED CHICKEN 
Ingredients:

• Creole seasoning

• Baking powder

• Sauce

• Chicken cut into 2-oz. servings

• Non-stick cooking spray

Directions:
1. Preheat convection oven to 

350° F

2. Cut chicken into pieces, wash, 
pat dry

3. Combine Creole seasoning 
mixture with baking powder

4. Place chicken in a large bowl, 
sprinkle with rub, tossing to 
evenly coat

5. Line a baking sheet with foil, 
spray with cooking spray

6. Arrange chicken on baking 
sheet, place in preheated oven

7. Cook for 20 minutes or until 
chicken reaches an internal 
temperature of 165° F

8. Transfer chicken to a large bowl

9. Add sauce, coat evenly
10. Wrap bowl tightly with plastic 

wrap, smoke chicken using a 
smoking gun

Editor’s note: To protect the work of OGHS Smokin’ Hot team members, we have published their recipes’ ingredient 
lists without detailing the portions used.

feature
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Twenty minutes in, the chicken 
goes into the oven. After 50 minutes, 
the sauce comes off the stove and is 
strained. With 15 minutes left, team 
members begin assembling the wrap 
and preparing to combine and arrange 
the different elements for plating and 
presentation.

It’s a hectic scene at times, with teen-
agers wielding sharp knives and giving 
frank instructions all while keeping an 
eye on the clock, but it works—a plated 
chicken wrap and side of sweet potato 
fries, with their team’s name signed in 
ranch dressing, is ready for inspection.

“We work pretty well together as a 
team,” Oatis said.

Besides the usual cooking criteria—
time and temperature, degree of sani-
tary conditions, cutlery skills, and pre-
sentation—students are also judged on 
their teamwork, communication, and 
knowledge of their product. Not only 
did Smokin’ Hot team members have to 
deliver a well-cooked, delicious dish to 
the judges, but they also had to explain 

the wrap and discuss its complimentary 
and contrasting flavors.

“We knew we had it,” McGee said of 
their chance to win the state title. “We 
had more complex flavors [in the en-
trée] than anybody else.”

Food and Skills for the Future
The true secret of Smokin’ Hot’s dish 

is it wasn’t the students’ first choice—it 
was an alternative to other experiments.

Not only did the team need to devel-
op an award-winning meal for the com-
petition, but the group was also tasked 
with making that dish easily replicable 
in school cafeterias. 

Pheal said the students first experi-
mented with homemade pasta and 
then chicken wings, all while trying to 
incorporate cauliflower as a prominent 
part of the dish. Those recipes were 
quickly abandoned because either the 
ingredients were not readily available 
to schools or the processes to create 
the food—the pasta, specifically—was 

simply too intensive for your average 
school cafeteria.

Team members then turned their at-
tention to featuring sweet potatoes and 
Brussels sprouts.

“We knew we had to come up with a 
way to package [the ingredients] so that 
students would eat it. That’s how the sal-
ad was developed,” Miller said. “Anyone 
can come up with a meal idea, but you 
have to factor in availability and stu-
dents’ tastes. Those factors really narrow 
the list of what you can do.”

Even if none of the four students pur-
sue a career as a chef, they all agreed 
OGHS culinary classes provided them 
specific cooking skills and general 
knowledge they’ll use throughout their 
lives. Reid is also able to transfer those 
skills directly to his part-time job at a 
local deli.

“Classes like these are great because 
you get to do something different and 
you learn things you’ll need for when 
you’re on your own,” he said. 

feature
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Amanda Gronewold

“Sticks and stones may break my 
bones…”

And so can Biloxi health sci-
ence students.

Kristy Warner noticed her students 
had trouble understanding and learn-
ing about the parts of a bone, so she 
had them break into these concepts. 
Literally.

When Warner entered the classroom 
with raw turkey legs from the local gro-
cery store and tasked students with dis-
secting the legs and breaking the bones 
inside, her students needed more than 
sticks and stones.

“The bone was much, much harder 
to break than we thought,” Warner said. 
“Each class had a different method for 

breaking the bones, but the one that 
actually worked the best was using a 
mallet—a hammer.”

When the bones were finally 
opened, many students were surprised 
by what they found inside.

“The thing the students were most 
interested in was the bone marrow,” 
Warner explained. “The marrow inside 
the turkey bone had a mushy texture, 
which was a surprise to most of the 
students—they mostly thought that the 
inside of the bone was an empty space.”

After the students examined the 
bones and demonstrated understand-
ing of their structure, they repaired the 
fractures using plates, screws, drills, 
and other tools Warner borrowed from 
the Gulf Coast Outpatient Surgery 

Center, where she works part time as a 
nurse.

“I thought maybe we could use 
chicken bones, but I didn’t think they 
would be big enough to be able to use 
with the fracture sets that I knew the 
surgery center would let us borrow,” 
she explained. “I needed it to be closer 
to the size of a human bone, so I fig-
ured a turkey would be the next best 
option.”

Students raved about their experi-
ences at the bone fracture lab. 

“That was the first time I’d ever had 
truly 100% engagement,” Warner said. 
“They were fascinated. I set up different 
stations, so nobody was bored. There 
was always something to do, and they 
loved it.” 

Biloxi Health Science Students Study Bone  
Anatomy and Repair Fractures in Hands-On Lab

AND
MENDING

Breaking
feature

Top left: NyKiera Phifer, a senior health science student at Biloxi Career Technology Center, investigates the layers of skin on a 
broken turkey leg.

Top right: Tori Williams, a senior health science student at Biloxi Career Technology Center, practices beginner suturing 
techniques on turkey skin.
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THEMENUOn
Stone County Students Apply Classroom  

Concepts to Managing a Successful Business

feature

Brice Fortinberry

Managing a restaurant may 
not seem like an average 
day at school, but Stone 

County High School Culinary III stu-
dents would disagree. 

These students manage the Border 
Brew Café, a local restaurant where 
they apply skills like marketing, event 
planning, and money management to 
real-world situations. 

Stone County High School culi-
nary teacher Jaclyn Parker said she 
decided to start the café as a way to 
provide service-learning opportuni-
ties to her students, add tremendous 
value to their culinary experiences, 
and expand on the classroom concepts 
taught in Culinary I and II.

“I wanted to provide a third-year 
option for my students, but I wanted 

that option to have purpose with in-
tentional learning,” she said. “I wanted 
them to be more than just a teacher’s 
assistant in my classes. The idea of 
a student-run business made sense 
as the next step because they could 
put into practice all of the skills 
they learned and gain management 
experience.”
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Clockwise from left:

• Stone High School Culinary III students pose in front of the Border 
Brew Café.

• Stone High School Culinary III students and Border Brew managers 
Kaja James (left) and Kade Daniels placed first at last year’s SkillsUSA 
state competitions in commercial baking and culinary arts.

• Stone High School Culinary III student and café manager Shana 
Bourgeois takes orders at the Border Brew Café.

feature

Local support can often be an un-
tapped resource for career and techni-
cal education, but Parker has found a 
way to develop a reciprocal relation-
ship between the community and her 
culinary program. 

“Engaging with the community 
bridges the gap between school and 
work, ensuring our students are learn-
ing skills that are desirable in the 
workforce,” Parker said. “My goal for 
my culinary students is that they fin-
ish high school with experience and 
skills to secure employment and have 
scholarship opportunities to further 
their education.”

Culinary III student and Border 
Brew manager Kaja James said the 
knowledge she has gained from work-
ing at the Border Brew Café helped 
her grow exponentially as a student.

“I have learned how to manage 
money, communicate with customers 
and employees, and make wise deci-
sions that will later benefit the café,” 
James said. 

“My goal for my culinary students is that 
they finish high school with experience 
and skills to secure employment���”

- Jaclyn Parker, Stone County  
High School culinary teacher
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What is your favorite subject?

My favorite subject would have to be 
English. I’ve always loved to read and 
discuss books and their meanings, and 
I love to write.

Who is your favorite teacher or 
school employee?

My favorite school employee would 
have to be Mrs. Amanda Cleveland, 
my fourth grade teacher. Even though 
I am now in high school, I know she 
is someone I can sit down with and 
discuss what’s burdening me or what’s 
been going well in my life. Even with 
her busy life, I know she’ll make time 
to talk to me.

What accomplishment as a student 
are you most proud of?

The accomplishment I am most 
proud of is being elected as the 
Mississippi Educators Rising president. 
It is honestly a dream come true. I love 
to serve and lead, and this position is 
the perfect opportunity to do both.

What club, organization, or sport do 
you enjoy participating in most?

I participate in many clubs and orga-
nizations, so it’s hard to narrow it down 

to a favorite, but the Teacher Academy 
program is something I thoroughly en-
joy. I love the opportunities it has given 
me from having fun with children with 
special needs to teaching in a middle 
school classroom. Second to this pro-
gram, tennis is something I’ve enjoyed 
playing for many years.

What jobs or careers interest you the 
most?

For the past few years, I have been 
extremely interested in education. I’ve 
devoted a lot of time to studying the 
career. From researching potential col-
leges, designing lesson plans and as-
sessments, and job shadowing, I am 
passionate about education and learn-
ing. One day, I hope to teach English 
and share that passion in a middle 
school classroom.
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MEAGAN 
GRAHAM
Junior at Union High School, 
Union Public School District
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Why did you become a teacher?

I originally wanted to be an ex-
tension agent. Due a hiring freeze at 
the time, however, there were no jobs 
available. While enrolled at Mississippi 
State University, I went through the 
teaching option. When this job became 
open, I took it.

How do you motivate your students?

I try to use real-life situations to 
make learning more practical for the 
students.

What advice would you give first-
year teachers?

That’s a tricky question. Teaching is 
a very challenging career, so make sure 
it is what you want to do before you put 
the money and time into your college 
experience.

What has been your greatest success 
as a teacher?

As a lifelong teacher, you don’t re-
ally look at a specific thing. It’s more of 
a body of work as a whole. Watching 
students start off with a low level of 
confidence and seeing them mature 
and become successful young adults 
is something that brings a sense of 
satisfaction.

EDUCATORSpotlight

MIKE DALE
Forrest County Agricultural 
High School, Forrest County 
School District

Classes taught: Horticulture, 
Beef Cattle Science, 
Forestry, Basic Ag, Ag 
Production I and II, Ag and 
Natural Resources
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Submit your news, photos, and more at www.rcu.msstate.edu/connections/
shareyourstoryideas, and you may see your story in CONNECTIONS!

GOT MISSISSIPPI CTE NEWS?

A sign honoring Dale was installed on 
the FCAHS campus to celebrate his 36th 
year in education. Dale retired at the 
conclusion of the 2018-2019 academic 
year.

25Spring 2019 CONNECTIONS

http://rcu.msstate.edu
http://www.rcu.msstate.edu/Connections
http://facebook.com/ConnectionsMS
http://rcu.msstate.edu/connections/shareyourstoryideas,
http://rcu.msstate.edu/connections/shareyourstoryideas,


The Mississippi Department of Education Office of Career and Technical Education and Workforce Development does not  
discriminate on the basis of race, color, religion, national origin, sex, age, or disability in the provision of educational programs and 
services or employment opportunities and benefits. The following office has been designated to handle inquiries and complaints re-

garding the nondiscrimination policies of the Mississippi Department of Education: Director, Office of Human Resources, Mississippi 
Department of Education, 359 North West Street, Suite 203, Jackson, Mississippi 39201.  601.359.3511

Published by the Mississippi State University Research and Curriculum Unit

Meridian Students Replicate 
Iconic ’80s TV Show’s Van ........ p. 4

NEED MORE? Request copies of CONNECTIONS  
at www.rcu.msstate.edu/magazinerequest

http://rcu.msstate.edu
http://rcu.msstate.edu/curriculum/curriculumdownload.
http://www.rcu.msstate.edu/MagazineRequest

