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It is the mission of the Mississippi 
Education Reform Collaborative 
(MERC) to identify, develop and 
implement transformative educa-
tion policy and program reforms 
that advance student and school 
performance for member districts. 

MERC is made up of school su-
perintendents, who have come 
together voluntarily to work in a 
collaborative effort because they 
have common conditions, needs 
and aspirations for the districts they 
lead. There are partners, thought 
leaders, consultants, strategists and 
activists who participate in and sup-
port MERC activities. 

MERC’s program of work includes: 

• Recruiting and retaining highly 
effective teachers
• Advocating for increased state 
investment in Pre-K and mandatory 
kindergarten
• Developing school leadership.
• Sharing and implementing educa-
tional best practices 
• Developing data-driven programs 
and reforms
• Integrating state of the art 
technology tools into teaching and 
learning activities
• Providing research and reports to 
help advance advocacy of education 
reforms and practices in Mississippi

James Q. Bacchus, a 40-year veteran of K-12 education, has led the 
Hattiesburg Public School District since 2011. He formerly was Chief 
of Student Support at Memphis City Schools, where he also served as 
Executive Director of Facilities, High School Academic Superintendent, 
a principal, assistant principal and teacher. He holds degrees from the 
University of Memphis and Jackson State University.

Dr. Gwendolyn Page became superintedent of East Jasper School District 
in 2006. Prior to becoming superintendent, she had served East Jasper 
as Director of Curriculum and Instruction, Textbooks, Professional 
Development and Director of Technology.  Dr. Page holds degrees from 
Mississippi Delta Community College, Mississippi University for Women, 
Delta State University and Mississippi State University, along with 
certificates from both Vanderbilt and Harvard University.

Dr. Cedrick Gray has been superintendent of Jackson Public Schools since 
2012. He is the former superintendent of Fayette County Public Schools 
in Fayette County, Tennessee, where he was considered an agent of 
educational reform. Prior to becoming a superintendent, Dr. Gray was 
principal of Craigmont Middle School and Lester Pre-K-8 School, both 
in Memphis, Tennessee. Dr. Gray, who also is a minister, holds degrees 
from the University of Memphis and Union University.

Dr. Cederick L. Ellis, Sr. has been superintendent of the McComb School 
District since July 2013. Prior to McComb, he was superintendent of the 
Shaw School District in the Mississippi Delta. He also headed the South 
Buffalo Charter School in Buffalo, N.Y, and was a principal in Clarksdale. 
He holds degrees from Jackson State University and Delta State 
University.

Dr. Jacquelyn Thigpen is a product of the school system she has led since 
2007. She has been a teacher’s assistant, alcohol and drug counselor, 
mental health consultant, School Psychometrist and Director of Special 
Services in the Cleveland School District. She also has been an instructor 
at Delta State University. She holds six degrees from Delta State.

SUPERINTENDENTS

Mr. James Q. Bacchus | Hattiesburg Public School District

Dr. Gwendolyn Page | East Jasper School District

Dr. Cedrick Gray | Jackson Public Schools

Dr. Cederick L. Ellis, Sr. | McComb School District

Dr. Jacquelyn Thigpen | Cleveland School District
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INTRODUCTION

The Cleveland School District was 
the first district in Mississippi to 
receive district-wide accredita-
tion through SACS/CASI. It has 
five magnet schools – three art-
themed, one math and science-
themed and one math, science 
and health education-themed. 

Cleveland also has four authorized 
International Baccalaureate pro-
grams. Cleveland is an “Excel by 5 

Certified Community” and has an 
A school-rated elementary school. 
Cleveland was rated C in the 2013 
state accountability assessments. 
It met growth requirements and 
had a 5-year graduation rate of 
67.6 percent. 

CLEVELAND SCHOOL DISTRICT
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Superintendent – Dr. Jacquelyn Thigpen

Students: 3,795 OPERATING BUDGET: $35,700,000Teachers: 238 Schools: 10

“The Cleveland 
School District 
board, admin-
istration, staff, 
students, par-
ents and com-
munity work 

continuously to 
fulfill its mis-

sion to educate 
and empower 
all students to 

excel.”

GREATEST STRENGTH GREATEST CHALLENGE IMPROVEMENTS
The strengths in the Cleveland 
School District are mathemat-
ics education and the Diploma 
Program housed at East Side 
High School.

A challenge in the Cleveland 
School District is reading. This 
was evident in our 3-5 school 
that dropped in rating from C in 
2013 to F in 2014 without the 
waiver.

East Side High School moved 
from academic watch to B over a 
two-year period. D.M. Smith Mid-
dle School rated F in 2013,  was 
rated a D for 2014, thereby being 
removed from New Start School 
Status. Bell Academy, rated C in 
2013 was rated B for 2014.

What is the Mississippi Education Reform 
Collaborative? What does it do? Why is it 
important?
 
In the Mississippi Legislature, the state 
Department of Education and the general 
community there is continuous conversa-
tion about the reform of public educa-
tion. In fact there appears at times to be 
an all-out assault on public education. It 
is clear to us that a single practioner or 
school district cannot affect the innova-
tions necessary to transform the teaching 
and learning required to prepare the most 
vulnerable children without collective ef-
fort and capacity. 
 
MERC is a solution.

 

MERC districts are diverse in their size, 
resources and geography. What all these 
districts have in common is poverty of 
the student populations (based on the 
number of students receiving free lunch), 
ranging from more than 70 percent to 
more than 90 percent.  MERC districts’ 
poverty demographics mirror more than 
57 percent of the student population in 
the state.

We share best practices, pool resources, 
coordinate activities, monitor legislative 
and regulatory proposals and advocate for 
our children and their communities.  
 
Our goal is to accelerate achievement for 
our schools and districts.  We strive to 
provide the best education possible for 
our students with the limited resources 
available to us.
 
This report provides a profile of our 
districts, highlighting both their strengths, 
weaknesses and the challenges they 
face. It also provides a description  of the 
program of work designed to accelerate 
achievement.
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SCHOOL DISTRICTS

 The East Jasper School District‘s 
mission is to provide an educa-
tional program designed to ad-
dress the wide range of learning 
capabilities, backgrounds, needs 
and interests of our students. This 
program will guide the students 
toward mastery of basic learning 

skills, individual creativity, accept-
able social behavior and active 
participation in improving their 
environment. To accomplish this 
mission, emphasis is focused on 

strong administrative leadership, 
quality instruction and student 
achievement. Based on the 2014 
accountability results, the district 
received a C, with or without the 
waiver. It did not meet growth 
requirements and had a gradua-
tion rate of 72.2 percent. 

The McComb School District’s 
motto is “Building Momentum 
and Creating Systems of Excel-
lence.” Momentum would clearly 
describe McComb in recent years. 
Under Dr. Cederick Ellis, the Mc-
Comb district in partnership with 
the community is initiating poli-

cies, programs 
and practices 
designed to 
make McComb 
a “world-class 
school district.” 
A strategic plan has identified five 
key initiatives, including creation 

of new model schools, to move 
the district forward. There already 
has been movement as the Mc-
Comb High School moved up from 
failing to a C. McComb was rated 
D in state assessments. It met 
growth requirements and had a 
graduation rate of 62.3 percent.

Students: 967

Students: 2,715

OPERATING BUDGET: $10,783,463

OPERATING BUDGET: $29,339,758

GREATEST STRENGTH

GREATEST STRENGTH

GREATEST CHALLENGE

GREATEST CHALLENGE

IMPROVEMENTS

IMPROVEMENTS

Teachers: 66

Teachers: 178

Schools: 3

Schools: 5

 “The East Jasper 
School District 
is continuing 

to educate and 
move students 

from Ordinary to 
Extraordinary.”

“Our mission 
is to become a 
premier, world-

class school 
system where 

student success 
is inevitable and 

each student 
is cultivated to 

become a fierce 
competitor in a 
global society.”

East Jasper’s greatest strength is 
its relationship with the commu-
nity. Stronger communications, in-
creased student achievement and 
improved student behaviors are 
outgrowths of this relationship.

The recent development of 
our strategic plan—our road 
map to becoming a world-
class school district.   

Funding to ensure that the dis-
trict has well-paid/well-trained 
teachers and 21st century 
resources continues to be a chal-
lenge as the district implements 
new state requirements.

Implementing our recently 
developed strategic plan and 
transforming into a world-
class school district.
 

The district has remained a suc-
cessful C district with the rating 
of Heidelberg Junior High improv-
ing to A.  Heidelberg Junior High 
also has been recognized as a 
“High Progress” award school.

McComb High School received a C rating 
after two years at F. With the exception 
of one school, all other schools improved 
their ratings. We increased community 
engagement, are serving 215 additional 
pre-k students and have a solid fund bal-
ance with perfect audits.    

EAST JASPER SCHOOL DISTRICT Superintendent – Dr. Gwendolyn Page

McCOMB SCHOOL DISTRICT Superintendent – Dr. Cederick L. Ellis, Sr.
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Hattiesburg Public School District 
is a district with high student en-
gagement both in and out of the 
classroom. Hattiesburg offers a 
premier strings program, a nation-
ally recognized forensics program 

and athletic pro-
gram that offers 
a wide variety of 
traditional and 
nontraditional 
individual and 

team sports. Hattiesburg  was 
rated C in the 2013 state account-
ability assessments. It met growth 
requirements and had a 5-year 
graduation rate of 74.3 percent.

Jackson Public Schools is the 
state’s second largest district. JPS 
is the only school district in the 
state to offer an International Bac-
calaureate program from elemen-
tary through high school. JPS of-
fers a whole-school arts program 
at Casey Elementary School and 

Open Doors for 
the Intellectually 
Gifted Program 
at all elementary 
and middle schools, grades 2-6. 
JPS offers a Montessori program 
for Pre-K and elementary students 
at McWillie Elementary School. 

JPS offers pre-kindergarten at 25 
elementary schools. Jackson was 
rated D in the 2013 state account-
ability assessments. It did not 
meet growth requirements and 
had a 5-year graduation rate of 65 
percent. 

Students: 4,560

Students: 30,600

OPERATING BUDGET: $54,165,248

OPERATING BUDGET: $209,996,153

GREATEST STRENGTH

GREATEST STRENGTH

GREATEST CHALLENGE

GREATEST CHALLENGE

IMPROVEMENTS

IMPROVEMENTS

Teachers: 349

Teachers: 1,811

Schools: 8

Schools: 61

“The vision of the 
Hattiesburg Pub-
lic School District 
is a model teach-

ing and learn-
ing community 
that graduates 

citizens prepared 
to succeed, 

with a mission 
to educate all 

students.”

“Jackson Public 
Schools is an in-
novative, urban 
district commit-
ted to excellence 
and providing a 

quality education 
for our students.”

The strength of the Hattiesburg Pub-
lic School District is the investments 
in student and teacher development. 
The district spends $500,000 annu-
ally for engagement opportunity for 
one-third of its 4,600 students. Over 
50 hours of professional develop-
ment outside the district supports 
sound research-based practice.

Our greatest strength is the com-
mitment of the community in 
building stronger schools for our 
students.

The great challenge to 
HPSD is recruiting and 
retaining highly qualified 
teachers that can obtain 
two years of growth in one 
year.

Empowering our teachers 
through the provision of profes-
sional development that keeps 
them ahead of the changing 
landscape of education.
 

Teachers now have data to make 
real-time decisions for each child. 
The focus is on the whole child — 
health, nutrition, social, emotional 
and academic. The district has im-
proved “advanced and proficient” 
by 25 percent and reduced “basic 
and minimal” by 17 percent in read-
ing and math, grades 3-8.

Reduction of schools labeled F and 
installation of Alignment Jackson, 
a community-based collaborative 
that aligns community resources 
to the wildly important goals, 
W.I.G.S., of the school district.

HATTIESBURG SCHOOL DISTRICT Superintendent – Mr. James Q. Bacchus

JACKSON PUBLIC SCHOOLS DISTRICT Superintendent – Dr. Cedrick Gray
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COLLABORATION/BEST PRACTICES

TRAINING

The superintendents who are 
part of the Mississippi Education 
Reform Collaborative operate as a 
true collaborative. 

Together, their districts serve more 
than 42,000 students in both rural 
and urban settings with wide varia-
tions in enrollment and resources. 

While their districts are diverse in 
size and geography, their students 
are largely from minority, low-
income families. And while their 
roles as superintendents are differ-
ent in each community, they share 
common problems in seeking to move the needle of success. 
In monthly facilitated thought sessions, MERC superinten-
dents honestly raise issues, concerns and seek advice from 

peers that they cannot find in their 
districts. 

In some districts superintendents carry 
the responsibility of not only heading 
the school system, but also a commu-
nity role as the largest employer, which 
can be isolating. In monthly thought 
sessions, MERC leaders are thought 
partners.  

MERC superintendents have learned to 
rely on one another and have formed a 
bond of trust and relationship that lets 
them speak freely, ask questions and 
learn in a manner not available in other 

professional and/or community settings. That has helped 
MERC solve problems by adopting best practices of their col-
leagues and working in true collaboration.

MERC member districts have pooled 
resources to provide specialized train-
ing. The No. 1 priority of MERC is hiring 
and retaining highly effective teachers. 
Toward that goal, MERC has organized 
specialized training to equip administra-
tors, human resource specialists and 
principals — those tasked with recruit-
ing and hiring — with improved skills to 
ensure positions at MERC schools are 
filled with highly effective teachers. A 
highly effective teacher is one who can 
obtain two years of growth in one aca-
demic year.  Partnering with The New 
Teacher Project (TNTP), MERC’s Stra-
tegic Staffing Institutes bring together 
principals and key staffers to develop 
strategies for filling vacancies. Those 
strategies include developing timelines, 
procedures and, most important, effec-

tive interview techniques.  Principals 
are trained in effective onboarding and 
the importance of teacher recognition 
and support programs to reduce staff 
turnover. Turnover in MERC districts has 
averaged about 300 positions annually. 
The Strategic Staffing Institutes helped 
MERC districts fill positions earlier 

with better qualified candidates and 
enhanced retention efforts, thereby 
reducing teacher turnover. 

MERC districts also work with person-
nel from schools identified as failing 
or at-risk of failing. The New Start 
School Consultancy brings principals 
and school leaders together to learn 
specialized strategies in using data 
analytics to target student groups with 
intensive work to help raise test scores 
and bring sustainable improvement. 
Such strategies can bring improvement 
more quickly and impact test scores.

Working collaboratively makes it pos-
sible for MERC superintendents to pro-
vide specialized training that they may 
not otherwise be able to afford.

Superintendents James Q. Bacchus and Cederick 
L. Ellis, Sr. discuss common school issues.

Superintendent Cederick L. Ellis, Sr. 
holds a principal-training session.
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 SURVEYS REPORTS TECHNOLOGY

MERC provides a vehicle to give su-
perintendents information about their 
districts through well-targeted surveys. 
As a prelude to implementing the strat-
egy to achieve their No. 1 priority of  
hiring highly effective teachers, more 
than 1,800 MERC district teachers were 
surveyed to ascertain their plans, con-
cerns and identify possible vacancies. 
That survey gave superintendents a 
surprising inside look into their teacher 
ranks that helped shape training for 
administrators and principals. MERC 
also surveyed new teachers on their 
experiences to develop strategies to 
reduce turnover. 

Surveys also have helped determine 
the impact of funding reductions in 
the districts and have helped assess  
technology needs. 

MERC superintendents have the ad-
vantage of working with solid, objec-
tive, real-time information about their 
district that gives them the ability to 
initiate policies and procedures to 
address their unique issues. MERC 
education experts provide not only the 
survey information, but also analysis to 
aid superintendents in their individual 
districts.

MERC districts work to inform and engage 
in advocacy that would further the devel-
opment of not only MERC district schools, 
but also improve educational policy in the 
state of Mississippi. MERC has issued ma-
jor reports to inform legislators and opin-
ion leaders of the facts surrounding their 
districts and policy initiatives that would 
improve education. MERC’s first report, 
“Sharing Success,” outlined the goals and 
priorities of the collaborative by focusing 
on MERC-member districts. While reports 
often deal only with the challenges, 
“Sharing Success” also focused on what 
MERC districts did 
well, which could 
be built upon to 
improve all districts 
and communities. 
“Sharing Success” 
provided a rep-
resentative look 
of low-income 
districts and the opportunities that are 
available with the proper attention, guid-
ance and policies. 

MERC is a strong advocate for full fund-
ing of the Mississippi Adequate Education 
Program. Working with the Mississippi 
Center for Education Innovation, MERC’s 
report “The Impact of Funding Reduc-
tions on Mississippi Low-Income School 
Districts” provided state leaders and 
opinion-makers information on the impact 
of reduced funding experienced after the 
2008 recession and how ongoing short-
ages of MAEP funding has greater harm 
on low-income districts. All MERC reports 
have been presented to legislators in set-
tings that allowed lawmakers to hear from 
superintendents directly.

MERC has been instrumental in moving 
member districts in the development 
and better use of technology that can 
specifically address educational needs 
and give students and teachers better 
tools for learning. 

MERC superintendents have adopted 
and have become crusaders within 
the state education community for the 
use of sophisticated data analytics to 
specifically identify students with needs 
to improve their performance and 
overall school performance. Working 
with specialized software provided by 
MERC partners, superintendents are 
making education policy decisions based 
on solid data. The work is so compelling 
that MERC superintendents presented 
the program to the national conference 
of the Coalition of Schools Educating 
Boys of Color. MERC districts implement-
ed 1:1 learning, the use of hand-held 
computing devices. MERC superinten-
dents recently traveled to California for 
the Apple Executive Briefing to advance 
their technology initiatives. 

Data analytics is used to improve 
students overall school performance.



MERC is staffed by P3 Strategies, LLC

POLICY PRIORITIES

The Center for Educa-
tion Innovation works for 
sustainable change in com-
munities through education.

Pamela Shaw, J.D., Founder/President

P.O. Box 4584
Jackson, MS 39296

www.p3strategies.net
601-316-0176

The New Teacher 
Project works to 
end educational 
inequality, ensur-
ing all students 
have excellent teachers.

RANDA Solutions helps clients 
transform data into actionable 
solutions that support educators. 

The Foundation 
for the Mid South 
supports commu-
nity efforts that help 
students succeed 
academically. 

Tableau 
Software is 
the leading 
provider of 
software applications for 
data analytics.
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P3 Strategies, LLC,  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.

FULLY FUND MAEP

INCREASE FUNDING FOR EARLY LEARNING

SUPPORT TEACHER RECRUITMENT AND RETENTION INITIATIVES

Policy initiatives and other actives are supported by MERC districts and 
private and public funders.  Monthly thought sessions are supported by the 

Foundation for the Mid South.

OUR PARTNERS

Membership in MERC is voluntary and open to all superintendents 
and conservators.

If you are interested in joining MERC or would like additional in-
formation about MERC’s program of work and/or activities, please 

email MERC@p3strategies.net


