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ACADEMIC PROGRESS PLAN FOR 

GRUNDY COUNTY, TN SCHOOL SYSTEM

FOR RON INGLE

Hello everyone and thank you all for giving me this chance to speak with you today.  I appreciate the opportunity to share my thoughts, goals and proposals to advance the academic performance of the students in the Grundy County school system, and clearly, there is not a more distinguished group that could have attended today.  

(if the attendees have not yet all been introduced, take a moment to welcome them).  I would just like to acknowledge all of you right now.  With us here today are:

· ___________________________________________, Director of Schools

· _______________________________________, Chairwoman

· and board members________________________________________

· _________________________________________________________

· __________________________________________________________

· __________________________________________________________

Also with us today are _______________________, _____________________, ___________________________ and ____________________________.

I am honored to be in your presence and it is my intention that you align with me on my vision for a more advanced, productive and modern plan for the school system of Grundy County, Tennessee.  We are all blessed to live in this beautiful rural community.  For many of us, we were born here.  We come from generations of families that worked the same soil and inherited our families’ respective legacies.  We have a strong, honest, proud and humble heritage, and in many ways, although we all are affected by the trends and challenges facing larger towns and established urban areas, and even though we have our own unique issues to deal with, we have all been blessed with being involved in strong community support systems and as a “more intimate” community, we work issues out amongst ourselves.  There is one challenge however, that we need to address immediately, and that is the impact that education has on our students.

I carefully chose the phrase “impact that education has on our students” for a reason.  Although we do live in this “mostly” idyllic region, one thing is glaringly obvious.  If we want to maintain the traditions we all value so much, we must find methods to improve the impact that education has on our children.  (start presentation with slide 1) Although this area is steeped in a history of good honest work that befits a rural community, the world around us is evolving at warp speed and processes and procedures must be initiated to support our future. It is up to us to find the means to, well, maybe not “compete” with the more sophisticated school systems in the country, but at least to be on a par with national averages (once we’re at a par level, then we can reassess and re-motivate to surpass national levels, but let’s take one step at a time).  There is no excuse for our students to NOT be on course with national averages.  Of course it is always easy to think that if we had a more generous budget, we would be able to improve our statistics.  I think the issue is more fundamental.  I think it is the responsibility of each and every one of the residents of Grundy County to be accountable for the academic success of our children.

I have a plan that I would like to share with you right now.  This is only the initial seed of this thought process.  It will require the cooperation of everyone in this room and in this county to make the plan work. The plan is called SMARTS,  (go to slide 2) which stands for:

· STUDENTS

· MENTORED

· ARE 

· READY 

· TO 

· SUCCEED
That sounds simple enough, and I am sure we all think we already mentor the students of this county, but we need to go deeper.  Here are some of the themes I will discuss:

· The most effective implementation of any new process or program is to have a united and positive stance.  

· According to statistics gathered in the Tennessee Department of Education Report Card for 2009, Grundy County is behind the state average on several points.  This is not bad news.  It is an opportunity for growth and improvement.

· I believe that the educational system of Grundy County can be improved with some fairly simple and obvious alterations to the way we do things right now.

· We’ve all heard the phrase, “It takes a village.”  Guess what?  It really does take a village to support and encourage kids. I will explain.

· Education does not stop at the schoolyard gate.

We in this room are either educators or passionate about education and the impact it has on our youth.  Sometimes the obvious needs to be stated.  We all think we are doing the best job possible, and we have to surmount the everyday challenges that are constantly there.  But guess what?  There is no excuse for us to be behind state averages.  If every citizen in this county were to be held accountable for the academic success of our student population, imagine the impact it would have!  

· In my research for my presentation, I found an article about small towns in Colorado.  The article was in the Denver Post and the title was “Rural School Districts Learn to Flourish.”  (Here is the link so that you can read the article, print it and possibly hand it out to the attendees-please copy and paste this into your browser http://www.denverpost.com/ci_6966916#ixzz0iqZBjSnL ).

 Sounds pretty appropriate, doesn’t it?  So I read on.  To sum up the focus of the article, here are a few key points:

· …a collection of small towns in this corner of Colorado's farm country are dodging the disadvantages of remoteness and poverty, thin resources and shriveling economies to produce some of the state's best schools.

· "You hear teachers say, 'Well, I taught it; they just didn't get it.' The teachers are up there broadcasting information," …. "Some teachers very firmly believe they have not taught the material until all their students have learned it."
· Even the school's support staff - the custodian, the lunch lady and the secretary - has learned how to tutor kids.  "Everybody takes on the responsibility of teaching students how to read," …. "The school belongs to them."
· "Failure is not an option," said Charylene Smith, who has taught at Walsh Elementary for seven years. "If a student fails, that means the adults aren't putting enough effort in. Year after year, we say that to ourselves, and it works."

(Go to slide 3 for more highlights of the Denver post article)

The article goes on to explain that no child is left behind.  Really.  There is zero tolerance for failure.  The school districts and schools mentioned in the article are in poor rural areas of the state, but the one thing that they do have-and we have-are people who are passionate about the success of the community’s youth.  The teachers discussed in this article are not content to teach the lessons.  They don’t stop until there is confirmation that the lessons have been learned.  Everyone gets involved.  As you can see, even the school support staff has been encouraged to mentor and tutor the students.  If a particular group is lagging behind, the curriculum is shifted to focus on the weak points, build them up and go on.  This is not learning by rote.  This is learning by caring and by knowing that if my neighbor or my neighbor’s child doesn’t succeed, neither will I.  It’s a very simple concept and one that has been the backbone of our heritage.  We’re there for each other.  What the educators and administrators of Walsh County, Colorado have innovated is very simple.  Not only are there consequences for poor performance, there is relentless attention to correct and improve that performance.  There is a reward for good performance, even if it’s a piece of penny candy given for good behavior.  The students learn to take pride in their work and the staff has a tremendous sense of accomplishment.  It is clearly a win-win situation.

(Go to slide 4) 

Can you imagine if we took inspiration from this article  (go to slide 5) and really ran with it?  By making SMARTS the backbone of our county’s productivity-not only in education, but with our commerce, health care and housing resources participating, the entire population would learn and benefit!  We could create programs and contests involving the entire community.  A visit to the grocery store can be a learning experience.  The gas station attendant can have a question of the day posted.  The plans don’t have to be elaborate, but they do have to be effective.  Whatever we do now is very good, but our best asset is our human resourcefulness and giving only increases the capacity in each and every one of us to give more.  We can transform each event currently scheduled to have an academic focus.  We have to spread the concept that learning is fun. (Go to slide 6) Positive knowledge is power.  A lesson well learned and acknowledged has many benefits.  We have to be vigilant in our dedication to insuring that each child learns the lesson.  WE have to be willing to learn.  Then watch the ripple effect as other communities learn from our experience.  What a proud moment it would be if we could inspire those around us in the same way that I was inspired by the educators in Walsh County and its sister counties in Colorado!

There’s another point I must focus on.  We have a fantastic resource at our fingertips-literally, and that’s the Internet.  No matter how much we think we use it and benefit from it, there is always a newer and more creative way to gather valuable and beneficial information.  We are well into the 21st century and if we are to mentor today’s youth, we need to know how to access and use tomorrow’s technology.  We may be a rural community, but we have the same access to information as people have in New York, Boston, Chicago-we just have to learn how to effectively tap the resource.  All that takes is practice.  As is mentioned in the Denver Post article, there are educational advocacy groups that support rural communities such as ours.  Do we know about all the resources that might be available?  The answer is NO.  Remember-I know someone whose motto is, “I don’t know what I don’t know.”  There is a vast body of information out there, evolving every day just waiting to be tapped.  It’s time for all of us to go hunting for the information, and in doing so, we learn and teach by example.  The truth is, we are placed on this earth to learn.  Our life’s education does not end at graduation.  If we want kids to learn, we have to be willing to do the same.

(Go to slide 7 and summarize)

We are all on a journey of discovery, evolution and improvement.  Education is no different than life itself.  I invite all of us to join together and launch an intensive campaign to inspire, motivate, mentor and truly educate our future generations.  Their success will be ours as well.

Thank you all! 
