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Dr. Cederick Ellis, Superintendent
McComb School District
695 Minnesota Avenue
McComb, Mississippi 39648

Dear Superintendent Ellis,

On behalf of P3 Strategies, LLC, and the McComb School District Strategic Planning Working Group, I am 
pleased to transmit the enclosed report on our work.  There are five strategic recommendations for you and the 
Board of Education to consider.  They have been culled from 38 recommendations identified by the Working 
Group.  You are advised that the report will be transmitted to all key constituents electronically with your ap-
proval to do so.   

Hopefully, the report justifies your leadership and support for this work. The process is a case study on democ-
racy in education.  And, participating constituents have declared their affinity for the work and exclaimed en-
thusiasm and anticipation for the changes recommended in the report.  Already, there is momentum from your 
throwing down of a gauntlet and the lighting of a torch.  Kudos to you and your Board. 

My colleagues and I are thrilled to have had the opportunity to support your leadership in this initiative.  Our 
facilitation of the “think work” was demanding but enjoyable because all participants were genuinely and actively 
engaged.  As such, their voices bellow from the pages that follow.  No dust should be allowed to accrue on this at-
tempt to roadmap the future as the McComb School District moves to truly become a world-class school district.

Thank you for the opportunity to serve you and your constituents in a wonderfully creative process.

Respectfully,

Irving Hamer, Partner
P3 Strategies, LLC
October 15, 2014
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REPORT DEVELOPMENT

Executive Summary

McComb Strategic Planning Initiative

Planning on how we are going to spend one day is a challenge.  
Planning what we are going to do on each of 1,460 days borders 
on hubris.  Nonetheless, what follows are the voices of Mc-
Comb, in chorus and accord, envisioning public education for its 
children over the next four years.  Tribute is due Superintendent 
Cederick Ellis and the McComb School Board for setting the stra-
tegic planning process in motion.  The process has been, and is, a 
pure artifact of democracy in education.     

In some ways the process is as important as the recommenda-
tions.  Constituents from all sectors of community life in Mc-
Comb have been engaged in crafting the future of public educa-
tion for the children of the city.  Capturing the spirit and nuance 
of all the participants was the challenge.  What follows are the 
strategic recommendations that have emerged out of a painstak-
ing process.

Five focus areas that formed the basis of study, discussion and 
brainstorming frame the recommendations.  Each focus area has 
its own recommendations, followed by some explanatory notes, 
the identification of some implications of the recommended 
strategy and an assessment of each recommendation with a 
common set of criteria.  The focus areas are:

1. Core of Exemplary Teachers
2. Curriculum, Pedagogy and Delivery Systems
3. Developing Model Schools
4. Access to Technology
5. Alignment with Higher Education

The alignment with the business community was a sixth focus 
area.  After numerous reviews and analyses of the mounds of 
data assembled for the planning process, the voices of business 
leadership echoed all other constituents.  There was no need for 
a distinct recommendation for the business community.  Every 
effort has been made to stay true to the data that was collected 
for the initiative.  

Please be advised that there was no effort to develop an imple-
mentation plan as part of the planning process.  Implementation 
plans will be developed after the Superintendent and School Board 
establish which recommendations become strategic priorities.  

It is notable that the momentum for transformative change in 
public education in McComb is palpable.  There is a gap between 
talking change and actually getting something done.  Developing 

a scope of work for each of the recommendations is the work 
of the Superintendent and the School Board.  However, every 
constituent is responsible for monitoring what gets done over 
the next four years.

The recommendations should be viewed as fault lines.  Fault 
lines are conditions in school districts that have the capacity, 
if not addressed, to compromise or offset efforts to improve 
student and school performance.  An example is students not 
having adequate literacy skills for school success.  Unattended 
to, the recommendations will fester as fault lines on any pathway 
for achieving national and or international standards of excel-
lence.  

The recommendations are not intended to be solutions for 
every aspect of the McComb School District. Daily teaching 
and learning and business operations must not stop while ef-
forts to implement the strategic priorities take root. It will take 
time and patience before successful implementation results in 
evident outcomes. Making provisions for evaluating the process 
is important because communicating progress is vital to sustain- 
ing momentum. Constituents need to know what is happening 
regularly. 

Each of the recommendations has a co-dependent with the 
McComb School District.  This is because the school system 
cannot fulfill the dictates of the recommendations by itself.  The 
McComb School District will need help to get the recommenda-
tions executed. There is a lot of work to be done and collective 
teamwork will be required for progress to be realized.

In some ways the recommendations are the end of the easy 
work.  The really hard work is about to begin.  The road map is 
unfamiliar, and we all harbor some resistance and hostility to 
change.  The justification for changing the content and character 
of public education in McComb is compelling, yet there will be 
some naysayers.  Champions of the following recommendations 
are all around.  They will, however, need a structure so that they 
can meaningfully engage in the building of the future of public 
education in McComb.

The recommendations are not ranked.  However, the recom-
mendation on the recruiting and retaining a core of exemplary 
teachers was the No. 1, most important recommendation.  Each 
recommendation, however, is compelling and worthy of imple-
mentation.
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Executive Summary

McComb Strategic Planning Initiative

I. Core of Exemplary Teachers
Recommendation 

It is recommended that the McComb School District increase its 
capacity to recruit, retain and recognize its teachers by con-
tracting with an outside entity (e.g. The New Teacher Project…) 
throughout the 2014-2018 period.  

There is widespread consensus that a highly effective teacher in 
every classroom is necessary for schools and districts to achieve 
national and international standards. The recommendation and 
notes reflect this perspective.

II. Curriculum, Pedagogy and Delivery Systems
Recommendation

It is recommended that the McComb School District refine its 
curriculum, pedagogy and delivery systems to accelerate student 
and school achievement and sustain the momentum necessary to 
meet and exceed national and international standards.

Twenty-first century skills and knowledge are required for the 
workers and college students that are in McComb’s immediate 
future. Moving toward national and international standards re-
quires some changes to the instructional content, practices and 
the way the knowledge and skills are transferred. This recom-
mendation highlights a point of departure in this recurring body 
of work.

III. Model Schools
A. Development of a STEM Academy at the Summit Facility 

Recommendation
It is recommended that a Science, Technology, Engineering and 
Mathematics (STEM) Academy for middle school students be 
developed at the Summit Academy facility.

A development in the economic landscape of McComb has 
changed and continues to emerge. Keeping school districts 
current with the economic requirements of the community is 
very difficult to do. The emergence of an energy industry in the 
region requires innovation if the education children are receiv-
ing is to be meaningful to their lives and the community. A STEM 
Academy is a natural fit with the business environment that is 
emerging in McComb and Pike County.

B. Development of the Kennedy Early Childhood Center
Recommendation

It is recommended that the Kennedy Early Childhood Center 
offer free pre-kindergarten education to needy children and 

enhance the cognitive development of its students by focusing on         
age-appropriate literacy in addition to social skills development.

The demographic and birth rate data for McComb make this 
recommendation more of a mandate.  To add some innovative 
features to an already successful model of early learning is in-
tended to augment what exists.  Implementation of this recom-
mendation will elevate the center beyond national standards and 
feature its best practices for widespread emulation.

IV. Access to Technology
Recommendation

It is recommended that the McComb School District promote and 
implement the best practices for teaching and learning in a digi-
tal age in accordance with the standards set by the International 
Society of Technology in Education (ISTE).

The digital channels for the distribution of knowledge and skills 
are prominent. To be global citizens, the children of McComb 
must be educated with the digital tools that are increasingly 
defining life in local communities and the world. This recom- 
mendation is a point of departure for a life-long journey in the 
information age.   

V. Alignment with Higher Education
Recommendation

It is recommended that the McComb School District enter into a 
formal partnership with Southwest Mississippi Community College 
to ensure the successful implementation of initiatives that are 
mutually beneficial to both institutions and their constituents. 

A primary function of higher education is generation and devel-
opment of knowledge and skills to improve conditions for life 
in the community. This recommendation pushes the alignment 
between K-12 education and the Southwest Mississippi Commu- 
nity College onto the precipice of transformative innovation. So 
much so that the emergence of a new middle class in McComb 
becomes a fertile possibility instead of wishful thinking or fester- 
ing dreams deferred.

In conclusion, the process that created the content for this 
report was educative, provocative and demanding.  Its organi-
zation, leadership and humility made it possible for disparate 
constituents to find common cause to craft a shared vision.  

Where there was darkness there is now a beacon of light.  Chil-
dren, families and the McComb community will benefit from the 
actualization of the imagination that follows.

SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS
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With two years remaining on his existing contract, McComb 
School District Superintendent Cederick Ellis is seeking to initiate 
policies, programs and practices that will develop a model school 
that presages the district into becoming a “world-class” school 
district in subsequent years.  

To assist him in this work, Ellis and the McComb School Board, 
engaged P3 Strategies, LLC, a management consulting firm based 
in Jackson, Miss., to craft and manage a planning and design pro-
cess to engage key constituents, incorporate relevant informa-
tion and develop strategic recommendations.  

The scope of work included the identification of goals, objectives 
and key activities critical to elevating the performance and status 
of the district.  In addition, the scope of work was to provide 
guidance on the development of a model school to be located at 
the Summit Academy facility.  

After approval by the Board of Education, the superintendent 
and senior leadership of P3 Strategies convened in an intensive 
three-hour interview in which the scope of work was refined, 
plans for appointing a strategic working group were developed 
and the organization and guiding questions were agreed upon.  

A key element of the organization of the initiative was the ap-
pointment of a Strategic Planning Working Group.  The member-
ship was to include teacher leaders and school-based administra-
tors,  business, religious and civic leaders, parent and student 
leaders and representatives from higher education.  A 38-mem-
ber Strategic Planning Working Group was developed (Please see 
Working Groups, pages 28-30).

The Strategic Planning Working Group devoted nearly 400 hours 
in three sub-groups exploring the five guiding questions of the 
initiative.  The guiding questions were:

McComb School District Superintendent Cederick Ellis

REPORT DEVELOPMENT

Background

McComb Strategic Planning Initiative
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1. What does a world-class school district mean for the City
  of McComb and the McComb School District?
2. What are the most important elements of a world-class
 school or school district?
3. What is the foundation of the excellence in McComb
 that might serve as a starting point for the journey
 toward excellence?
4. What are the barriers to exemplary performance and
 outcome?
5. Who are the people and what resources do they need
  to lead the district to the upper tier of educational
 excellence?

To pursue the guiding questions the agenda was organized into 
seven topical areas and assigned to sub-groups to be worked on 
in three, three-hour work sessions.  The topical agenda items 
were:

1. Core of Exemplary Teachers.
2. Curriculum, Pedagogy and Delivery Systems.
3. Student Requirements, Progression and Sequence Plans.
4. Ubiquitous Access to Technology and Data for
 Personalized Teaching and Learning.
5. Development of a Model School(s) (e.g. Ken-
 nedy Early Childhood Center, Summit Middle
 School…).
6. Alignment with the Business Community.
7. Alignment with Higher Education.

The process for the strategic planning initiative 
included orientation and training, organization of the 
initiative, facilitated working sessions, strategic com-
munications and a final product.  The facilitated work-
ing sessions and a survey were to generate the basis for 
the development of strategic recommendations to be presented 
to the superintendent.  

Upon review of the project plan, it became apparent that there 
was a need for a community conversation with the general 
public about the future of public education in McComb.  Nearly 
50 persons participated in the public hearing before the Strate-
gic Planning Working Group.  Additionally, a three-hour session 
was held with the Superintendent’s Cabinet, in which Cabinet 
members identified their priorities for elevating the performance 
of the district.  Similarly, it was deemed essential that business 
leaders be engaged in the discourse about public education in 

McComb.  A 110-minute session with 28 business leaders was 
held, in which  business leaders identified their priorities for the 
district.  Three surveys — a baseline survey, one for members 
of the Strategic Planning Working Group and a survey directed 
at business leaders — were conducted with key stakeholders on 
their recommendations for strategic priorities.

It is important to note that, in August of 2014 at the beginning 
of the Strategic Planning Initiative, the superintendent had 
two years remaining on his contract.  Early in the process the 
School Board voted unanimously to extend the superintendent’s 
contract by two years.  The significance of this action cannot be 
overstated because it increased the stability of district leader-
ship, which has substantial implications for the successful imple-
mentation of the strategic plan and the related accountability.

The coherence, stability and sustainability of the change process 
in school districts is the most potent barrier to making transfor-
mative adjustments to counterproductive traditions and practice.  
Similarly, the absence of a vision and a theory of action can be a 
major blockage to change.

In considering standards to which the McComb district 
should aspire, Strategic Planning Working Group 
members were provided resource materials on each 
of the seven agenda items.  The information was 
buttressed by the book, “Surpassing Shanghai: An 
Agenda for American Education Built on the World’s 
Leading Systems” edited by Marc S. Tucker.  The book 
highlights the fact that more and more humans will be 
doing “knowledge work” that cannot be routinized.  
And that the most valued workers will be capable of 
inventing the future, which will require world-class 

levels of creativity and innovation as well as world-class 
skills and knowledge.  

The five case studies (Shanghai, Finland, Japan, Singapore and 
Canada) tell a story about how education focus, resource utiliza-
tion and the importance of highly effective teachers has resulted 
in outcomes that exceed what is happening in the United States.  
Each lesson was instructive to the discussion about McComb.  
Indeed, what is happening in other parts of the world — and not 
happening in the McComb School District — was eye opening to 
members of the Strategic Planning Working Group.  

When coupled with Michael Fullan’s theory of action in his book, 

Cederick Ellis

REPORT DEVELOPMENT

Background

McComb Strategic Planning Initiative
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“The Six Secrets of Change: What the Best Leaders Do to Help 
Their Organizations Survive and Thrive,” the think work of the 
Strategic Planning Working Group became more rigorous and 
bold.   Fullan defines his theory of action as “…one well ground-
ed in applied problem areas, up for scrutiny in terms of the 
strategies themselves, and, of course, the strategies’ intended 
and unintended consequences.” 

 The Six Secrets of Change that guided the work of the Strategic 
Planning Working Group are:

1. Love your employees.
2. Connect peers with purpose.
3. Capacity building prevails.
4. Learning is the work.
5. Transparency rules.
6. Systems learn.

The following report and its strategic recommendations imagines 
a McComb School District that, over time, evolves to world-class 
performance as exemplified in the best school systems across 
the world, influenced by a theory of action not unlike Michael 
Fullan’s work.

Throughout the strategic planning process, reflective reporting 
was submitted.  There have been nine status reports (one for 
each week of the initiative) and two progress reports.  Status 
reports were a weekly snapshot of the work completed on the 
initiative during the course of the corresponding week.  Progress 
reports were a more nuanced report on the movement of the 
initiative during a four and a half week period.  This allowed for 
reflective examination and resulted in a number of key adjust-
ments to the program of work. 

In summary, the strategic recommendations that follow are 
anchored in extensive discussions, data reviews and analyses of 
the social and economic context of public education in McComb.  
A sample of every constituent has a voice in this work.  

There is consensus about the importance of changing and im-
proving public education in McComb.  Similarly, there is consen-
sus that much of what is proposed can be done.  And, there is 
an urgency to see the first steps of implementation in the fall of 
2015.  The 47-day process has been demanding but productive. 
Successful implementation of some the outcomes will determine 
the value of the Strategic Planning Initiative.    

REPORT DEVELOPMENT

Background

McComb Strategic Planning Initiative
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A primary responsibility of public education in a community is 
developing young citizens, giving them the opportunity for life, 
liberty and the pursuit of happiness.  Equally important is the 
growth and development of generations of young people to 
contribute to the growth of their home community.  Herein lies 
the imperative for improving the performance of the McComb 
School District.  Without a vibrant public school system, McComb 
will wither and diminish.  
Despite McComb’s troubled racial history in the ’60s, its legacy 
of being a stronghold of the Ku Klux Klan and the emergence of 
mostly white private academies, the city and its school system 
has persisted. However, census data reveals a decline in popula-
tion.  The 2010 census data reports there were 13,644 people 
living in McComb.  By 2012 there was a population decline of 4 
percent, resulting in a population of 12,744.  In 2000, there were 
5,265 households.  By 2010 there were 5,073 households.  Mc-
Comb has persisted, but its population is declining.

It is significant that 66.27 percent of the population in McComb 
is African American and 31.22 percent is white.  Increasingly, the 
remaining population is Hispanic or other persons of color.  Corre-
spondingly, 31 percent of the city’s population lives below the pov-
erty line.  And, 29 percent of the population is under the age of 18.  

With 17.3 percent of the population with a bachelor’s degree 
and 6.4 percent with a degree from graduate/professional 
school,  it is not surprising that McComb has a 10.3 percent 
unemployment rate.  

However, housing sales were up in the first quarter of 2014, an 
indication that something is happening in McComb.

A review of birth rates is critical to the planning of a public 
school system in any community, and McComb is no exception. 
In 2010 the Health Department issued 233 birth certificates, in 
2011, 245 and in 2012, 205.  Each cohort represents students 
that may be served by the McComb School District over the next 
four years.  Among the 683 children born over the last three 
years, 550 of them are African American.  It is stunning that the 
Health Department reports that 436 of the new births are “il-
legitimate,” African American, and born to 133 mothers between 
15 and 29 years of age.  And, of the 683 children born, 123 of 
the mothers are high school graduates with some college or a 
college degree.  

Pointedly, the students starting their education in the McComb 
School District, over the next four years, will do so with challenges 
typical of children born into poverty — social and cognitive under-
development associated with the limited education of their parents. 

  TRANSFORMING POLICY, PROGRAM AND PRACTICE  2014 7
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James Coleman, in the mid 1960s, observed that the education 
attainment of parents was an important determinate of what 
their progeny were likely to achieve.  Some compensatory efforts 
(e.g. Head Start) have blunted the observation, but the fact that 
high-quality, early education is not universal or mandatory, has 
resulted in birthright continuing to determine the pathway and 
trajectory of children born into poverty.  In the American tradi-
tion, a free, high-quality public education continues to be the 
cornerstone of our democracy and the ticket to the middle class.  

A vibrant middle class is the foundation of a community.  The 
performance of the McComb School District in increasing the 
number of high school graduates, citizens with bachelor de-
grees and/or graduate/professional degrees, and access to the 
information and technology careers, will define whether the city 
flourishes or diminishes.  
A review of the economic 
development indicators 
presents a compelling 
narrative for the strategic 
priorities of the McComb 
School District.

The economic prospects for 
McComb and Pike County 
are best described by the 
prestigious Fraser Insti-
tute, a non-profit research 
organization that studies the impact of competitive markets and 
government interventions on individuals and societies world-
wide. In 2011, it ranked Mississippi as the No. 1 location in the 
world for energy investment.  This assessment is a result of the 
strategic supply hub that has been identified as the Tuscaloosa 
Marine Shale Play (TMS).  This oil-rich region represents an 
unprecedented opportunity to incubate a new middle class in 
seven companies (Devon, Indigo Minerals, Goodrich, Denbury, 
Encana, Sanchez and Halcon) that are energy leaders and are 
already located in the region.  It is significant that McComb’s city 
government is engaged in a 25-year strategic planning process 
and its work is being influenced by the assessment of the Fraser 
Institute.
The oil is already flowing at 1,000 barrels per day and is project-
ed to do so for 10-15 years.  Opportunities to explore hydraulic 
fracturing and horizontal drilling are prominent.  With Mississip-
pi already a leader in natural gas pipelines and oil wells flowing, 
the economic opportunities for power generation, oil and gas 
processing, and supplying oil fields with equipment and services 
are endless.  Equally important is the need, and potential, for 

articulation between the school district and the unfolding energy 
opportunities.
In addition, the Regional Workforce Training Center at Southwest 
Mississippi Community College, Mississippi’s Innovative Work-
force Enhancement Fund located in Pike County, and the man-
agement training that is available at the University of Southern 
Mississippi highlights a confluence of economic development 
activities in the region that could substantially reduce McComb’s 
unemployment rate and nourish the growth of a new middle 
class.

The narrative is enriched by an array of financial incentives and 
resources that Pike County, in partnership with the Mississippi 
Development Authority, makes the region attractive. Tax credits, 
and exemptions,  training programs and numerous other entice-

ments for manufacturing 
and energy exploration 
in the Tuscaloosa Marine 
Shale Play bode well for 
economic development in 
the region.  

There are a unique set of 
economic conditions that 
could be instrumental in 
offsetting the social condi-
tions that are, and will, 

challenge the McComb School District over the next five to 10 
years.   One outcome from the economic developments that are 
underway is the influx of knowledge workers.  Their progeny will 
need schooling.  The McComb School District must be a candi-
date to serve the new residents. 
However, it is dismissive of the local population to envision that 
the economic boom will only benefit persons migrating to the 
region.  Students currently enrolled and children entering school 
must receive the best education available in the region.

To reverse the social conditions that plague a large percent-
age of the community and to grow McComb into an economic 
powerhouse, the economic development strategy of the region 
must be supported by an equally potent education system that is 
devoted to individual and community development.  

The common interest is uncanny. It transcends a disparate history 
of public education and community not being aligned.  What lies 
before the community is the opportunity to break the cycle of 
poverty that threatens to undermine the economic opportunity 
that is fermenting in the region.  The McComb School District is 
the linchpin for a new middle class and prosperity in the region.

REPORT DEVELOPMENT

Relevant Social and Economic Conditions

McComb Strategic Planning Initiative

“The economic development 
strategy of the region must 
be supported by an equally 

important education system.”
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The following recommendations are proposed as strategic priori-
ties for the McComb School District for the period 2014-2018.  
Each recommendation has been distilled from work of the Stra-
tegic Planning Working Group, various surveys, a working session 
with the Superintendent’s Cabinet and a session with McComb 
business leaders.  It is envisioned that the strategic priorities will, 
after consideration by the Superintendent and the School Board, 
become the object of implementation beginning in 2015.

The recommendations correspond with the focus areas that 
were the subject of inquiry and brainstorming by all of the 
key constituents in addition to surveys.  Also, the assembled 
resource materials informed the development of the strategic 
priorities.

The following criteria was used in the selection of the recom-
mendations:

1. High Leverage—will the recommendation, after suc-
 cessful implementation, result in maximum impact and
 outcomes on students, schools and the McComb School
 District.
2. Linkage to Existing Capacity— are there existing human,
 material and/or program resources, to ensure the suc 

cessful implementation of the recommendation.
3. Timing—is it likely that the recommendation can be
 fully, or partially, implemented by the close of the stra-
 tegic planning period in 2018.
4.  Sustainability—once implemented, can the recommen-
 dation continue beyond the strategic planning period
 and the tenure of the current superintendent and
 school board members.

Though implementation of all of the proposed recommendations 
will transform and elevate the performance of students, schools 
and the district, they are not interdependent. It is also not the 
intent that they be implemented at the same time.  Some, how-
ever, are more time sensitive then others.  

Lastly, there were 38 recommendations that emerged from the 
data and worthy of implementation.  Those that became stra-
tegic priorities are the result of some consolidation and assess-
ment according to the selection criteria.   

Some of the recommendations that did not become strategic 
priorities are easy to do and cost effective; senior management 
and the school board could decide to implement some or all of 
the good ideas that emerged from the process.

RECOMMENDATION FOR STRATEGIC ACTIONS

Introduction

McComb Strategic Planning Initiative
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It is recommended that the McComb School District increase its capacity to recruit, retain and recognize its teachers by contracting 
with an outside entity (e.g. The New Teacher Project…) throughout the 2014-2018 period.  

  TRANSFORMING POLICY, PROGRAM AND PRACTICE  201410

RECOMMENDATION

NOTES

Developing a core of exemplary teachers is the consensus, No. 
1 recommendation among all key constituents.   It is a strategy 
that is consistent with relevant research and the best performing 
districts from around the world.  Throughout the planning pro-
cess, numerous elements of the strategy emerged and exceeded 
the capacity of the current Human Resources Department of the 
McComb School District.  

A review of some data on the recruitment and retention of 
teachers revealed a three-year pattern of replacing nearly 33 
percent of the teaching faculty every year.  A corresponding pro-
jection forecast, minimally, another 70 teachers would have to 
be hired over the next three years.  The instability of the teach-

ing faculty is a barrier to the district improving its performance 
and achieving world-class standards of excellence.

There is evidence that the out migration of teachers from the 
McComb School District occurs annually for a variety of reasons.  
This includes, but is not limited to,  favorable working conditions 
in neighboring districts, teachers not feeling supported or recog-
nized and/or the lack of competitive advantage in the compensa-
tion teachers earn in McComb.

It should be noted that the identification of highly effective teach-
ers is not systematized in any school or throughout the district.  All 
teachers are treated the same, regardless of their effectiveness 
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with students.  In addition, there is no demonstrable strength 
among existing teachers (e.g. literacy, mathematics, science…).

The likelihood of accelerating student achievement and growth 
and improving school performance is remote without a core of ex-
emplary teachers strategically recruited, retained and recognized.   
The complexity and urgency of this recommendation cannot be 
overstated.  Some of the elements associated with developing a 
core of exemplary teachers includes, but is not limited to:

1. Identifying and supporting irreplaceable teachers.

2. Developing an intentional teacher retention program.
3. Reforming the base compensation for teachers with a
 local supplement.
4. Installing a student loan forgiveness program for re-
 cruited teachers.
5. Recruiting and hiring teachers with a literacy certifica-
 tion for grades PreK-3.
6. Strengthening the teacher recruitment effort.
7. Developing a robust, district wide, teacher recognition
 program.

This recommendation should be implemented with urgency be-
ginning in January 2015 and continuing throughout the strategic 
period.  It is anticipated that the recruitment of highly effective 
teachers could begin in the spring of 2015 and have consequenc-
es for the 2015-16 academic year.

A failure to stop the annual replacement of 33 percent of the 
teaching faculty will preclude schools and the district from 
achieving excellence.  A stable core of exemplary teachers is an 
essential element of a highly effective school and district.

There is a financial cost to annually replacing 33 percent of the 
teaching faculty.  Such resources could be put to better use.

Improving teacher compensation will be an expense item (to be 
calculated prior to implementation) and the strategy may require 
a waiver from the State Department of Education.

Staffing the early grades (PreK-3rd grades) with highly effective 

teachers certified in the teaching of literacy would be a strategic 
response to the requirements of the Literacy-Based Promotion 
Act, often referred to as 3rd Gate.  Existing teachers in the early 
grades should be provided the opportunity to expand their con-
tent knowledge of literacy via professional development.

All of the projected teacher hires for the strategic period should 
be subjected to the new requirements for and benefit from the 
supports associated with teaching in McComb.

Engaging an external agent will increase the capacity of the 
district to recruit, retain, recognize teachers and develop the 
strategic staffing of schools. This will allow the current Human 
Resources staff to focus its expertise on transactional matters 
(e.g. benefits…) and the needs of all other personnel.  

The McComb Data Dashboard should be enhanced to include 
analytics on effective teaching for use by school based and dis-
trict leadership.

IMPLICATIONS

NOTES (continued)

ASSESSMENT
1. High Leverage   

Yes.  Successful implementation of this recommendation has 
the potential of accelerating student and school growth and 
achievement by two years for each year of teaching by a highly 
effective teacher. 

  2. Linkage to Existing Capacity   
Yes.  There is ongoing teacher recruiting and hiring activity.  Its 
capacity is limited and the stability of its work is elusive because 
other responsibilities does not allow for dedicated focus.

 3. Timing 

The timing for the implementation of this recommendation is 
excellent because the hiring season for the 2015-16 begins in 
February 2015.  Implementation will have consequences for the 
2015-16 academic year and throughout the strategic period.

  4. Sustainability  

Yes.  A multi-year contract with an organization that is expert at 
talent management in education can be sustained throughout 
the strategic period and increase the likelihood of maintaining a 
core of exemplary teachers for the McComb School District.
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It is recommended that the McComb School District refine its curriculum, pedagogy and delivery systems to accelerate student and 
school achievement and sustain the momentum necessary to meet and exceed national and international standards.

RECOMMENDATION

NOTES
All teachers in PreK-3rd are to be certified in literacy by the 
2016-2017 academic year.  Current teachers without the certified 
content knowledge are to be afforded the time and support to 
acquire the necessary certification.  All newly hired teachers in 
the early grades will be required to possess literacy certification.

Replace letter grade reporting with Skills Based Reporting in 
the early grades, PreK to 2nd grade.  Skills Based Reporting will 
provide insights into the strengths and weakness of students and 
make it possible for teachers, assistant teachers and parents to 
apply appropriate interventions and supplementary supports to 
all students, but particularly to struggling students.  

Establish a standard that students enrolled in the McComb School 
District from PreK to the 2nd grade will be reading at the 5th 
grade level prior to taking the 3rd Grade Accountability Exam.  
Achieving such a standard would reduce, or eliminate, the pros-
pect of students being retained in the 3rd grade.  

Develop a no-retention policy for students from PreK to 2nd 
grade.  Such a policy acknowledges the research that shows a stu-
dent’s likelihood of graduating from high school is reduced by 25 
percent each time they are retained.  The policy also anticipates 
the requirement that students failing the 3rd Grade Accountabil-
ity Exam will repeat the 3rd grade.  By minimizing the number of 
times a student is retained prior to the 3rd grade will increase the 

likelihood of a student graduating from high school.  

Institute a World Languages Program beginning in kindergar-
ten through 2nd grade with a comprehensive digital delivery of 
Spanish via the Middlebury College Interactive Language Program 
— a world-class institution in the teaching of languages.  For 
grades 3-12, students would have the option of studying Spanish, 
French, Chinese or German via a comprehensive or blended digi-
tal delivery from the program.  In addition, Advanced Placement 
opportunities are available in Spanish and French for high school 
students in the 11th and 12th grades.  Implementing the study of 
languages in the early grades will strengthen literacy skills. 

Departmentalize teaching and learning in grades 5 through 8.  
Doing so will require teachers to expand their content knowledge 
and pedagogy in specific subject areas.  Additionally, the teaching 
of Algebra at grade 5 will become a departmental responsibil-
ity versus requiring all 5th grade teachers to teach Algebra.  The 
introduction of Algebra in the 5th grade ensures that students 
will be able to benefit from progressively more rigorous math.  
By installing a digitally delivered intervention and supplementary 
math program (e.g. Stanford Math…), it will support the teaching 
of Algebra in the 5th grade and, potentially, develop an instruc-
tional strength for the district.  Similarly, other departmentalized 
subject areas in the middle grades will, over time, help improve 
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the content knowledge and pedagogy of teachers via focused 
professional development (e.g. mathematics, science…) and, 
eventually, certification in a content area. 

Each elementary school is to develop a pilot school within the 
school, for grades 4 and 5, that is student centered (visit The 
National Institute for Student-Centered Teaching and Learning), 
with a curriculum focus, and is non-graded.  One model might 
focus on the Humanities, the other on Arts and Theater.  Lo-
cated in a reconfigured wing of an elementary school, the pilot 
schools personalize the experience by developing an Individual-
ized Learning Plan for each student.  Students are grouped, and 
progress, by demonstrated mastery of learning levels.  Enroll-
ment is voluntary.  Primary source materials are to replace basal 
textbooks.  Digital tools are integrated into instruction.  Prob-
lem based learning is operative.  Successful practices migrate 
throughout the school.  Pursuant to discernible interest (via 
survey and or registrations), the student centered pilot schools 
are to be underway, August 2015. 

Pursuant to the testing requirements of the accountability era, it 
is important for students to demonstrate what they know and are 
capable of doing.  By introducing Problem Based Learning (PBL) 
into the pedagogic practice the McComb School District will afford 
all students the opportunity to showcase their best work.  This 
is particularly important for students with disabilities students, 
students that do not test well, and students whose creative and 
practical abilities are subordinated by test-taking requirements.  
In addition, teachers in subject areas where there is a nox-exis-
tence of accountability exams (e.g. art, music, physical education, 
Career and Technical…) will have an opportunity for their students 
to demonstrate what they are capable of doing.  Problem Based 
Learning students research a project, build with artifact reflecting 
the research and present the research and artifact in a public fo-
rum.  Every student, from kindergarten to the 12th grade, should 
be required to a do a project annually beginning in the 2015-2016 
academic year. Instead of competing with testing, Problem Based 
Learning will help students acquire the skills and knowledge they 
need to be successful.
Every student should be required to complete one online course 
before graduating from the McComb High School.  This require-
ment should be distinct from Credit Recovery (an online approach 

to helping high school students accrue credits for failed courses). 
The online courses should add additional credits to a student’s 
transcript and provide exposure to content not available (e.g.   
Advanced Placement  courses, Career and Technical courses. 
World Languages…).  Current faculty should be encouraged to 
develop online courses (e.g. Algebra, Physics…).  Online courses 
should be used to assist students in the acceleration of their 
progression through high school.  Lastly, online content should be 
incorporated into a blended (partly digital, partly teacher) deliv-
ery of standard curriculum content.  
Art education is essential to critical thinking, problem solving, 
creative innovation and cognitive development.  A ceramics pro-
gram in the elementary grades would enrich the curriculum in a 
cost-effective and efficient manner.  In addition, digital excursions 
into the world’s great museums would inculcate art appreciation 
in a substantial manner.  And, outfitting every classroom with a 
compact disc or digital music player would allow every teacher 
the opportunity to introduce various forms of music.  Of course, 
access to instrumental music in the elementary grades is a best 
practice that supports improved performance in tested subjects.

Beginning with the 2016-2017 academic year, every student in 
the early grades, PreK to the 3rd grade, are to have access to a 
personal, mobile computing device (e.g. tablet, laptop…).  The 
device will allow teachers to personalize instruction.  In addition, 
the computing device is essential to the delivery of interventions 
in literacy and mathematics without compromising instructional 
time for the whole class.  Personalized instruction is critical to 
all students with an IEP (Individual Education Plan for Students 
with Disibilities).  Lastly, an individual computing device will al-
low students to accelerate their achievement by affording them 
more time on task, supporting student-to-student collaboration, 
supporting Problem Based Learning and enhancing a teacher’s 
capacity to work with individuals and small groups.  Prior to the 
deployment of computing devices to students, teachers must 
have a 6-to 12-month period to acclimate and embed the tools 
into their instructional practice.

All 11th grade students should be required to take the ACT.  Prior 
to taking the ACT, all students are to complete an ACT preparation 
course.  By the 2018-2019 academic year, the average ACT scores 
for the district should be 19.

NOTES (continued)

IMPLICATIONS
The need for highly effective teachers expert at teaching reading 
is foundational to the success of every student, school and the 
district.  As such, the support, recognition and retention of the 

best teachers is required.  A package of incentives, rewards and 
recognition might be developed for those teachers who achieve 
the rigorous goals and objectives set forth for students in PreK 
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IMPLICATIONS (continued)

ASSESSMENT

to 3rd grade classrooms.

Shifting to Skills Based Reporting will be a change from tradi-
tional practice and will require professional development for 
teachers and a communications plan for parents and the commu-
nity.  It is proposed that this shift begin with the opening of the 
2016-2017 academic year.

Beginning a no-retention policy in the early grades for the 2015-
2016 academic year will require a communication plan.  Resis-
tance from key constituents is to be anticipated.  Careful tracking 
and monitoring of students failing to meet proficiency after the 
administration of the 2015 accountability exams (the benchmark 
year for 3rd Gate) will be critical to this policy.

Implementing a comprehensive World Languages Program for 
students PreK through 2nd grade in the 2016-2017 academic 
year will require Wi-Fi environments for all elementary schools, 
provision of individualized computing devices to students and 
professional development for teachers.  

It is proposed that departmentalization of grades 5 through 8 
begin with the 5th grade in the fall of 2015 and proceed with 
one grade in successive years.  The recruiting of 5th grade 
Algebra teachers should be given priority during the 2015 hiring 
season.

Principals will have to be the instructional leaders for the suc-
cessful implementation of Problem Based Learning.  Getting 
away from teaching to state accountability exams all year long 
will be a major shift in practice.  Developing a well-defined 
preparation period for state exams will help in securing a district-
wide focus on student work.  

Modifications to the schedule of the instructional day may be 
necessary to include some time for the integration of art and mu-
sic curriculum into elementary schools.  Some practitioners will 
argue that the use of such time will compromise the preparation 
for accountability exams.

Personalizing the educational experience with a computing 
device will require de-emphasizing the use of basal textbooks — 
a major departure from traditional practice.  Garnering support 
will require a well-executed communication plan.

A major indicator of the district’s move toward meeting national 
and international standards is the improvement of its average 
ACT score.  Though important to the optics associated with the 
accountability requirements of the state, proficient performance 
in the ranking system is not, and will not be, an indication of 
whether or not the McComb School District is moving toward 
national and international standards.  Preparation for improv-
ing ACT performance must be the standard for the district and 
focused work on the objective must begin in the middle grades. 

1. High Leverage
No.  Though essential to improving the performance of the Mc-
Comb School District, the recommendation and associated propos-
als will be controversial because of the departure from traditional 
practice.  Some practitioners and community members will think 
the expectations are unrealistic for children born into poverty.  And, 
common thinking subscribes to the idea that the district can contin-
ue to do what it has been doing and get the improvements students 
deserve and the community demands.  Lastly, practitioners and the 
community are “stuck” in the minimal standards of the accountabil-
ity system of Mississippi leading to a delusional rationalization that 
the McComb School District is doing OK.

2. Linkage to Existing Capacity
No.  In recent years, there is no evidence of transformational re-
forms being implemented and sustained in the McComb School 
District.  There is a nostalgic belief in the district’s excellence in 
prior decades but, there is no evidence that such a pattern exists 

currently.  And, former leadership of the district did not develop 
the internal capacity to move the district toward national or 
international standards—policies are out of date; curriculum, 
pedagogy and delivery systems are traditional; there are limited 
indicators of accelerated growth and achievement.

3. Timing
The timing to reform the curriculum, pedagogy and delivery 
systems is excellent.  There is an expectation of change.  And, the 
fact that the city is engaged with a 25-year strategic plan requires 
the district to modernize what it does and how it does it.

4. Sustainability
Yes.  The alignment with the tenure of the district leadership, 
the economic development that is underway, and the long-term 
planning of the City of McComb suggests making the systemic 
changes in this recommendation can be successfully implement-
ed and sustained.
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NOTES

It is recommended that a Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) Academy for middle school students be de-
veloped at the Summit Academy facility.

The U.S. Department of Commerce projects that STEM fields will 
grow by 17 percent by 2018—the fastest growing field in need of 
knowledge workers.

In 2012, the President’s Council of Advisors on Science and Tech-
nology conservatively, estimated that STEM fields would need 
more than 1 million persons with degrees in related fields over 
the next decade.

The U.S Department of Energy has a Minority in Energy Initiative 
with a focus on fossil, nuclear and renewable energy platforms.  

The initiative is based on the fact that 70 percent of the popula-
tion is made up of women and minorities but they hold only 45 
percent of STEM degrees.  And, census data informs that 50.4 
percent of the population under 1 years old is a minority.  Simi-
larly, 49.7 percent of the population under 5 years old is a minor-
ity.  Pointedly, underrepresented persons in STEM fields will craft 
the future of science, technology, engineering and mathematics 
in the United States, but education preparation lags behind the 
need.

It is proposed that the McComb STEM Academy be a specialty 
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NOTES (continued)
school (selective students), but supporting STEM activities and 
programs at all elementary and middle schools in the district.  
STEM activities and programs, throughout the district, can be 
supported by providing online STEM courses, access to STEM-
tube: an online warehouse of student projects, Pinterest activi-
ties and STEM summer camps.  A specialty school is intended 
to serve students interested in and capable of benefiting from a 
rigorous curriculum based on Problem Based Learning and the 
Engineering Design Process (EDP).

McComb’s STEM Academy should have an energy focus given the 
Tuscaloosa Marine Shale Play (TMS) that is currently underway in 
Pike and surrounding counties.  The focus should be on petro-
leum engineering but not at the expense of electrical, mechani-
cal, chemical, biomedi-
cal, civil engineering and 
computer science.  

McComb’s STEM Acad-
emy should be noted 
for its STEM laboratory.  
The lab should be a util-
ity for, and availability 
to, students in grades 
6-12.  The capacity of 
the lab should include 
but not be limited to: 3D 
Printing, green technol-
ogy, physical computing, robotics, application design, computer 
assisted design (CAD), web design, sound recording, digital 
photography, graphic/animation, electricity, aerodynamics, space 
and more.  Enrolled students and those from other districts in 
Pike County should have access to the lab on Saturdays. 

Every student enrolled at the McComb STEM Academy should 
have access to a personal computing device, 24 hours a day, 
seven days a week.

A STEM Summer Camp is to be hosted by the McComb STEM 
Academy.  It should be available to students throughout Pike 
County.  The four-five week experience should have a related 
fee for students not enrolled in the McComb School District.  
Exemplary students in the McComb STEM Academy should be 
employed as assistant teachers/counselors in the STEM Summer 

Camp.  Successful completion of the STEM Summer Camp should 
result in certificates and notation to student transcripts.  In 
association with the National Society of Black Engineers, the Mc-
Comb STEM Academy should sponsor a Summer Camp for Kids 
(SEEK) for students in grades 3-5.  Similarly, the First Lego League 
is a potent supplementary experience that supports STEM edu-
cation throughout the district.

The McComb STEM Academy should begin with successive co-
horts of 60 to 100 6th graders per year.  Each student is expected 
to complete one online STEM course each year of his or her 
enrollment (3).  All approved courses that are part the curricu-
lum at the McComb STEM Academy are to be available to other 
McComb students and Pike County Students for a fee.

The faculty of the Mc-
Comb STEM Academy is 
to be staffed by adjunct 
faculty that have an engi-
neering background.  All 
of the standard curricu-
lum offerings (e.g. Lan-
guage Arts, Mathematics, 
Science, Social Studies…) 
are to be available as 
pre-Advanced Placement 
course work and staffed 
by teachers certified in 

the content area (for an example of a Course Catalog see North 
East STEM Academy).  The course work at the McComb STEM 
Academy is to include art and music education. 

McComb’s STEM Academy should be guided and supported 
by the McComb STEM Academy Advisory Board made up of 
managers from the seven energy firms (Devon, Indigo Minerals, 
Goodrich, Denbury, Encara, Sanchez, Halcon) currently engaged 
in the Tuscaloosa Marine Shale Play.

Field based projects and internships are to be a part of the cur-
riculum at the McComb STEM Academy, particularly in the Tusca-
loosa Marine Shale Play area (see TMSHorizons.com). 

The McComb STEM Academy should serve as a pipeline for the 
Career and Technical Engineering program sequence.

“Every student enrolled at 
the McComb STEM Academy 

should have access to a personal 
computing device, 24 hours a day, 

seven days a week.”
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The McComb STEM Academy could be a signature program for 
the district and be attractive to constituents not currently en-
gaged with the district or its schools.  

Successful implementation of the McComb STEM Academy will 
depend upon the fidelity of its partnerships with energy compa-
nies based in the region.

Preparing the Summit Academy facility to be the home of the 
McComb STEM Academy will require facility upgrades and im-
provements, Wi-Fi installation throughout the facility, retrofitting 
space for the proposed STEM Lab and executing some cosmetic 
enhancements will be necessary.

Staffing the McComb STEM Academy with teachers certified in 
required content areas and enlisting adjunct faculty with engi-
neering background is a departure from the district’s standard 
recruiting activity and capacity and will likely be a challenge.

The budget implications for starting a new school are significant.  
State aid will support each enrolled student. One time startup 
costs, however, will require the use of reserve funds, third-party 
funding and/or support from strategic partners.  Serving as a pipe-
line for the Career and Technical Engineering program may have 

some operational and financial benefit for the STEM Academy.  
Support of STEM programs and activities by McComb’s STEM 
Academy should blunt the critique of the special, selective stu-
dent enrollment.   All students and schools should benefit from 
the development of the STEM Academy.  Full time enrollment, 
however, should be reserved for students with demonstrated 
interest and capacity to benefit from the focused and rigorous 
curriculum and expectations.

As a fully operational middle school, the McComb STEM Acade-
my will likely require a school code from the State Department of 
Education.  Similarly, planning for the accreditation of the STEM 
Academy will contribute significantly to the McComb School Dis-
trict meeting and exceeding national standards for the education 
it delivers to its students.

Securing the support and participation of the residential com-
munity surrounding the Summit Academy facility is critical to the 
successful implementation of the innovative use of the facility.

Administering a survey to the parents of rising 5th graders to 
determine the level of interest in such an innovation will buttress 
the deployment of human and material resources to this effort if 
there are families interested in enrolling their children.

IMPLICATIONS

 1. High Leverage 
Yes.   A STEM Academy, supplemental programs and activities 
in the McComb School District will elevate the performance of 
the district, attract disengaged constituents to the school and 
district, foster critical partnerships and become a signature for 
the McComb School District in the region

   2. Linkage to Existing Capacity 

No.  As a new entity, there is no capacity that is evident.  Suc-
cessful implementation will require external supports and 
guidance and the development of internal capacity via training, 
mentoring, and drawing from best practices from other juris-
dictions.  The STEM Academy will, once implemented, provide 
well-prepared students for the Career and Technical Engineering 
Program.

    3. Timing 
The timing for implementing a McComb STEM Academy is good 
albeit two years behind the 2012 start up of the Tuscaloosa 
Marine Shale Play—an initiative that anchors the STEM Academy 
with the premier economic development activity in the Pike 
County region.  In addition, the forecast of the need for persons 
with STEM degrees by 2018 makes the development of the Mc-
Comb STEM Academy a timely and urgent opportunity.

    4. Sustainability 
Yes.   The McComb STEM Academy has the potential to be a 
model program of the school district and the recipient of many 
forms and degrees of human and material support.

ASSESSMENT
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It is recommended that the Kennedy Early Learning Center offer free pre-kindergarten education to needy children and enhance 
the cognitive development of its students by focusing on age-appropriate literacy in addition to social skill development.

RECOMMENDATION

NOTES

The Kennedy Early Learning Center is unique.  There is no other 
approach to early childhood education like it in the State of Mis-
sissippi.  It provides access to early education that is a powerful 
antidote to children born into poverty and are without adequate 
cognitive stimulation and emotional support when they are 
required to begin formal schooling at the 1st grade.

Children that do not have the benefit of early childhood edu-
cation and learning are compromised in ability, achievement, 
health and adult success, according to an increasing body of data 
and research.

Traditionally, early childhood education has focused on the 
development of social skills—defined as attentiveness, persever-
ance, impulse control and sociability.  New models of early child-

hood education call for a development package that includes 
cognitive and social skill development.

Providing needy children free access to early childhood educa-
tion reduces the achievement gap, reduces the need for students 
with disabilities, increases the likelihood of healthier lifestyles, 
lowers the crime rate and reduces overall social costs.  Econo-
mists have established that there is a 7 to 10 percent return 
on investment from early childhood education—an economic 
imperative as well as an educational and social value.

A majority of the children born in McComb over the last three years 
have single parents that are not college educated and are likely to 
be unemployed.  The probable adverse effects of such a beginning 
can be reversed by access to quality early childhood education.
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The Early Head Start, Head Start, PreK and Kindergarten pro-
grams available at the Kennedy Early Childhood Center affords 
enrolled students the opportunity to enter 1st grade at or above 
grade level in reading and mathematics.  There is a clear gap 
between students entering 1st grade from the Kennedy Early 
Learning Center and students with a different experience.

By tightening the alignment and articulation between the Ken-
nedy Early Childhood Center and the elementary schools serving 
McComb, the growth and achievement of students can be sus-
tained and accelerated through the 3rd grade.

Teachers and Assistant Teachers at the Kennedy Early Childhood 
Center should be required to acquire certification in literacy by 
the beginning of the 2016-2017 academic year.

The Kennedy Early Childhood Center should become a profes-
sional development site for teacher candidates in college or 
graduate school, community based providers of child care 
services and for other school districts and organizations seeking 
to emulate the services provided by the center.  As a professional 
development school for early childhood professionals, the center 

should charge a fee and the supervising staff compensated for 
the services they provide.

To support the literacy focus of the Kennedy Early Childhood 
Center, contemporary technology tools need to be integrated 
into the repertoire of all teachers and assistant teachers.  This 
should include, but not be limited to, an individual computing 
device for students, SMART boards and tables and access to age 
appropriate software.  Where possible equipment and software 
licenses should be leased, not purchased, so the technology 
tools can be routinely refreshed.

Parent education and job training opportunities should be avail-
able to the parents of enrolled students in collaboration with 
Southwest Mississippi Community College.

Families capable of paying a fee for the early childhood educa-
tion available at the Kennedy Early Childhood Center should be 
encouraged to enroll their children.  An economically diverse 
student population at the center is an added value to all the 
children and the community.

RECOMMENDATION FOR STRATEGIC ACTIONS
McComb Strategic Planning Initiative
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1. High Leverage
Yes.  Early childhood education can level the inequality based on 
birthright.  The economic future of McComb is not guaranteed, 
but it is promising.  And, a disproportionate number of children 
born over the last three years will enter 1st grade develop-
mentally delayed without access to rich, early learning experi-
ences provided by the McComb School District.  Such delays 
will require costly interventions throughout their pre-collegiate 
education.

2. Linkage to Existing Capacity
Yes.  The Kennedy Early Childhood Center will be enhanced by 
the implementation of this recommendation and the benefits to 
children, their families, the district, and the future of McComb is 
substantial.  Investments in the center will be value added to all 
constituents.

3. Timing
The timing for this recommendation is excellent.  The confluence 
of the economic development underway in the region should 
include the ongoing development of the Kennedy Early Child-
hood Center.  A cornerstone of the City of McComb’s 25-year 
strategic planning should be the enhancement and growth of the 
center.  And, the goal to be a world-class school district must be 
anchored in the early social and cognitive development of young 
children.

4. Sustainability
Yes.  Early childhood education is on the radar of the Mississippi 
State Department of Education, the U.S Department of Educa-
tion, and numerous national foundations and business leaders.  
Enhancing and sustaining the Kennedy Early Childhood Center is 
doable throughout the strategic plan period.

IMPLICATION

To be a professional development site 
will require the installation of one-way 
observation windows.

The use of technology labs will have to be 
discontinued when contemporary tools 
are integrated into classroom instruction.

Introducing a focus on literacy will require 
teacher support and development.  This 
could be completed in collaboration with 
Southwest Mississippi Community College.

Offering free PreK at the Kennedy Early 
Childhood Center will require collaboration 
with community-based child care providers 
that are likely to deem free PreK a challenge 
to their customer base.  An off set to this 
concern might be the provision of high qual-
ity professional development to community-
based child-care providers.

Free PreK is not universal access.  As such, the McComb School 
District will have to develop an equitable and fair plan for which 

needy children get access to the program.   
Support for the free PreK program should 
be solicited from the City of McComb, the 
largest employers in McComb (including the 
hospital) and an expanded Head Start ap-
plication.

Implementation of the free PreK program 
might get started in the 2016-2017 academic 
year depending on funding and preparation of 
the facility for the new program.

Developing a strong advocacy group for the 
Kennedy Early Childhood Center and free PreK 
will provide essential support for this transfor-
mative recommendation.

To track and monitor the growth and achieve-
ment of the children enrolled at the Ken-
nedy Early Childhood Center, a dedicated data 

dashboard should be developed for the center 
and its use an ongoing accountability.  The analytics from such a 
dashboard will provide compelling evidence on the value of the 
center as children progress through 1st, 2nd and 3rd grades.

ASSESSMENT
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It is recommended that the McComb School District promote and implement the best practices for teaching and learning in a digi-
tal age in accordance with the standards set by the International Society of Technology in Education (ISTE).

RECOMMENDATION

NOTES

Teaching and learning in a digital age is demonstrably different 
from what it was in the industrial age.  What students need to 
know and be able to do is different even though the content 
area (e.g. mathematics, science, history…) is the same.  Similarly, 
teaching in a digital age is different because the state-of-the-art 
tools are different.  As recently as 2000, Twitter, Facebook, tab-
lets, YouTube, very few online courses, Wikipedia, Google Maps, 
3D printing, and mobile phones were not computing devices.  
Even though email and instant messaging were nascent through-
out the decade, text messaging has become a communication 
tool of preference.  The standards for technology in education 
for students and teachers, established by ISTE, frame what 
schools must do if students are to be prepared for life in a global 

village connected by the tools of our digital age.  

Generally, the ISTE standards for students educated for the digi-
tal age are:

1. Creativity and Innovation.
2. Communication and Collaboration.
3. Research and Information Fluency.
4. Critical Thinking, Problem Solving and Decision Making.
5. Digital Citizenship.
6. Technology Operations and Concepts.

In planning the short- or long-term future of public education in 
a community requires a departure from 19th and 20th century 
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delivery systems (e.g. teacher 
as fountain of knowledge and 
skills…).  Instead, schools and 
classrooms must be learning 
environments in which  21st cen-
tury tools empower students to 
acquire requisite knowledge and 
skills from their personal point of 
departure with teachers serving as 
guides and facilitators.  

The current and emerging tools of 
the digital age are not unlike the 
utilities (e.g. electricity, the telephone…) of the last two centu-
ries.  Without them children and families were at risk and on the 
outskirts of the modern era.  So it is with students completing a 
PreK-12 education without meeting the ISTE standards.

More than ever, if rural cities and states, like McComb, Missis-
sippi, are to thrive in the digital age, the partnership between 
city government and the school system must be more co-depen-
dent than ever.  This is so because the McComb School District 
cannot deliver a relevant digital age education without the active 
engagement of city government.  Correspondingly, city govern-
ment cannot fulfill the goals and objectives of its economic 
development plans without citizens grounded in the demands of 
the digital age.

To begin with, every school and classroom in the McComb School 
District must be part of a speedy, reliable, Wi-Fi environment 
that ensures student and teacher connectivity to the Internet—
increasingly, a premier tool necessary for teaching and learning.

It is proposed that a 1:1 tablet deployment be implemented in 
the early grades (PreK-2) of the McComb School District.  The fo-
cus of the tablet initiative is to be on the development of literacy 
skills.  The approach is particularly important for the cohorts 
of young children to be served between 2015 and 2018. The 
planning for mobile devices deployment in the early grades will 
establish an imperative for what should happen in the middle- 
and high-school grades during the strategic period.     

Increasingly, the McComb School District should migrate from 
the purchase and use of basal textbooks to digital information 

tools.  The utility of static text-
books is diminishing because the 
access to information via digital 
platforms is so current and cred-
ible.  A decisive competitive edge 
will accrue to all students that are 
adept at employing digital tools 
for the acquisition of knowledge 
and skills.  To serve as a stepping-
stone out of poverty and into 
the middle class for its students, 
the McComb School District and 
its faculty must integrate 21st 

century tools into the teaching and learning practice of every 
classroom, every day.  This must be a new accountability.

The alignment of Information and Instructional Technology is es-
sential if the McComb School District is to realize the potential of 
the digital tools.  Information Technology is critical to managing 
the business operations of the district.  Instructional Technol-
ogy is vital to the academic operations of the district.  They are 
not antithetical.  A coherent data dashboard environment will 
provide district leadership with the analytics that are fundamen-
tal to accelerated teaching and learning.  Integrating instructional 
technology into all of the instructional programs of the district 
requires forward-looking policy and teacher observation and 
evaluation that values the presence of digital teaching and learn-
ing in all classrooms—if teachers must use a work sheet it should 
be projected on a Smart Board.

The Acceptable Use Policy/Internet Safety Policy of the Mc-
Comb School District is prohibitive.  It was last updated in June 
of 2013.  There are explicit details on what cannot be done on 
the district’s network.  There are no provisions for what and 
how students and teachers can and should be using the district’s 
network to advance teaching and learning (e.g. requirement 
for online courses, interventions, professional development for 
teachers, collaborative student work, communication between 
teachers, between teachers and students and supporting the 
home-school connection…).  The prohibition against cellphone 
use by students or teachers defies the capacity to do Mobile 
Device Management (MDM).  Similarly, the prohibition against 
personal computing devices is outdated given the capacity to 
govern and oversee acceptable use.  

NOTES (continued)
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It will be necessary to revise the Acceptable Use Policy when the 
district expands the use of 21st century digital tools.  Policies 
such as “Bring Your Own Device,” student and staff cellphone 
use, McComb School District email addresses for all students, 
and staff, requirements for integrating technology into instruc-
tion, tablet/laptop deployment policy and published standards 
for the use of digital tools are some examples of forward looking 
policies that will need to be enacted for McComb School District 
if it hopes to meet national and international standards.

A clear mandate for the integration of digital tools into the 
teaching and learning of McComb School District classrooms 
must be established if students and teachers are to benefit from 
the advantages such tools offer.

A plan for acquiring and deploying contemporary tools is neces-
sary to fulfill the promise of this recommendation.

A shift in mindset from prohibiting and precluding the use of 
21st century digital tools to one of enabling widespread use of 
the tools appears to be warranted.

Deployment of personal computing devices in the early grades 

will stimulate an interest and appetite for such devices in the 
upper grades.  There are natural opportunities at grades 6 and 
9.  Timing and resources are the major challenge. The integration 
of digital tools into instruction will require intensive professional 
development and support for teachers before they can be held 
accountable for successful implementation.  A Technology Team 
consisting of students, and supported by an Instructional Tech-
nology Coordinator, can be a useful way of supporting classroom 
teachers, engaging students in this initiative and elevating the 
importance of integrating digital tools into instruction.

Problem Based Learning is enhanced when students and teach-
ers have access to technology tools to assist with the research, 
development of artifacts and the associated presentation of 
student work.

A common refrain about the acquisition and deployment of tech-
nology tools is cost.  Without categorical resources for modern-
izing teaching and learning in the district, there must a strategic 
priority for such in the annual budgeting process.

It is well documented that student engagement, behavior and 
time-on-task is radically transformed once the teaching and 
learning embraces the digital tools in all classrooms and instruc-

RECOMMENDATION FOR STRATEGIC ACTIONS

Access to Technology

McComb Strategic Planning Initiative

IMPLICATIONS

tional programs. 
  1. High Leverage

Yes.   Establishing international technology standards, updating 
the Acceptable Use Policy, launching a 1:1 initiative in the early 
grades and developing some budgetary priorities for subsequent 
innovations will echo this recommendation and resonate with 
key constituents.

2. Linkage to Existing Capacity
Yes.   The existing Technology Department and the Department 
of Curriculum and Instruction are resources that are natural 
champions for this recommendation.  And, there are exemplars 
in other districts in the state and around the country.  However, 
it is likely that teacher capacity will have to be developed; new 
teacher candidates should be required to demonstrate their 
capacity with digital tools for teaching and learning before they 
are hired.

3. Timing
The McComb School District is tardy in launching an aggres-
sive initiative for the integration of digital tools into instruction.  
Already, students are required to do their accountability assess-
ments using computing devices.   Handheld devices are allowed 
in a number of assessment settings.  Employers and colleges 
require applications be submitted electronically. And, textbook 
content is now available on mobile devices.  Lastly, remedial and 
accelerated content is best distributed to students on devices 
that allow teachers to meet students where they are. The digital 
age for teaching and learning is now, not in the future.

4. Sustainability
Yes.   Creative and innovative business practices will assist in the 
sustainability of this recommendation.  Student engagement and 
acumen with the digital tools will sustain this initiative during 
and beyond the strategic period.

ASSESSMENT
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RECOMMENDATION 
It is recommended that the McComb School District enter into a formal partnership with Southwest Mississippi Community College 
to ensure the successful implementation of initiatives that are mutually beneficial to both institutions and their constituents.

NOTES

The extraordinary cost of remediation for high school gradu-
ates entering two- and four-year colleges is a national disaster.  
The pattern in Mississippi is no exception.  Indeed, the 
graduation rates from two-and four-year colleges 
are proportional to the amount of remediation 
required by freshman.  Not only is remediation 
demeaning for a student, the cost is prohibitive 
— remedial courses cost money, but students 
do not accrue college credits.  Increasing gradu-
ation rates from colleges serving Pike County is 
an unassailable benefit for Southwest Mississippi 
Community College and the McComb School Dis-
trict.  However, neither alone, can reduce the cost 
for readiness at the collegiate level.  
Herein lies the mutually beneficial feature of alignment between 

the two institutions.  To do so requires the administration and 
faculty of each institution to form a bond in accordance with 

the “full agenda policy brief” of the Southern Regional 
Education Board (SREB). The full agenda policy brief 

articulates a set of standards for the collabora-
tion between two-and four-year colleges and 
K-12 districts.  A covenant of commitment to the 
standards of collaboration is a major first step to 
realizing the benefits of an alignment.
A prerequisite is transparency into what is and is 

not working at the respective institutions.  And, of 
course, good relationships are required and must be 

reflected in tough conversations about the educational 
needs of all constituents in the region.
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NOTES (continued)

With a devotion to the collaboration, the opportunities for 
enormous impact on public education is limitless.  For instance, 
aligning standards in reading, writing and mathematics would 
benefit all students, the faculties of both institutions and contrib-
ute significantly to reducing the need for remediation.  So, too, 
would a course taught by faculty from Southwest Mississippi 
Community College for high school students called “Mathemat-
ics for College Readiness” (a practice underway in Seminole, 
Florida, with remarkable results).  

Such an alignment would be highly useful to the introduction of 
Algebra in the 5th grade in the McComb School District.  Math-
ematicians advise that it would take two years of professional 
development for a non-math major to become expert at teach-
ing Algebra to 5th grade students.  The mathematics faculty at 
Southwest Mississippi Community College would be instrumen-
tal in a collaborative with 5th grade teachers for the successful 
implementation of this recommendation. Summer Institutes 
between Southwest Mississippi Community College faculty and 
students and McComb teachers and 5th grade students would 
meaningfully advance this agenda.   

A collaboration with Southwest Mississippi Community College 
on the district’s focus on the cognitive development of children 
in the PreK-2 sequence would be transformative for both institu-
tions. The potential is enormous.  Southwest Mississippi Com-
munity College could assist every teacher and assistant teacher 
in fulfilling the requirement to have a demonstrated capacity 
to teach literacy to young children.  Correspondingly, the Ken-
nedy Early Childhood Center can have the capacity to serve as a 
professional development site that is fully accredited.  Similarly, 
the integration of personalized computing devices to children in 
the early grades, parent education and development activities 
and the support of other child care providers would be enhanced 
by a McComb School District-Southwest Mississippi Community 
College collaboration. There is opportunity for a quantum leap in 
achievement outcomes and prestige in such an effort. The hurdle 
of the “3rd Gate” reading assessment would not be consequen-
tial to students served by this strategy.

The recommended STEM Academy at the Summit facility is an 
opportunity for the McComb School District and Southwest Missis-
sippi Community College alignment to be endowed with a limitless 
horizon.  At the core of a high-quality STEM Academy is a state-
of-the-art STEM lab staffed by engineers in each of the categories 

of engineering.  Alone, each institution would likely be challenged 
to recruit and retain such expertise.  An opportunity to be ap-
pointed to both faculties — a joint appointment — would elevate 
the attractiveness of building and sustaining the STEM Academy.  
With the STEM Academy married to the Tuscaloosa Marine Shale 
Play and the partnership of the energy companies, the prospects 
for the initiative for both institutions is a win-win.  By co-hosting 
the adjunct faculty for the STEM Academy, Southwest Mississippi 
Community College and McComb School District  would leap 
forward in demonstrating a K-16 collaborative — a priority of the 
Legislature and the State Department of Education.  

By formalizing a partnership on the development of the STEM 
Academy, every aspect of the school would benefit — the cur-
riculum, its pedagogy, rigor, programming (e.g. summer insti-
tutes for area students and schools…), research opportunities, 
student projects and collaboration on various grant applications.  
Such a collaborative will stimulate interest among disparate con-
stituents — families will want their children enrolled in the STEM 
Academy.  The residual effects of such interest will accrue to the 
momentum underway at McComb High School (e.g. two years 
of growth in one year of teaching) and the Career and Technical 
Center (with its engineering program operational). 

Not to be missed or understated is the potential for the develop-
ment of a K-16 business corridor devoted to science, technol-
ogy, engineering and mathematics with the Tuscaloosa Marine 
Shale Play serving as a common-interest project. Such a corridor 
possesses all of the ingredients for a perfect revolution in public 
education, one that is overdue for McComb and the region.

Expanding access to dual enrollment (early college enrollment) for 
eligible students will dramatically reduce the need to expend limited 
resources on remediation.  Such resources can be deployed to sup-
port initiatives to increase the number of citizens with higher educa-
tion.  Indeed, both college and career readiness can be enriched.  

Such an alignment, however, will not happen magically. Best 
practice from other places around the country (e.g. Blue Ridge 
Community College in Virginia…) is instructive.  So too is the 
experience at Southside Virginia Community College in Meck-
lenburg, Virginia, where professors teach in the high school.  
Monthly meetings over breakfast between teachers and admin-
istrators, collaboration on grant projects and routine strategy 
sessions with institutional executives and board members have 
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NOTES (continued)

IMPLICATIONS

ASSESSMENT

proven useful to alignments between K-12 and higher education.  

It is not inconceivable to have a 20 percent decrease in the need 
for and cost of remediation at Southwest Mississippi Commu-
nity College as a result of a successful alignment with McComb 

School District.  Such an outcome would catapult both institu-
tions to model status in the State of Mississippi and around the 
country.  More important to the region is the cutting-edge and 
innovative education being made available to the citizens of Mc-
Comb and in the region. 

  A memorandum of agreement would formalize the partnership 
between the McComb School District and Southwest Mississippi 
Community College.

Failure to develop an alignment will compromise many aspects 
of the strategic agenda of the district.  Crossing the boundaries 
between K-12 and higher education is essential.  The executive 
and policymaking entities of both institutions must affect a trans-
parent intent for this recommendation to gestate and mature.
There will be a need to share and consolidate human and mate-
rial resources to realize the opportunity in an alignment.

Interlocking each institutions’ board with a non-voting member 
would embellish the accountability for successful implementa-
tion.  Similarly, the management teams of each administration 
would benefit from the active participation of a representative 
from each institution.   

A representative from Southwest Mississippi Community College 
should serve on the business advisory board for the STEM Acad-
emy.  The benefits are not calculable but are certainly evident.

Attracting third-party resources to the region is a reasonable 
expectation of the alignment and should be pursued.  

The recruitment and onboarding of highly effective teachers for 
the McComb School District might reveal opportunities for them 
to do teaching at Southwest Mississippi Community College — 
an incentive that would improve the capacity of the district to 
recruit highly effective teachers.

To cement the alignment, each board should enact a policy that 
mandates they meet twice a year to discuss an agreed-upon 
agenda that seeks to advance K-16 education in the region.  The 
long-term future of the alignment should not be the sole respon-
sibility of institutional management.

The change management required for the recommended align-
ment is substantial and may require external expertise to realize.  
At a minimum, electronic communication tools (e.g. websites, 
email, social media, surveys…) should be employed.

A jointly developed and published annual report should highlight 
and attest to the notable accomplishments of the alignment.  

To the extent practical, student-to-student engagement should 
be encouraged and supported as good citizenship — student 
ambassadors of the K-16 alignment would take the organizing 
demands of the initiative to the grass roots.

1. High Leverage
Yes.  The optics are powerful.  Every element of successful 
implementation will yield incalculable benefits.  The departure 
from the traditional isolation will birth a future with no discern-
ible limits.  Opportunities for developing new models of engage-
ment, innovative leadership and measurable outcomes makes 
this recommendation a must do.

2. Linkage to Existing Capacity
No.   There are no obvious capacities at the McComb School Dis-
trict to champion this strategy.  Initially, the district will require 

external expertise to realize the benefits of this recommenda-
tion.

3. Timing 
Implementation of this strategy is past due.  A program of work 
should be developed as soon as possible and institutional inter-
actions should convene in January 2015.

4. Sustainability
Yes.   The only barriers to sustaining the alignment are tradi-
tional myopia and or institutional inertia.  Of course, failure to 
deploy technical and intellectual capacity to move the strategy 
forward will derail the possibility of the strategy.
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WORKING GROUPS

LaQuita Barnes
A native of McComb, LaQuita Barnes, is a kindergarten teacher 
at Kennedy Early Childhood Center in the McComb School 
District. 

Terri Baylor
Terri Baylor is a McComb School District parent.  She resides in 
McComb, where she is a special disability counselor with the 
Mississippi Department of Rehabilitation Services. 

Ronnie Brock 
Ronnie Brock currently serves as Selectman of McComb’s Ward 
5.  He is a graduate of both McComb High School and Jackson 
State University.  A lifelong community activist, Mr. Brock and 
his wife Brenda are the parents of seven children, and the 
grandparents of two.

James Brown
A native of McComb, James Brown, is principal of Denman 
Junior High School in the McComb School District. He is a 1996 
graduate of McComb High School, and returned to teach in the 
McComb School District in July of 2001.

Tokie Young-Butler 
    A resident of Summit, Tokie Young-Butler is an Academic 
Facilitator at Higgins Middle School.  Mrs. Young-Butler is a 
graduate of McComb High School and Alcorn State University.

Camita Dillon
Camita Dillon is the 1st-3rd grades principal at Otken Elementa-
ry School.  She is a resident of McComb and the parent of four 
students in McComb School District.

Austin Fowler
Austin Fowler is a senior at McComb High School.

Lorraine B. Gayden
Lorraine Gayden is a retired educator.  A graduate of Jackson State 
University, Purdue University and the University of Southern Mis-
sissippi, Mrs. Gayden is the first and only African American director 
of Pike County Department of Human Service.  As a community 
leader Mrs. Gayden is active in many community organizations.

  Michael Jeanson 
An educator and coach for 22 years with the McComb School 
District, Michael Jeanson, is currently an assistant principal at 
McComb High. He is a graduate of Mississippi State University, 
Regent University and the University of Southern Mississippi.  
An active member of the community, Mr. Jeanson works with 
Operation Christmas Child Collections and youth baseball teams.

Robert Knox Jr. 
A resident of McComb, Robert Knox is the Assistant Executive 
Director of the McComb Housing  Authority.  Mr. Knox is a life-
long resident of Pike County and a 1992 graduate of McComb 
High School.

Dwight Martin
Dwight Martin Sr. is the pastor of 24th St Church of Christ.  He 
is also a mentor at Higgins Middle School where his son, Dwight 
Martin Jr., is in the sixth grade.

Whitney Rawlings
Whitney Rawlings is the mayor of McComb.  A native of Mc-
Comb, Mayor Rawlings is a graduate of McComb High School 
and the University of Alabama.  He is also the owner of the 
Rawlings Brokerage Company in McComb.

Mikel Sandifer
Mikel Sandifer is the parent of a McComb School District 
student.  He serves as member of the Pike County Democratic 
Executive Committee and the City of McComb Comprehensive 
Planning Group.

GROUP I
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Karman Butler
A parent of a 9th grader at McComb High School, Karman 
Butler is a counselor at McComb High School. With nine years 
of experience as a counselor, she is a National Board Certified 
Counselor and a National Board Certified School Counselor.  

Rose Clark 
A resident of Summit, Rose Clark is a graduate of Southwest 
Mississippi Community College and University of Southern Mis-
sissippi.  An educator for 25 years, she is currently the assistant 
principal at McComb High School. 

Kenny Cotton
A resident of Summit, Kenny Cotton has been the Chief of 
Police for Summit for the past five years. Chief Cotton is the 
parent of two graduates of McComb School District. 

Tanekia Gatlin 
A resident of McComb, Tanekia Gatlin is a speech pathologist.  
She is the mother of three children, two of whom are students 
in the McComb School District. 

Shanta Green
 A resident of Tylertown, Shanta Green is an interventionist 
with the McComb School District.

Gail Hampton
Gail Hampton, a resident of McComb, is the parent of two 
children, one of whom is a student in the McComb School 
District.  An active member of the community, Ms. Hampton is 
a member of the Mississippi School Nurse Association, the Na-

tional Association of School Nurses and is the health committee 
chairwoman for the McComb branch of the NAACP.   

Katrina Hawkins
Katrina Hawkins is a 3rd grade teacher at Otken Elementary 
School.  She is a resident of Bogue Chitto.

Donovan Hill
A native of McComb, Donovan Hill is a graduate of McComb 
High School and Alcorn State University.  He currently serves as 
Ward 4 Selectman for McComb. 

Kelli Little
Kelli Little is the principal at Higgins Middle School.  An educa-
tor in the McComb School District for 20 years, Principal Little 
is a graduate of McComb High School and the University of 
Southern Mississippi.  She is a member of the Association of 
Elementary School Principals and the Association for Supervi-
sion and Curriculum Development.

Percy Robinson
A native of Pike County, Percy Robinson currently serves as 
mayor of Summit.  Mayor Robinson is also a member of Sum-
mit Rotary.  He attended SWMCC and Alcorn State University.

Wendy Smith
Wendy Smith, a resident of McComb, is currently employed by 
Southwest Mississippi Community College as the Workforce Direc-
tor at the Regional Workforce Training Center.  Prior to working in 
higher education Mrs. Smith worked as an educator for 17 years.  
She is a graduate of the University of Southern Mississippi.

GROUP II
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Robert Biggs
Robert Biggs is a resident of McComb.  Mr. Biggs is a school ad-
ministrator and the Career and Technical Director for McComb 
School District.  He is also an ordained minister. He has taught 
at both the college and secondary levels and has worked in 
both public and private education.

Katrina Hines
Katrina Hines, a resident of Brookhaven, is the principal at Ken-
nedy Early Childhood Center.  She has worked in the McComb 
School District for 10 years.  Mrs. Hines is a graduate of Alcorn 
State University and Mississippi College.

Robert Lamkin 
Robert Lamkin is the principal at McComb High School.  Prin-
cipal Lamkin  is a resident of McComb and has two children in 
McComb School District.

Vickie Malone
Vickie Malone is a teacher at McComb High School and also is a 
McComb School District parent. She is a resident of McComb.

Noah Martin
Noah Martin is an 11th grade student at McComb High School.

Scott McKenzie
Scott McKenzie is the McComb Police Chief and a community 
civic leader. He is a resident of Pike County.

  Ronald Moses 
Ronald Moses (not pictured) is the parent of students in the 
McComb School District.

Jack Ryan
Jack Ryan is editor and publisher of McComb Enterprise-Jour-
nal, civic leader and parent. He is a resident of McComb.

Vernell Simmons
A native of McComb, Vernell Simmons (not pictured) is a com-
munity advocate.  He is active in the Pike County Community 
Leadership Organization, NAACP and Long Star Lodge #23.  

LaKya Washington
A native of McComb, LaKya Washington is a graduate of 
McComb High School, Alcorn State University, Jackson State 
University and Mississippi College.  With over 15 years of expe-
rience Mrs. Washington has served as a teacher, counselor and 
assistant principal. 

GROUP III
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ADVISORY GROUPS

Sam Sanders, President of State Bank /Crimestoppers
Pat Brumfield, Owner of Brumfield Oil 

Tina Brumfield, Public Relations Director Southwest Mississippi Regional Medical Center  
Donald Martin, Owner of 3Way Package Store 

Steve Bishop, President of Southwest Mississippi Community College
Betsy Murrell, Owner of Selman’s Jewelers

Heather Kacarka, General Manager of Applebee’s
Frankie Montavo, Owner of McComb Diesel

Dr. Marc Freeman, Owner/ Anesthesiologist Elite Anesthesia 
Joanna Anserson-Boss, Director Win Job Center

Sunshine Lawrence,  Trustmark Bank 
Wayne Sterling, Executive Director of Pike County Economic District

Michael Artigues, Pediatrician at McComb Children’s Clinic 
Trisha Artigues, Children Advocacy 

Greg Gilmore, McComb School District Safety 
Lucy Shell, Public Relations

Lt. Trish Arguello, Salvation Army
Landon Ratcliff, Appraisal South

Marcus Pittman, Boys and Girls Club
Kennon Singley, Rawlings Brokerage Company

Greg Partman, Pastor of Community of Believers Church
Darlene Kennedy, Assistant Manager, Hampton Inn & Suites

David R. Taylor, Cook Enterprise Funeral Home
Tasha Dillon,  New Life Fellowship

Dr. Cederick Ellis - Superintendent

Ruby Husband – Assistant Superintendent/Special Education Director

Cathy Jones – Finance Director

Jonathan McLendon – Personnel Director/ Transportation and Facilities Director

Betty Wilson McSwain – Curriculum/Federal Programs Director

Greg Gilmore – Security Director

Sue Ellen Codding – Child Nutrition Director

Sue Jarvis – Technology Director

Margaret Hart – Health Services Director

Malcolm Jones – Athletic/Alternative School Director

Monique Gilmore – School/Community Relations and Promotions Director

SUPERINTENDENT’S CABINET

BUSINESS LEADERS ADVISORY GROUP

  TRANSFORMING POLICY, PROGRAM AND PRACTICE  2014 31



McCOMB SCHOOLS: DEVELOPING A WORLD-CLASS DISTRICT

Association for Middle Level Education. (2010). This We Believe: Keys to Enhancing Young Adolescents 
 Westerville, OH: AMLE.
Brooklyn, N. (2012). “The Irreplaceables: Understanding the Real Retention Crisis in America’s Urban Schools.” 
 Brooklyn, N.Y.: TNTP.

Common Core State Standards Initiative.  (2014). “Preparing America’s Students for Success.” Retrieved August
  3, 2014  from http://www.corestandards.org/
Covington, J.W. (2014). Professional In-service:  Creating a Blended Student-Centered System of Teaching and 
 Learning [PowerPoint slides]. 
Fullan, M. (2008). The Six Secrets of Change: What the Best Leaders do to Help their Organizations Survive and
  Thrive. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
Global SchoolNet.  “Introduction to Project-Based Learning.”  (2000). Retrieved August 4, 2014, from
  http://www.globalschoolnet.org/web/pbl/

Heckman, J. (2011). “The Economics of Inequality: The Value of Early Childhood Education.” American 
 Educator, 35(1), 31-35, 47

Hughes, K., Rodriguez, O., Edwards, L., & Belfield, C. (2012). “Broadening the Benefits of Dual Enrollment:
 Reaching Underachieving and Underrepresented Students with Career Focused Programs”. New York: CCRC.

Klein, R. (2014). “These are the States with the Best and Worst School Systems, According to New Rankings.” 
 The Huffington Post. Retrieved August 4, 2014, from http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2014/08/04/
 wallethub-education-rankings_n_5648067.html 

Layton, L. (2014, May 13). “Good Teaching, Poor Test Scores: Doubt Cast on Grading Teachers by Student
  Performance.” The Washington Post. Retrieved September 3, 2014, from http://www.highbeam.com/
 doc/1P2-36046694.html?

Mourshed, M., Chijioke, C. and Barber, M. (2010). How the World’s Most Improved Schools Systems Keep Getting
 Better. 1st ed. [ebook] London: McKinsey & Company, pp.1-126. Available at: 
 http://mckinseyonsociety.com/downloads/reports/Education/How-the-Worlds-Most-Improved-
 School-Systems-Keep-Getting-Better_Download-version_Final.pdf [Accessed 4 Sep. 2014].
Nocera, J. (2014, August 29). “Imagining Successful Schools.” New York Times. Retrieved from
  http://www.nytimes.com/2014/08/30/opinion/joe-nocera-imagining-successful-schools.html?emc=eta1

Penuel, W. (2006). “Implementation and Effects of One-to-One Computing Initiatives: A Research Synthesis.”
  Journal of Research on Technology in Education, 38(3), 329-348.

Robinson, G.  (n.d.). “What is International Baccalaureate?” Retrieved August 5, 2014 from 
 http://www.greatschools.org/school-choice/international-baccalaureate/6950-what-is-ib-international-
 baccalaureate.gs

TNTP.  (2014, July 15).  “Shortchanged: The Hidden Costs of Lockstep Teacher Pay.” Retrieved September 4,
 2014, from http://tntp.org/publications/view/shortchanged-the-hidden-costs-of-lockstep-teacher-pay

Tucker, M. (2011). Surpassing Shanghai: An Agenda for American Education Built on the World’s Leading Systems.
  Cambridge, MA: Harvard Education Press.

U.S. Department of Education, Office of Vocational and Adult Education. (2012). Investing in America’s Future: A
 Blueprint for Transforming Career and Technical Education. Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of Education.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

  TRANSFORMING POLICY, PROGRAM AND PRACTICE  201432



McCOMB SCHOOLS: DEVELOPING A WORLD-CLASS DISTRICT

STAKEHOLDERS’ BASELINE SURVEY

SUPPORT FOR REFORMS

THE SURVEY

OVERALL SURVEY

The McComb School District can move to be among 
the top 10 school districts in the state and move to 
become a world-class district, but it must overcome 
barriers presented by a culture of poverty, the difficult 
family life of students, inadequate resources and some 
poor instructional practices.

That’s the opinion of McComb public schools stu-
dents, teachers and community stakeholders, who 
responded to a survey on the district as part of a ma-
jor school effort to develop a strategic plan to make 
McComb a “world-class school district.”

The survey was conducted by P3 Strategies, a Jackson 
consulting group, which is helping the McComb 
School District develop a new strategic plan to 
elevate the performance and status of the 
district. 

A Strategic Planning Working Group – made 
up of teachers, parents, business, civic, 
higher education and religious leaders – has 
been working throughout the past month to 
examine issues facing the district and make 
recommendations. Recommendations will be 
presented to McComb Superintendent Cederick 

Ellis and the McComb School Board to develop a long-
term plan for the district.

The survey was conducted  from July 28, 2014, 
to Aug. 26, 2014, In total, 559 stakeholders in 
the McComb district responded to the online 
survey. Stakeholders included students (68 
percent), professional educators (20 per-
cent), administrators (4 percent), parents (4 

percent), civic leaders (2 percent), residents 
(2 percent) and business  leaders (1 percent).  

A majority of respondents to the survey said the McComb School 
District generally provides good or excellent educational services. 
Forty-four percent said the educational services were good, 34 
percent excellent and 6 percent superior. Only 3 percent rank 
education as poor.

Respondents did not rank any barrier to achieving top status 
more than 17 percent, but 30 percent agreed that there were 
a combination of barriers, which included toxic family life (17 
percent), a culture of poverty (14 percent), inadequate resources 
(11 percent) and poor instructional practices (8 percent). Eigh-
teen percent said none of the items were barriers to becoming a 
top-10 district.

Respondents not only had a high opinion of the district, but also 
said it could improve and should seek to be a top district. Eighty-
three percent said McComb could be among the top 10 perform-

ing districts in the state and 85 percent said the district should 
aspire to be a world-class education system. Respondents were 
aware of achievements of individuals and schools within the 
district (84 percent) and gave math and English instruction high 
marks, 48 percent and 20 percent respectively.

Respondents said that the main characteristics of a superior 
school district included: a 90 percent graduation rate (61 per-
cent); all students reading on grade level (58 percent); three-
fourths of all teachers are highly effective (48 percent); and all 
principals are instructional leaders (44 percent). 

While a majority thought a characteristic of a superior school 
district was having a 90 percent graduation rate, 65 percent did 
not know the graduation rate for the McComb District. That rate 
is 60.6 percent, which is below the state average of 75.5 percent.

Students: 68%                    Professional Educators: 20%             Administrators: 4%

Civic Leaders: 2% Residents: 2%             Business Leaders: 1%

Parents: 4%
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STAKEHOLDERS’ BASELINE SURVEY

OTHER RESULTS
In other results, respondents of the survey said:

Students in McComb should have an individual computing device, such as a laptop or tablet. Seventy-six percent said high 
school students should have them; 52 percent in middle-school grades, 17 percent in elementary and 12 percent kindergar-
ten through third grade.

Students should be introduced to online learning, with 47 percent saying it should occur in elementary school, 36 percent in 
middle school and 15 percent in high school.

All students should be required to complete an online course before they graduate (52 percent).

There will be a need for more workers in local businesses (67 percent).

The top careers for which the McComb School district should be preparing students are: technology and digital (70 percent); 
medical services (60 percent); public service (52 percent); the service industry (46 percent) and; agri-business, (31 percent).

The district should be preparing students to attend college at both in-state and out-of-state institutions (80 percent).

All young students should be enrolled in Pre-K and kindergarten (87 percent).

Students should be allowed to graduate early if they have met or exceeded high school graduation 
requirements (89 percent).

Students should be required to have real work experience from an internship or community service 
before they graduate (76 percent).

Fluency in a second language is a feature of a world-class education (74 percent).

That there is a role for the community in recruiting and retaining highly effective teachers  (70 percent).

That Pre-K and kindergarten students should not be evaluated in the same manner as high school students (75 percent).

That when tradition clashes with research and best practice that research and best practice should prevail (64 percent).

That the future of McComb is tied to the school system (81 percent).

That all teachers should teach an agreed-upon content to improve literacy and math skills (52 percent).
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CONCLUSION
Stakeholders in the McComb School District generally have a high 
opinion of the district, and have strong beliefs that the district 
could become a top district in Mississippi and even a district that 
could be competitive beyond the state, a “world-class district.”

Stakeholders do recognize challenges, but they also have ideas of 
improvements and programs that would help the district move in 
achievement levels, such as emphasis on technology and digital 
training, languages and programs to provide students more skills to 
move to higher education such as online training and internships.

Stakeholders do not appear to be too wedded to tradition and, 
results show, they are open to changes and reforms. They also 
appear aware of the importance of such critical items as early-
childhood learning, access to technology and the importance of 
having highly effective teachers in the classrooms.

Most important, McComb School District stakeholders appear 
supportive and understand the importance of a successful school 
district to the overall success of the community.
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IN THE NEWS
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Residents and community leaders gathered at the Martin Luther 
King Jr. Community Center on Thursday evening to share ideas on 
how to improve McComb’s public schools.
P3 Strategies, a Jackson-based education consulting firm, orga-
nized the meeting as one of several that will take place over the 
next 30 days to develop a strategic plan for the McComb School 
District.
The district established three focus groups of about 30 people 
from across the community, including teachers, parents, profes-
sionals and civic leaders, to help develop the plan.
“We are in the process of attempting to develop a world-class 
school district,” Superintendent Dr. Cederick Ellis said. “I’m smart 
enough to know that I can’t do that by myself. We try to get a 
cross-section of people from the McComb School District com-
munity.”
Several members of the public, including parents and students, 
attended Thursday’s meeting to propose ideas for the initiative.
Some of the ideas included more extracurricular activities, 
foreign language programs that begin at lower grades, a wider 
variety of foreign language programs, and even better-tasting 
cafeteria food.

One theme, however, remained fairly consistent among the pro-
posals: The need to increase parental involvement in children’s 
education.

“An educational environment starts at home and in the commu-
nity,” McComb High School junior Jasmine Baylor said. “It does 
take a village to raise a child.”

Greg Gilmore, the district’s security liaison, held similar feelings.
“Growing up in this community, I saw my teachers, I saw my 
principal all the time in my community,” he said. “They came out 
and they talked with us and they corrected us.”
Some gave ideas on how to attract parents and community 
members to the school district.

Dwight Martin said he’d like to see a mandate that teachers must 
visit every one of their students’ homes and meet their parents.
“Most of our parents want to be involved, but they don’t know 
how,” Martin said. “They’re sort of intimidated by the school 
district.”

A first draft of the strategic plan is scheduled for review on Oct. 6 
and the final plan will be ready for publication by Oct. 15.

Schools hear suggestions for growth
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IN THE NEWS

A couple of months ago, Monique Gilmore asked a favor: Her 
boss, McComb schools superintendent Dr. Cederick Ellis, was cre-
ating a “strategic planning group” to recommend changes in the 
district. Would I participate?

My reflexive response was no. All three of my kids have already 
graduated, I spend too much time at work to take part in this, 
I’m just really busy, what can I possibly offer?

But Monique persisted, and it only took a couple of minutes for 
her to change my mind. This seems like an appropriate place to 
thank her, because she was right.

Over six weeks, the planning group has come up with some 
bold ideas to further Ellis’ goal of making McComb a world-class 
school district.

Ellis, beginning his second year at McComb, enlisted the help of 
P3 Strategies LLC of Jackson. Under its guidance, the 33-mem-
ber planning team split up into three groups, and each one held 
three meetings.

Each group discussed problems in the district and came up with 
ideas to fix them. We specifically ignored finances and other 
concerns, since paying for things was not part of our task.

Here’s the core of the problem: The district is spending $11,600 per 
student, but the latest figures show 31 percent quit before they 
graduate. The average ACT score is 16.4, which is way too low.

Another challenge is teacher turnover. In the last three years, 
McComb has lost something like 40 percent of its teachers. It’s 
impossible to improve education with that much turnover.
Each of us received a binder full of education-related articles. 
Many were dense and difficult to read, but one stood out. Titled 
“The Irreplaceables,” it said schools are not doing enough to 
keep their best teachers, and offered solutions to fix this.

It was written by tntp .org, which stands for The New Teacher 
Project. The group’s mission is to improve teacher quality and 
“end the injustice of educational inequality,” but if “The Irre-
placeables” is any example, TNTP is calling for big changes that 
would shake up the education bureaucracy, quite deservedly.
I cannot overstate the impact of this 40-page paper. It inspired 
me to write an e-mail — a “Jerry Maguire” mission statement, if 
you will. Here’s the end of my e-mail:

• “If McComb is going to create a model school, how many exist-
ing rules can it break? (Merit pay is one example.)”

• “I think we should assume that the school district cannot 
magically transform all its students into kids who produce strong 
test scores. Therefore, it makes sense to focus on something the 

district can control: Who teaches its students.”

• “The business community expects McComb schools to produce 
capable students. We should ask a cross-section of managers if 
they believe the district is doing this.”

• “Can McComb be a world-class district without bold action? I 
suspect not.”

P3 Strategies is scheduled to present its recommendations to the 
school board in the next few weeks. Here are some that ought to 
be among them:

• Better pay for teachers, along with more mentoring for new teach-
ers, plus efforts to identify and keep McComb’s “Irreplaceables.”

• Offer school for any low-income 4-year-old, even if the state 
won’t pay for it. This will cause a stir among people who run 
daycares, because they will fear it would hurt their business.

• Start teaching algebra in fifth grade.

• Create a science, technology, engineering and math program at 
the Summit property for middle school and junior high students.
There are several more that may be included, but hopefully you 
can see this is big stuff.

Recognizing and keeping good teachers is a win. Expanding pre-
school is a win. Raising the bar by teaching algebra at an earlier 
age is a win. A STEM curriculum, as it’s called, is a win.

The only way to improve education in McComb is to start earlier 
(in preschool) and aim higher. Good teachers must expect more 
of students who are part of a more rigorous academic program.
Ellis and the school board will be constrained by finances — 
$11,600 per student is enough. But Irving Hamer, the P3 Strate-
gies guide who was “The Irreplaceable” for this project, told 
us that if the school district does just 20 percent of the things 
suggested, it will transform the district.

The planning group’s job was easy: Imagine a better way. The 
hard work lies ahead. Ellis, the school board, administrators and 
teachers simply must rise to the challenge.

Jack Ryan: Transformation’s first step
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On the job just over a year, McComb superintendent Dr. Cederick 
Ellis is determined to see the school system become a “world 
class school district.”

Ellis and other district staffers, including finance director Cathy 
Jones and assistant superintendent Ruby Husband, recently 
returned from Detroit, where they saw how some of the lowest-
performing schools in that state were lifted up and have become 
examples of new — and successful — learning ideas.

They described their experiences at Tuesday’s school board 
meeting.

“It was like nothing I’ve ever seen before,” Jones said, noting 
how students were learning at their own pace and all were 
invested in their own learning processes.

Now, Ellis is ready to develop a model school pilot program, most 

likely to begin on the Summit Elementary campus, with the goal 
of propeling McComb schools to the top.

The board voted to contract with P3 Strategies, LLC, to help 
shape the school system into a top-notch district.

McComb will establish a planning group of 10 teachers and 
administrators, 10 business, religious and civic leaders, 10 par-
ent and student leaders and three representatives from higher 
education.

They will explore what it will take to vault McComb schools to 
the top and what barriers it will expect to encounter.

The district will begin work on the plan Aug. 1, with final delivery 
ready for publication on Oct. 15. They will develop milestone 
segments over a three- to five-year period. Total P3 Strategy fees 
will range from $148,500 to $172,500. Three P3 Strategy con-
sultants will be on hand to help develop the McComb program, 
with team leader Dr. Irving Hamer.

Jan. 1, 2015, is the target date to make recommendations to 
open the re-designed education program at Summit Academy in 
August 2015.

Jack Ryan: Transformation’s first step

Schools hire firm to focus on gains
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Pamela Shaw, J.D., president and founder P3 Strate-
gies, is a senior manager, entrepreneur and public 
policy analyst. Shaw is a seasoned leader, tactician, 
organizer and devotee to social justice. She has more 
than 20 years of experience focused on the health, 
education and development of children, families and 
service providers in vulnerable communities and 
organizations. Her uncanny capacity to support, com-

municate with and train key leadership and a dispa-
rate array of community constituents on complicated 
matters of public policy and program development 
has benefited citizens and organizations with com-
mon interests. Her experience includes organizational 
leadership, training and public speaking. She is a 
native Mississippian with degrees from Southern 
University and the University of Maryland.

Irving Hamer is a senior executive and academic 
leader with experience in the public and private sec-
tors. The leadership includes oversight of strategic 
and organizational develowpment, acquisitions and 
integration, policy and program development and 
fiscal administration. He is a noted advocate and 
strategic organizer in various civic, human rights and 
social justice causes. Hamer’s experience includes 

school and district leadership, executive leadership 
in corporations and technology start-up firms, faculty 
and research appointments at Yale, Columbia and 
Florida International University and extensive work in 
the civic and nonprofit sectors. A native of New York 
City, Hamer holds advanced degrees from Harvard 
University.

David Hampton is a veteran journalist who has spent 
37 years in various writing and editing positions at 
Mississippi newspapers. Hampton began as a political 
writer and served in the Washington bureau of The 
Clarion-Ledger, Mississippi’s largest newspaper. He 
became editorial director in 1986 and oversaw the 
opinion pages for 26 years before his retirement in 

2012. He now teaches journalism. He has won nu-
merous awards for his editorial and column writing. 
In 2012, he was inducted into the Mississippi Press 
Association Hall of Fame for his contributions to Mis-
sissippi journalism. Hampton is a native of Tennessee 
and holds a degree from the University of Memphis.

Kenya Collins is an experienced architect of organiz-
ing community involvement and a well sought-after 
political strategist. She was selected as State Director 
of Obama for America-Mississippi in April 2012.
Upon her successful completion of the presidential 
campaign’s work, she worked as State Director for 
the 2013 Presidential Inaugural Committee, and was 

nominated for a presidential appointment. Prior to 
joining P3 Strategies, she worked with the Medgar & 
Myrlie Evers Institute in addition to serving as senior 
adviser for several campaigns throughout the state.  
A native of Jackson,  she is an alumna of Jackson State 
University.  When not working Kenya volunteers with 
several organizations in the community.

Pamela Shaw

Irving Hamer

David Hampton

Kenya Collins

ABOUT P3 STRATEGIES

P3 Strategies is mission driven. Its products and services seek to improve civil 
society, the opportunities for underserved children and their families, and the 

organizations and institutions that serve communities.
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