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Students in Mississippi’s Early Learning Collaboratives (ELC) achieve 
higher levels each year, with the majority completing pre-K scoring  
AT OR ABOVE THE TARGET SCORE FOR EXITING PRE-K.

Mississippi administers the  
ACT to all 11th graders to  

provide equal access to the college 
readiness test. The results provide 
a measure of how well schools are 

preparing students for success in 
college and gives schools time to 

provide interventions to help  
students increase their ACT  

scores in the 12th grade.

The Literacy-Based Promotion Act is helping to 
INCREASE LITERACY SKILLS among students in 
kindergarten through the 3rd grade. 
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18.018.317.6

Mississippi raised academic standards for pre-K through the 12th grade in recent years  
and has implemented aggressive reform efforts to raise student achievement. As a result,  
the key indicators of academic success have been on a steady, upward trajectory. 

MISSISSIPPI  

SUCCEEDS
Three-Year Trend OF RISING STUDENT ACHIEVEMENT

2015

2015

2015

59%

54% 63% 65%

71%

2016 2016

2016

2017

2017

2017

EARLY LEARNING 
COLLABORATIVES

KINDERGARTENERS  
MEETING END-OF-YEAR TARGET SCORE

THIRD GRADERS 

Students in Mississippi’s Early Learning Collaboratives (ELC) achieve 
higher levels each year, with the majority completing pre-K scoring  
AT OR ABOVE THE TARGET SCORE FOR EXITING PRE-K.

Mississippi administers the  
ACT to all 11th graders to  

provide equal access to the college 
readiness test. The results provide 
a measure of how well schools are 

preparing students for success in 
college and gives schools time to 

provide interventions to help  
students increase their ACT  

scores in the 12th grade.

The Literacy-Based Promotion Act is helping to 
INCREASE LITERACY SKILLS among students in 
kindergarten through the 3rd grade. 

ELC students meeting  
kindergarten-readiness 
score in 2017

2015

2016

2017

85%

87%

92%

LITERACY

Passed reading test on first try

Passed reading test on first try

Passed reading test on first try

18.018.317.6

Mississippi raised academic standards for pre-K through the 12th grade in recent years  
and has implemented aggressive reform efforts to raise student achievement. As a result,  
the key indicators of academic success have been on a steady, upward trajectory. 

MISSISSIPPI  

SUCCEEDS
Three-Year Trend OF RISING STUDENT ACHIEVEMENT

TABLE OF CONTENTS

2017 Administrator of the Year Guides  
School Success ......................................................5

Teacher of the Year Finds Passion in  
Special Education .................................................5

A Team Effort for Early Success ..........................6
How Early Childhood Education Centers Prepare Students

ESSA Plans Approved by USDE ...........................9

Professional Development for Mississippi 
Educators ............................................................ 10

Mississippi State Board of Education Approves 
New Diploma Options to Expand College and 
Career Opportunities for All Students ............ 11

New Mississippi Diploma Options .................. 12

New Social Studies Standards Coming  
to the Classroom ................................................ 14

Top 5 Ways to Incorporate the Mississippi  
Civil Rights Museum Into the Classroom ....... 15

Setting the Example .......................................... 16
Exposing Middle Schoolers to Future Opportunities

Mississippi Succeeds ......................................... 20

Teachers Leading Teachers .............................. 22
Pearl School District Gathers for Professional 
Development Best Practices Expo

page

20

page

16

page

6

School Focus SUMMER 2018 | VOL. 3 | ISSUE 1

2 Summer 2018



Whole-Student Success  
Motivates Data Analysis .....................................24
How Schools Use More Than Test Scores to Impact Students

Successful Strategies for Raising the Bar .........26
Using Data, Staffing, and Instructional 
Programs for Student Gain

Teacher Spotlights ...............................................30
Janet Wallace, Christy Hughes, Brad 
Johns, and Lauren Walters

Starkville-Oktibbeha Teacher Appointed as 
Teacher Representative to State Board .............33

Inside the Classroom ..........................................34
Columbus First-Grade Teacher Leapfrogs to Success

page

34

page

26

page

22

Areas featured in 
this issue 

3Summer 2018



WELCOME

I’m pleased to welcome you to the summer edition of School Focus.

In this issue, we take a look at how districts are encouraging students 

to imagine their futures, whether by showing middle school students 

possible career opportunities (p. 16) or by setting an educational foundation 

for preschoolers (p. 6). Additionally, we highlight Mississippi’s school success 

over the year through a helpful infographic (p. 20-21). 

We also cover schools that increased their accountability ratings through 

support from the Office of School Improvement (p. 26) and those that 

successfully used data management and analysis to meet achievement goals 

or raise accountability ratings (p. 24). This work would not be possible without 

the dedicated educators and administrators in our state’s schools, and you 

can find articles on the administrator and teacher of the year (opposite page), 

the state school board’s newest teacher representative (p. 33), and teachers 

from across the state in this issue (p. 30). Also, we take a look at how one 

district uses in-house professional development to share best practices 

throughout the district (p. 22).

Finally, you’ll find information on the new graduation options for 

Mississippi students (p. 11), the new social studies standards that will be 

piloted during the 2018-2019 school year (p. 14), and ways to incorporate the 

Mississippi Civil Rights Museum into social studies lessons (p. 15).

After a long and fulfilling career in education in Mississippi, this will be 

my final issue of School Focus to oversee. Through partnership between the 

MDE and local schools, we have accomplished a lot over the years, and I’m 

proud that this magazine has captured some of those stories. I look forward 

to seeing the growth and success of Mississippi schools and School Focus in 

the future. Thank you for your dedication to education in Mississippi, and 

please continue to share the good work done in classrooms around the state.

Sincerely,

Kim S. Benton, EdD

Chief Academic Officer

Mississippi Department of Education
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2017 ADMINISTRATOR OF THE YEAR GUIDES 
SCHOOL SUCCESS

The Mississippi Department of Education and the Office of Teaching and Leading 

announced Howard Savage, Jr., principal of Quitman High School in the Quitman 

School District, was selected as the 2018 Mississippi Administrator of the Year. 

Savage began his career as a classroom teacher before moving into assistant 

principal and principal roles in Mississippi schools. His personal philosophy of 

education and teaching is “self-reflection is the key to interpersonal growth.” He 

believes that by making personal adjustments, students, teachers, and administrators 

can excel. Through personal adjustments among staff and students in the district, 

Savage created a recipe for success.

“These strategies were the framework in achieving my most rewarding professional 

experience as an administrator, leading Quitman High School from a three-year consecutive D rating on the Mississippi 

Accountability Model to a B rating,” Savage said.

The Mississippi Administrator of the Year program honors an administrator who demonstrates superior ability to 

inspire teachers, to employ exemplary leadership practices and to participate as an active member of the community. The 

recipient receives a $5,000 stipend and shares expertise through various presentations and activities for the improvement 

of education in the state. 

TEACHER OF THE YEAR FINDS PASSION IN 
SPECIAL EDUCATION

The Mississippi Department of Education and the Office of Teaching and 

Leading announced Whitney Drewrey, third- through fifth-grade teacher of mild/

moderate and severe/profound students at Lafayette Upper Elementary School 

in Lafayette County School District, was selected as the 2018 Mississippi Teacher 

of the Year.

Drewrey, in her 15th year of teaching, said her greatest accomplishment was 

when she left the “comfort zone of teaching science and reinvented herself as a 

teacher to reach a population she could better serve”—students with disabilities.

“My belief is that all students can learn if nurtured and placed in the right 

environment. If they feel safe and comfortable, if they make mistakes and learn 

from the mistakes, they will learn,” she said.

The Mississippi Teacher of the Year program recognizes exemplary teachers in the state. The award recipient 

also receives a $5,000 stipend and will share expertise through various presentations and activities. Drewrey will 

represent Mississippi in the National Teacher of the Year competition. In addition, she will travel to Washington, D.C., 

to meet the president and first lady and will participate in a Rose Garden recognition ceremony at the White House.
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How Early Childhood Education 
Centers Prepare Students 

Teacher Leigh Pope leads Hope Montgomery and Dylan Shedd in a center activity at Pearl ECEC.

A TEAM EFFORT FOR
EARLYSuccess

6 Summer 2018School Focus



Emile Creel

How many words did you 

know at 3 years old? Could 

you count to 100 or follow 

step-by-step directions?

Research shows those key 

foundations may have been 

determined by when and where you 

started your education and even the 

vocabulary your parents, teachers, 

and others used during your formative 

years. 

Teachers and administrators of 

Mississippi’s early childhood education 

centers (ECECs) understand the 

importance of these factors and how 

important parent and community 

involvement is from a young age. That 

is why, along with several state-funded 

preschools, school district leaders 

also allocate their own funds for the 

centers. 

“District superintendents and 

principals are seeing the value of pre-K 

is really big,” said Jill Dent, bureau 

director of early childhood education 

at the Mississippi Department of 

Education.

In 2017, 16 percent of the state’s 

4-year-olds were serviced in some type 

of state- or local-funded preschool 

learning center. This percentage, 

although small, is an increase 

since the founding of early learning 

collaboratives in 2014. 

All early childhood education in 

the state falls under Dent’s office, 

and her team supports centers’ needs 

with teacher qualifications, standards, 

learning objectives, and other concerns.

“We have standards that all of our 

state ECECs and other preschools 

should be following, and we are 

working to revise those guidelines as 

well as increase the requirements for 

qualifications to teach at the pre-K 

level,” Dent said.

While early learning collaboratives 

are the latest trend in early childhood 

education, some districts across the 

state have operated successful pre-K 

centers for years, including Tupelo’s 

and Pearl’s ECECs. Educators at 

these centers know for students to 

successfully learn vocabulary, math, 

and other skills, a team effort from 

parents, community members, and 

teachers is needed. 

Setting the Tone for Education

Tupelo’s center began operations 

in 2010 and continues to see the 

impact of encouraging parents and the 

community to take part in the lives of 

its 200 students.

Amanda Young, a 21-year veteran 

teacher at the center, said she enjoys 

the young students because they are 

so new to learning and have so many 

areas for growth. Teaching young, new 

students also means teaching parents 

new to the school district.

“We want to help parents learn how 

to be a parent in the school system,” 

said Haley Stewart, Tupelo ECEC 

principal. 

feature f

Top: Samantha Garner and her dad, 
Greg, work on crafts during Dad’s Day 
in Pre-K.
Bottom: Johnny Mickell and Jeremiah 
Davidson complete a puzzle during the 
carpet center.
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Students at this age are not only 

developing academically, but also 

socially. For many, this is the first time 

they are asked to work with their peers, 

follow directions, and demonstrate 

their knowledge outside of the home. 

Tupelo’s teachers and principal 

emphasize a total picture of growth 

and hope to share that vision with 

parents. In the ECEC, students work 

in rotating centers to cover multiple 

subjects. They might begin the day 

with play time, transition to language 

or math, and then move to another 

subject. Each center teaches the 

academic skills, along with teamwork, 

communication, and other social skills, 

that will be important for students as 

they continue through school. 

“We want students to be able 

to function in a classroom with 

interpersonal skills. The executive 

functioning skills are important and 

[are] the foundation of what teachers 

will continue to build on,” said Dent.

Teachers stress the importance of 

overall student development at this 

age and say that is one of their favorite 

parts of teaching younger children. 

“We have an awesome responsibility 

to set a positive tone for education, 

that learning is important and fun,” 

said Cheryl Dexter, a teacher at the 

center with 25 years of experience in 

education. 

To encourage parent participation, 

Tupelo hosts a parent night several 

times each semester to give parents an 

opportunity to interact with teachers, 

see what their children are learning, 

and understand how their children are 

developing. 

“When we bring in the parents at 

workshops, they are more eager to 

step in, help, and support. It’s about 

offering those opportunities to get 

the involvement,” said Haley Stewart, 

Tupelo ECEC principal.

In addition to parents volunteering 

in the classroom, community members 

also play a role in these students’ 

education by voluntarily teaching 

subjects that the school doesn’t offer, 

such as drama, music, and art, on a 

full-time basis.

“Our community and district 

really believe in the importance of 

these classes. Once we lost our music 

class due to budget cuts, community 

members filled that gap by sharing 

their different specialties on Fridays so 

that students are exposed to the arts,” 

Stewart said.

f feature

Mary Kiley Lovorn, Jillian Shumpert, and Mia Thomas water plants that the class is 
growing as part of their science center.

f feature

Interested in how your district could begin a Title I pre-K classroom?
Go to mde.k12.ms.us/ESE/EC and under Resources select Mississippi 

Guide to Starting a Title I Pre-K Program
8 Summer 2018School Focus
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ESSA PLANS APPROVED BY USDE
In March, U.S. Secretary of Education Betsy DeVos announced the approval of Mississippi’s plans under the Every 

Student Succeeds Act.

The plan features a more transparent A-F accountability rating system that measures college and career readiness 

and encourages accelerated coursework. Additionally, the Mississippi Department of Education will continue developing a 

continuum of services to assist underperforming schools and districts through a comprehensive support model for school 

improvement and continue building the innovative early learning collaborative centers and support.

For more information on Mississippi’s ESSA plans, visit mde.k12.ms.us/SSE/essa.

Holistic Student Growth

At Pearl’s ECEC, parental and 

community involvement is also of high 

importance. The center opened in 2015 

after test scores showed kindergarten 

students were not at the level the 

elementary school wanted for their 

students.

“We are setting the foundation for 

what they will do in kindergarten and 

throughout their time in school,” said 

Candice Golf, one of the center’s five 

teachers.

The center supported 80 students 

in the 2017-2018 school year through 

federal funds and will increase to 100 

students in the coming school year.

“These kids haven’t learned they 

can’t do something. They’re eager to 

try any new experience — that’s one of 

the best parts of working with this age,” 

said Melissa Brower, another teacher at 

the center. 

Students at Pearl’s ECEC rotate 

through centers in a similar way to 

Tupelo’s, learning different topics 

at each stage. During some weeks, 

students are engaged through 

different themes, like learning about 

transportation while completing math 

or vocabulary assignments. Teachers 

put an emphasis on varying activities 

that promote the development of 

motor skills and the abilties to work 

independently and with others to 

continue the all-around student 

growth. 

“They have such holistic growth,” 

said Brower. “You see the light bulb 

[turn on] each day, and that’s exciting.”

To incorporate parents and 

guardians into children’s learning, 

Pearl hosts parent nights twice each 

year and demonstrate what students 

are learning. In these sessions, teachers 

and administrators go over activities 

similar to what students experience in 

class but  can be completed at home 

with inexpensive, easy-to-find items, 

such as pipe cleaners or construction 

paper. 

“Working in partnership with 

parents ensures that both children 

and parents are prepared for their 

children’s educational journey. We 

need to help parents build this firm 

foundation so they continue to support 

their children’s education,” said Janice 

Dukes, Pearl ECEC director. 

The Office of Early Childhood 

Education recently updated the 

standards for preschools and has 

coaches who travel to centers to help 

with professional development and 

offer support. 

For more information on resources provided by the Office of Early 
Childhood Education, visit mde.k12.ms.us/ESE/EC.

Jacob Phillips and Hope Montgomery learn about different jobs while playing with a 
cash register and apple tree.
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The Mississippi Department of Education’s Office of Professional Development is happy to
release  the  Fall 2018 Menu of Services on July 1, 2018. These free professional development
opportunities are provided directly to districts/schools who need additional support in the areas of
ELA, mathematics, special education, and science. Updates made to the Menu include the addition of
cross-curricular trainings and multiple-day workshop opportunities such as  Creating a Positive
Classroom Culture  and  Planning, Instruction, and Engaging: A New Teacher Training.   In order to
access the Menu of Services, please visit  http://www.mdek12.org/OPD.   Regional Professional
Development opportunities provided by various offices throughout the Mississippi Department of
Education can be accessed through the MDE Professional Development Calendar.  

  
In addition to the face-to-face trainings available for Fall 2018, the Office of Professional Development
now has free online courses available for registration on July 1, 2018. These courses, linked to the
previous Menu of Services, will be offered during various semesters according to the Online Course
Catalog. These sessions are designed so that teachers can complete one 30-minute module per week
during their Professional Learning Communities. CEUs and SEMIs are available for online course or
combinations of at least 5 hours.

 

 I learned so much about the prep work
that is involved with creating your own

escape room.  It was also a great
experience for me to watch her

facilitate the escape experience in 3 of
my classes.  The students LOVED it!  It
was a very engaging lesson that took

standard based topics and made them
into real world problems. 

 

8th Grade Math Teacher
 Hernando Middle School
 

for Mississippi Educators
 

Professional
 Development

 
PD Sessions Provided through PDC Model

 

ELA 
 

Math
 

Science
 

SPED
 

(2017-2018 School Year)
 

144 
 

167 
 

90 
 

169 
 

FREE Online Courses Added to Updated Menu of Services
 

per Subject Area
 

OVER
 

EDUCATORS
 

28,000
 

served in over 1,000 PD sessions by MDE
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MISSISSIPPI STATE BOARD OF EDUCATION 
APPROVES NEW DIPLOMA OPTIONS 
TO EXPAND COLLEGE AND CAREER 

OPPORTUNITIES FOR ALL STUDENTS
The Mississippi State Board of Education (SBE) voted to approve new diploma options that will give students the 

opportunity to earn an endorsement with their high school diploma and will provide the majority of students with 

disabilities an opportunity to earn a traditional diploma.

The new options follow a statewide effort to increase college and career opportunities for all students and a new 

state law that eliminates the Mississippi Occupational Diploma (MOD) option for students with disabilities starting 

with freshmen entering high school in the 2017-2018 school year.

The new diploma options include a traditional diploma for all students and an alternate diploma option 

for students with significant cognitive disabilities. Students will also have the opportunity to earn additional 

requirements to qualify for a traditional diploma with a career and technical education (CTE) endorsement, an 

academic endorsement, or a distinguished academic endorsement. Students can earn more than one endorsement.

“The new diploma requirements will ensure that the vast majority of Mississippi students earn a traditional high 

school diploma that is recognized by postsecondary institutions, employers, and the military,” said Carey Wright, 

state superintendent of education. “For students who want to go further, the endorsement options will allow them to 

earn credentials while in high school that will help them achieve their goals for college or career.”

The new diploma options will take effect for incoming ninth graders in the 2018-2019 school year. Students 

in grades 10, 11, and 12 who are currently in a course of study that leads to the MOD option must get parental 

permission to remain on the MOD track. Otherwise, their Individualized Education Program team will be encouraged 

to consider a course of study that leads to a traditional diploma.

The traditional diploma will require all students graduating from Mississippi high schools to have the same basic 

requirements and to earn 24 Carnegie Units. After meeting the traditional diploma requirements, students can take 

additional CTE coursework to meet the requirements for the CTE endorsement or advanced, college-preparation 

coursework to earn an academic or distinguished academic endorsement. The CTE and academic endorsements 

require students to earn 26 Carnegie Units. Students must earn 28 Carnegie Units to qualify for the distinguished 

academic endorsement. Also, the distinguished academic endorsement requires students to meet national college 

and career benchmarks above just earning credits.

The alternate diploma is designed for the approximately 1% of students who have met the criteria on their 

Individualized Education Program for having a significant cognitive disability. This diploma requires students earn 24 

credits in an alternate course of study. The alternate diploma is not equivalent to the traditional high school diploma 

and is not recognized by postsecondary entities that require a high school diploma. However, the alternate diploma 

certifies that a student with a significant cognitive disability has successfully completed a course of study aligned to 

academic standards.

See the next two pages for requirements of the new diploma options and endorsements.
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Curriculum Area Carnegie 
Units Required Subjects

English 4 • English I
• English II

Mathematics 4 • Algebra I

Science 3 • Biology I

Social Studies 3½ • 1 World History
• 1 U.S. History
• ½ U.S. Government
• ½ Economics
• ½ Mississippi Studies

Physical Education ½

Health ½

Arts 1

College and Career Readiness 1 • Must occur in the student’s junior or 
senior year, or in the student completion 
of a 4-year sequence.

Technology or Computer Science 1

Additional Electives 5 ½

Total Units Required 24

Curriculum Area Carnegie 
Units Required Subjects

English 4 • Alternate English Elements I-IV

Mathematics 4 • Alternate Math Elements I-III
• Alternate Algebra Elements

Science 2 • Alternate Biology Elements
• Alternate Science Elements II

Social Studies 2 • Alternate History Elements  
(Strands: U.S. History and World History)

• Alternate Social Studies Elements  
(Strands: Economics and U.S. 
Government)

Physical Education ½

Health ½ • Alternate Health Elements

Arts 1

Career Readiness 4 •  Career Readiness I-IV 
(Strands: Technology, Systems, 
Employability, and Social)

Life Skills Development 4 • Life Skills Development I-IV  
(Strands: Technology, Systems, Personal 
Care, and Social)

Additional Electives 2

Total Units Required 24

Mississippi Diploma Options

Requirements
• Student should identify an endorsement 

area prior to entering 9th grade. 
Endorsement requirements can only be 
changed with parental permission.

• For early release, students must have met 
College or Career Readiness Benchmarks 
(ACT sub scores 17 English and 19 Math or 
earned a Silver level on ACT WorkKeys or 
SAT equivalency sub scores). Alternately, a 
student must meet ALL of the following:
• Have a 2.5 GPA
• Passed or met all MAAP assessments 

requirements for graduation
• On track to meet diploma requirements
• Concurrently enrolled in Essentials for College 

Math or Essentials for College Literacy

Recommendations
• For early graduation, a student should 

successfully complete an area of endorsement.
• A student should take a math or math 

equivalent course the senior year.

Requirements
• The Alternate Diploma is not equivalent to 

a traditional high school diploma and is not 
recognized by postsecondary entities that 
require a traditional high school diploma.

• All students are required to participate in the 
Mississippi Assessment Program-Alternate 
Assessment (MAAP-A) with a score TBD.

• Students who have met the criteria on 
their IEP for having a Significant Cognitive 
Disability (SCD) may participate in a program 
of study to earn the Alternate Diploma.

TRADITIONAL DIPLOMA OPTION

ALTERNATE DIPLOMA OPTION

Begins with incoming freshmen of 2018-2019
Mississippi has two diploma options: The Traditional Diploma and the Alternate Diploma. The Traditional Diploma is for all 
students. The Alternate Diploma is an option for students with a Significant Cognitive Disability (SCD).
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Traditional Diploma Endorsement Options
Students pursuing a Traditional Diploma should identify an endorsement prior to entering ninth grade.  There are three 
endorsement options: Career and Technical, Academic, and Distinguished Academic Endorsement.

CAREER AND TECHNICAL ENDORSEMENT
Curriculum Area Carnegie 

Units Required Subjects

English 4 • English I • English II
Mathematics 4 • Algebra I
Science 3 • Biology I
Social Studies 3½ • 1 World History

• 1 U.S. History
• ½ U.S. Government

• ½ Economics
• ½ Mississippi Studies

Physical Education ½
Health ½
Arts 1
College and Career 
Readiness

1 • Must occur in the student’s junior or senior year, or in the 
student completion of a 4-year sequence.

Technology or 
Computer Science

1

CTE Electives 4 • Must complete a four-course sequential program of study 
Additional Electives 3 ½
Total Units Required 26

Additional Requirements
• Earn an overall GPA of 2.5.
• Earn Silver level on ACT WorkKeys.
• Earn two additional Carnegie 

Units for a total of 26.
• Must successfully complete one of the following:

 ∙ One CTE dual credit or earn articulated 
credit in the high school CTE course

 ∙ Work-Based Learning experience 
or Career Pathway Experience

 ∙ Earn a State Board of Education-
approved national credential

ACADEMIC ENDORSEMENT
Curriculum Area Carnegie 

Units Required Subjects

English 4 • English I • English II
Mathematics 4 • Algebra I + two (2) additional math courses above 

Algebra I
Science 3 • Biology I + two (2) additional science courses above 

Biology I
Social Studies 3½ • 1 World History

• 1 U.S. History
• ½ U.S. Government

• ½ Economics
• ½ Mississippi Studies

Physical Education ½
Health ½
Arts 1
College and  
Career Readiness

1 • Must occur in the student’s junior or senior year, or in the 
student completion of a 4-year sequence.

Technology or  
Computer Science

1

Additional Electives 7 ½ • Must meet 2 advanced electives of the CPC requirements 
for MS IHLs

Total Units Required 26

Additional Requirements
• Earn an overall GPA of 2.5.
• Courses must meet Mississippi IHL 

college preparatory curriculum (CPC).
• Earn Mississippi IHL and community 

college readiness benchmarks (ACT 
sub scores 17 English and 19 Math as 
approved by postsecondary for non-
remediation at most community colleges 
and IHL college-ready courses in senior 
year, or the SAT equivalency subscore).

• Earn two additional Carnegie 
Units for a total of 26.

• Must successfully complete one of the following:
 ∙ One AP course with a C or higher and 
take the appropriate AP exam

 ∙ One Diploma Program-IB course with a C or 
higher and take the appropriate IB exams

 ∙ One academic dual credit course 
with a C or higher in the course

DISTINGUISHED ACADEMIC ENDORSEMENT
Curriculum Area Carnegie 

Units Required Subjects

English 4 • English I • English II
Mathematics 4 • Algebra I + two (2) additional math courses above 

Algebra I
Science 4 • Biology I + two (2) additional science courses above 

Biology I
Social Studies 4 • 1 World History

• 1 U.S. History
• ½ U.S. Government

• ½ Economics
• ½ Mississippi Studies

Physical Education ½
Health ½
Arts 1
College and Career 
Readiness

1 • Must occur in the student’s junior or senior year, or in the 
student completion of a 4-year sequence.

Technology or  
Computer Science

1

Additional Electives 8 • Must meet 2 advanced electives of the CPC requirements 
for MS IHLs

Total Units Required 28

Additional Requirements
• Earn an overall GPA of 3.0.
• Courses must meet Mississippi IHL 

college preparatory curriculum (CPC).
• Earn national college readiness benchmarks on 

each subtest established by ACT of 18 in English 
and 22 in Math or SAT equivalency subscore.

• Earn four additional Carnegie 
Units for a total of 28.

• Must successfully complete one of the following:
 ∙ One AP course with a B or higher and 
take the appropriate AP exam

 ∙ One Diploma Program-IB course with a B or 
higher and take the appropriate IB exams

 ∙ One academic dual credit course 
with a B or higher in the course
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Students pursuing a Traditional Diploma should identify an endorsement prior to entering ninth grade.  There are three 
endorsement options: Career and Technical, Academic, and Distinguished Academic Endorsement.

CAREER AND TECHNICAL ENDORSEMENT
Curriculum Area Carnegie 

Units Required Subjects

English 4 • English I • English II
Mathematics 4 • Algebra I
Science 3 • Biology I
Social Studies 3½ • 1 World History

• 1 U.S. History
• ½ U.S. Government

• ½ Economics
• ½ Mississippi Studies

Physical Education ½
Health ½
Arts 1
College and Career 
Readiness

1 • Must occur in the student’s junior or senior year, or in the 
student completion of a 4-year sequence.

Technology or 
Computer Science

1

CTE Electives 4 • Must complete a four-course sequential program of study 
Additional Electives 3 ½
Total Units Required 26

Additional Requirements
• Earn an overall GPA of 2.5.
• Earn Silver level on ACT WorkKeys.
• Earn two additional Carnegie 

Units for a total of 26.
• Must successfully complete one of the following:

 ∙ One CTE dual credit or earn articulated 
credit in the high school CTE course

 ∙ Work-Based Learning experience 
or Career Pathway Experience

 ∙ Earn a State Board of Education-
approved national credential

ACADEMIC ENDORSEMENT
Curriculum Area Carnegie 

Units Required Subjects

English 4 • English I • English II
Mathematics 4 • Algebra I + two (2) additional math courses above 

Algebra I
Science 3 • Biology I + two (2) additional science courses above 

Biology I
Social Studies 3½ • 1 World History

• 1 U.S. History
• ½ U.S. Government

• ½ Economics
• ½ Mississippi Studies

Physical Education ½
Health ½
Arts 1
College and  
Career Readiness

1 • Must occur in the student’s junior or senior year, or in the 
student completion of a 4-year sequence.

Technology or  
Computer Science

1

Additional Electives 7 ½ • Must meet 2 advanced electives of the CPC requirements 
for MS IHLs

Total Units Required 26

Additional Requirements
• Earn an overall GPA of 2.5.
• Courses must meet Mississippi IHL 

college preparatory curriculum (CPC).
• Earn Mississippi IHL and community 

college readiness benchmarks (ACT 
sub scores 17 English and 19 Math as 
approved by postsecondary for non-
remediation at most community colleges 
and IHL college-ready courses in senior 
year, or the SAT equivalency subscore).

• Earn two additional Carnegie 
Units for a total of 26.

• Must successfully complete one of the following:
 ∙ One AP course with a C or higher and 
take the appropriate AP exam

 ∙ One Diploma Program-IB course with a C or 
higher and take the appropriate IB exams

 ∙ One academic dual credit course 
with a C or higher in the course

DISTINGUISHED ACADEMIC ENDORSEMENT
Curriculum Area Carnegie 

Units Required Subjects

English 4 • English I • English II
Mathematics 4 • Algebra I + two (2) additional math courses above 

Algebra I
Science 4 • Biology I + two (2) additional science courses above 

Biology I
Social Studies 4 • 1 World History

• 1 U.S. History
• ½ U.S. Government

• ½ Economics
• ½ Mississippi Studies

Physical Education ½
Health ½
Arts 1
College and Career 
Readiness

1 • Must occur in the student’s junior or senior year, or in the 
student completion of a 4-year sequence.

Technology or  
Computer Science

1

Additional Electives 8 • Must meet 2 advanced electives of the CPC requirements 
for MS IHLs

Total Units Required 28

Additional Requirements
• Earn an overall GPA of 3.0.
• Courses must meet Mississippi IHL 

college preparatory curriculum (CPC).
• Earn national college readiness benchmarks on 

each subtest established by ACT of 18 in English 
and 22 in Math or SAT equivalency subscore.

• Earn four additional Carnegie 
Units for a total of 28.

• Must successfully complete one of the following:
 ∙ One AP course with a B or higher and 
take the appropriate AP exam

 ∙ One Diploma Program-IB course with a B or 
higher and take the appropriate IB exams

 ∙ One academic dual credit course 
with a B or higher in the course

13Summer 2018 School Focus



Jailaih Gowdy

The 2019-2020 school 

year will  bring full 

implementation of the 

Mississippi College- and Career- Readiness 

Standards for Social Studies, which was 

recently approved by the Mississippi 

State Board of Education. 

Standards revisions are considered 

every six years for subject areas, and 

the process began 18 

months ago for social 

studies. At that time, an 

appointed committee 

of K-12 and Mississippi 

Institutions of Higher 

Learning educators 

began reviewing and 

incorporating standards 

from several national 

groups and resources, such 

as the National Council for 

the Social Studies, the National 

Assessment of Educational 

Progress, ACT benchmarks, the 

American Historical Association’s 

Framework for Civics, Economics, 

Geography and U.S. History, and the 

National Curriculum Standards for 

Social Studies. The committee also 

considered other states’ standards, 

Mississippi legislation concerning 

social studies education, and educator 

comments when compiling the new 

standards.

The standards cover topics in the 

five themes of civics and citizenship, 

civil rights, economics, geography, and 

history. These themes will be covered 

from kindergarten through high 

school to help students understand 

important events and ideas related 

to state, national, and world history 

and societies. Students will learn not 

only theoretical concepts but also 

how these concepts apply to real-life 

situations. 

After the standards were developed, 

the committee followed the 

Administrative Procedure Act review 

and received public comments on the 

first drafts. These comments were 

used to inform additional revisions 

before board approval.

The Mississippi Department of 

Education began teacher training on 

the new social studies standards in the 

summer of 2018. The standards will 

be piloted in certain school districts 

in the 2018-2019 school year and will 

be used in all schools statewide in the 

2019-2020 school year.

Teachers and others interested in the new standards and all 
curriculum updates for social studies can sign up for the MDE’s social 
studies email listserv at mde.k12.ms.us/ESE/SS.

NEW

STANDARDS COMING TO 
THE CLASSROOM

Social Studies
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Ways to Incorporate the Mississippi 
Civil Rights Museum in the ClassroomTop 5

The Mississippi Civil Rights Museum has received national recognition and surpassed the initial estimated number of 

visitors since its opening this year. The museum provides a deep look into the civil rights movement, specifically pivotal 

moments in Mississippi. Below are some examples of how the museum can serve as a learning tool for teachers.

1. Classroom materials

The museum provides teachers with materials they can use in their classrooms, such as lesson plans and traveling 

trunks, which will be filled with different artifacts, educational materials, and lessons related to a specific theme. 

2. Complimentary chaperone tickets 

To encourage more school field trips, the museum will provide complimentary tickets to chaperones. There must be 

one chaperone for every 10 students. 

3. Interactive history learning 

The museum offers displays of moments during the civil rights movement and a wide variety of artifacts that the 

students can view and experience. 

4. Engaging films 

The museum also shows films focusing on the people crucial to the civil rights movement, such as Medgar Evers and 

Emmett Till.

5. Detailed descriptions and digital archives

The museum allows students to receive a more in-depth, hands-on experience with Mississippi history than can be 

found in textbooks alone through in-person visits and remote access to digital archives.

For more information about the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum and educator resources, visit mcrm.
mdah.ms.gov/learn/educators.

Photo by Kristen Dechert

top 5 t
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Exposing Middle Schoolers to Future Opportunities

Houston Middle School eighth-grade students held their 
own career expo, an event in which they researched various 
jobs, dressed up for the profession, and informed their peers 
and younger classmates about what potential employment 
opportunities await them after high school.

Settin
THE EXAMPLE

g
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Carl Smith

Since Mississippi revised 

its College- and Career-

Readiness Standards in 

2015, schools are making a more 

concentrated effort to encourage 

students’ interest in their future 

plans at younger ages. 

Two middle schools are 

highlighting the importance of 

college and career readiness for their 

students by showing them what it 

takes to be successful once the pomp 

and circumstance of high school 

graduation ceremonies end.

Providing sixth, seventh, and 

eighth graders curriculum that 

shows what it takes to reach future 

educational and employment 

goals is crucial, said Dana Bullard, 

the Mississippi Department of 

Education’s (MDE) bureau director 

for high school and innovative 

programs, as chronic absenteeism 

begins with this age group.

“If that trajectory is not 

interrupted by a student’s interest in 

school, the student is very likely to 

drop out,” Bullard said. 

Innovative teaching methods, 

including project-based activities 

that allow students to “do, see, think, 

and make” are crucial to capturing 

young minds and focusing them on 

the academic path ahead.

“The students at these middle 

schools are supported and 

encouraged by the teachers who 

are reaching out to them through 

innovative, exciting programs. 

Allowing students to imagine 

the types of careers that would 

make their lives fulfilling is what 

innovation in middle school should 

look like,” Bullard said. “The MDE 

supports the work of middle school 

teachers and leaders across the state 

as they offer meaningful, relevant 

educational experiences to their 

students.”

To further support middle school 

teachers and connect those students 

to studies promoting college and 

career readiness, the MDE developed 

a task force to create the goals, 

mission, and vision for the age group, 

which includes “creating the portrait 

of a successful middle school 

student,” Bullard said.

The MDE is also working with five 

school districts in a middle school 

pilot program focused on supporting 

teachers as they develop students’ 

social, emotional, and academic 

skills. Additionally, a networked 

improvement community within 

the Mississippi Innovation Lab 

Network is specifically designated for 

middle-level educators and leaders. 

This group, Bullard said, will work 

to spread innovative programs to 

remote areas in the state by sharing 

successful ideas.

Acting the Part

As part of a self-proclaimed 

Graduation Month, architects, 

doctors, meteorologists, and social 

workers packed into Houston Middle 

School’s (HMS) gymnasium for 

February’s HMS Career Expo.

These were not your traditional 

workers, however, as the school’s 

eighth-grade students researched 

the professions, dressed up for their 

respective parts, and presented job-

related information to sixth and 

seventh graders.

“I think it’s crucial that these 

middle school students are thinking 

about their college and career 

options right now because they’re at 

an age where motivation can become 

an issue,” said HMS principal John 

Ellison.

“As a young child, you know school 

is important because your parents 

say it’s important. By the time they 

make it to high school, some of 

those students have figured out 

what they’re interested in or what 

they want to do, and what type of 

education it takes to do it,” he added. 

“At the middle school, however, a 

lot of times they’re wondering why 

school is important or how it really 

affects them and their futures.”

HMS educators went outside 

the box — and the classroom — to 

expose students to college- and 

career- readiness activities this year. 

February’s school expo followed a 

series of events designed to motivate 

students academically and show 

them what their futures could 

be like, including participation 

in the CREATE Foundation’s 

Imagine the Possibilities Northeast 

Mississippi Career Expo at Tupelo’s 

BancorpSouth Arena, an eighth-

grade tour of Itawamba Community 

College, hallway decorating sessions 

that highlighted colleges and job 

possibilities, and a scavenger hunt 

in which students researched 

Mississippi institutions of higher 

learning and exhibited posters 

displaying their findings.

“It all ties together so well. The 

expo in the fall is unbelievable, and 

it gets kids to thinking about careers, 

many of which they haven’t seen 
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before. Then they go to [Itawamba 

Community College]…and realize 

they can go to school and do 

something they enjoy,” Ellison said. 

“When we toured the Tupelo campus, 

they saw a lot of things there with 

the body shop and diesel mechanics 

that got their attention and that they 

didn’t realize is part of college. Being 

able to tie what they’re learning to 

a profession or what they want to 

do draws a connection for them. If 

they’ve created a goal, they then 

start answering the question of how 

do I reach that goal.”

Next year, Ellison said, HMS 

is likely to make its job expo a 

graduation project for middle school 

students and could invite fourth and 

fifth graders to tour the event.

“February is our focus month, but 

pushing college and career readiness 

is ongoing throughout the year. We 

push graduation and college and 

career readiness by letting our kids 

see all the possibilities that are out 

there,” he said. “Our teachers have 

really bought in and have done a 

great job. It’s a big effort from a lot of 

people. When you put it all together, 

the students are benefiting from it, 

and that’s what it’s all about.”

Straight From the Source

How much does an attorney make 

each year? Does a college professor 

get out of work for the summer? Can 

a veterinarian play with patients?

These are all questions Ocean 

Springs School District (OSSD) middle 

school students asked professionals 

during the Dare to Dream speaker 

series.

The informal lunch-and-learn 

event began this academic year as 

a project developed by the OSSD 

Information, Communication, 

and Technology Department to 

link young students to workers 

representing a variety of industries. 

Beginning in October, 

professionals were invited to speak 

to approximately 50 students each 

session and share how they became 

interested in their field, what type of 

education or training was needed to 

reach their current job status, and 

what they look for in prospective 

hires. 

The small settings provided better 

interactions for the students, said 

event organizer and department 

chair Carolyn Clark, compared to 

large assemblies with hundreds of 

children.

“This is a personal environment, 

so they’re able to ask some very 

personal questions. Kids aren’t shy—

they’ll come right out and ask how 

Top: Houston Middle School students visit an automotive repair bay as part of their 
February tour of Itawamba Community College.
Bottom: Houston Middle School students take in the year-old Davis Event Center in 
February at Itawamba Community College’s Fulton campus.

f feature
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Gulf Coast physical therapist Aaron Pettis speaks during a Dare to Dream lunch-and-learn event. 

feature f

much do you make and can you 

afford a big house,” she said.

The series held more than 10 

speaker sessions in its inaugural 

year and featured professionals from 

a cross section of career clusters. 

Nurses, engineers, and casino 

hospitality managers were among 

the numerous speakers to engage  

middle school students and explain 

how they landed jobs after high 

school.

“They get a window into the world 

of successful people and sometimes 

into what they haven’t considered 

[as a job] because their parents don’t 

do that for a living. Through these 

speakers, [students] can see they’re 

able to accomplish what they want 

to do with their own lives,” Clark said. 

“Additionally, a lot of our parents 

and speakers have lived all over the 

place. That’s fascinating for a lot of 

kids because they may not have lived 

anywhere else.”

Engaging middle school students 

through events like Dare to Dream 

is important, Clark noted, because 

it’s important for them to see the 

end result of receiving a quality 

education.

“I want to dare our middle 

schoolers to start thinking about 

what kind of awesome jobs are out 

there right now, not later,” she said. 

“This age is a bridge from elementary 

to pre-adulthood. They’re discovering 

a lot right now, and it’s important 

to show them why education is 

important now, not later on.”

Clark says she hopes to grow Dare 

to Dream in the 2018-2019 academic 

year by hosting more events and 

recruiting younger professionals to 

speak to the middle school students. 

The students, she said, may relate 

better to younger speakers, especially 

those who have recently graduated 

and found employment. 

Whatever the tactics, teachers and 

administrators across the state see 

the importance of interacting with 

these students to inspire Mississippi’s 

future leaders and workforce. 

For more college and career ready resources, visit rcu.msstate.edu/

SchoolInnovations/CollegeandCareerReady.
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EARLY LEARNING 
COLLABORATIVES

KINDERGARTENERS  
MEETING END-OF-YEAR TARGET SCORE

THIRD GRADERS 

Students in Mississippi’s Early Learning Collaboratives (ELC) achieve 
higher levels each year, with the majority completing pre-K scoring  
AT OR ABOVE THE TARGET SCORE FOR EXITING PRE-K.

Mississippi administers the  
ACT to all 11th graders to  

provide equal access to the college 
readiness test. The results provide 
a measure of how well schools are 

preparing students for success in 
college and gives schools time to 

provide interventions to help  
students increase their ACT  

scores in the 12th grade.

The Literacy-Based Promotion Act is helping to 
INCREASE LITERACY SKILLS among students in 
kindergarten through the 3rd grade. 

ELC students meeting  
kindergarten-readiness 
score in 2017

2015

2016

2017

85%

87%

92%

LITERACY

Passed reading test on first try

Passed reading test on first try

Passed reading test on first try

18.018.317.6

Mississippi raised academic standards for pre-K through the 12th grade in recent years  
and has implemented aggressive reform efforts to raise student achievement. As a result,  
the key indicators of academic success have been on a steady, upward trajectory. 

MISSISSIPPI  

SUCCEEDS
Three-Year Trend OF RISING STUDENT ACHIEVEMENT
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Mississippi introduced new state assessments aligned to the state’s more rigorous college and career 
ready standards in 2014-15. OVERALL STUDENT ACHIEVEMENT IS INCREASING ANNUALLY in  
both English Language Arts (ELA) and Mathematics and in 12 out of 14 tested subjects and grades. 

The Advanced Placement Initiative is having a significant impact on student 
achievement, with number of students taking AP exams and the number of 
exams with a qualifying score nearly DOUBLING SINCE 2013.

Mississippi’s ALL-TIME HIGH GRADUATION RATE  
of 82.3 percent in 2016 is closing in on the  
national average of 84 percent. 

STUDENTS SCORING PROFICIENT OR ADVANCED

STUDENTS SCORING PROFICIENT OR ADVANCED

BY GRADE LEVEL

Test Takers AP Exams Exam Scores of 3+

Five-Year Trend OF RISING STUDENT ACHIEVEMENT
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Emile Creel

When looking for 

professional 

development 

leaders, expertise was one of the most 

important factors that prompted Pearl 

Public School District leaders to look 

amongst their own ranks and begin 

the Professional Development Best 

Practices Expo.

“At a conference several years ago, 

I listened to a district share how they 

had conducted their own professional 

development symposium. I thought 

to myself, ‘Our folks can do this. We 

have outstanding teachers in our 

classrooms,’” said Raymond Morgigno, 

district superintendent.  “I returned to 

my district and began the conversation 

of organizing such an event.”

The distr ict ’s  professional 

development goals are set each year by 

looking at student achievement data 

and surveying stakeholders, including 

staff and student’s parents. With this 

in mind, Morgingno, Kim LaFontaine, 

an assistant superintendent, and 

others at the district level set the year's 

professional learning opportunities 

and decided to hold the expo every 

two years.

“Professional learning activities 

aligned to our goals and supported by 

evidence-based research are identified 

and scheduled for our district 

professional development days,” said 

LaFontaine. 

The expo began in 2015, and it 

gathers teachers and administrators 

from across the district for a day of 

learning from and with each other and 

building a sense of community among 

the educators.

f featuref featuref feature

TEACHERS
TEACHERSLeading

Pearl School District Gathers for Professional 
Development Best Practices Expo

(L-R): Angela McDaniel, Susanne Kimmons, and Nathaniel Worrell complete an 
edible science project during an expo session.
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“We have really talented teachers, 

and it’s beneficial for them to share 

their knowledge to inspire others to 

share as well,” said April Harwell, the 

district’s instructional technology 

specialist and one of the event's 

organizers.

Many sessions appeal to multiple 

grades and subjects, such as 

alternative ways to encourage class 

reading and technology that is offered 

by the district. To hook their audience, 

presenters get quite creative. They 

have conducted sessions on range 

of topics, including edible science 

projects and incorporating geocaching 

into teaching. 

“All sessions are developed from the 

perspective of a particular grade but 

include information that can easily be 

used in grades above and below,” said 

April McKay, an assistant principal 

at Pearl Upper Elementary and a 

presenter at the expo. “For example, we 

had a session on alternatives to round 

robin reading led by fourth-grade 

teachers and attended by teachers 

from multiple grades. We also had 

kindergarten through high school 

educators in the learning strategies 

session to de-escalate conflicts in the 

classroom. When topics carry over 

from grade to grade, teachers benefit 

by learning from various viewpoints.”

Teachers enjoy the ability to select 

which sessions they will attend, as 

they would at any other traditional 

professional development conference, 

and multiple presenters relay 

information they have learned at those 

national or statewide professional 

conferences.

“Not everyone can travel to 

professional-organization conferences. 

But with the Best Practices Expo, 

those teachers can share what they’ve 

learned, so we all benefit,” said Harwell. 

Organizers say the event is 

successful because of the time and 

effort invested to ensure the conference 

is productive for all involved. Before 

the event, they survey teachers 

to see what types of professional 

development is wanted and conduct 

a district-needs assessment, then 

a call for presentations is issued to 

each school. Organizers work with 

building administrators to encourage 

participation in those areas that model 

best practices. All registration for 

presenters and attendees is completed 

online, and the process runs smoothly 

and quickly to ensure all 76 sessions 

are a success.

“An event of this scale, involving 

nearly 350 educators, can’t be thrown 

together at the last minute,” said 

LaFontaine. “A great deal of time has 

to be spent planning and working out 

the logistics in advance. Principals 

have to select top-notch proposal 

presentations, and support staff has to 

be on hand to troubleshoot any issues 

that come up. While there has been 

room for improvement, the positive 

feedback we received in 2015 and 2017 

lets us know that our Best Practices 

Expo is a success.”   

For any district that is looking to 

start a similar event, Pearl organizers 

encourages others to have a core team 

lead the event. Additionally, organizers 

should not be afraid to try new things. 

“A journey of a thousand miles 

starts with one step, and that’s how 

we’ve approached this event,” said 

Harwell. “I know we aren’t the only 

ones doing something like this, but 

we’d be happy to share what’s worked 

for us.” 

Top: Teachers and adminstrators gather 
to hear from a fellow educator during one 
session.

Right: David Houston displays a map 
during the session he led at the expo.
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How Schools Use More Than Test 
Scores to Impact Students

SuccessSTUDENT
MOTIVATES DATA ANALYSIS

WHOLE-

Emile Creel

The latest research shows 

Mississippi still has some 

work to do in closing 

achievement gaps and raising 

accountability ratings, but dozens 

of individual schools across the 

state are making headway. Many 

schools facing the need to narrow 

achievement gaps or maintain or 

grow their accountability rating are 

seeing the importance of monitoring 

and analyzing student achievement 

and activities. To accomplish the task, 

educators looking to invest in well-

rounded students collect data on 

multiple factors.

Administrators and teachers convey 

that to better help students succeed 

they have learned to analyze where 

the student currently stands and set 

goals for future achievements. To reach 

this success, leaders not only monitor 

students’ academic achievement but 

also their attendance and involvement. 

School officials approach how they 

track and monitor data in different 

ways from the physical reminder of a 

data room to district-wide discussions, 

but a constant remains: Goals must be 

set for what they are working toward 

for individual, classroom, school, and 

district success. 

 Multiple-Factor Collection

“Grades motivate some students, 

but we have to be creative to inspire 

each of them,” said Horn Lake Middle 

School principal Nick Toungett. 

When Horn Lake officials look to 

monitor student success, test scores 

are not the only areas they look to—

attendance, discipline, and student 

involvement also play a role. 

“We’ve changed our school culture. 

Grades aren’t all that determine 

success. We invest in the whole 

student,” said Aisha Maxwell, an 

assistant principal at the school.

The school now encourages each 

student to join a club, sport, or student 

organization. Students are rewarded 

with end-of-the-year field trips, and 

teachers have another opportunity 

to interact with students in a setting 

outside the classroom. In these 

smaller sport or club groups, teachers 

can monitor student behavior and 

check in with them more individually 

which allows them to be aware of any 

potential problems. Students also have 

a greater incentive to succeed in their 

classwork because they must maintain 

their grades to participate in these 

groups.

“Almost 100% of our students are 

involved in one or more groups. We’ve 

had a peak in student involvement,” 

said Toungett.

Additionally, Horn Lake educators 

spend time working to reduce discipline 

reports throughout the year. In recent 

years, they have implemented the 

restoration and modification program, 

or RAMP, to deal with behavioral 

issues in the classroom. Students are 

more closely monitored within this 

system, and teachers, counselors, and 

administrators work together to better 

identify and treat the root cause of a 

student’s actions, whether its hunger, 
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feature f
a need for supplies, or additional 

tutoring time. 

“We’ve seen a 70% drop in our 

suspension rates from this program,” 

said Toungett.

Student involvement and discipline 

are only two of the areas that Horn 

Lake Middle School’s teachers and 

administrators are tracking. Teachers 

also work in subject teams to track 

student achievement in test scores to 

see how they are academically faring 

and progressing during the year. 

Subject-area coaches begin the year by 

pinpointing where students currently 

stand, and those scores are listed in 

the school’s data room. Teachers also 

meet in that room with their coach to 

discuss yearly goals to help students 

maintain or improve their scores. 

As the school year continues, 

students take tests to evaluate their 

progress. English coach Chad Everett, 

Toungett, and others continue to 

update the data room’s walls, moving 

students’ cards into the appropriate 

proficiency squares during semester 

meetings. 

“We’re trending in the right 

direction,” said Toungett. “We’re proud 

to have grown from a D to B in the 

state accountability ratings.”

School officials also keep track 

of teacher attendance and reward 

teachers who are meeting goals. The 

administrators noticed that if teachers 

did not miss work on Mondays 

and Fridays instruction was less 

interrupted and they were less likely 

to miss other days during the week. 

As an incentive, teachers who did 

not miss a Monday or Friday during 

the school year were rewarded by not 

having to work after-school events in 

the following semester.

District-Wide Goal Setting

The New Albany School District 

has experienced similar improvement 

in their achievement gaps over the 

past years. Part of that success can be 

attributed to the way the schools are 

tracking test scores and attendance, 

and superintendent Lance Evans, who 

previously served as New Albany High 

School principal, knows that it’s a team 

effort.

“I would attribute our success in 

decreasing achievement gaps to the 

willingness of all teachers to ensure 

that their students gain mastery of 

the content they teach. The classroom 

teacher has always and continues to be 

the single greatest resource any school 

district has to ensure the academic 

success of students,” said Evans. 

In New Albany schools, teachers 

monitor student scores on weekly, 

monthly, and semester basis 

to determine how students are 

progressing. If students are falling 

behind, teachers meet with counselors 

and administrators to discuss the 

student’s situation and build a plan of 

action. 

The schools' staff also monitor 

student attendance and alert 

counselors and teachers of concerns 

as an effort to prevent chronic 

absenteeism. 

“Once a student has been identified, 

administrators, teachers, and 

counselors begin working with the 

student to provide all resources needed 

to ensure their success,” said Evans.

Along with the individualized 

attention to each student, district 

principals also set goals each 

year based on the previous year’s 

performance. The school-level leaders 

then work together to meet district-

wide goals as well. 

“Our success in decreasing 

achievement gaps in all grades is 

a result of each school’s targeting 

their individual achievement gaps 

and developing school-wide plans 

to increase the achievement of all 

students,” said Evans.

As schools like Horn Lake Middle 

School and New Albany’s elementary 

through high school look to create 

greater student success, administrators 

and teachers know they have to set 

goals and strategies for improving the 

entire student and not only one area. 

These include more than a 

beginning- and end-of-the-year test 

score for many schools that have 

shown growth. Therefore, as data 

collection continues to build in schools 

so will the areas educators analyze. 

“Data should be anything that has 

importance that you collect, anything 

that can track and guide student 

success,” said Everett. 

To learn more about statewide assessment, visit the MDE Office of 
Assessment at mde.k12.ms.us/OSA.

“We've changed 
our school culture. 

Grades aren't all that 
determine success. 

We invest in the 
whole student.”

- Aisha Maxwell, Horn Lake 
Middle School assistant principal
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Kristen Dechert & Carl Smith

Each year, public schools 

in the state of Mississippi 

receive an accountability 

rating from the Mississippi 

Department of Education (MDE). 

Beginning with the 2016-2017 school 

year, schools that earned a rating 

of F were engaged in an interview 

process led by the MDE Office of 

School Improvement (OSI) that 

provided schools with a platform to 

conduct a needs assessment. Using 

information from this assessment, 

schools developed improvement 

plans that addressed high-leverage 

areas of leadership, curriculum 

and instruction, professional 

development, climate and safety, and 

assessment. 

This interview process and plan 

development is a proven strategy 

for improvement, according to 

the Council of Chief State School 

Officers, and it is an integral part to 

the overall guidance schools receive 

from the OSI. However, each school 

is different—therefore the plans 

developed are unique and targeted 

for individual needs.

But what does it take—really— to 

move the needle and raise a school's 

accountability ranking? We sat down 

with some of these schools who 

began the 2016-2017 school year 

with an accountability rating of F, but 

by the conclusion of the school year 

had demonstrated improvement 

that resulted in significantly moving 

the needle.

Identify, Track, Follow Through, 
and Follow Up
O’Bannon Elementary School, Greenville

First among the six values 

O’Bannon Elementary School touts 

on its website is “All children can 

and will learn,” followed by “Higher 

expectations result in higher 

achievement.” These student-

centered values set a tone for the 

school that success is not only 

important but inevitable if the right 

expectations are set. 

In 2016, O’Bannon Elementary, 

part of the Western Line School 

District in Greenville, was rated F on 

the statewide accountability system. 

Just one year later, the school 

received an A rating—a dramatic 

improvement by any standard but 

not necessarily a shocking one to the 

district itself.

When asked about how O’Bannon 

Elementary moved from an F to 

an A rating in one school year, 

superintendent Larry Green pointed 

to three key areas: coaching, progress 

monitoring, and quality staff.

Like many elementary schools 

across the state, O’Bannon benefited 

from a concentrated, statewide 

effort to deploy literacy coaches 

into schools to support the goals 

of the Literacy Based Promotion 

Act, which mandates that students 

must be reading on grade level by 

the third grade in order to advance 

to fourth grade. This literacy coach 

was “instrumental” to O’Bannon’s 

improved accountability rating, said 

Green.

Progress monitoring, a strategy 

with which many schools are 

familiar, was another tactic for 

moving the school up in the 

rankings. At O’Bannon, however, 

Using Data, Staffing, and Instructional 
Programs for Student Gain

FOR RAISING THE

SUCCESSFUL 
STRATEGIESBar
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simply monitoring was not enough. 

Rather, the monitoring was used 

to guide improvement strategies 

and remediation, particularly for 

students in the lowest quartile. 

“One of the most helpful things 

was [progress monitoring] every 

nine weeks,” said Green. “If we find 

[students] in the lower 25%, we 

bring in the assistant teachers and 

others to help them. That is vital—

identifying, tracking, follow-through, 

and follow-up.” 

Finally, Green attributed quality 

staff as a major component to school 

improvement. This focus on teacher 

quality is common in improvement 

conversations; however, when Green 

describes quality he means more 

than teaching ability. Certainly, 

teaching matters, but Green 

explained other characteristics of 

teachers are important to school 

improvement as well. 

“You can’t [make improvements] 

without good staff, and they were 

absolutely not going to take another 

F, and that shows a lot of pride in the 

staff and determination. It really did 

make a difference with that school 

and the parents because they were 

really excited about [the improved 

letter rating.]”

Redefining Academic Excellence

Viola E. Lake Elementary School, 
Jackson

Moving from an F in 2016 to a B 

in 2017, Viola E. Lake Elementary 

School of Jackson Public Schools 

also focused on data use in its 

improvement strategy, but using 

data strategically isn’t as easy as it 

sounds.

“We had a vision of academic 

excellence for all children, but we 

had to determine what academic 

excellence looks like,” said LaKeisha 

Sutton, principal of the school. 

Often when educators and 

leaders discuss data-driven decision-

making, they are referencing 

student performance on state tests 

or progress-monitoring testing 

platforms. Although these data 

were a part of Lake Elementary’s 

strategy, Sutton decided on a broader 

definition of data to drive a more 

well-rounded improvement plan. To 

tackle the difficult task of moving 

feature f

Clockwise from upper left (Lake Elementary School): 
• English language arts teacher Tiffany Benson initiates 

instruction to a group of B-rated school scholars.
• Principal Lekeisha Sutton leads students on super-hero-themed 

parade in 2017 to celebrate achieving a “B" accountability score.
• Mathematics teacher Jannifer Frank gives personal attention to 

her students.
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up in school ranking, Sutton and 

her leadership team collected and 

analyzed a host of data, including 

teacher-evaluation ratings, academic 

areas of strength and deficit for 

individual students, percentages of 

students scoring at least Proficient 

on state tests, and more. 

This holistic view of data led to 

more conversations among teachers 

and staff about how to truly drive 

improvement.

“When we looked at [the state] 

standards, and staff began to look 

at lesson plans, and we began 

discussing how we could do things 

differently—that’s how the change 

began. Then we began having regular 

conversations about data, regular 

conversations about children, regular 

conversations about specific needs of 

students and attacking those needs 

with differentiated instruction,” said 

Sutton.

She also decided students needed 

buy-in to their academic success, 

so teachers and students worked 

together to set individualized 

growth goals. At the beginning of 

the 2016-2017 school year, teachers 

met with students, and together 

they developed a plan for meeting 

or exceeding their goals, a process 

Sutton said gave students ownership 

of their performance and made 

them feel more involved in their 

improvement.

“We make a big deal when we see 

students moving forward. We know 

every child may not be proficient, 

but as long as they are showing 

significant growth, we are excited 

and celebrate those successes,” 

Sutton said.

To drive school improvement, 

Sutton, who became principal 

in 2016, also made substantial 

operational changes at Lake 

Elementary by extending the school 

day and reorganizing the staff.

Extending the school day to 5 p.m. 

allowed teachers and administrators 

to address individual needs more 

fully. Through this extended learning, 

over half of the school’s students 

received an additional two hours of 

education on a daily basis, which 

led to increased instructional time 

and allowed more individualized 

attention.

The staff reorganization better 

aligned teachers to their interests 

and areas of strength and developed 

a school leadership team as a 

decision-making body for the school. 

Jannifer Frank, who teaches fourth- 

and fifth-grade math at the school, 

credits the staff reorganization 

as an integral part of the school’s 

improvement thus far: “It was 

exciting to see the new administrator 

come in and reorganize our staff 

and to be departmentalized based 

on our strengths, which impacted 

the children as well because the 

teachers were teaching the subjects 

they really loved.”

These organizational shifts, Sutton 

said, allowed her to capitalize on an 

existing, strong teaching force and 

help answer that initial question: 

What does academic excellence look 

like? 

“When you see an F rating you 

have a certain perception. You think 

you have a group of teachers who are 

ineffective, you think about a culture 

of students who can’t learn, or that 

the school is out of control, or you 

have a lack of community support, 

and none of that was evident at Lake," 

she said. “When I came in…I saw a 

group of teachers who were invested 

in the school, who are committed to 

the school, and who are committed 

to the children at Lake, so doing the 

work wasn’t hard. We just had to 

redefine what the work looked like 

and make a few instructional shifts 

to get to where we are.”

Addressing the Whole Child
Earl Travillion Attendance Center, 
Hattiesburg 

Earl Travillion Attendance Center 

of Forrest County School District 

in Hattiesburg serves students in 

prekindergarten through eighth 

grade, so the challenges and 

opportunities vary across the grades 

and ages of students. 

Despite this variance, principal 

Kristina Pollard can point to two 

major changes that have brought her 

school success: an extended-learning 

program and increased opportunity 

for collaboration for teachers.

In the 2015-2016 school year, Earl 

Travillion was one of the lowest F 

schools in the state, said Pollard, 

who quickly implemented a new 

program called Tiger Time, which 

allotted 30-45 minutes every day 

for individualized tutoring on deficit 

areas. The school then transitioned 

to a schoolwide extended-learning 

program that adds “two hours a day 

three times a week every week of the 

school year.” In total, students get 

about 300 additional instructional 

hours over the course of a school 

year.

You might expect a longer school 

day to result in restless students 
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and increased discipline referrals, 

but Pollard and her staff have built 

in provisions, such as additional 

physical education time and a snack 

to divert unwanted behavior. They 

also implemented mindfulness, 

relaxation, art, and other activities to 

give the students a variety of ways to 

cope with a longer school day.

“If you want them to have that 

sharp attention, you’ve got to feed 

that brain with energy and keep that 

blood pumping,” said Pollard.

As with any new program, buy-in 

was an initial challenge for Pollard 

and her team, so she planned an 

aggressive public relations campaign 

early on to convince faculty and 

parents of the benefits of an 

extended-learning program. 

“In the beginning, it was scary 

for some, but once we kicked 

the program off, we had 100% 

participation from our staff,” said 

Pollard.

To get this buy-in from teachers, 

Pollard provides them two hours 

every Wednesday to work in 

collaborative teams to discuss and 

address student and school needs—

and this time is paid. Pollard noted 

teachers are often asked to tutor 

after school or take their work 

home for no compensation, but 

with additional funds, she can pay 

them for the extra hours and added 

work. This additional time to focus 

on addressing school needs means 

teachers have a little extra money in 

their pockets and students receive 

benefits of a teaching staff that 

has more time to work together 

professionally and to collaboratively 

plan learning goals. 

To convince parents, Pollard 

showed the monetary and peace-

of-mind benefits they would reap 

from having their children at school 

longer.

“For one, [the program] saved 

parents money because they had 

decreased costs in after-school 

programs or for a babysitter; they 

were able to keep that money in 

their home. If they were concerned 

about their teenagers being out in 

the community and doing things 

they shouldn’t be, they knew their 

children were with us until at least 

5:30 p.m., if you include the bus 

route home,” said Pollard. 

After implementing Tiger Time, 

the school moved up to a D rating, 

and Pollard expect it will improve 

even more this year with the full 

extended-learning program in place. 

“School improvement does not 

occur in a vacuum. It is collaborative, 

strategic, data-informed work at 

every level of the educational system. 

It is about implementing effective 

practices that foster systems for 

teaching and learning that can be 

sustained over time. It’s not easy 

work, but it is meaningful work,” said 

Sonja Robertson, director of the OSI.

For more information about the Office of School Improvement, visit 
mde.k12.ms.us/OSI. 
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Clockwise from upper left  
(Forrest County):
• From left: Students Jeremiah 

Parks, Yeraldi Pio, and Omarion 
Reed collaborate on a math lesson.

• Student Keiwanna Thompson 
shows graphs developed in a 
science lesson during extended 
learning time.

• Teacher Hall Redfearn provides 
one-on-one instruction.
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SPOTLIGHTS
Teacher

Janet Wallace 

• Barack Obama Magnet 
Elementary School, Jackson

• Fifth grade

• Teacher for seven years

Why did you become a teacher?

My sophomore year of high school, 

I took a U.S. history class at 7:00 a.m. I 

always had an appreciation for history, 

but not enough to be excited about it 

that early in the morning. Little did I 

know, my teacher, Mr. Bennish, would 

foster a love for learning I did not 

know existed. He was able to bring the 

lessons to life in a way that forced me 

to make connections to my own world. 

Everything we learned made me more 

eager to share with others. It was then 

that I realized the desire I had to spread 

knowledge. I wanted to be like him and 

have the ability to make others excited 

about learning. 

How do you motivate your 
students?

Dealing with today’s students, 

incorporating technology has been 

a huge motivator. Programs such 

as Google Classroom, Kahoot, and 

Plickers have been a fun way to 

incorporate learning. I try to develop 

an environment that supports thinkers, 

communicators, and independence. I 

also encourage risk-takers who aren’t 

afraid to make mistakes. 

What advice would you give first-
year teachers?

The best advice I have is to really 

get to know your students. In our 

classrooms, we have future doctors, 

lawyers, singers, dancers, CEOs, and 

maybe even the president of the United 

States. Whatever dream those students 

have, help them mold and shape it into 

a reality. They are more than just data 

and numbers, so we cannot approach 

them all in the same manner.

What’s been your greatest success 
as a teacher?

I think my greatest success as a 

teacher has been my ability to connect 

with my students. Oftentimes, we get 

so caught up in testing, standards, 

curriculum, and data that we forget to 

really ask about our students’ interests. 

I have attended several baseball 

games, football games, dance recitals, 

and birthday parties. I try to live by a 

saying that I often come across online: 

“Children might not ever remember 

what you’ve said to them, but they 

will always remember how you made 

them feel.” 
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Christy Hughes

• Belmont Middle School, 
Tishomingo County

• Eighth-grade English

• Teacher for 18 years

Why did you become a teacher?

Throughout my life, I have been 

fortunate to receive instruction 

from great teachers. My parents and 

grandparents were my first teachers, 

and they impressed upon me from an 

early age the importance of education. 

My teachers were my heroes, and they 

were such help and encouragement 

to me that I felt a great responsibility 

to honor their legacy by inspiring 

and supporting others. Ultimately, I 

teach because it is a calling in my life; 

God equipped me with a passion for 

teaching and a love for people. 

How do you motivate your 
students? 

I try to motivate my students by 

showing them that I genuinely care 

about them, that I want to help them 

improve, and that I am interested in 

their futures. By providing students 

with choices and allowing them to 

make decisions about assignments, I 

help students take ownership of their 

own learning.

What advice would you give first-
year teachers?

I would tell a first-year teacher 

that knowledge of content is very 

important, but a teacher should never 

lose sight of the fact that nothing 

is more important than people. It is 

possible to maintain great classroom 

management and to hold students to 

high standards while treating them 

with kindness and respect. 

What has been your greatest 
success as a teacher?

First, none of my successes hinge 

solely on me because I would never 

have had any success without God’s 

help and the support of too many 

people to name. It’s always nice to hear 

students come back later in life and 

tell me how something they learned in 

my class has helped them, but better 

than that is knowing that I have played 

a small role in enabling and equipping 

students to achieve goals they never 

before thought possible. I count it a 

great success to dispel the myth that 

students believe: “I can’t.”
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Brad Johns

• McLaurin High School, 
Rankin County

• 10th-, 11th-, and 12th-
grade math

• Teacher for 24 years

Why did you become a teacher? 

I loved working with kids when I was 

a teenager, and I wanted to extend that 

into my career choice.

How do you motivate your 
students?

 I motivate them by building 

relationships with them. You would be 

surprised what a child will do for you 

if you show them that you care about 

them. I push them to show me their 

greatness once they know that I want 

the very best for them.

What advice would you give 
first-year teachers? 

It’s OK to just survive your first year. 

Yes, it is hard. Yes, there will be days 

when you think you are not making a 

difference. But trust me, you may be 

the only person who has shown that 

you care about that child. You make a 

difference every day to each for every 

one of your students.

What’s been your greatest success 
as a teacher? 

My greatest success is not from any 

award that I have ever received. My 

greatest success is when a student 

comes back and says thank you for 

teaching me. Thank you for being a 

good teacher. Thank you for being hard. 

Because of you, I was able to breeze 

through the current course that I am 

taking. That is my greatest success.

Lauren Walters

• Northeast Jones Middle/
High School, Jones County

• Seventh-grade English

• Teacher for 14 years

Why did you become a teacher?

Education is the “family business,” 

so I always felt the calling to work 

with children in some capacity. I 

planned to go into family law, but I 

realized that becoming a teacher 

would allow me to impact more 

young people than a career in law 

would.

How do you motivate your 
students?

I motivate my students by 

helping them set both short-term 

and long-term goals. Celebrating 

small victories along the way gives 

them (and me) the drive to continue 

working. 

What advice would you give first-
year teachers?

The best advice I received when 

starting out was to befriend the 

secretaries, custodians, and cafeteria 

workers. They can help you out in so 

many ways!

What’s been your greatest success 
as a teacher?

My greatest success was tutoring 

30 senior retesters so that they 

could pass the U.S. history state test 

and graduate with their classmates. 

Getting to see an immediate result 

like that is so rare in our profession, 

and I got to celebrate that success 

with my students. 
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STARKVILLE-OKTIBBEHA EDUCATOR 
APPOINTED AS TEACHER REPRESENTATIVE 

TO STATE BOARD
A Starkville-Oktibbeha teacher took the role of teacher representative for the Mississippi 

State Board of Education in July after being appointed by Governor Phil Bryant. Brittney 

Rye, a 17-year veteran kindergarten teacher, will attend meetings and weigh-in on teacher 

concerns during her time on the board. Rye will continue to hold her teaching position 

at Sudduth Elementary as well. 

Rye has served on several advisory and accreditation boards and also spent a year 

working for Mississippi State University before returning to Sudduth. She holds bachelor’s 

and master’s degrees in elementary education from Mississippi State University. 

Read past issues of School Focus online 
now at rcu�msstate�edu/schoolfocus
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i inside the classroom

Amanda Gronewold
Photos by Amanda Gronewold

Frogs are as common of a sight 

in Patti Bartley’s first-grade 

classroom as they are out in 

nature.

In the Columbus Municipal School 

District teacher’s room, the cheerful, 

green amphibians are on display in a 

variety of forms, from artwork to large 

stuffed animals in the reading corner.

As an avid collector of frogs, Bartley 

finds ways to incorporate the creatures 

into her students’ learning experiences. 

The 15-year Cook Elementary Fine Arts 

Magnet School teacher keeps many 

items, including artificial frogs, that 

not only reinforce the school’s tie-in to 

fine arts, but also encourage hands-on 

exploring and student confidence.

“We typically do things a little 

different around here,” said Bartley. 

“We do arts integration. We use the 

arts as a teaching strategy, not just as 

an arts-and-crafts activity to kind of 

back something up.”

Behavior Towers

Bartley was inspired by an article 

to transform the typical elementary 

classroom’s behavior chart into a more 

private matter between student and 

teacher. 

Instead of a publicly displayed chart, 

each student keeps a small tower of 

plastic blocks connected together, 

grouped into green, yellow, and red 

parts. Bartley refers to the individual 

blocks as “frogs.”

Patti Bartley

Inside The Classroom
Columbus First-Grade Teacher Leapfrogs to Success

Top: “Morning tubs" filled with various 
learning manipulatives
Bottom: Behavior towers
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“Throughout the day, when the 

need arises, I’ll say, ‘Put a frog in 

the bucket,’ or ‘Hand me a frog,’ or 

sometimes I just walk over and stick 

out my hand,” Bartley said. “At the 

end of the day, when they’re coming 

to get their folders, they bring their 

tower with them, and we have a 

conversation about what color they’re 

on, how many frogs they pulled, why 

they pulled them, and it allows some 

privacy there.”

Morning Tubs

Learning manipulatives, such 

as small, plastic animals used for 

counting, are a common sight in most 

first-grade classrooms, but Bartley 

has expanded their use to morning 

playtime as a way to begin her 

students’ day.

“We call it exploring; we don’t call 

it playing,” Bartley said. “They get to 

explore through those and they have 

that opportunity to just play and build, 

and talk with one another. That way, 

when we do pull them out for math or 

reading, they’ve kind of gotten that out 

of their system.”

Dry-Erase Markers

Dry-erase markers are ubiquitous in 

nearly every school, but the ink they 

contain can be found on unexpected 

surfaces in Bartley’s classroom.

“We write on our tables a bunch with 

dry-erase markers, which they think 

is awesome because it’s something 

you’re not supposed to do,” she said. 

With her students’ interest piqued, 

Bartley can better engage them with 

their daily lessons. 

Book Buddies

A special population of Bartley’s 

frog collection is tasked with helping 

her students stay focused on reading. 

About 20 stuffed animals — mostly 

frogs — are available to keep students 

company during accelerated reading 

time, as long as they keep to the task 

at hand.

“If you’ve got that kid who’s reading 

and everyone else is kind of chatting, 

you just say, ‘Go get you a book buddy!’” 

Bartley said. “And instantly, everyone 

else kind of jumps back into their book, 

because they want a book buddy as 

well.”

Bartley brings her own interests and 

passions into the classroom each day, 

and none of those is more visible or 

evident than her love of frogs and her 

drive for student success. 

Left: Dry-erase markers for 
writing on tables
Below: Some of Bartley's 
“book buddies"
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